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    -Round One- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    Journalistic integrity. 
 
    They said I was supposed to have it - exude it - but I was losing all bets as I sat in the media section a few rows beyond the front of the ring, cringing every time Princeton Lattimore, better known as “The Prince”, threw a jab at his opponent’s chin. The poor guy didn’t stand a chance; outsized, outmatched, out-everything. Yet here he was, taking a brutal pounding for a check with enough zeros to cover his medical expenses and beyond.  
 
    Boxing was outrageous.  
 
    I wasn’t even sure how I became responsible for doing the write-up about this match. I knew the basics of sports, but it wasn’t exactly my thing, especially a sport as technical as boxing. And maybe that was why my boss wanted me here, to challenge me, force me out of my writerly comfort zone that usually focused strictly on pop culture and entertainment.  
 
    Mission accomplished.  
 
    The roar of the crowd knocked me out of my daze, everyone standing up from their seats as The Prince delivered punches that seemed even stronger than the ones before according to the way his opponent’s head was flinging every which way until the referee slipped between them. And while my immediate reaction was to feel terrible about watching this man get his ass kicked live and in color, seeing the smile on The Prince’s face as his arms shot up in victory completely stole my attention.  
 
    He was… beautiful, if that was something you could call a 6’6”, 249 lb man who just beat another man’s face in. But there was a playful glitter to his eyes as he celebrated with his team of trainers, an extra charm to his smile that included dimples deep enough for me to see from my seat, and after spitting his mouthpiece out into one of his trainer’s hand, I realized that also included a perfect set of teeth, reminding me of his undefeated status.   
 
    As their celebration continued, I made myself busy jotting down a bunch of notes in my phone for later; things I found interesting about the interactions amongst his camp, my observations of his demeanor going from serious and focused to fun and spirited - almost childlike. Even if I couldn’t write about sports specifically, I never had a problem writing about people. And Princeton Lattimore was already proving himself to be a very interesting person.  
 
    I quickly switched my phone from the notes app to the one I used for recording as the commentator took to the ring to conduct a post-fight interview just after it was announced that The Prince was still the champion; as if that was ever in question. And while my intentions were to snag a quote or two I could use in my write-up, it didn’t take long for me to once again get lost in the man himself as he thanked God, shouted out his father and camp, and then gave playful, runaround answers about what was next for his career, until it came to who he wanted to defend his title against. 
 
    “You have to fight the best of the best to be considered the best. And that’s the only thing I give a fuck about.”  
 
    The crowd gave another satisfied roar as I bit back my smile, finding the obvious determination in his response wildly attractive. In fact, everything about The Prince was becoming more attractive the longer I watched him maneuver around the ring, shaking hands and giving hugs to people important enough to already be in the ring with him, stopping to smile for pictures with fans of all ages, even going over to check on his opponent who was still moving about slowly in his corner. He seemed so concerned for the guy’s well-being that you would’ve thought he wasn’t the one responsible for putting him in that condition in the first place. 
 
    I suppose I could appreciate his sportsmanship.  
 
    As The Prince made himself busy bidding farewells, I settled back into my seat and jotted down more information, being sure to note how much it seemed as if Princeton was really a gentle giant.  
 
    A gentle giant who just gave another man a concussion with his hands.  
 
    Yeah, there was nothing gentle about that. But the hardened, angry man from the fight seemed far from the man who had just stopped to take a picture with a kid, bending down to match the kid’s fisting pose with one of his own and giving a smile that beamed throughout the now mostly-emptied arena.  
 
    The man was gorgeous.  
 
    I did my best to shake off the distraction of his good looks, quickly typing out the last few tidbits I wanted to make note of, though I already knew what angle I would be taking with my article; an angle that would surely be different than the thousands of other articles written about this fight. Most journalists would focus on the act, the battle, the beat down. But me, I planned on focusing on the person responsible for it.  
 
    Just as I was putting my phone back in my purse, a security guard was motioning to tell me I had to clear the area. And after flashing my press badge, I slipped past him towards the backstage grounds, thinking I may be able to catch one last glimpse of tonight’s hero before I made my way home to work on the article about him. 
 
    To my surprise, it only took a few turned corners to find his dressing room, made obvious by the steady flow of people going in and out. But when I finally made my way deep enough into the room to spot him, I wasn’t at all surprised to find him flanked by women in dresses tiny enough to make me blush as I watched them both force engagements The Prince didn’t seem too interested in. In fact, it was almost as if he was purposely dodging their attempts for attention, his face scrunched as he blew them off with a wave of his hand.  
 
    One eventually decided to move on to a guy I remembered from Princeton’s team and the other made herself busy on her phone as Princeton answered a few questions from a reporter. But once the reporter was gone, phone girl was back, tossing a disgusted eye at her friend as if she was turning against her in order to earn her spot as The Prince’s girl for the night. And this time, he actually seemed interested, offering a smile as he put a heavy hand against her cheek that had her closing her eyes in ecstasy. But just as quickly, he snatched it away, the disappointment on her face settling in a few short moments later once she realized he had dodged her yet again to do another interview.  
 
    He was mid-response when he peeked up at me with those piercing, hazel brown eyes, my heart skipping a beat and whatever I was thinking about quickly replaced with erotic thoughts of him as his seemingly-bored expression turned into a grin that rivaled the one he gave his fans in the arena. I tried my best to regain my composure, taking a deep breath and pulling my shoulders back before I approached him. But my approach prompted him to stand up from his seat, only reminding me of his great, dominating stature.  
 
    Still, I at least wanted to keep it professional, waiting for the reporter to finish before I extended my hand his way. “Hello Mr. Lattimore. I just wanted to tell you congratulations. On the win. You were great out there.” 
 
    I could feel him taking me all in, tempting me to blush as he accepted my hand. “Appreciate that, love. Who you here with?” he asked, peeking behind me as if he expected the explanation to be there.  
 
    I flashed my badge similarly to the way I had done for the security guard when I answered, “I’m actually here for work. I’m a journalist. I write for FullestDisclosure.com. They sent me to cover the fight.” 
 
    Having to say it out loud only reminded me of how outlandish it sounded considering I didn’t know the half about boxing. And thankfully The Prince didn’t grill me on it, instead asking a simple, “Did you enjoy it?”  
 
    “I mean… yeah. It was good. You did your thing and all that,” I replied with a wave of my hand, avoiding his eyes that seemed to be zeroing in on me with every word I spoke. Almost as if he could see right through my bullshit of a response.  
 
    Still, he once again saved me from making a complete fool of myself when he asked, “You got a card on you?” 
 
    “A card?”  
 
    He took a step closer, peering down at me with a boyish grin as he explained, “So I can find your article later. I’d be interested to read what you have to say about the fight, interested to peep your perspective.” 
 
    “Right,” I breathed, his closeness enough to have me fumbling through my purse to find what he was asking for. And of course the only one I could get my hands on was a coffee-stained version that I should’ve thrown away weeks ago. Still, since it was my only copy, I handed it his way with an apology. “Sorry. This one got a little wet, but you can still read the information.” 
 
    He accepted the card that looked especially dainty in his large hands which still had lines of evidence from the hand wraps he wore under his gloves, pinching it between his fingertips as he read, “Bella Stevenson. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Pleasure’s all mine, Prince,” I gushed a little too easily for my liking, my flirtatious tone totally inappropriate for the circumstance. But it felt as if I couldn’t help myself, his gaze, his presence, his… energy a thousand times more potent now that we were sharing a space.  
 
    Still, since that wasn’t exactly a good excuse for my actions, I was just about ready to apologize when he replied, “Princeton. Please call me Princeton.” 
 
    “Well Princeton, I hope you enjoy your night. You’ve definitely earned it,” I told him with a smile that could only be interpreted as friendly. 
 
    “Yeah? You think so?” he asked, his eyebrow piqued and his innocent grin replaced with a look of… uncertainty. 
 
    Is he serious right now?  
 
    It was possible that Princeton just wanted his ego stroked, possible that he was used to people - especially women - being overly complimentary of his talent and expected the same from me. But something about his expression read otherwise, as if he was really uneasy about his performance in the ring. And since that seemed ridiculous, my face was scrunched when I replied, “Uh… is that really a question? Because if it is, we can surely go ask ol’ boy who got his face smashed in what he thinks about it. And that’s if he can even remember the fight happening.”  
 
    He brushed me off with a quiet chuckle. “Couple days in a dark room and he’ll be aight.” 
 
    “That sounds really depressing,” spilled out before I could contain it as I tried to make sense of why anyone would subject themselves to such torture.  
 
    But once again, Princeton only brushed me off. “It’s the name of our game, love. It’s what we do. All we know.”  
 
    Even if he thought so, I was quick to clarify, “All they know. I mean, they’re the ones taking a beating. Not you, Mr. Undefeated.” 
 
    The boyish smile returned, though it didn’t exactly match his response. “It’s still a risk every time I step in the ring, and I’d be a fool to take any of my opponents lightly. Every fighter has a puncher’s chance.” 
 
    While I could appreciate his humble mentality, and would be sure to include my impression of that in my write-up, I couldn’t help but tease, “Well I guess you’ve just been lucky enough to have never been laid out on your back.”  
 
    “I don’t mind being on my back every once in a while, Bella,” he replied so smoothly that I almost laughed it off until I replayed his words in my head.  
 
    Did he just…? 
 
    Instead of overreacting, I did my best to ignore what sounded like The Prince coming on to me, putting my professional hat back in its rightful place when I rushed out, “It was… a pleasure meeting you. I’ll tag you in the article when it’s posted, and if you feel so inclined, a simple retweet or share would go a long way for our site.” 
 
    He nodded, that playful twinkle back in his eyes as he said, “I got you, love. Looking forward to reading it.” 
 
    & 
 
    “Beast. Freak of Nature. Animal. 
 
    All words used to describe Princeton “The Prince” Lattimore. All far from the truth outside of however many rounds it takes for him to dominate his opponent…” 
 
      
 
    The words were flying from my fingertips with ease as I glanced between my notes and the screen of my laptop, not even worried about the word count I was expected to submit to my boss before the sun came up. This would be well beyond whatever requirements set because Princeton had given me so much to include without even realizing it.  
 
    While the intention of our impromptu conversation hadn’t been for interviewing purposes, I couldn’t help but include some of that insight, being sure to note how his bold, mighty, intimidating presence in the public eye was completely opposite of the gentle, jovial demeanor he wore behind closed doors. In fact, it made me wonder if “The Prince” was just a character, a mask he wore to cover up who he seemed to be on the inside. But even if that was my gut impression from our short interaction, making those sorts of claims for public consumption made me feel as if I was overstepping. And since Fullest Disclosure was far from a gossip site, I decided to keep that to myself, relying on my other observations, quotes from our conversation, and sound bites from his post-fight interview to help me finish my piece before sending it off for editing, satisfied with my work regardless of if my boss found it up to par or not.  
 
    She better find it up to par. 
 
    The hour of the night hit me like a ton of bricks the second I closed my laptop, pushing it to the empty side of the bed before reaching over to turn off the lamp so I could get some rest. But when I closed my eyes, it wasn’t sleep that came right away, instead more thoughts of him as he maneuvered around the boxing ring with ease; a place he clearly felt right at home in considering the confidence he displayed. And while that side of him was attractive for obvious reasons, the mystery of who he was outside of the ring was what most intrigued me.  
 
    Before I could even come up with possibilities, I dozed off, awakened only a few hours later by the incessant buzzing of my phone on the nightstand. And once I saw the name on the screen, I had no choice but to answer it, keeping the phone at a distance in hopes of hiding the fact that I had just woken up when I groaned, “Hello?”  
 
    “Bella, that was fantastic!” she shouted, her screechy voice enough to give me an instant headache. 
 
    I tried my best to shake it off as I replied, “Good morning to you too, Sharon. I’m assuming you read my piece.” 
 
    “Read it? Girl, it’s already posted to the site with thousands of hits within a few minutes of sharing. The social media manager tagged “The Prince” on Twitter and even he retweeted with praise,” she gushed, his name alone enough to snap me to full alertness. 
 
    “He did?” I asked as I changed the call to speakerphone so that I could scroll to my Twitter app to see for myself. And sure enough, once I opened it, there were enough notifications for the app to freeze. But at the very top of the screen I could still see the original tweet from Princeton that read, “Post-fight vibes. Shoutout to @BellaStevenson for the love.” 
 
    “Oh my God. This is… amazing,” I screeched almost excitedly as Sharon had.  
 
    But this time, she was a little calmer as she agreed, “Amazing indeed. Now get your ass in the office so we can start talking about what’s next.”  
 
    Just that quickly, she had put me back in my place as her employee. But that wasn’t going to stop me from feeling giddy about Princeton following through with my request, even going as far as tagging my name so I could get the recognition that may have otherwise been overlooked. Unfortunately, since my app was still frozen, I couldn’t thank him right away. But I would be sure to do so once I made it to the office, even if I had to do it from the official @FullestDisclosure account.  
 
    I took my time getting dressed, feeling as if I had somehow earned the leverage required to show up whenever I wanted to. But I was reminded otherwise the second I stepped into work and was bombarded with, “You better have a good explanation or a doctor’s note.” 
 
    “Listen, Sharon. The main event was pretty late last night, and I still had to do the write-up that has our web traffic on fire,” I replied, trying to remind her of how much of an asset I was.  
 
    But you would’ve thought my article was already a thing of the past when she snapped, “No excuses, Bella. One more slip-up and I’ll be replacing you.”  
 
    Even though I wanted to shout, “This is some bullshit,” for the sake of my career along with the bills I never seemed to be able to stay ahead of, I only nodded before finally making my way to my desk. But once I was there, I became confused since… where did these flowers come from? 
 
    The arrangement was beautiful and they smelled just as divine as they looked, but there wasn’t anyone other than my father who would even think of such a gesture. And considering it wasn’t my birthday or any other special occasion, that meant he was really off the list of one. 
 
    So who are they from? 
 
    I peeled the card from the holder, flipping it open to find a short yet incredibly powerful, hand-written statement.  
 
      
 
    “Thanks for seeing me for me.” - Princeton Lattimore 
 
      
 
    Instantly, I blushed, gnawing at my lip as I tried to read the message again in his voice, tried to remind myself of that playful glare in his eyes and that dazzling dimpled-smile. But my bliss was short-lived once someone behind me asked, “Gettin’ flowers from The Prince, huh? You must’ve worked really hard for those quotes, coming in here all late and what not...”  
 
    While I wanted to ask how she knew who they were from, my immediate reaction was to play it down instead. “Gina, stop it. He’s just… being nice. He’s a nice guy.”  
 
    “Newsflash, Bella. The man beats people into a pulp for fun. Nice guys don’t do that,” she replied in a way that made me laugh since, she had a point. It took a special kind of person, a special breed of human to want to knock people unconscious for a living.  
 
    Still, just the thought of it being his living rather than a casual hobby was enough for me to defend, “It’s not for fun. It’s his career. And he’s damn good at it.” 
 
    Gina snapped her fingers, swirling her head from side-to-side as she gushed, “Okay then. Look at you sticking up for your new man. I see you, girl.” 
 
    This time, I really blushed with embarrassment, peeking back at the card while telling her, “He’s not my man. I just... met him yesterday.” 
 
    But even that wasn’t enough to deter her from what she thought this was as she continued, “Just met him yesterday and he’s still thinking about you enough to send you flowers. This famous, busy, ass-kicking man is still thinking about boring ass Bella Stevenson. No offense.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes, tucking the card back into the holder. “Just because you say no offense doesn’t mean I’m not offended. And besides, how do you know he doesn’t do this for all the women journalists he comes across?”  
 
    Maybe I was just trying to talk myself out of being flattered, or maybe I knew there was some truth to what Gina said about me being boring ass Bella which didn’t exactly align with The Prince being interested in me. Either way, my thoughts weren’t enough to change her mind when she replied, “There were thousands of articles about that fight; about him. And how many did he retweet with a personal message? One. And who wrote that one? You. Don’t go blocking your blessings, Bella.”  
 
    She didn’t wait for a response, leaving me to think about it as she returned to her desk. And the second she was out of sight, I pulled the card to view the message one last time. 
 
    “Thanks for seeing me for me,” I read out loud, trying to decode what seemed like much more than a single sentence. But I instantly became distracted when I first felt, then smelled, then saw the assistant editor for the site - and the finest man in the building - blow past my desk.  
 
    I dropped the card near the flowers, smoothing my hands down my skinny jeans before following in his tracks to catch up with him. “Hey Chris! What’d you think of my article?” 
 
    He didn’t stop walking, instead tossed over his shoulder, “Your article? What article?” 
 
    I was already out of breath from keeping up with his pace when I explained, “My article about the fight. You know, the article that has everyone in a frenzy and website traffic booming.” 
 
    It was a humble brag, but enough to at least get him to look at me, a look that made my heart skip a beat since… damn, he is handsome.  
 
    Smooth, chocolate skin that extended to his baldhead, a full goatee that he always kept in perfect condition, and clothes sleek and fitted enough to show off the athletic frame under them; the athletic frame I had just recently become familiar with thanks to a late night in the office.  
 
    Chris was the epitome of grown man fine, though Gina claimed he was overrated, that I was more turned on by his position at the site than his actual looks. But none of that seemed to matter when he took me in, doing a quick scan of my attire that was an intentional upgrade from the usual before finding my eyes to reply, “Oh, that. I haven’t gotten around to reading it yet. But I will.” 
 
    I tried not to blush, balancing on my boots as I gushed, “Okay. Well, when you do, I’d love to hear your thoughts. You know, get some constructive criticism.” 
 
    While I was originally coming to him about my article, it seemed as if he was interested in everything but, his eyes locked on my chest as he nodded. “Yeah, yeah. I got you.”  
 
    But him being distracted by my looks only gave me another idea, an idea that had been sitting on the exact place he was looking since the evening we spent together on his desk.  
 
    Well… mostly on his desk.  
 
    Between the desk, his office chair, and the floor, we had covered quite a bit of ground around these parts. And it was clear he remembered it just as clearly as I did when he licked his lips and asked, “Anything else?” 
 
    Just that simple motion was enough to have me stumbling over my words. “Uh... yeah. I guess I was wondering if you’d... be interested in, maybe, going out for drinks or something.” 
 
    Shooting my shot was far from my usual lane, but it felt like the only way things between Chris and I would get anywhere beyond office sex, the only way he’d know I was even interested in anything beyond office sex. But just because I was asking didn’t mean I was going to receive, Chris releasing a heavy sigh before ushering me deeper into his office so that he could whisper, “Bella, I don’t think that’s a good idea right now. I mean, you know how people talk around here. We don’t need that kind of conversation following us while we’re both trying to build our careers, you know?” 
 
    My first instinct was to answer no. I mean, I didn’t understand why co-workers going out for drinks was that big of a deal. And it definitely wasn’t a bigger deal than the possibility of getting caught having sex in his office which he didn’t seem to have a problem with. But since I didn’t want to look completely desperate, I did my best to play it off, forcing an awkward smile when I replied, “Oh. Right. I understand.” 
 
    “But look, how about I swing by your place this weekend? We can do drinks there,” he offered, running a hand down my arm that made me shiver in a way that told me I couldn’t turn him down if I wanted to. 
 
    So I didn’t, nodding as I agreed, “Yeah, sure. I’d like that.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    “Man, why you movin’ so slow today? You got cement in your damn gloves or what?”  
 
    It hadn’t even been forty-eight hours since my last bout and my pops was already in my ass about training. He claimed it was the rigorous - albeit, illegal by boxing regulations - schedule that got me to this point in my career which meant that same schedule was also what was going to keep me there. But I had a hard time believing that shit as I worked to catch my breath in between sets of punches on the speed bag while he continued to rant in my ear.   
 
    “Your next opponent don’t give a fuck about a few nights ago. That mothafucka isn’t takin’ no damn breaks. And you say you wanna be the best? Shittttt, I can’t tell!”  
 
    Since I couldn’t argue back without sounding like a bitch, I hopped up from my resting spot on the stool to go at the bag again, imagining it to be the mystery opponent my father would always use as motivation until a real one was named. But honestly, it didn’t matter who the real one was. My training didn’t change from person to person and neither did my will to do whatever it took to be the best whether my pops believed it or not.  
 
    It seemed as if he never would believe me.  
 
    I channeled his doubt into my last round on the speed bag, my hits landing even more fiercely than before as Pops groaned, “About time your ass showed up,” just as I was delivering a final blow. But once I bent over to catch my breath, the bag still swinging above my head, he said, “Gotdamnit, boy. All this training we do and you still ain’t in shape? What you gonna do in round twelve, huh? Where you gonna get your wind from if you can’t find it in here?”  
 
    I was too exhausted to answer, so instead I just shook my head as he tossed a towel towards my face on his way out, not even bothering to say goodbye. But even if he was going to be rude about it, I was glad to see him go since his exit meant I was done for the day.  
 
    Well… done for now.  
 
    It wasn’t out of the norm for Sir Kingfield “The King” Lattimore to hit me up in the middle of the night for training with claims that I was being outworked by someone else. But I hoped today wouldn’t be one of those days, especially considering he had just kicked my ass for four hours straight. I also hoped today wouldn’t be one of those days because I had plans to make that included the woman of my most recent dreams. 
 
    Bella Stevenson.  
 
    When she walked into my dressing room after the fight, she was easy to spot because she seemed completely out of place; her casualwear of jeans and a blouse standing out like a sore thumb amongst the gaudy jewelry, furs, and other fight ensembles. But it seemed as if the simplicity of her look only enhanced her natural beauty, soft mocha skin with a glowing smile as she tried to fight the obvious nerves of introducing herself to me.  
 
    Still, she managed to keep it G, shaking it off to serve me complete professionalism, though her presence wasn’t nearly as annoying as the handful of reporters who had come before her. Or maybe her attractiveness made me biased. Either way, there wasn’t a single moment of our conversation that felt invasive, more like I was chopping it up with a familiar friend who saw well beyond the surface of the champion boxer who had just added another victory to his record. 
 
    She saw me. 
 
    And that was only further proven by the article she wrote, the article that I had read through more times than reasonable trying to understand how she was able to pull so much from our simple interaction.  
 
    The flowers I had sent to her office were small scale compared to the type of appreciation I was really interested in showing her. But for now, I figured I’d start off light by inviting her to dinner, knowing the last thing I wanted to do was scare her off before I got a chance to get to know her. So after getting rid of my gloves and drying the sweat I had worked up, I snagged my phone from my duffle bag, scrolling through my contacts to find her information that I saved immediately after she gave it to me just in case I ruined her card even more than she already had.  
 
    It only took a few rings for her to pick up, her voice laced with a peppy yet professional undertone as she said, “Bella Stevenson speaking.”  
 
    “Yo, that article was dope. But I don’t know how I feel about you softening me up like that,” I teased, thinking back to the mentions of my “super sweet” interactions with my pint-sized fans. Truth be told, talking to and taking pictures with the kids were a highlight for me, the only time I was really able to let my tough guy guard down in public.  
 
    But since my father claimed that persona was an integral part of my career, I kept up the act, though I was reminded that Bella didn’t exactly see me that way when she replied, “I only write the truth, Princeton. It’s called journalistic integrity. And thank you for the flowers. They’re beautiful.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” I told her, peeking around the empty gym as I suddenly felt… nervous. 
 
    Fuck am I nervous for? 
 
    Sure, I didn’t do a ton of actual dating, just a quick fuck here and there to keep me active which was made easy by the women who prided themselves on being my company. And my career kept me far too busy for the women my father put in the category of distractions anyway. But it definitely wasn’t my first time asking a woman out which meant it didn’t make any sense for me to feel so hesitant. And just when I was getting ready to push past that block, Bella asked, “Princeton? You still there?” Making me feel even more ridiculous.  
 
    I shook my head as I rushed out, “Yeah, yeah. My bad. I was just thinking we should uh… do dinner or somethin’. Me and you.” 
 
    The laugh she let out in response almost had me releasing one of my own until she asked, “Me and you? You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “Not at all. I wanna take you out, Bella Stevenson. Can I do that?” I asked, making myself as clear as possible while also trying not to be offended by her taking me for a joke.  
 
    But her regretful sigh alone had my fist flexing when she answered, “Uh… look. I’m flattered to say the least, but I don’t really think that’s a good idea.” 
 
    “What?” I snapped, groaning out a sigh of my own before lowering my voice to ask, “I mean, why not?”  
 
    The last thing I wanted to do was intimidate her, even over the phone. But she didn’t seem at all influenced by my reaction when she explained, “Well… no offense, but I’ve seen how you operate and that’s not exactly something I’m interested in. And besides, I’m kinda… seeing someone right now.” 
 
    “The way I operate? What’s that supposed to mean?” I thought to myself while processing the other half of her excuse to respond, “I don’t know about your dude, but I know I’d hate to hear my woman say she’s only kinda seeing me.” 
 
    “It’s just... early. Really early,” she replied in a way that only made me want to press more. 
 
    “So early yet so real that you’re turning me down? Yeah aight, Bella. I hear you. Must be a very special guy,” I said with enough sarcasm that probably made me sound immature.  
 
    But I was surprised to hear her release another one of those sighs before she rushed out, “I’d like to think so. But I don’t know. I mean, it’s new. So we’ll see.” 
 
    Whether she meant to say it out loud or not, her back and forth was enough for me to try her one more time. “So... lunch then? Since you’re suddenly unsure about him?”  
 
    Fuck.  
 
    Another sigh.  
 
    This time it was paired with a direct, “Can’t. I’m on deadline. Got a multi-part article about that whole solar eclipse phenomenon due in less than twenty hours.”  
 
    While she may have been using work as yet another excuse for turning me down, it only gave me an idea of how I could get her to come see me. And I actually felt hopeful by the time I replied, “Ahh so that’s how I can get your attention. Through an assignment?” 
 
    I imagined her holding the phone a little closer to her ear when she said, “Depends on what kind of assignment you’re talking about.” 
 
    Her interest alone had me excited until I realized I really didn’t have an answer to her indirect question, wasn’t expecting to be put on the spot about it. And even though I knew I’d be catching an ear full about it from my father later, I offered, “How about an exclusive? I mean, you done already read right through my ass, so I trust you to get it right in long form too.”  
 
    “You’re serious?” she asked, all of that let-him-down-easy energy replaced by genuine excitement. 
 
    With that, I couldn’t help but smile when I answered, “So serious. Come through the gym Friday afternoon. Can you do that?” 
 
    I could hear her pen scribbling down my instructions as she said, “I can definitely do that. Say 1’o clock?” 
 
    “I’ll be here. Sweaty and all,” I replied, reminding her of what she was getting herself into even if I wasn’t giving her an opportunity to back out.  
 
    But it was clear Bella Stevenson was full of surprises when she said, “Strangely enough, I’m looking forward to that part the most. See you Friday, Princeton.”  
 
     & 
 
    “Damn, P. You really hittin’ today,” the assistant trainer, Tony, announced as he held the punching bag steady while I delivered a combination of punches that would’ve completely destroyed my opponent’s core if it were real. And even though my intensity might’ve been surprising to him, I knew my good ass mood warranted a newfound strength, a newfound energy, as it got closer to the time Bella was supposed to come through the gym for an exclusive interview which was really just a disguise for me to get to know her better since I had already committed her looks to memory. 
 
    Her pretty ass skin, pretty ass face in general, with just enough titties and ass to tell she was a woman from far away. But there was a tone to her body - a strength - I found incredibly attractive. And that paired with what seemed to be a chill demeanor was more than plenty to intrigue me.  
 
    As if I had thought her up, I watched Tony give a nod towards the entrance as he said, “You got company, P.”  
 
    I knocked the sweat from my eyes before peeking over my shoulder to find Bella as she made her way into gym, looking completely in awe as she ran her fingertips against the canvas of the boxing ring. And once she rounded the side closest to us, I saw she was wearing a cropped shirt that made her boobs look a size bigger than I remembered and jeans that fit snug against her hips.  
 
    “Damn. My memory must be a lil’ shaky,” I thought to myself as I dropped my stance to go meet her by the ring. And once she saw me approaching, she gave the smile I remembered from fight night when she asked, “So this is the Prince’s Lair, huh?” 
 
    “Really, Bella? You’re that corny?” I asked with a chuckle as I caught the towel Tony tossed my way before he offered Bella a nod.   
 
    She gave him a polite one in return before turning back to me to answer, “As corny as they come, and you will deal.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but smile as Tony made quick work of helping me out of my gloves and then my hand wraps while I asked Bella, “How you comin’ into my gym demanding shit though?”  
 
    She peeked up to meet my eyes, giving a smirk when she answered, “Because I’m pretty confident you won’t knock me out, unlike anybody else who might try you.”   
 
    “You’re right. Wouldn’t wanna ruin that pretty face of yours,” I replied with a wink, a response that came without thinking twice.  
 
    But maybe I should’ve thought twice once I saw Bella’s face scrunch as she repeated, “My pretty face? How about, “I don’t hit women” or even, “I don’t want an assault charge”?” 
 
    Tony only laughed, shaking his head as I quickly explained, “Damn, Bella. That too. Your pretty face was just the first thing to come to mind.” 
 
    I was grateful when her expression went back to pleasant and relaxed, though she still teased me with a quiet, “Mmhmm,” just as Tony tapped me on the shoulder to let me know I was good to go before excusing himself. And as he made his way out towards the offices, I led Bella and I over to the stools I usually sat on to eat lunch - not the most comfortable spot, but a seat nonetheless - so that we could begin the interview. 
 
     Bella held her phone in the air to let me know she was recording before tossing it onto the seat next to her as if it being out of my view made it any less invasive. But I rolled with it, grabbing the lunch package my nutritionist had left for me as she wasted no time digging in with questions.  
 
    “So, Princeton. If you had to pick one word to describe yourself, what would it be?” 
 
    Without skipping a beat, I answered, “Champion.” Grabbing the container of  powdered-protein and pouring it into my bottle of water before giving it a shake to mix it together.  
 
    Bella watched intently as she waited for me to finish, surely not wanting to ruin any audio soundbites with the loud swooshing of the water. But once I took a quick sip to make sure it tasted alright, she pressed, “Champion? Explain.” 
 
    “Doesn’t that kind of defeat the purpose of describing myself in one word?”  
 
    She smacked her teeth, the slightly annoyed smirk she wore enough to let me know I was already getting on her nerves as she snapped, “Hey. I’m the one asking the questions here.” 
 
    “There you go being bossy again,” I muttered teasingly before taking another sip of my drink, catching the smile she tried to hide in response as she watched me swallow. 
 
    “Just answer the question, please.” 
 
    Pursing my lips together, I tried to pick my words carefully since I knew millions of people would be reading each one of them later. And after taking another good sip of my shake, I explained, “Being a champion, being on top, it’s all I’ve ever strived for. It was ingrained in me from day one, got it tatted on me the second I was old enough to consent. It’s who I’ve lived my whole adult life as, and God-willing, the only thing I’ll ever have to experience.” 
 
    Even though she was recording, Bella also had a pad she was scribbling little notes on. Little notes that had her bobbing along with what I had said before following up with, “You say you’ve lived your whole adult life as a champion, but you’ve been fighting since you were, what? Twelve-years-old? Has “The Prince” not always been the champion we all know and love today?” 
 
    “Oh, so you love me now? You move quick, Bella. No complaints though. Love you too,” I replied with a wink that made her blush and groan with annoyance all at once.  
 
    But I knew she meant business when she snapped her eyes up at me to say, “Princeton… don’t play with me.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding, grabbing my Tupperware-meal as I finally answered, “Aight so, I took some Ls. Not many, but enough to keep me humble during my Golden Gloves days. Long before I went pro.”  
 
    The memories of those days weren’t the fondest, weren’t my favorite to talk about, since any loss I took back then meant a brutal punishment from my father; far more brutal than the shit he put me through on a daily. It honestly seemed like he enjoyed seeing me lose just so he could torture me, though he always claimed it was for my own good, that it would make me better. And while I couldn’t deny that period of my life turning me into my strongest self, I knew it was for all the wrong reasons.  
 
    Thankfully Bella changed the subject just when my dark feelings about it all were beginning to surface, nodding towards my container to ask, “What’s that you’re eating?”  
 
    “Let’s see,” I said, pulling off the lid and picking around the meal with my fork before listing, “Wheat pasta with tomato sauce, two plain ass chicken breasts sliced, yogurt with honey and granola. And a... cherry-flavored energy gel for dessert.” 
 
    While she didn’t exactly seem interested in taste-testing any of what my nutritionist referred to as “fuel” instead of food, it was clear she was at least interested enough in its existence to ask,  “Is this a typical meal for you? Or would you consider it, more of a treat?”  
 
    “Nah, I prefer to get my treats in a different form,” I answered smoothly, Bella’s eyes shooting up at me once again. But this time, I only shrugged, shoving a bite of food into my mouth as I watched her blush before proceeding to the next question. 
 
    “Describe a typical day for you. When you’re not preparing for a big fight.” 
 
    Through the last of my chews I listed, “I’m up at 5 A.M. sharp every day. Go for a brisk five mile run, have a light breakfast. Then I get here, to the gym, for some hand and footwork drills. I have a little snack to keep my energy up, get on the bag for punching drills with Tony, have lunch and chat with pretty girls named Bella…” 
 
    I could barely get my compliment off before she was jumping in to correct, “That’s not a typical day. Unless you’re always talking to pretty girls named Bella over lunch…” 
 
    Shrugging, I told her, “Maybe I do.” Earning myself a smirk as I continued, “But anyway, after that, I’ll do some core and strength training. Then I’ll finish out the day with a burnout session on the bag with my pops before I have dinner and do my recovery treatments. Cold tub, massages, shit like that.” 
 
    She nodded along, jotting down a few notes and glancing over them as if she was looking for her next question. “I read that your father was a champion in his own right back in the day. Are you two pretty close?”  
 
    “You could say that,” I replied shortly, secretly hoping she wouldn’t press since the relationship between my father and I was much too complicated to explain to anyone.  
 
    But of course it wasn’t in Bella’s nature to back down from any opening, her expression softened when she asked, “Is he the one who inspired you to be a boxer?” 
 
    Again, I shrugged. “Nah, he really didn’t give me much of a choice. Some may say he was even training me to be a fighter when I was in the womb.” 
 
    The words slipped from my lips so easily that I almost forgot all of this was on the record until Bella challenged, “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Nothin’. You can cut that part out,” I quickly replied, stuffing my face with more food so I wouldn’t have to say anymore on the topic. 
 
    Truth be told, I probably couldn’t say anymore on the topic without opening an investigation on my father. But that didn’t mean Bella was going to let me off easy, pushing out, “O… kay. So tell me more about your childhood then. I imagine it being tough growing up in the shadow of such a prominent figure like “The King”.” 
 
    “Being in his shadow was much better than being in his path,” I replied as I took another bite, peeking up to find Bella’s eyes tightened in a way that had me going back over my words. 
 
    Shit.  
 
    Said too much again. 
 
    Instead of letting her probe, I did my best to cover things up when I continued, “His uh… challengers. You know, he was on top of his game for a while. And I’d much rather come up behind him than be on the receiving end of one of his KOs.” I even added a little chuckle in hopes of lightening the mood. 
 
    It didn’t work, Bella scooting to the edge of her stool and completely invading my personal space to ask, “Were you... ever on the receiving end of one of his knockouts?” 
 
    The question made me tense up for reasons I couldn’t speak. I mean, of course my father had beat my ass before. Left me bruised up, knocked the wind out of me, maybe even dazed me a little. 
 
    But a real knockout? 
 
    Immediately, I shook my head, unable to meet her eyes when I answered, “N-nah. Never. Not me.” 
 
    “Just the challengers?” she asked, her eyebrow piqued as if her journalistic senses were tingling. 
 
    Still, I did my best to play it down, offering a short, “Correct.”  
 
    I expected that to be enough for her to fall back into her seat. But she remained close as if she was waiting for me to crack, even going as far as asking, “Did you… know any of his challengers personally?” 
 
    “Aight Bella, I think that’s enough,” I told her, putting my food to the side now that I had officially lost my appetite thinking about shit I hadn’t revisited since I was a kid; long before I was crowned “The Prince”. And I wasn’t sure I could revisit it without wanting to deliver the same blows to my father that he had delivered to… her, the blows that made her run away from him and abandon me.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I was just asking. It’s kinda my thing, but I see I went too far,” Bella said, snapping me from my developing rage as she rubbed a gentle hand against my shoulder.  
 
    I wasn’t sure if she felt it, but there was a sedative factor to her touch, instantly calming me enough to reply, “You did.”  
 
    Her regret seemed genuine as she continued, “My apologies, Princeton. Seriously. And I promise none of this will be included in the write-up. No one will even hear this recording but me.”  
 
    I gave her a short nod of appreciation as she fell back into her seat, releasing a heavy breath before making an attempt at saving the interview. “So… what do you like to do for fun? In the little bit of spare time you have outside of the gym?” 
 
    Since she seemed to be back in professional mode, I did the same, giving an answer that would probably make my father proud. “If I’m not at the gym training, then I’m at home thinking about training, thinking about my next opponent, thinking about what I need to do to be the best, or getting the rest that I need to execute it all. Being a champion is a full-time job, and if I ever for a second think that it’s not, I can guarantee that’ll be the same time my belt will get snuck from up under me.”  
 
    “So you operate out of fear of losing your belt? Losing your champion status?” she asked, a question that was more personal than she realized according to the plain expression on her face as she waited for an answer.  
 
    Then again, this could’ve just been journalist Bella in action, meaning I needed to remain as “The Prince” when I answered, “I guess you could say that. And it probably sounds fucked up, but… that’s also why not everyone can be a champion. Not everyone has what it takes to make that kind of sacrifice, to operate out of fear as you called it.”  
 
    She nodded with understanding, scribbling on her pad before asking yet another heavy question. “Do you ever worry about having… identity issues? When it’s all said and done? I mean, it sounds like boxing has meant so much to you for so long that if it were to be taken away at any moment, it might… destroy you.” 
 
    What was supposed to be a simple interview was feeling more and more like a counseling session, my chest feeling heavy as hell when I pushed out, “Honestly, I’d rather not even think about it.” 
 
    “Okay. Well if you weren’t a boxer, what kind of profession do you think you might have?” she asked, the first softball question she had tossed my way even though nothing about talking with Bella felt easy anymore.  
 
    I couldn’t be charming with thoughts of my mother on my mind, couldn’t be funny with flashes of my childhood playing in my head, couldn’t flirt knowing a real relationship was never in the cards for me because of the dedication I had to my craft; an undying loyalty to boxing that it probably didn’t deserve considering the mayhem it had caused in my personal life.  
 
    So instead of continuing to entertain this exchange, I only shrugged when I answered, “I have no idea.” 
 
    “Aww come on, Princeton. Give it a shot,” she insisted, the warm, pleading expression in her eyes enough to at least make me give a little effort. But just because I was giving effort didn’t mean a response would come easy since it wasn’t something I had ever thought about before. And I was just about ready to give up again when Bella said, “You can do it. I believe in you.”  
 
    My eyebrow piqued at her words as she nodded enthusiastically like she was cheering me on, a huge smile on her face as if she was really interested in whatever was going to come out of my mouth. And truth be told, I surprised myself when something finally came to mind.  
 
    “I mean, I guess I used to like baking with my mom when I was little. Maybe I’d do that,” I said, a smile growing on my lips as one of the few memories I had with my mother rushed to the forefront of my thoughts.  
 
    I could still remember the smell of the snickerdoodle cookies she used to sneak into my lunches, could still remember the sweetness of the turtle brownie batter I took pride in mixing and licking. And the bliss of those thoughts was only extended when Bella excitedly asked, “A professional boxer turned baker? Let me know when I can write that story. I make a great taste tester too.” 
 
    “I’m sure you do, Bella. I’m sure you do,” I replied, my smile full as I thought about something else I wanted her to taste. 
 
    Just as I was getting turned on by the visual of Bella on her knees in front of me, Tony emerged from the offices, giving me a pat on the shoulder as he said,  “Aight, Prince. Gotta get back to work before your father comes in here talkin’ shit.” 
 
    Instead of agreeing right away, I made Bella a priority, turning towards her to ask, “You got what you need, B?”  
 
    She nodded, her voice peppy and pleasant as she answered, “I do, thank you. But do you mind if I… stay and watch for a little while? It’ll help me paint a better picture for the readers.” 
 
    I could see that warm, pleading look in her eyes again, and I honestly wasn’t sure I could turn down her cute ass if I wanted to. But since I knew my father wouldn’t be here until later, I figured I didn’t have to, matching her smile to say, “Be my guest.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Two- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    Watching Princeton train was purely hypnotizing.  
 
    Of course I knew it took a lot of hard work to be at the elite level that he was. But actually seeing it from behind the scenes, watching the layer of sweat accumulate before splashing off his skin, observing the way his chest rose and fell in between rounds of exercises, listening to his grunts as he pushed himself with each challenge Tony threw his way... 
 
    I was… impressed. And maybe a little turned on. 
 
    Okay, I’m definitely turned on. 
 
    I mean, if he was this dedicated to his craft with a stamina to match, I could only imagine how that translated to the way he handled business in the bedroom. But since Princeton’s bedroom antics were the last thing that should’ve been on my mind, I remained focused on his training regimen, making sure I took good notes so that I could recreate the aura when I went to write about it later. 
 
    My head was down looking at my notepad when I heard someone gruff behind me, “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    Naturally, my face scrunched before I peeked behind me to find Sir Kingfield Lattimore himself, a sight that straightened me up instantly. While I was already convinced Princeton inherited most of his good looks from his mother, there was still a presence about “The King” that made your jaw drop out of pure intimidation, especially when in close proximity to him. 
 
    Still, I tried to play it off, standing up and extending my hand as I said, “I’m sorry. Bella Stevenson with…” 
 
    He didn’t care to know that much, ignoring my hand and cutting me off. “This is private property. So as far as I’m concerned, you’re trespassing, Brianna.” 
 
    I couldn’t tell if he was just testing me or if this was really his steez. Either way, my parents had instilled a sense of self-respect early on that had me unafraid to correct him. “It’s Bella. And I was actually invited here. By Princeton.” 
 
    It was just my luck that Princeton and Tony were clear on the other side of the gym which meant I was alone in defending my presence. And Sir Kingfield had no problem taking advantage of that fact when he grabbed my purse from the seat and stuffed it against my chest before he growled, “Well you’re being uninvited by me, the owner of this here establishment. Now get your ass on somewhere.” 
 
    My heart was beating out of my chest as I watched him stroll towards the office area that Tony had come from earlier, my shoulders jumping when I heard the door slam behind him. But it felt like my feet were cemented to the ground as I tried to process what had just happened. And not only what had happened, but how his attitude was a reflection of the things Princeton had shared about him during our interview. 
 
    Since I didn’t want to run the risk of Sir Kingfield coming back to find me still here, I gathered the rest of my belongings and was headed for the door until I heard Princeton call after me. “Yo, Bella. Where you goin’? You got everything?” 
 
    For some reason, addressing the run-in with his father felt like too much of a distraction to share in the moment. So I didn’t, nervously peeking towards the office doors as I answered, “Uh… yeah. I think I covered everything. Thanks again for the opportunity.” 
 
    “Nah, thank you. Hopefully we can do it again some time,” he offered generously, his smile almost enough to put me at ease.  
 
    But my skin prickled with nerves the second I heard the office door rattling behind me, forcing me to rush out, “Yeah, maybe. I’ll see you.”  
 
    I could see the confusion on Princeton’s face when I turned to leave, making it to the door just in time to hear Sir Kingfield growl, “What’d I tell you about bringing people in this gym, boy? Now I’m really gonna kick your ass today.”  
 
    Just the thought of being responsible for a harder than usual training day made me feel terrible, but I knew it was nothing Princeton couldn’t handle after watching him work for most of the afternoon.  
 
    Still, it was on my mind - he was on my mind - the whole drive home, through the half-bottle of wine I consumed once I got there, and especially when I began to playback some of the audio I had recorded during our time together. The combination of his voice, the visuals from the gym, and the wine had me feeling especially lusty as I listened to him flirt his ass off before things got more real than he anticipated according to his change in tone. But even when things got serious, there was a layer of determination that he spoke with, something I couldn’t help but admire as I added to my notes. And by the time I finished listening to it completely, I was beyond interested to learn more about who Princeton was outside of what he had shared with me personally.  
 
    So I did what anyone else would do; went digging for his social media pages.  
 
    Like most celebrities, he didn’t have a Facebook page that he actually managed himself, so that was only filled with generic promotions. And even his Twitter was bland, not updated since the time he shared the article I wrote which was the only thing outside of fight promotion that he had tweeted about within the last month. But when I made it to his Instagram, it was clear this was his thing, filled with a balance of promotional and personal posts that made him seem human again.  
 
    There was a picture of him snuggled up with a dog that looked almost as big as him on what must’ve been an off-day, selfies of him between training sessions with captions all talking about “The Grind”, there were even video clips of him doing rounds on the punching bag, a sight that was just as hypnotizing as watching it in person. But I couldn’t help noticing there were no photos of any women outside of the pictures he shared with large groups of his fans. In fact, it took me a solid sixty-eight weeks of scrolling to find a picture that looked even close to lovey-dovey, and that didn’t last for long since the caption revealed she was only a cousin.  
 
    “Maybe he’s just not the sharing type,” I thought to myself as I clicked the tab to see what pictures he had been tagged in by other people. And while the first few were all pictures he had taken with fans, I gasped out loud when I recognized one set of fans in particular  
 
    “Oh my God,” I whispered when I enlarged the picture to confirm it was actually him in bed asleep with the two women who were hassling him after the fight.  
 
    Clearly it wasn’t as much of a hassle as I thought since they had gotten what they were after. 
 
    The caption read, “This man goes so many rounds, it took two of us to put him down...” making me gag and intriguing me all at once since it pretty much confirmed what I had thought from the beginning after watching him train. But having my suspicions confirmed was as far as things were going to go since the picture had also given me reason to stay in my lane when it came to Princeton Lattimore no matter how charming he was. 
 
    Besides, I had my own fish to catch.  
 
    As if I had thought him up, my phone buzzed with a text from the guppy himself.  
 
    “You up?” - Chris 
 
    “Seriously?” I groaned as I typed out a response that didn’t show how annoyed I felt. But I was definitely annoyed by him hitting me with the generic booty call text. 
 
    “Gotta start somewhere, Bella,” I thought to myself as I pressed send.  
 
    “I am. You comin’ by?” - Bella 
 
    I was already grabbing my things to hop in the shower when my phone buzzed on the bathroom counter with a reply.  
 
    “Depends on what you got for me…” - Chris 
 
    Hmm… 
 
    Since sending him a nude was off the table until he made it clear he was serious about us, I did the next best thing, snapping a picture of the lingerie I planned on putting on after the shower and sending it to him with the message, “You like?”  
 
    “Damn, girl. Send me your address.” - Chris 
 
    I gnawed on my lip, biting back my grin as I typed out my address along with the door code to get into my building. And after seeing that the message had been read, I finally hopped in the shower, scrubbing away any leftover smells from being in Princeton’s gym all afternoon and giving myself a quick touch-up with the razor. But I was only a foot out of the shower when there was a knock on the door, startling me since I hadn’t expected him to arrive so quickly.  
 
    Not that I was complaining. In fact, for whatever reason, I felt especially sexy answering the door in my towel with beads of water on my shoulders and my hair still a little ruffled from the steam of the shower. And I could tell Chris appreciated the sight as well the second I opened the door, ogling me as I invited him in with a nod.  
 
    I could smell the alcohol on his breath as he slipped past me, his eyes moving from me to my place as he said, “This is nice, Bella. We’re clearly taking good care of you up at Fullest Disclosure.” 
 
    “Could be better if you’d knock Sharon off her high horse and take her spot so I can take yours,” I joked as Chris made himself comfortable on the couch. 
 
    He only offered me a half-hearted smile when he replied, “Ahh. I guess I better watch my back then, huh?” 
 
    “Always,” I answered with a wink before telling him, “There’s some liquor in the cabinet. I’ll be back in a minute.” 
 
    “Nah, Bella. I want you just like that,” he replied, giving my towel a tug as I bit my lip and clenched it tighter against my chest teasingly. But that only made him tug again, this time pulling me with it onto his lap.  
 
    His lips against my bare shoulder made me groan as he slipped his hand under my towel in search of what he had come over here for. And since I was already warmed up from the wine I had consumed earlier, I didn’t mind, trying my best to go with the flow until his groping became… awkward. Or maybe I was just thinking too hard.  
 
    I mean, things hadn’t been anywhere near off that night in his office so it didn’t make sense for things to be off now. But before I could put my finger on what didn’t feel right, he slipped from under me, leaving me on the couch and putting himself on the floor as he groaned, “Let me taste you, Bella.” 
 
    Of course I nodded since… why the hell not?  
 
    But when he buried himself between my thighs, I was grateful that he was also under the towel so that he couldn’t see me giggling at his attempt to satisfy me.  
 
    Just like his touch had been awkward, the strokes of his tongue were sloppy. And not in a good way, but in more of a, “I can’t wait for this to be over” kind of way. He even had the nerve to ask, “You like that, huh?” as if I had given him any reason to be cocky with it.  
 
    While I wanted to laugh, I gave him a moaning, “Mmhm” thinking he just needed a little encouragement to figure it out. But my encouragement only had the rhythm of his tongue even more offbeat, making me wonder why I was still wasting my time.  
 
    “Gina might’ve been right after all,” I thought to myself as Chris began to grunt against me, his breathing becoming ragged until he finally rested his head against my thigh. And it took me a moment to figure out what was going on until I replayed the pattern of his moves in my head. 
 
    Wait… did he just… 
 
    His face was mostly covered with his own spit when he crawled from under the towel and said, “Damn. I guess you tasted too good.” 
 
    “I… guess I did. Wow. Uh… the bathroom is down the hall if you want to clean up,” I told him, glancing at the wet spot on his pants that gave proof to what had just happened. Something I honestly didn’t even know was possible, especially since he hadn’t even given me enough to do the same.  
 
    It seemed as if the liquor he had consumed before he came was finally wearing off, the embarrassment settling in as he swiped his face clean with the back of his hand and said, “I think I’m just gonna head home.” 
 
    And now I was experiencing secondhand embarrassment in the worst way when I pushed out, “Oh. Okay. Well… thanks for coming by. I’ll uh… see you on Monday?” 
 
    Monday honestly seemed too soon to face him, especially since this experience was probably the only thing I’d be able to think about when I saw him again. But I suppose I didn’t have much of a choice, and it was clear he knew the same to be true when he replied, “Yeah. See you then.”  
 
      
 
    & 
 
    “Bella, I know you’re playin’. You gotta be playin’. I don’t believe you.” 
 
    I was sitting on the edge of my desk, my feet dangling as I shook my head at Gina who was hanging over the wall of my cubicle with a grin of disbelief. While I planned on keeping the incident with Chris to myself, I couldn’t help blurting it out the second Gina asked about my weekend. But even with all the details, she was still too blown away to accept it as the truth, forcing me to defend, “I swear I’m not lying, Gina. I mean, I could see a little pre-cum maybe, especially if we’re both really, really into it. But a whole ass nut from a subpar performance that had me laughing at his ass? I mean, I didn’t even touch his dick. He didn’t even touch it.” 
 
    “Over-Rated,” Gina chanted, even adding the claps which had us both cracking up laughing just as Sharon approached. And while I usually wasn’t the most thrilled about seeing her, this particular morning I didn’t mind since I had the news of my exclusive interview with Princeton to share with her.  
 
    Before I could acknowledge her, she acknowledged me when she demanded, “Bella, I need to see you in my office. Now.” already taking off in that direction before I even got a chance to respond. And while my first move was to look at Gina as if to ask what this was about, Gina only shrugged, forcing me to find out on my own.  
 
    I followed her down the hall and into her office, shutting the door behind me as I asked, “What’s up, Sharon? I actually wanted to talk to you about this...” 
 
    But I didn’t even get to finish my spiel when she interrupted to say, “Bella, I need you to go and pack up your belongings. Security will see you out when you’re done.” 
 
    “Excuse me, what?” I asked, peeking up to find her eyes along with another set behind her, my blood already beginning to boil when he decided to avoid looking at me.  
 
    “Chris and I were reviewing your file, and we’ve decided to let you go,” Sharon stated with a smirk, almost arrogantly as if this was her greatest move to date. 
 
    Still, it didn’t make enough sense for me not to question, “What? Why? Did I do something wrong?” 
 
    Sharon glanced at her fingernails like the conversation was already boring her when she replied, “Long story short, your overall performance here just isn’t meeting our expectations.”  
 
    “Oh, hell no,” I thought to myself, knowing good and well this had nothing to do with my performance. And Chris knew it too, which was exactly why he was avoiding looking at me. But if he thought for a second he was only going to be embarrassed back at my place, he had another thing coming as I shouted, “That’s impossible! Three of the five most-viewed articles this year have come from my desk and now I’m not meeting expectations? You need to ask your little sidekick about not meeting expectations!”  
 
    Chris had the nerve to shoot fire my way with his eyes as if this wasn’t all his fault while Sharon shouted, “Bella, that’s enough! You have thirty minutes. And make sure you leave your badge on the desk.” 
 
     Instead of doing like she asked, I pulled it off right there and tossed it on hers before storming out of her office back to the desk I had called home for the past year. And I was already busy packing up the little bit of belongings I kept at work when Gina finally noticed what was happening, quickly crossing the space between our cubicles to ask, “Bella? Bella, what’s the matter? What happened?” 
 
    “They’re letting me go,” I answered shortly, unable to explain anymore since I was technically on the clock. 
 
    Still, that didn’t stop Gina from reacting as she shouted, “What! You’re shittin’ me!” Lowering her voice to inquire, “I know it better not have anything to do with…” 
 
    I stopped packing my things just long enough to give her the explanation that was given to me. “Sharon said my performance isn’t meeting their expectations.” 
 
    “That’s bullshit! You’ve been killin’ it, especially with that article you did on “The Prince”.” 
 
    Since I knew the same, I could only roll my eyes, stuffing a few files into my purse and stacking the others to carry as I replied, “Well apparently that along with everything else I’ve done here just wasn’t enough anymore.” 
 
    While I could tell Gina was just as upset about the news as I was, she still managed to offer me sympathy, putting a hand to my shoulder when she said, “Bella, I’m so sorry. I’m sure you’ll find new work in no time though.” 
 
    Even if I wasn’t sure how true it was, I still nodded to agree, tossing my purse over my shoulder and biting back the tears I refused to give Sharon and Chris the satisfaction of seeing as I pushed out, “I guess we’ll see soon, huh?”  
 
    She’ll pulled me into a hug that threatened to crack my tough facade before stepping away to give me another regretful look. And I tried to force a smile as I told her, “Don’t worry about me, Gina. Seriously. I’ll be fine. You keep up the good work around here. Hold it down for us.”  
 
    Her nod of a response caused a tear to slip from her eyes and I knew I had to get out of there before I did the same. And by the time the security guard I was beyond familiar with escorted me to the car, I was barely holding on, sucking in my bottom lip as I gave him a nod goodbye. But once I was alone, in the confines of my car, I let it all out, the mix of anger and sadness pouring from my body in the form of hot tears and snot strings as the reality of the situation hit me. 
 
    I was an unemployed journalist all because I had gotten involved with a superior who was far from superior when it came to his head game.  
 
    “Maybe I need to write about my damn self,” I thought with a messy laugh as I cleaned my face up so that I could pull out of the parking lot without looking crazy. But once I was out on the street, I realized I didn’t really have anywhere to go besides home, though I had a feeling that would only make things worse since I’d more than likely end up sulking on the couch.  
 
    So I kept driving, taking in the city as if it was unfamiliar territory and observing the daytime crowd I didn’t get to see on a regular basis since I was usually either holed up in the office or out on assignment. Just the thought had me thinking back to my last unofficial assignment, the interview with Princeton that would only remain a document on my computer since I no longer had a place to publish it. And that only made me feel worse since he had opened up so much about things I hadn’t read him disclose with anyone else, as if he was trusting me to be the first to share it.  
 
    While a text explanation seemed a little impersonal for the circumstances, I figured a phone call could probably suffice. But when I looked up and realized I wasn’t too far from his gym, I decided I would just stop by and tell him in person.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    My body was still aching from last week’s work, but that didn’t mean the show got to stop as I laid out on the ground after finishing my latest set of one hundred crunches, Tony standing over me with the stopwatch in his hand as he kept the time for my break that was only supposed to be a minute long. But I was grateful when that minute got extended with Tony asking, “Yo, P. You expecting somebody today?” 
 
    “Nah, why?” I asked, sitting up so that I could see who was coming in. And it felt like I  caught a second wind once I realized who it was, looking as good as I remembered though I instantly became curious as to what had prompted her visit.  
 
    Tony helped me up from the ground just as she was approaching us. And while she was wearing a smile, I could see a hint of something else etched under her eyes when she said, “Hey Princeton. Is this a bad time?” 
 
    I dusted off my hands, watching Tony excuse himself as I answered, “Nah, you’re good. What’s going on, B? You coming to play Iyanla Fix My Life again? Or you on your Oprah interview shit today?” 
 
    It was only a joke intended to get her to smile a little harder. But she didn’t, her face turning into more of a frown when she replied, “Actually, I just wanted to stop by to tell you thanks again for letting me interview you. I honestly think it might’ve been my best work yet even though it’ll never see the light of day.” 
 
    Now I was the one frowning. “Wait, what? Why not?” 
 
    Truth be told, I was looking forward to reading the interview, excited to see how she pieced it all together. But instead of answering, she turned away from me, biting her lip before turning back with glossy eyes to explain,  “I uh… I got fired today, Princeton.” 
 
    There was a tremble to her voice and I had a feeling the gloss was going to turn into real tears at any minute. But before they could come out, I tried to stop them by telling her, “Nah, Bella. Ain’t none of that cryin’ in here. You gotta box that shit out or somethin’.” 
 
    She sniffled out a laugh as she asked, “You’re joking, right?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I replied, grabbing the roll of wrapping tape nearby as I told her, “Here. Let me get you wrapped up.” 
 
    “Princeton, I can’t. I mean, I’m not exactly dressed for all that,” she said, reminding me of the fly ass dress she had on. It was bright as hell, free and flowy like a summer day, and I could tell she wasn’t wearing a bra with it even though her breasts still looked perfectly perky.  
 
    But the dress was also loose and flexible enough for me to tell her, “Just take off your sandals and you’ll be aight. Now give me your hand.”  
 
    While she didn’t look completely sold on the idea, she still stuck her hand out to me, allowing me to get them wrapped and get the most obvious question answered. “So why’d you get fired?” 
 
    She released a heavy sigh, keeping her eyes on my handiwork as she replied, “Well… according to my boss, I wasn’t meeting expectations.”  
 
    “Which I know is bullshit cause everything I’ve read of yours is golden,” I assured her, securing the first wrap and waiting for her to give me the other hand. 
 
    But when she didn’t right away, I peeked up to find out why and found her face pulled into a surprised expression. An expression I didn’t understand until she asked, “You’ve read my stuff?” 
 
    I shrugged, snatching her hand as I told her, “Every article I could find. Along with every Facebook status, every tweet, every love letter…” 
 
    “Oh, stop it!” she said with a laugh, smacking me against the shoulder with the hand that was already wrapped as I secured the wrap on the other.  
 
    “How’s that? Comfy?” I asked, watching her nod before going to grab a set of gloves for her to use.  
 
    When I returned, I found her wearing the cutest smirk. And I suppose my ogling was enough to get her to say what she was thinking out loud. “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this.” 
 
    The whole point was to see her smile, hear her laugh, help her realize things would be alright even if it didn’t feel like it in the moment. And now that that mission seemed to be on the right track, I felt confident telling her, “You’ll feel better afterwards. Trust me. Now put your hand in.” 
 
    She shoved her hand into the glove, waiting for me to secure it before slipping the other on to do the same. Then I helped her into the ring as she continued to explore her gloves, lifting them in the air, tossing them around, and throwing air punches that made it clear she had never worn any before. In fact, I couldn’t help but laugh at her as she explained, “They just look so much heavier than they feel.” 
 
    “The ones I fight with are a little bigger, but these look good on you,” I told her, watching her nod in understanding before I instructed, “Now give me your best shot.” 
 
    Since I knew this exercise would only be effective if Bella could really blow some steam off by throwing actual jabs, I had no problem offering my body as a sacrifice. But that didn’t mean she would take advantage of the opportunity, her face scrunching as she asked, “What? No way. I can’t. I mean, I don’t wanna hurt you.” 
 
    The laugh I let out in response didn’t exactly please her, her face turning into more of a pout when I explained, “Bella, no offense. But there’s not a single punch you can throw that’ll hurt me.” 
 
    “Is that a challenge?” she asked, her pout twisting into more of a smirk as if the idea suddenly intrigued her. 
 
    I could only shrug as I told her, “It's the truth. Now imagine I’m your boss.” 
 
    “Nah, she doesn’t deserve these hands. It’s that baldheaded mothafucka with the trash ass head game who put a bug in her ear,” she replied, finally throwing a hook into my side that landed a lot harder than I expected it to. 
 
    But the weight of her words was a lot heavier than any punch since..., “Whoa. What? Trash ass head game?” 
 
    She shook her head, putting the gloves against her hips as she whined, “See. Now I got you all in my business.” 
 
    Once again, I could only laugh when I reminded her, “Bella, you already know my deepest, darkest secrets and I never even said them out loud. The least you could do is share a little about yourself.”  
 
    For a second, she only stared at me since I had just confirmed the things she had hinted at with some of her questions during the interview. And I suppose it was my openness that made her feel comfortable enough to throw a few more punches at my abdomen, using each to punctuate her words. “I should’ve never... given him… this pussy.” 
 
    “Damn right,” I told her in an effort to hype her up even though I had plenty of questions. 
 
    But this was about her, which meant I was taking a few more punches when she continued, “Pussy so good… he came off… eating it. Lame ass.” 
 
    “Well damn. That’s pretty impressive,” I replied, Bella holding her gloves up to scowl at me as I said, “What? I’m just sayin’. It must be really great for that to happen.” 
 
    She only grunted, giving me direct jabs to the chest as she said, “Yeah. So great.. it got me… fired.” 
 
    This time I caught her gloves to assure her, “You can find another job, Bella. But you know what you can’t do? Replace pussy that good.”  
 
    Her laugh was borderline sinister as she pulled her gloves away so that she could continue jabbing me, clearly in the zone as she delivered more punctuating punches. “You’re right. Fuck him. And Sharon. And that job. I’m a good writer. A great journalist. With good…” 
 
    The rest of her words fell on deaf ears, my brain hyper-focused on my right eye as it detected a punch coming its way. But unlike in a real match, I wasn’t quick to dodge it, catching every bit of the excruciating pain that sizzled in response to what was honestly a good punch.  
 
    Naturally my hand flew to cover it. But my own groans were drowned out by Bella’s panicked, “Oh my God, Oh my God. I am so sorry. Are you okay? Let me see it.” 
 
    “I’m good, B. Relax,” I told her, even though I wasn’t really sure since I hadn’t gotten a chance to survey the damage, not to mention the shit was thumping with pain.  
 
    But since Bella could see it, she held nothing back when she shouted, “Princeton, its turning purple! We gotta get you some ice!” 
 
    I shook my head, on one hand embarrassed by my non-existent reaction time and on the other amused as hell since… this girl really blacked my eye. It was impressive and annoying all at once; only annoying since she was freaking out as if it was my first time getting a black eye. And even when I finally got the ice, she used her teeth to rip the latch of her gloves and tossed them to the side so that she could hold it against my face as if I was suddenly incapable. But there was no use in fighting her off about it, especially with my seated position on the stool that had her breasts perfectly aligned with my good eye as she stood between my legs and applied more cold pressure to the injured one.  
 
    “Princeton, I’m so sorry. Seriously. I just got so caught up, and it felt so good, and I went a little too high…” 
 
    “A little?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued as the eye below it held proof that she had gone way higher than just a little.  
 
    The reminder only made her blush with embarrassment. “Okay, maybe a lot. But I didn’t think all this would happen. I mean, you seem so invincible when you’re in the ring and...” 
 
    Before she could get too ahead of herself, I cut her off. “No sweat, B. My eye will bounce back just like you’ll bounce back from this little hiccup with your job situation. Fullest Disclosure didn’t deserve your skills anyway.” 
 
    I hadn’t read every article on the site, but I had read enough to know Bella’s work stood out from the rest by far. There was a certain quality to her writing, a certain voice, a certain mood she was able to create that sucked you right in from beginning to end no matter the length. And that was part of the reason I had no problem inviting her in for an exclusive in the first place. I knew she’d be one of the few journalists to actually do my story justice. 
 
    Her blushing no longer surprised me, along with the batting of her eyelashes when she gushed, “Thank you, Princeton.” But I was surprised when she moved the ice-pack from my eye and replaced the coldness on my skin with the warmth from her lips, landing a kiss sweet and soft enough to make up for any pain she had caused.  
 
    “Better?” she asked once she pulled away, her smile back to the genuine one I was used to as she waited for an answer. But the longer I stared at her, the longer I got caught up in her glittery eyes, her glowing skin, her full lips, her… everything.  
 
    And it didn’t take long for me to realize I wasn’t alone, the sadness that was once in Bella’s eyes replaced with a lusty glow that had me taking action before I could even think about what I was doing. But thoughts quickly became irrelevant the second my lips crashed against hers, the icepack dropping from her hands so she could use them to cover my cheeks while mine ventured to the back of her thighs so that I could pull her closer, filling the gap between us. 
 
    The kiss was just as sweet as I imagined it would be, made even sweeter with Bella’s groans into my mouth as her hands moved from my cheeks to wrap around the back of my neck. And she wasn’t the only one on the move, my hands skimming upwards from her thighs to her ass that fit perfectly in my palms as I gripped hard enough to make her moan.  
 
    I was so lost in the moment that I barely heard Tony announce, “P, your pops said he’s… oooh shit.”  
 
    It was the second part of his statement - confirming we had gotten caught - that prompted Bella to pull away, her cheeks flushed with heat as she ran a hand across her mouth while I acknowledged Tony who looked beyond amused when he restarted, “Your pops said he’ll be a little late today. And good thing, what the fuck happened to your eye, man?” 
 
    Bella shrunk to the size of a mouse when she raised her hand to take responsibility for her actions. But that only seemed to make Tony even more amused as he said, “Damn, girl. We might need to enter you into a few contests if you’re hittin’ like that.” 
 
    Of course she was quick to defend, “It was an accident!” Before turning towards me to whisper, “Just like this… was an accident.” 
 
    “Accident for you. Treat for me,” I told her with a wink that had her rolling her eyes at me. But it was far too late for an attitude now, the feel of her lips and ass etched forever into my memory as I watched her snatch up her belongings.  
 
    She put on her polite, professional face to say, “I’m… gonna go now. It was nice seeing you again, Tony. And… thank you, Princeton. For your help.” 
 
    I nodded as I replied, “I got you, B. Let me know when you’re ready to go another round. I’ll be sure to wear headgear next time.”   
 
    Again, she only rolled her eyes. But this time it was paired with a smirk as she turned to leave, Tony and I watching her skip out of the gym for different reasons. And the second the door closed behind her, Tony wasted no time scolding me, taking a closer look at my eye as he said, “Boy, you done let that girl come in here and dot you up? What the hell am I supposed to tell King about this?” 
 
    I could only imagine my father’s reaction to finding out I not only had a woman in the gym when I was supposed to be training, but that she had come in her and fucked my eye up too. So in the moment I decided, “We’re not gonna tell him. I’ll just run to the drug store and find something to cover it up with until it goes down.” 
 
    It was unfortunate that I was even familiar with the power of makeup from watching my mom cover up more black eyes than I could count before she dipped on me. Still, what I saw as a simple solution didn’t sit well with Tony who you would’ve thought was an expert when he replied, “Man, the drug store around here ain’t gonna have your shade. Let me call Denise. She’s about your color. And I think she just got something new by that island girl, though you may have to pay her back for it. She stood in a long line and paid a pretty penny for that shit.”  
 
    “Tell her I got her, but I need it ASAP. The faster she can get here, the better tip I’ll tag on,” I offered, watching Tony pull out his phone to make the call.  
 
    He was already tapping against the buttons of the flip phone I begged him to replace as he mumbled, “Can’t believe you let that girl give you a black eye... mm mm mm…” But before I could even explain how things had gotten to that point, I heard Denise pick up the call, Tony turning away from me to say, “Yeah, Denise? Hey baby, I need you to do me a favor and bring that new makeup you got down to the gym. Prince let a girl black his eye.”  
 
    He peeked over his shoulder at me with a grin and I could only shake my head as I listened to him continue, “No, no, no. You don’t need to beat her ass, baby. It was only an accident. He just likes her.”  
 
    I was torn between wanting to laugh at Denise being ready to go to war and wanting to be upset with Tony for starting rumors I knew would spread like wildfire.  
 
    Did I like Bella?  
 
    I guess you could say that.  
 
    But it was way too damn early, things were way too new, for Tony to be sharing that kind of information as if we were already in a full blown relationship. At least that’s what it would end up translated to once Denise got to telling her friends and they told their friends.  
 
    And if that shit got back to my dad… 
 
    None of us wanted to deal with that backlash anytime soon.  
 
    Thankfully, Denise had taken my tip offer seriously, getting down to the gym in record time to touch me up with her “good shit” as she liked to call it. And once I saw how well she had been able to cover up the mark Bella left, I couldn’t have agreed more with its title. In fact, it looked so good that I couldn’t help taking a selfie to send to Bella for proof that things were fine. 
 
    I had barely put my phone down by the time her response came through. 
 
    “What kind of sorcery…?” - Bella 
 
    “This is my #FentyFace. Tony’s wife came through and hooked me up since your ass went all Laila Ali on me earlier.” - Prince 
 
    “LoL! What do you know about a #FentyFace though? And I might be a little jealous. She has mad skills. Tell her I need an appointment.” - Bella  
 
    Truth be told, I didn’t know anything about a #FentyFace besides the fact that Denise kept referring to it as such when she finished. But the thought about seeing Bella all dolled up gave me another idea.  
 
    “An appointment for our date, right? ;)” - Prince 
 
    Even though Bella had mentioned something about kinda seeing someone long before showing up to the gym today, I figured that was null and void now that she had boxed it all out of her system with a black eye and a kiss to show for it. But I was hardly surprised when she still played coy in her response. 
 
    “Date? What date?” - Bella 
 
    “You blacked my eye, B. The least you could do is let me take you out.” - Prince 
 
    I wasn’t usually the type to barter for a woman’s attention, but shit was just all around different with Bella. She already knew so much about me - more than most people - and wasn’t turned off by it. She was overly caring, had the cutest potty mouth on her whenever she got angry, and now I had felt her ass up too... 
 
    “As long as you promise to wear your #FentyFace so I don’t feel guilty looking at you all night. ;)” - Bella 
 
    While I was excited about her finally taking me up on my offer, I also couldn’t help but tease her when I replied, “My black eye sure didn’t stop you earlier...”  
 
    My phone vibrated with her response at the same time the door of the gym cracked open with my father’s arrival. But his presence didn’t stop me from checking for Bella’s excuse. 
 
    “Accidents happen, Princeton.” - Bella 
 
    “Well how about you accidentally fall on this di…” 
 
    “Boy, what your ass over there smilin’ so hard for, huh?” My father asked as I erased the message I had started to type out before tossing my phone into my duffle bag.  
 
    Then I hopped up from my seat on the same stool Denise had got me right on a few minutes before - the same stool I had been playing grab ass with Bella on earlier - to tell him, “Chill, Pops. Let’s get this work.” 
 
    His face scrunched when he repeated, “Let’s get this work? Boy, what done gotten into you? You ain’t never been this thrilled to take an ass whoopin’ from me.” 
 
    He was absolutely right.  
 
    My father’s workouts never got any easier, his training style tough enough to break the strongest soldier. But after my encounter with Bella, I was just in a good mood all around. And since I couldn’t share that with him, I only shrugged as I replied, “If I wanna be the best, I gotta be ready for whatever, right?” 
 
    Instead of taking my word for it, he released a heavy, “Hmph.” Stepping closer to size me up before his eyes got squinty when he added, “You look different.” 
 
    “No I don’t,” I rushed out in a panic, praying to God Denise hadn’t missed a spot. 
 
    But it was actually the exact opposite problem, my father taking notice as he replied, “You do. Face all shiny and shit like you’ve been rolling in glitter or somethin’.”  
 
    “Damnit. I told Denise not to put any of that highlighter shit on…” I thought to myself, my eyes flashing her way as she mouthed a regretful, “Sorry.”  
 
    Still, I had no choice but to play it off, focusing on my training gear instead of his skeptical gaze as I told him, “I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, man. All I know is I’m ready to get this shit over with so I can get to the crib and rest up.” 
 
    For a second, he continued to stare at me, my shoulders tensing as I braced myself for him to throw a fit out of pure speculation. But instead, there was a collective sigh of relief from Tony, Denise, and myself when he finally agreed, “Yeah, aight then. Strap up.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Three- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    “So… run it back for me one more time. You kissed him first? Or he kissed you first?” 
 
    The swig of red wine I swallowed wasn’t nearly strong enough to combat the last few days of what could only be described as pure madness. From the situation with Princeton’s bully of a father to the lackluster performance from Chris. Then getting fired due to his lackluster performance, and now I had found refuge in Princeton’s gym only to mess around and kiss the man?  
 
    I wasn’t sure what kind of message God was trying to send me, but I had already decided I was going looking for answers in the bottle of wine Gina brought over to my place in an effort to console me. The bottle I was halfway through when I shrugged and answered, “I don’t know. I guess it was kind of mutual. We might’ve both moved at the same time.” 
 
    Of course kissing Princeton hadn’t been a part of my plans when I showed up to the gym, and neither had punching him in the eye. But in the moments we were connected, you couldn’t have told me any different, everything about it absolutely perfect until Tony’s interruption broke us up. And thankfully so since I wasn’t exactly sure how far things would’ve gone otherwise, my dress having the range to pull-off just about anything.  
 
    My lip was pulled between my teeth in thought as Gina continued pressing me for details. “And then he had his hands where? Cause you don’t exactly have an ass for anyone to grab on.” 
 
    The throw pillow I launched her way just barely missed her head when I whined, “Little booties matter too, Gina.”  
 
    She held her hands up in defense. “Hey, you know I support the movement. Hell, I’d probably be captain of the ship if it wasn’t for my father’s side of the family cause you know my mama’s ass is flatter than a Taylor Swift note. But you wanna know what else I support? You going on that damn date.” 
 
    Since Princeton hadn’t exactly offered up any real plans, I presented it to Gina as if it was still a mere possibility, mainly so I could deliver my list of excuses to see if she’d talk me out of it. “There’s just so much going on right now. For one, I’m jobless. For two, I have no idea where my next paycheck is coming from. And for three, if what I saw in that picture is any representation of the type of person Princeton is when it comes to women, I don’t know if that’s something I want to take on.” 
 
    I expected the reminder of the picture to make Gina change her mind since the visual of him in bed with two women still hadn’t exactly left mine. But it was clear our thought processes were far from aligned when she said, “Well… depending on your head game, you can get at least two out of three of those problems solved. Actually, make that all three. If the head right, Princeton there errrr-night.”  
 
    A snort slipped from my nose at her Young Jeezy impression and the laugh that followed was even more embarrassing, though I still managed to exclaim, “Gina, I’m serious!” 
 
    “Shit, me too!” she fired back, joining in with a laugh of her own as I refilled my wine glass. And after taking a few short sips, I worked up the courage to ask the question that had been lingering in my mind since being escorted out of the office.  
 
    “Have they been saying anything about me up at Fullest Disclosure?”  
 
    I wasn’t even sure why I cared to know. While I had a tight friendship with Gina and a few of the other journalists, I knew good and well that office was laced with jealousy that I could do nothing about. So I was hardly surprised when she answered, “Usual suspects been hatin’, saying you didn’t deserve to be there in the first place and shit like that. But the real ones are just waiting for you to start your own shit so they can jump ship and join the winning team.” 
 
     “Start my own shit? That’s never been in the plans. I mean, that’s a lot of work. Not to mention the capital I’d need to make it look legit,” I replied, the hypothetical to-do list already giving me anxiety.  
 
    Still, Gina saw things much simpler, leaning in to ask, “Bella, haven’t I taught you anything? Lick, suck, swallow, repeat.” 
 
    There was no use in holding back my laugh at her four-word tutorial, though it was clear she was dead ass serious when she didn’t join in with me. And once my laughs simmered, I did my best to make it plain, telling her, “I regret to inform you, but head is not the answer to everything, Gina.” 
 
    “Well head got you fired, so it must hold some type of weight in this world,” she fired back, sucking the air out of the room - and my lungs - as I was hit with the reality of my situation all over again.  
 
    My mood instantly dropped back into the somber haze I had been in since leaving Princeton’s gym and Gina was quick to pick up on it, hopping from her couch to mine and wrapping an arm around my shoulder to apologize. “I’m sorry. Too soon?” 
 
    “Way too soon,” I replied, peeling from her hold to grab the bottle of wine and opting to sip straight from it instead of pouring more into the glass.  
 
    Gina was quiet as she watched me take bigger gulps than necessary, not even bothered by the little bit that slipped from the side of my mouth onto my white shirt - just another thing to add to my streak of bad luck. But once I put the bottle down, she got back into business mode when she said, “Seriously though, Bella. What’s your next move? I mean, you’re way too talented and your voice is way too important for you not to be writing for somebody. Or at least writing for yourself.” 
 
    The buzz of the wine had settled in enough to have me spewing random ideas. “Maybe I’ll just put an ad up on Craigslist. Or maybe I can be a substitute English teacher, do some freelancing until I can find something permanent.” 
 
    Gina sat up a little straighter as she agreed, “Freelancing is a good plan! But I hope your savings account is sittin’ right because publications love taking their time with those freelance checks.”  
 
    Since my savings account was nowhere near “sittin’ right”, I fell back quiet, still in disbelief that I had gotten myself into this mess in the first place. But Gina didn’t let things remain quiet for long, snapping her fingers when she squealed, “Ooh! What about that interview you did with “The Prince”? Have you thought about shopping that around?”  
 
    Just the mention of his name made me feel warm and fuzzy all over again.  
 
    Or maybe it was just the wine.  
 
    Either way, Gina had given me a lot to think about since an exclusive with Princeton was definitely a moneymaker, his elite status as a championship-caliber athlete combined with his good looks making the variety of options both online and in print look greater than ever. But I also had my reservations since I had already told him it wouldn’t see the light of day, not to mention how heavy things had gotten.  
 
    “I don’t know, Gina. I mean, it’s such an intimate piece. So… personal,” I insisted, my mind drifting even more so to the things I hadn’t included than the things I had. It was the same information Princeton had confirmed in order to help me loosen up in the gym while simultaneously breaking my heart as I thought about how troubled his childhood must’ve been.  
 
    Since Gina didn’t know any of that, she immediately brushed me off when she replied, “Girl, you say that like you weren’t going to waste all of that intimate shit on Fullest Disclosure when it really belongs on a much bigger platform.”  
 
    “Maybe you’re right. I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to ask,” I said, digging around to find my phone. 
 
    But Gina halted my digging with a hand against my arm so she could suggest, “Head first. Then you ask.”  
 
    Instead of replying to her ridiculous advice, I only rolled my eyes, pulling my phone from the side of the couch it had slipped into and deciding on a text while I had the courage to do it. A text that took forever and a day for me to type out and send thanks to my slightly tipsy state.  
 
    “Hey Princeton. I was wondering if you’d mind me shopping around that interview we did to a few blogs and publications.” - Bella 
 
    I glanced over the message for typos as if it wasn’t already sent while waiting for a response. And when one didn’t come within the five-minute window I expected it to, I followed up with another text that seemed to take me even longer to type out. 
 
    “It’s okay to say no. My feelings won’t be hurt. I’m just trying to stay on top of my bills and this would really help.” - Bella 
 
    “Jesus, now I probably sound like a charity case,” I thought to myself as I stared at my phone, trying to think of what he could possibly be doing right now to not be able to text me back in an instant. 
 
    “Maybe he’s with those two women,” was the first thing that came to mind, the visual making me sick all over again until I saw the three little bubbles meaning he was in the process of replying. 
 
    Thank God.  
 
    My heart skipped a beat the second his response popped up on the screen. And even though Gina was already over my shoulder trying to see what it said, I decided to read the message out loud. 
 
    “Just send it on over to me and I got you, B.” - Prince 
 
    A million questions ran through my mind as I tried to process what that even meant.  
 
    Why does he want it first? 
 
    How is it possible for him to “have me” with something like this?  
 
    What will he think about the write-up?  
 
    Of course none of that mattered to Gina as she pushed me in the shoulder and shouted, “See, Bella! I told you. Closed mouths don’t get fed. Open ones do.” 
 
    While I knew she had a point since things were somehow looking up, I still couldn’t help but ask, “Is that another one of your head references, or...?” 
 
    “Come on now, Bella. Keep up.” 
 
    &   
 
    My head resembled a winery, though it wasn’t the classy wine-tasting in the vineyard with your homegirls’ version. No, it felt like there were literally bare-footed people stomping grapes against my temples as I made an attempt at dodging the sun that was beaming through my window when I rolled over and covered my face with a pillow, regretting every sip of wine I had drank with Gina the night before.  
 
    Well… every sip of wine I had drank for Gina the night before.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what time it was, and it only made me feel worse when I realized it didn’t matter since I didn’t exactly have anywhere to be. But even without a job nor a morning destination, that didn’t stop my phone from buzzing incessantly against the nightstand, making its way to the edge before I reached over just in time to catch it from falling on the ground. 
 
    Shit. Moved too fast.  
 
    The room seemed to be spinning when I groaned, “Hello?”  
 
    It wasn’t until I heard his voice that I realized who the call was even from, and I was a little jealous of his chipper tone as he said, “Good morning, sleepyhead. Did you get my text?”   
 
    “What text?” I asked, my eyes scrunched against the sun I had tried to avoid as I sat up in the bed so that I could gain my bearings.  
 
    “Go check it out, B. It’s good news,” he replied without giving much away. And since it didn’t seem as if he planned on giving anymore, I followed his directions, putting the call on speaker so that I could scroll through my phone and see what he was talking about.  
 
    The message I found wasn’t exactly a text for me, but a screenshot of his texts between him and… someone who loved my work? 
 
    Someone who wanted to use the interview for their cover story?  
 
    And they were willing to pay me how much? 
 
    “Princeton, what is…?” I asked, thinking maybe I was only imagining what I was reading as some dreamlike, best case scenario. 
 
    I was just about ready to pinch myself awake when Princeton confirmed it wasn’t a dream at all by adding, “The cover shoot will be as soon as next week if you accept their offer.” 
 
    The mention of an “if” made me chuckle since it wasn’t even a question that I was going to accept, not to mention I didn’t have much of a choice if I expected to be able to pay rent this month. But I was also caught up on the fact that Princeton had went out of his way to pull some strings for me seemingly overnight, making me want to jump through the phone and kiss him all over again. 
 
    “So what’s up? What you thinkin’, love?” he asked, reminding me I hadn’t exactly given him any answer.  
 
    My lip was pulled between my teeth as I grinned while skimming the messages one more time before replying, “Mama didn’t raise a fool, so I need to see this in writing. But this number is looking quite generous.” 
 
    “What I tell you, B? I got you. Can’t have you out here taking unnecessary pay cuts,” he replied, the fact that he had not only looked out for me, but made sure I was taken care of monetarily warming me up even more.  
 
    Even though it hurt to smile - to move, period -, I couldn’t hold it in when I replied, “And I very much appreciate that.”  
 
    “Now the question is, do you have me back?” 
 
    “I should’ve known there was a catch…” I muttered more to myself than him, shaking my head as I braced myself for some bullshit.  
 
    Of course Princeton played it down, quick to assure, “Nah, it’s nothing like that. Well I don’t think it’s anything like that, but…” 
 
    “Just spit it out, Princeton. What do you want? Some head or somethin’?” I asked, already rolling my eyes as I thought about Gina’s advice manifesting itself one way or another. 
 
    But not only was I wrong, I was embarrassed as hell once I heard him answer, “Damn. Wasn’t even thinkin’ like that. But if that’s part of the bargaining agreement, I’m not opposed.”  
 
    “I’m sorry. Last night got a little weird. But what were you saying?” I asked, hoping he’d let it blow over as nothing. 
 
    He didn’t, instead barking out a laugh. “Nah, nah. I’m tryna talk about what you’re talking about now, B. I like your idea much better than mine.” 
 
    “Princeton…” I whined, the back and forth with a side of embarrassment making the dull headache from my hangover return with even greater strength. 
 
    And I suppose it was my obvious pain and agony that encouraged him to let me off the hook, getting to his original request as he said, “Aight, aight, fine. I was gonna ask if you could come to this thing with me. For my foundation.” 
 
    “You have a foundation?” I asked, sitting up a little straighter at what was honestly a pleasant surprise. 
 
    Though Princeton made it seem as if it shouldn’t have been a surprise at all when he fired back, “Don’t all athletes?” 
 
    I shrugged as if he could see me. “I guess. I don’t know. I don’t really follow you guys like that.” 
 
    This time his laugh was more sarcastic when he sighed, “Damn. Thanks for the ego stroke, Bella.”  
 
    “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I just… that’s really, really cool. What does it support?” I asked, always curious to learn more about what Princeton did outside of the career he was obsessively committed to.  
 
    And I couldn’t help but be impressed as I listened to him explain, “Mainly inner-city schools. We’ve done little things before, had my sponsors donate everything from new uniforms and sports equipment to the latest classroom technology. But this year, we’re hooking up five hundred kids with their very own backpack full of supplies for the new school year.” 
 
    The painful smile was back when I gushed, “That’s amazing, Princeton. I’d love to help out.” 
 
    “Well it’s this Saturday at the gym. And feel free to bring an extra set of hands. We’ll need all the help we can get,” he replied, my mind first going to Gina who would be ecstatic about being around “The Prince” even if it was for some community service. But the second place my mind went to was thoughts of him. And before I could contain it, the question slipped from my lips.  
 
    “Is your dad going to be there?”  
 
    It really didn’t make any sense for him not to be there, not to be a part of a moment like this at the place he owned. Still, while my mind was already on facing him again, I could hear the confusion in Princeton’s tone when he asked, “My dad? What does he have to do with anything?” 
 
    I didn’t want it to sound too alarming nor did I want Princeton to be under the impression that I couldn’t hold my own. So I did my best to choose my words carefully. “He uh... he just wasn’t very happy to see me in the gym when I came to interview you.” 
 
    “Wait… you talked to my dad that day? Bella, why didn’t you tell me?” he asked, his confused tone turning much harsher as he waited for an answer. 
 
    But the truth was, “There really wasn’t anything to say, Princeton! I mean, he made things crystal clear. Your input wasn’t exactly required at that point.” 
 
    Somehow, I could feel the disappointment in his heavy sigh along with the elongated silence that I was just getting ready to fill-in with another apology until he finally replied, “Well to answer your question, he won’t be there. He’s not really into this part of the game. Only into the training.” 
 
    “Thank God,” I thought to myself before teasing, “You mean, only into torturing you?” 
 
    The little laugh he let out put me at ease as he agreed, “You could say that too.”  
 
    Since there was another bout of silence, I made sure to fill it with gratitude. “Thank you for finding me some work, Princeton. Seriously. You didn’t have to do that, and this is… it’s an opportunity of a lifetime.” 
 
    I honestly couldn’t have fell into a situation more perfect than this one. I mean, a paycheck for something I was already done with plus the potential of more work with this particular publication since they were so impressed with my writing style?  
 
    Princeton really might’ve gotten that head if he wanted it. But he mostly stuck to his original request instead when he replied, “Well you can thank me by showing your pretty ass up to the back to school drive in one of those dresses you wear so well. Or maybe even those jeans that make your booty look bigger than it actually is.” 
 
    “Oh my… shut up!” I squealed, my hand rushing to my temple to soothe some of the throbbing that came with my laughter.  
 
    But the pain seemed worth it once I got another one of Princeton’s full laughs as he said, “You know I’m just messin’ with you, B. I don’t care if you wear a damn family reunion shirt and a pair of beat-up Air Force Ones. I just want you in the building. So will you come?”  
 
    While paying back a favor was high on the priority list, somehow supporting Princeton in his endeavors felt just as if not more important. And even if I didn’t have much of a choice, I was still proud to tell him, “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    There were only a few stragglers left playing around on the punching bags, but I felt confident in calling the event a success as I watched my team of volunteers - Bella included -  break down the now-empty boxes along with the tables we had used for what I hoped would be the first of many back to school events. My cheeks were aching from smiling for selfies and Snapchat videos all day and the tightness in my back was showing my age after having to bend over to talk to all of the kids. But there was no better feeling than giving back to the community that had supported me from day one, sometimes more than those closest to me.  
 
    Before I could spiral down the hole of those dark thoughts, I felt Tony sidle up next to me with perfect timing, crossing his arms over his chest to catch the same view that I was. Truth be told, it seemed as if he was always there to stop me from going down that path. Because while I could easily start a list of people who hadn’t always been there for me emotionally, Tony was the first on the list of people who had. He was always there to help me bounce back from one of my father’s beat downs, always there to give me the encouragement I needed to push through on the days when I really wanted to quit. And now he had been there to support me during an event that meant more than he knew while the guy he considered a brother hadn’t bothered to even show his face. 
 
    Still, instead of focusing on who wasn’t there, I focused on who was as he said, “Yo, P. I’m really proud of you. This event was real nice. And these kids, man. They were so happy.” 
 
    I wrapped my arm around his shoulder to tell him, “Appreciate that, Tony. Glad you and Denise could help out.” 
 
    He gave me a short nod just as Denise was slipping in front of us carrying another sign of my age in her hands. “Let’s not forget about this.”  
 
    While I was a little peeved by her putting me on the spot, the glow from the candles along with the effort she had obviously put into making me a homemade birthday cake didn’t allow for me to have a real attitude. But just before I could express my gratitude, Bella and her friend joined us, the friend taking notice first to ask, “Whose birthday is it?”   
 
    Bella was already busy reading the handwritten message on top, her eyes shooting my way once she realized, “Princeton, it’s your birthday? Why didn’t you say anything?!” 
 
    “I didn’t know it was something I was supposed to announce,” I answered with a shrug, catching a mean side eye from Denise who didn’t appreciate my sarcasm.  
 
    “Well how are you celebrating?” she followed up with, a question I hadn’t even thought about since I was a child.  
 
    According to my father, birthdays weren’t really anything special. Just another day to train and get better since an extra year meant you were only another year closer to the end of your career, whether that meant retiring in your prime or falling from grace after trying to extend it beyond that point - like him.  
 
    Just the thought had me quick to make a wish and blow out the candles so that I could answer, “Like this.” 
 
    But once I opened my eyes, it felt like everyone else’s were on me, though Bella’s friend was the only one bold enough to speak. “Prince… now I know I’m just meeting you, but you can do a lot better than spending your birthday around a bunch of snotty-nosed children playing Summer’s Santa. We should go out. I have a connects just about everywhere around here. We can get us a nice section in VIP and all that.” 
 
    Her enthusiasm made me laugh, though it didn’t exactly convince me to change my nonexistent plans. Still, I was sure to let her down easy when I said, “I appreciate the offer, Gina. But I’d rather just chill out at home with my pup.”  
 
    “Aww come on, P. Go have some fun for a change. You deserve to live a little after all this good you done brought into the world today,” Tony said, his fresh perspective more persuading than I’d thought it would be.  
 
    But it wasn’t nearly as persuading as Bella agreeing, “Yeah, come on, P. Let’s have some fun.” Even adding a wink that had me wondering if her definition of fun included more than just a VIP section.  
 
    I wasn’t the only one to notice her tease, Denise snapping her fingers as she said, “Ooh wee. I remember that look. That’s how I got my Tony. You remember that, baby?” 
 
    Tony immediately wrapped his arms around his wife’s waist to answer, “Yeah I remember, baby. I remember that look and I remember what I did to you after you gave it to me too.” 
 
    “Ooh! You so nasty!” she squealed like a schoolgirl, making them look more like newlyweds than the seasoned veterans that they were. 
 
    And somehow Tony managed to take that a step further when he replied, “You lucky there’s kids around or you’d be learnin’ how nasty I really am.”  
 
    “Get a room!” I shouted, making everyone laugh as Gina asked Denise, “Teach me your ways.”  
 
    To Tony’s dismay, Denise looked excited about the opportunity to play teacher, pulling away from him to give Gina the tutorial she had requested when Bella nudged me in the side with her elbow and scolded, “I can’t believe you really didn’t tell me today was your birthday.” 
 
    Once again, I could only shrug. “Didn’t wanna give you too much to think about at once.” And that was the truth. Between the news of the deal I had gotten her and the event today, I didn’t want to overwhelm her with information.  
 
    Well, that and I didn’t care about my birthday as much as everybody else seemed to.  
 
    It was clear Bella was leaning more towards that team than mine when she replied, “Still could’ve told me. I would’ve gotten you something.”  
 
    “You tellin’ me these jeans aren’t a gift?” I asked, peeking back at her ass that was poking like the sweetest peach.  
 
    When I finally met her eyes again, there was a hint of amusement in them as she sang, “Always the charmer.” 
 
    “Says Little Miss. Let’s Have Some Fun,” I reminded her with a smile that matched the one she was wearing. Somehow it held more promise than any other plans I could make for the night. But that still didn’t stop me from lobbying against Gina’s idea when I continued, “I’m really not tryna go out though. That’s not my thing, not what I do.” 
 
    Of course the club had been a fun experience when I first came on the scene, and especially when I was under twenty-one with enough clout to get past the age requirements; not to mention the paychecks that I received just for showing my face at places I would’ve gone regardless. But now that I was many years past that stage and beyond accepting every check extended my way, that whole environment seemed… played out.   
 
    Still, that didn’t stop Bella from trying to make something out of nothing when she asked, “Well what do you do?” 
 
    “I just chill. Find something good to watch on TV with my dog at my feet and I’m a happy man,” I replied, thinking about how well she could fit in that equation if she gave me the option.  
 
    But to my surprise, her face seemed skeptical when she mumbled something that sounded like, “That’s not what your Instagram said…” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing,” she rushed out, shaking her head as she attempted to slip past me. But her urgency to get away only made me even more curious, forcing me to catch up to her so I could clarify what I thought I heard.  
 
    “Nah, what are you talking about, B? My Instagram?” 
 
    Instead of answering, she looked away from me, biting her lip as if she was annoyed with herself for bringing it up in the first place. And when I didn’t back down, she pulled her phone out of her pocket, scrolling through a bit before handing it over to me.  
 
    My eyes did a quick skim of the screen and found the last thing I expected to see; a picture I had never seen before even though it had already amassed thousands of likes and comments.  
 
    “Yo, what the hell is this?” I barked, trying to make sense of where it had even come from. 
 
    But it was clear Bella had already drawn her own conclusion when she crossed her arms over her chest and said, “You tell me. You’re the one in the picture.” 
 
    “Man, I don’t even know these girls,” I told her, my face twisted as my eyes flashed back to the picture. And I became even more annoyed reading the caption that implied I had messed around with them.  
 
    Since my word up against Bella’s eyes wasn’t really a fair competition, I couldn’t be too upset when she insisted, “You don’t have to lie, Princeton. I saw you with them. That night of the fight, they were there. You even touched this one’s face.” pointing to the screen to show me a woman I only vaguely remembered telling she was adorable.  
 
    But even with that small detail coming back to me, I still felt confident telling her, “That’s the only time I saw them. After that, I went back to the hotel and went to bed. This bed.” 
 
    “Well you clearly had company,” she muttered with a roll of her eyes as if she still didn’t believe me. And while my focus probably should’ve been on figuring out how the hell this picture had occurred, clearing the air with Bella felt just as if not more important since… damn, I must really like her.  
 
    “I didn’t mess with those girls, Bella. I don’t know how they got this picture, but I didn’t do anything with them,” I explained as forwardly as I could, purposely holding back any extra emotions I wanted to express so she would understand how serious I was.  
 
    And though she didn’t seem completely convinced, she also wasn’t as bothered as she originally appeared when she held her hands up to say, “Princeton, it’s fine. Seriously. I mean, you’re young, and handsome, and famous, and very much single with temptations all around you. These situations are bound to happen.” 
 
    Her emphasis on my relationship status made me feel a way, as if she was trying to remind me that we weren’t and wouldn’t be a thing, putting me back in the box I had just barely slipped out of when I kissed her the other day.  
 
    I was tempted to call her out on it, but instead I focused on the real task at hand - clearing my name - when I told her, “Nah, man. I don’t get down like this. Have I in the past? Sure. But that isn’t what I’m about, and I don’t want you fillin’ your head up with this nonsense before I even get a chance to show you for myself.”  
 
    For a second, Bella was quiet as if she was processing my words, maybe using her journalist instincts to validate its truth. But just when I was getting ready to add more to my defense case, she cracked the slightest smile, stepping closer and peeking up at me to say, “Well call up some of your boys and meet us at one of Gina’s spots tonight. So you can show me what you’re really about.” 
 
    & 
 
    We hadn’t been here for more than ten minutes and I was already over the scene.  
 
    It was too loud, too hot, too crowded, too… not how I wanted to spend my damn birthday. And it didn’t help that the DJ took notice of my presence almost immediately, announcing my arrival to the crowd and forcing me to go into character for the fans until we made it to the VIP section Gina had reserved. But even when we were there, that didn’t stop my boys from clowning me about how uncomfortable I obviously was, getting a kick out of the jokes they were tossing back and forth about me which really only annoyed me even more.  
 
    “Man, you would’ve thought this dude was in witness protection the way he tried to slip in here without being seen,” Little Tony shouted over the music with a laugh, his brother Brandin cracking up right with him at my expense.  
 
    Since Tony was like a brother to my dad, that made these two the closest things to my cousins, though I knew one of them had to have had something to do with that picture Bella found on Instagram – more than likely Brandin. But since that was a conversation for another time, I continued to listen in as Brandin said, “Right?! I’m surprised they didn’t mistake him for a bouncer. Ol’ John Henry headass...” 
 
    “Black Paul Bunyan headass…” 
 
    “B-BFG headass...” 
 
    I wanted to be irritated, but I couldn’t help laughing right along with them at the list of fictional characters they had been throwing my way since I hit my growth spurt, mainly out of jealousy since they were both lightweights. But even through my laughs, I asked, “Man, will y’all chill? Damn. Can’t even get a pass on my birthday.” 
 
    Little Tony was quick to shout, “Hell nah! Birthdays are made for roastin’ your ol’ Jolly Green Giant headass. And we actually got you out in public for this one? Yeah, you catchin’ these jokes, bruh.” 
 
    Brandin nodded to agree before turning out towards the crowd and announcing the main reason for his attendance - and quite possibly the only reason he hung around me period.  “Y’all see these women though? And a roster spot just opened up too...” he trailed, rubbing his hands together as if he was excited about some master plan. 
 
    But his lingo went right over my head, forcing me to ask, “A roster spot?”  
 
    He turned back my way with a somber expression when he explained, “Yeah, Tina’s ass fucked around and got pregnant by her boyfriend so she’s on injured/reserved until further notice.” 
 
     A million follow-up questions ran through my head. But since I could only imagine the craziness that came with more details, I laughed instead as I told Little Tony, “Man, this dude is a straight fool.”  
 
    Of course he laughed right along with me, knowing his brother way better than I ever could  just as Brandin said, “Welp. That roster spot is officially filled. Baby girl in the black is signing her rookie contract tonight.”  
 
    I moved over to where he was standing to catch his view, tensing up in multiple places once I realized who he was talking about. But the main place had me adjusting my pants as I told him, “Nah, fall back. That’s all me.” 
 
    “All you? Since when are you out here like that?” Brandin asked as I watched Bella maneuver through the crowd, her and Gina both stopping to give hugs to a few people they recognized on their way to our section. And even though it made me a little jealous to watch from afar, I also noticed the way Bella was turning heads left and right with the little black dress she had chosen for the occasion. A dress that was fitted in all the right places, showing off the tone of her body while also making her ass and titties look especially delicious.  
 
    Just enough fabric for me to have the pleasure of ripping off later... 
 
    I was so caught up in my thoughts that I hadn’t been able to answer Brandin’s question fast enough, Little Tony stepping in to reply, “Bruh been on it since ol’ girl did that interview. Pops said his nose been wide the hell open too. Even caught ‘em lip lockin’ at the gym the other day.” 
 
    My nose wrinkled at the thought of Tony telling business that wasn’t supposed to leave the gym. But once again the conversation continued happening around me as Brandin said, “Lip lockin’? Aww hell nah. I really gotta meet her now.” 
 
    He was already taking off towards the short stairs to meet Bella at the bottom before I could catch him, extending his hand to help her walk up as Little Tony did the same for Gina out of courtesy.  
 
    “Thank you…” Bella trailed when she finally made it to the top, waiting for him to fill in the blank with his name. 
 
    He was a little too excited for my liking when he said, “I’m Brandin. Princeton’s favorite cuzzo.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you, Brandin,” Bella said with a smile that seemed especially giddy as if… has she been drinking already?  
 
    “And you are?” Gina asked, turning her attention towards the cousin that was unashamedly taking her all in as if he was the one trying to fill a roster spot.  
 
    “Anthony. Everybody calls me Little Tony though,” he replied on some extra smooth shit, Brandin shooting his eyes my way in disbelief as we both broke out in a silent laugh. 
 
    But while we found the whole thing completely amusing, Bella was busy putting two and two together to ask, “Little Tony? Your Tony and Denise’s son?” 
 
    “They both are,” I answered, finally getting her attention as I continued, “What’s up, B? You lookin’ all good and shit.” 
 
    She giggled, opening her arms for a hug that I was quick to jump into, bending over to wrap my arms low around her waist as she gushed, “Hey Birthday Boy. I got you something.” 
 
    The closeness allowed me to smell the slight hint of alcohol on her breath meaning her and Gina had definitely been up to something before they showed up here. But I was just happy to see her in a good mood when she pulled away, extending a bag my way that I hadn’t even realized she was holding.  
 
    While the gesture was adorable, I couldn’t help telling her, “You know you didn’t have to do that, right?”  
 
    “But I did. So open it,” she said, all but shoving it into my hands.   
 
    And since she seemed so excited about whatever it was, I tried to find some of that excitement to, digging in to find…, “A cookbook?” 
 
    “It’s all desserts. You know, for when you’re ready to live that other life,” she explained with a wink that went straight to my junk.  
 
    “Man, it’s gonna be a long night,” I thought to myself as Gina clapped her hands and asked, “So what are we drinking tonight, boys? Henny? Vodka? Starting light with a round of beers?” 
 
    Brandin was the first to toss a hand my way as he said, “Well we all know this dude ain’t havin’ a lick of nothin’.” 
 
    Gina’s face scrunched immediately as if she was offended. “What? Prince, you don’t drink?”  
 
    “Nah. It’s not exactly a part of my program,” I explained in the same way I had done for the last few years, no longer feeling bad about excluding myself. And I suppose that was part of the reason why the club scene no longer appealed to me. Shit just wasn’t as fun being the only sober homie in the bunch, forced to babysit and get everybody else home safely.  
 
    I was beyond confident in my decision until I felt Bella’s arm wrap around mine when she whined, “But it’s your birthdayyyy. You gotta have somethin’.”  
 
    “Yeah, she’s definitely on one,” I thought to myself with a laugh, brushing a hand against her bare shoulder as I told her, “I don’t. Y’all have fun though. It’s on me.” 
 
    Of course the mention of an open tab earned a little cheer from the rest of the gang who would, without a doubt, all be needing Ubers home. But that wasn’t enough to stop Bella from batting her damn eyelashes at me when she tugged and begged, “Come on, Princeton. Just a birthday shot. For me?”  
 
    Her lip was sexily pulled between her teeth as she waited with bated breath for me to answer. And I’d be damned if the girl couldn’t have gotten whatever she wanted in that moment, including me agreeing to her request. “Aight, aight. One shot.” 
 
    She shot her arms up in excitement as Brandin and Little Tony’s eyes both went wide with surprise, though Brandin was the first to speak on it. “Yoooo, Bella. What kinda voodoo mind tricks you over there playin’ with my dude? I ain’t never seen him be so easily convinced of anything.”  
 
    He was absolutely right, which was only more proof that I was in deeper than I should’ve been. But none of that seemed to matter once Bella snuggled up next to me, leaning her head back to find my eyes when she answered, “I guess you could say I have some leverage now that I know all his secrets.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Four- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    Princeton was drunk. 
 
    Not that he was moving about sloppily or slurring his words. But there was a particular glow in his squinted eyes and an extra curve in his smile as he stared out into the space of the crowd that told me he was well past the point of sober. Though he was really just one of many since we were all well past the point of sober, everybody talking a notch louder than necessary about things that none of us would find appropriate under normal circumstances.  
 
    Well… I could only speak for myself since Gina, Little Tony, and Brandin were far from the types to hold anything back no matter the circumstances. But I found myself venturing to their dark side for the night, adding my two cents to their already crazy conversation when I shouted, “Period sex is not nasty! That’s when women are their horniest!” 
 
    Brandin closed his eyes and shook his head as if he still wasn’t convinced, taking a quick sip of his drink before he said, “Fuck all that. I don’t care how good and full them titties be lookin’ when y’all on, the red sea ain’t for me.”  
 
    “Shittttt. A nigga like me will put a dark towel down in a quickness. Turn the lights off and the shit is just wetter pussy. Ya feel me?” Little Tony added, Brandin’s nose scrunching in disgust at his brother while Gina nodded enthusiastically as if he had made her point.  
 
    “See. That’s why I fuck with you, Anthony. You get it,” she said, leaning into him for much needed support since she had easily consumed more liquor than any of us; not even including the liquor we had sipped on the ride over.  
 
    And it seemed as if Little Tony might’ve been taking advantage of that fact, dropping his head near her shoulder to groan, “Yeah, I’ma get it alright.”  
 
    Her giggles in response told me she was into it enough for me not to intervene quite yet. So instead of getting in her business, I minded my own - all two-hundred plus pounds of him - as he quietly bobbed his head to the music, reaching over to get his attention with a hand against his thigh so that I could ask, “Princeton, you okay?” 
 
    His eyes first ventured down to my hand, then up to my chest, and finally on my eyes when he tilted his head back to motion, “Come ‘ere.” 
 
    Since I was already sitting right next to him, I couldn’t help but laugh as I said,  “I am here.” 
 
    But he was adamant, patting his hand on his leg as he emphasized, “Nah, come here.” 
 
    While I might’ve been against such a public display of affection any other time, tonight I was happy to skip my ass from my seat onto his lap, crossing my legs and wrapping my arms around his thick neck to keep me steady when I asked, “What is it, Birthday Boy?” 
 
    For a moment, he didn’t say anything, just stared at me with the most lustful expression. Though the low, slanted eyes could’ve also been a result of his inebriated state. But I quickly came to the conclusion that it was a combination of both once he proclaimed, “You know you comin’ home with me tonight, right?”  
 
    My heart leaped in my chest as a Cheshire cat-like smile grew slowly on my lips, his forwardness along with my inebriated state enough to have heat rushing to my cheeks and between my thighs. In my right mind, I knew I should’ve considered slowing things down, getting a grip on the situation. But in my current mind, I was all in, diverting my eyes as I teased, “I mean… I hadn’t planned on it, but…” 
 
    “Well fuck whatever plans you had. You comin’ with me,” he growled, his face diving to the crook of my neck to give it a slow lick, eliciting a moan that turned into more of a giggle since… I can’t believe he really just did that.  
 
    It was so lecherous yet so soul-stirring all at once, letting me know exactly where his head was at. Though I still tried to save him when I squealed, “Oh my God, Princeton! Quit playin’.”  
 
    “You the one playin’! Showin’ up here lookin’ fine as hell, smellin’ all good and shit. You knew what you were doing, B.”  
 
    “Dressing appropriately for the occasion?”  
 
    “Nah. Dressing appropriately to get this dick,” he replied before taking another quick dive at my neck that I dodged out of pure amusement while squealing his name. But he didn’t back down, going at me once more when he said, “Only being real, Bella. Unless you ain’t on that, then I’ll chill. But I’m on that. All the way.”  
 
    “Yeah, on that liquor that’s got you talking crazy,” I told him, giving him yet another opportunity to back out. 
 
    But he only dug himself into a deeper hole when he insisted, “A drunk mind speaks sober thoughts. That’s what they say, right?”  
 
    Instead of answering his question, I ran a gentle hand along his cheek, my thumb brushing over the last hint of evidence from the black eye I had given him while he licked his lips in waiting.  
 
    “Happy Birthday, Princeton.” 
 
    “Make it happier, Bella,” he challenged, inching his head closer towards mine for a kiss.  
 
    Though our lips didn’t actually get a chance to connect since Brandin distracted us when he shouted, “Man, how the hell did I become the fifth wheel in this shit?!” 
 
    While Princeton and I immediately began to giggle, Gina and Little Tony weren’t paying him any mind which only seemed to annoy him even more as Princeton motioned for me to stand up before doing the same.  
 
    “Nah, that bitch bouta turn into a tricycle now. We’re outta here,”  he said draping an arm around my shoulder to lead us out.  
 
    But I refused to take a step without making sure my friend was good - and in good hands - turning towards her to ask, “Gina, you good?” 
 
    “Hell yes. Y’all have fun. And be safe!” she shouted with a smile that made it seem as if she was more excited than me about whatever was to come. And when she added a wink, I knew her comment about being safe was in reference to more than just wearing seatbelts on the ride to Princeton’s home. But he was already dragging us out of the club before I got a chance to even think about a worded-response, waving goodbye instead as Princeton continued his mad dash towards the exit. 
 
    I was barely keeping up, giggling as I whined, “Princeton, slow down. My feet hurt.” But instead of slowing down, he lifted me with ease and tossed me over his shoulder like a doll, only making me laugh even harder since I could only imagine how silly we looked to anyone watching us. 
 
    “Be careful! I’m afraid of heights! I think my ass is out!” I rattled off through my laughs, my almost-upside down position only making me feel even more tipsy as I watched the view change from the dark lighting in the club to the moonlit street until we made it to a blacked-out truck where Princeton finally let me down. And even there, I couldn’t help myself when I joked, “Ooh, you get the fancy Ubers. I’m more of an UberPool kind of girl myself.” 
 
    Princeton shook his head with a grin of his own, opening the door as he instructed, “Bella, just get in. We got somewhere to be.”  
 
    “Where do we have to be?” I asked, staying on the sidewalk until I got more details.  
 
    But I couldn’t move fast enough once I watched Princeton pull his lip between his teeth and give me a onceover before he finally answered, “Wherever I can devour you the fastest.” 
 
    “In that case…” I trailed, climbing into the truck in a quickness with Princeton right behind me. 
 
    Once we were secure inside, the driver looked back, then did a double take when he realized, “Yo, you’re “The Prince”!” 
 
    Princeton gave him a polite smile, but it was clear he wasn’t really interested in doing the whole fan thing; far more interested in whatever he was cooking up for me according to the heavy hand he already had latched against my thigh. So instead, he made him an offer. “Look, man. I’ll give you a hundred dollars not to say anything about what I’m about to do to this lovely lady in your backseat.”  
 
    While I was a little caught off-guard by the mention, ready to scold him for putting our business out there to a complete stranger, the driver seemed excited about the prospect, turning forward in his seat and cranking up the volume on the radio as he replied, “The music is up, my dude. Have at it. Just don’t make a mess.”  
 
    “No guarantees,” he groaned more to me than the driver, attacking my neck the same way he had done in the club.  
 
    And just like before, I did my best to dodge his attempts, laughing as I told him, “Princeton, you are too damn big to play like this! Here, let me come to you.” 
 
    He sat back against the seat with a grin, allowing me to straddle his lap in a way that had my dress bunching at the hips. But Princeton quickly replaced the missing fabric with his meaty hands, his firm grip on my ass enough to make me fall into him just as the truck took off.  
 
    “This is already my best birthday ever,” he said the second I sat back upright so that I could see his face, his earnest expression alone enough to prove he had really meant what he said.  
 
    Still, I was interested to see what had him so confident, wrapping my arms around his neck to ask, “Calling it early, huh? What makes you so sure?” 
 
    “You. And this,” he replied with an extra squeeze that had me biting my lip as he continued, “Your shit was pokin’ tonight, B. You been squattin’ or what?” 
 
    While I wanted to laugh - and be flattered that he even noticed a difference -, I could only roll my eyes. “The only thing that’s kept me sane through this whole thing.” 
 
    Even with the offer for the article and whatever this was happening with him, nothing in my life was quite settled, nothing in my life was… back to normal. And that uneasy feeling continued to haunt me regardless of how much fun I found myself having tonight, though Princeton saw things much simpler when he insisted, “Well you’re good now. I got you, I promise.” 
 
    I quickly brushed him off. “You don’t need to promise me anything, Princeton. You don’t... owe me that.”  
 
    “Then just take my word for what it is, love. If I tell you I got you, I mean that shit,” he replied with a certainty that made me feel… warm, and full, and fuzzy and all things I probably shouldn’t have been feeling with a man I really hadn’t even known that long. 
 
    But even with that, I still felt confident telling him, “Somehow I never doubted that.” 
 
    The smile he gave in response only made all of those feelings elevate, especially once he pulled his lip between his teeth and tilted his head back, motioning for me to come closer. And while our bodies were already mostly flushed together, our lips were the only thing missing, though I quickly made that a thing of the past once I filled in that final gap.  
 
    Just like everything else about him, Princeton was a strong kisser, seemingly giving his all as he pecked, and nibbled, and sucked my lips swollen. And it wasn’t just his lips that he kept busy, but his hands as they continued to rove my ass, only heightening the experience as I slipped my tongue into his mouth to taste the remnants of liquor on his.  
 
    We were so into it that we hadn’t even realized the truck was stopped until the driver hissed, “Gahdamn. I mean… we’re here.” 
 
    Princeton pulled away just long enough to chuckle, tapping me on the thigh to climb off before digging in his pocket for his wallet so that he could hold up his end of the bargain. But once he extended the bill, the driver pushed it back his way when he said, “Man, you can keep the money. Just let me get a pic with you and your fine ass girl.” 
 
    “She’s not my…” 
 
    “I’m not his…” 
 
    Just like our lips, our words had crashed together before our awkward giggles followed. And while I assumed that meant he saw things my way, I was surprised to hear him say otherwise. “Yeah, that’s cool, man. We can take a picture real quick.”  
 
    My eyes flashed over to him, but he only shrugged in response as if he was telling me to just go with it. So I did, my red-eyed reflection on the screen immediately making me cringe since I wasn’t sure where this picture would end up. But I still managed to crack a smile as Princeton did the same while the guy snapped a set of pictures before deciding he was satisfied. Then he turned our way to say, “Y’all be cool now. Thanks again.” 
 
    “Thank you, kind sir,” I offered, waiting for Princeton to climb out before he helped me do the same. Then we watched together in silence as the guy pulled off down the street before Princeton broke it with one word. 
 
    “Bella?” 
 
    “Hm?” 
 
    “I’m about five seconds from fuckin’ you right here on this lawn.” 
 
    My immediate reaction was to gasp until I heard him begin to countdown.  “Five… four…” 
 
    “Gotta catch me first,” I shouted, taking off towards what I hoped was his front door, though my heels in combination with the extra length in his legs compared to mine didn’t allow me to get very far before he was scooping me up again.  
 
    He balanced me over his shoulder with ease as he unlocked the door with his free hand to carry me inside. And while I hadn’t gotten a chance to scope the place out, I could tell we were going up the stairs according to the bounce in his strides and my limited view. 
 
    “You’re gonna get enough of carrying me around like a damn championship belt!” I squealed as he gently tossed me on the bed before getting rid of his shirt as I found a resting spot on my elbows to watch.  
 
    The man was literally carved of muscle with ripples in places that most people didn’t have. Between that and the little grin he gave when he said, “Never that, B. I like winning too much and I like you too much,” I knew I was a goner.  
 
    But for now, I stayed the course - stayed in the moment - sitting up just enough to give my dress the easy yank over my head as Princeton got rid of his pants, leaving us both in our undergarments. And I suppose he couldn’t wait any longer, joining me on the bed for a quick kiss before I told him, “Lay back. I got this.” 
 
    His laugh was part-amusement, part-sexy as he fell back onto his elbows the same way I had been. “Oh, you got this, huh?” 
 
    “I mean, it is your birthday after all,” I answered with a smirk, kissing my way down his body until I bumped into the already-impressive tent in his boxers. And once I got rid of the last stitch of fabric covering him, his dick only became that much more fascinating, just as thick and weighty as everything else about him as I stroked it in my hand. 
 
    His eyes were low as he watched my tease, letting out a satisfied groan when he said, “Man, you have no idea how sexy you look right now.” 
 
    “And you have no idea how highly you’ll think of me when I’m done,” I replied, giving the tip a lick for a little moisture before adding an extra twist to my stroke that made him grunt. 
 
    Still, he didn’t let me get too into it without saying, “Don’t get it twisted, Bella. I already think highly of you.” 
 
    “Well in that case, watch me work.”  
 
     The gasp he inhaled along with his clenching abs and thighs when I took him in my mouth was all the motivation I needed to pull out all stops, licking, and sucking, and stroking with a rhythm that was beyond satisfying according to the combination of grunts and moans he gave in response. And his reaction only made me hotter, fueling me to give everything I had as I tried my best to swallow him whole and created a mess of saliva that seemed to please him even more.  
 
    When I stopped only to wipe my mouth, Princeton sat up and caught me by the chin, bringing my face to his for a messy kiss as if he was rewarding me for my efforts before he whispered, “I am yours.” And while that might not have been my intention going into things, it still warmed me all over as he planted another kiss on my face that was even messier than the first, dragging it from my lips to my neck as I tilted my head back to give him better access. 
 
    “You want this dick, B?” he growled near my ear before tugging it between his teeth as he reached behind to unsnap my bra. Then he moved his mouth from my ear to my breasts, the warmth of his tongue flicking against my nipple eliciting a moan - and an answer to his question. 
 
    “Y-yessss.” 
 
    “Don’t be afraid of it, Bella. Don’t run,” he coached as if he just knew he was going to rock my world.  
 
    But regardless of how confident he was in his abilities, I was also confident in mine when I breathed out, “You know I love a good challenge.”  
 
    The smirk he gave in response made my heart skip a beat as he held a steady hand against my waist to lift us both, laying me on my back and ripping my panties to shreds in one easy pull before taking a swimmer’s dive between my thighs. And once he flicked his tongue against my clit, I understood his earlier proclamation, feeling claimed as he devoured me like a madman.  
 
    My hands first went to his shoulders then to the sheets, fisting them as I fought against his onslaught of pleasure even when he teased, “Come on, B. You runnin’ already?” But I didn’t mind being the butt of his jokes if it meant getting to experience this, if it meant feeling static all over as I squeezed my eyes tighter and hissed his name through what was an easy victory for him in making me cum - hard. 
 
    In fact, my eyes were still shut when I felt my weightless legs being lifted into the air by the ankles before Princeton slipped into me with a seemingly- never-ending plunge that had me slipping up the bed to escape it.  
 
    “What I tell you, Bella?” he snapped, his tone arousingly aggressive as he tried to meet me again, though this time I stopped him with a hand between us.  
 
    “I’m sorry. It’s just…” 
 
    Instead of letting me whine, he only moved my hand away gently as he insisted, “Shhh… I got you. Just relax.”  
 
    While relaxing with all of that inside of me seemed impossible, I was grateful when I followed directions long enough for us to find our groove, Princeton taking me over the edge with every powerful stroke he delivered as if he was trying to add another victory to his record. But a victory for him was really a victory for us as he caught my ankle to straighten my leg so he could go even deeper, his determination to please making me feel like a champion as I consumed everything he was dishing out.  
 
    “This is mine now, Bella. Fuck the bullshit,” he growled as he pounded me into a gratifying stupor, lifting my hips to demand, “Tell me it’s mine, B.” 
 
    “It’s yours. All yours,” I groaned, losing the last bit of control I had and floating my way to the promise land for the second time as my response gave Princeton what he needed to get his own according to the warm, sticky fluid spreading against my walls before he collapsed next to me. 
 
    My chest was still heaving up and down when I told him, “Pull out method, Princeton. Eighty-percent effective when done correctly.” 
 
    “Bella, have you seen you? Have you felt you? The last thing on my mind was pulling out,” he replied, his breathing being just as heavy as mine stroking my ego since he was in much better shape than I was.  
 
    But no matter how pleased I was with both of our performances, that didn’t stop me from scolding, “Well we’ll have to work on that or use a condom next time because I’m too old for accidents.” 
 
    He hopped up from the bed and headed towards what I assumed was a bathroom when he tossed over his shoulder, “Don’t trip. I’ll spot you some cash for a Plan B or whatever.”  
 
    “Ever so generous,” I muttered with a roll of my eyes as I pulled the comforter to my chest and stared at the ceiling, unable to hide the grin as I processed what had just happened; an obvious shift in what I had originally thought of as just a little harmless flirting.  
 
    No, things between Princeton and I were well beyond the stage of playing games back and forth. He had made his feelings be known, and I had - kind of - made mine known too.  
 
    So now it was time to take a page from the book of Gina and stop blocking my blessings.  
 
    & 
 
    A warm, thick tongue against my neck woke me up, making me giggle as I tried to fight against it along with the sun beaming through the window that signaled it was morning. I wasn’t sure exactly what time it was, but I knew it was too soon for more of him. So I did my best to escape as I rolled over and whined, “Princeton, stop it… Princeton, I’m sleepy, and sore, and… ahhhh!!”  
 
    I couldn’t get up from the bed fast enough, taking the comforter with me to cover my nude body and shield me from the beast that was barking at me. And I suppose it was that in combination with my pleas that got the real Princeton’s attention as he slipped out of the bathroom with a towel wrapped around his waist.  
 
    “Bella, what’s the… aww hell. Down girl!” he shouted, coming over to catch the human-sized dog by the collar to pull her away.  
 
    I was grateful that she obeyed, though I still felt gross all over since I now knew she was the one responsible for all that tongue action. And as I tried to scrub my neck dry with the comforter, Princeton said, “My bad, B. We’re not used to having company around here. This is usually her territory.”  
 
    “Well get ahold of your bitch, Princeton,” I snarled, looking down at the dog that looked a lot more innocent under his control - and honestly a little sad since I had gotten her in trouble.  
 
    But that still didn’t mean I appreciated her presence nor his sarcastic, “Very funny,” as he yanked her towards the door and said, “I’ma lock her up real quick, then I’ll be back.”  
 
    I nodded, their exit enough to calm my thumping heart as I plopped back down on the bed, running a hand through my ruffled hair as I thought about how ridiculous I probably looked screaming about his dog first thing in the morning. I mean, it wasn’t like I was against dogs or even afraid of them. I guess I just didn’t appreciate being woken up by one that big, especially when I expected it to be her owner.  
 
    Shaking my head, I found my phone that was on the last of its battery since I hadn’t charged it the night before, scrolling through the collection of text messages that had already accumulated from just this morning. Though I shouldn’t have been surprised there were so many once I saw who the majority of them were from. 
 
    “Princeton and Bella sitting in a tree… F-U-C-K-I-N-G.” - Gina 
 
    “Hope your uterus is still intact. Hit me when you wake up. DYING for details.” - Gina 
 
    “Also, Princeton left his gift at the club. I gave it to Anthony to give to him.” - Gina 
 
    “This girl,” I thought to myself with a laugh as I typed out a reply.  
 
    “Good morning to you too, Gina.” - Bella 
 
    I could already see her responding as if her phone had been in her hand the whole time. And once I read what she sent, I really busted out laughing.  
 
    “Bella! OMG. You’re alive. Or are you texting from the afterlife? Cause of Death: Good Dick.” - Gina 
 
    “I’m good, crazy. And it was… everything. That’s all I have to share.”- Bella 
 
    “How are you though? Everything go okay last night?” - Bella 
 
    While leaving her with people who were technically strangers was a risk, I had a feeling Princeton would’ve shut that down immediately if he didn’t trust them to do right by her. Either that or be willing to beat their asses for doing anything out of her comfort zone. But I was hardly surprised to see Gina had held her own once I read her reply.  
 
    “Definitely. Had quite an interesting sleepover with Anthony and Brandin...” - Gina 
 
    My eyes went wide and I couldn’t have typed out a response fast enough, anxious for more details.  
 
    “OMG! They ran a train on you?!” - Bella 
 
    “First of all, the correct term is threesome. Second of all, HELL NO. They saw me home safely and I invited them up for more debates since… those fools are hilarious.” - Gina 
 
    “Thank God,” I whispered out loud as another message came in.  
 
    “But when Brandin fell asleep on the couch… let’s just say big brother had me up cookin’ breakfast this morning ;)” - Gina 
 
    I fell back onto the bed with a laugh, the potential of double dates making me giddy as Princeton made his way back into the room. “Glad to see you’re in a better mood now, Scary Spice.” 
 
    My lips immediately pushed out into a pout as I whined, “That’s not funny. Your bitch had me messed up.”  
 
    “You get a kick out of calling her that, don’t you?” he asked, shaking his head as he made himself comfortable on the edge of the bed next to me.  
 
    It might’ve been a little immature, but I couldn’t help the way my pout turned into a grin when I answered, “I do.” Then I sat up a little straighter so that I could shove him in the shoulder and scold, “You left your gift at the club last night, punk.” 
 
    “Guess you could say I was a little distracted,” he replied with a grin of his own before tossing a sack into my lap to add, “But I got you a gift too. Made a stop on my run.” 
 
    I peeked into the brown paper sack to find what would be our saving grace, scrunching it back closed to ask, “You already went running this morning?” 
 
    While I had taken his lack of breath as an accomplishment the night before, the fact that he was able to bounce back from a night of drinking and wild sex like it was nothing had me a little jealous. Though I couldn’t do anything but respect it when he said, “Every morning like clockwork, B. Can’t be lettin’ your fine ass distract me from everything now. But yo, I was reading the side effects on that shit and you should probably stay here today. So I can look after you.”  
 
    I quickly brushed him off, opening the bag back up to pull out the box as I told him, “I’ll be fine, Princeton. It’s not my first… nevermind.”  
 
    Instead of addressing my statement, he fell back onto the bed, turning towards me to say, “I can’t lie though, B. Last night? Felt like a baby girl. Like a... Princess Lattimore.” 
 
    Of course it was adorable to hear Princeton talk about children, the visual of his massive hands palming a newborn making my heart swell. But the thought of the person who pushed her out being me made me sicker than the Plan B pill ever could. Still, I tried to play it cool as I said, “First of all, the last thing you need is a spoiled little princess. Second of all, don’t jinx us like that.” 
 
    “Damn. My seed is a jinx to you?” he asked, sitting up on his elbows to really stare me down. 
 
    But not even his heavy gaze was enough to change my mind, though I still didn’t look him in the eyes when I answered, “At the present time? Absolutely.” 
 
    With all that was going on in my world, I couldn’t even imagine throwing a baby in the mix, especially Princeton Lattimore’s baby. His status came with a legacy, a standard of greatness no matter who he chose as his personal incubator. And not only that, but his child would more than likely be expected to follow in his footsteps and the footsteps before him, fighting for their life and operating out of fear of never being enough. 
 
    Honestly, I already felt bad for him or her.  
 
    My mind was well into the future, but Princeton was caught up on the past according to the way he slipped his hand under the covers to push my legs apart and ask, “You don’t think I earned it though? I mean, according to your screams I might’ve earned twins. Princess and…” 
 
    “A jester. Because that’s exactly what you sound like talking children when we aren’t even… a couple,” I told him with a laugh as I snapped my legs shut, crushing his hand between them. 
 
    Somehow he was able to pry them back open and tease, “Might not be a couple yet, but that pussy already mine.” 
 
    Since he was mostly right - granted last night’s performance wasn’t some liquor-induced fluke - I could only roll my eyes, climbing from the bed with my “gift” in my hand as I said, “Whatever. Let me take care of this, and… get a shower. Thanks to your bitch, I need it now more than ever.”  
 
    “I’m coming too. Help you get the spots you can’t reach,” he said as he followed behind me, though the fact that he was still in his towel meaning he had already showered called his bluff.  
 
    I didn’t mind. In fact, I welcomed his presence, cutting on the water as I teased, “Why do I feel like that has nothing to do with soap and water?” 
 
    “Because you know me. Now come on, let’s get one more in before you crush my dreams with that little pill,” he replied as he stepped in the shower before reaching back to help me inside, his full frame enough to block the water from even touching me. 
 
    But I couldn’t exactly focus on the water anyway since…, “Crush your dreams?” 
 
    He shrugged as if it was nothing, moving just slightly for me to catch some of the spray as he answered, “Hell yeah. Pretty girl like you carrying my baby? Who wouldn’t want that?” 
 
    I immediately found myself overanalyzing his question, thinking way too deeply about what was surely intended to be a compliment. I mean, why wouldn’t he want someone he found attractive carrying his baby? Then again, I couldn’t help wondering if that also meant he’d take any attractive woman to play the role, the genuine connection I thought we had irrelevant to his apparent dreams.   
 
    Instead of staying wrapped up in my head, I tried to focus on the moment - on the good - as he lifted my chin for a kiss that was as sweet as everything else about him. And somehow that was just enough for any residual confusion to dissipate as he pressed my back into the wall and began the first round of many with plans of destroying the evidence later.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    Her excitement had me excited, photoshoots never really being my thing until I saw how happy it made Bella to be a part of it. And not only be a part of it, but be responsible for the words that would accompany the spread of photos; an opportunity she had reminded me was her first more than once over the last few days. But it was a welcomed conversation, she was welcomed company, the night of my birthday turning into much more than I could’ve bargained for, much more than just any ol’ regular fling. 
 
    Not that we weren’t fuckin’.  
 
    It hadn’t taken me long to realize the innocence Bella displayed for the public was nothing like the animal she became in the bedroom, going above and beyond to please me in any way she could. Honestly, she had me stepping my game up, making sure I was giving just as much if not more than I was getting. But according to the giddy smile on her face as she took great pleasure in oiling me up for the last set of photos, it was clear I was at least meeting expectations, especially once she muttered, “Talk about a dream job…” 
 
    “I’m glad you’re here to do it. Shit would’ve been mad awkward having some grown ass man rub me down,” I told her, watching as she intentionally rubbed circles around my nipples and giggled.  
 
    “Who knows. You might’ve liked it,” she insisted, giving a pat to my chest to signal she was done. 
 
    But I was far from done with her, tilting her head by the chin to ask, “You think you funny, don’t you?”  
 
    “And you don’t?” she fired back with a grin. 
 
    A grin I tried to kiss off before heading back towards the part of the gym that had been transformed into a set, tossing over my shoulder, “I’ma make you swallow all those jokes and more later on.” 
 
    “Looking forward to it!” she shouted after me, making me shake my head with a laugh as the photographer got me positioned for what would be the cover shot. It was a dark yet intimate view of me hanging over the ropes of the ring, raw enough to match the content of the interview while still being “aesthetically pleasing” as he referred to it. 
 
    According to Bella’s reactions in the background once the camera began flashing, she agreed with his vision, Tony coming to join her and giving his nods of approval as well. But suddenly the mood in the room changed to something a lot less pleasant, and I had a feeling who was responsible for the shift, though I tried not to pay him any mind until the photographer got the shot he was looking for.  
 
    Still, that didn’t mean Sir Kingfield wouldn’t demand attention once the shoot came to a close, wasting no time barking at the staff, “Hurry up and get all of this shit out of my gym. We have real work to do.” 
 
    Tony was the first to try and get him to chill, putting a hand to his chest to stop him in his tracks as he said, “Relax, King. Your boys done well. This is a good look.” 
 
    But not even Tony could calm him down as he shouted, “I don’t care about none of this prima donna bullshit! None of this shit matters if the boy can’t fight in eight weeks!” 
 
    “Eight weeks?” I asked, finally climbing down from the ring to meet him.  
 
    He took a second to size me up, his face twisting with a disgust I was unfortunately used to before he answered, “That’s right, boy. They finally got your next opponent lined up. Boston “Big Time” Lampkin. The big mothafucka who’s been talkin’ all that shit for the last two years is finally ready to try and back it up.”  
 
    A new challenger being named always sent a rush of adrenaline through me, thoughts of destroying him consuming me as if the fight was tomorrow instead of two months away. But it was that feeling that would fuel me through training camp, the grueling process a small price to pay for coming out victorious; a small price to pay for living up to our family’s legacy and elevating my father’s opinion of me.  
 
    I was so caught up in my own thoughts that I had almost forgotten about my surroundings until I heard my dad snap, “I thought I told your ass to stay from around here...” 
 
    “You don’t have to be so disrespectful. I’m only doing my job,” Bella replied with a roll of her eyes, clearly not in the mood to deal with my father’s antics for what I now knew was a second time.  
 
    But her disinterest didn’t equate to him feeling the same, especially once he put two and two together to ask, “So that means you’re the one responsible for bringing all these extra people into my damn gym too?” 
 
    My instinct told me to step in until I watched the way Bella’s nose proudly went in the air, her shoulders sinking back as she answered, “That’s right. And if you have a problem with it, you can take it up with your son who offered me the opportunity to do so.” 
 
    While seeing Bella stand up for herself against my pops only made me fall for her even harder than I already was, it set my father off in the worst way as he made his way over to where she was standing and snarled, “Little girl, who in the hell do you think you are talking to me like that? Do you know who I am?” 
 
    Once again, Bella held her own when she replied, “I am quite aware of who you are, but that doesn’t make you any more important than me. I have very much earned my right to be here right now.” 
 
    I expected my father to question her credentials, question why she felt so rightfully entitled. But instead, he came back with his own accusations for purely insulting purposes regardless of how partially-true it was. “Ahh, so that’s what this is about. You’re fuckin’ my son. And you think that gives you, what? Some sort of clout? You really believe you’re the only one he’s…” 
 
    “Ayo, Pops! That’s enough. Chill the fuck out with that shit,” I told him, unable to listen in any more.  
 
    Truthfully, things had been well past the point of him needing to fall back. But my reaction seemed to only fuel his flame as he directed his little attack at me. “Oh wow. So you really like this one, huh? You poking your chest out at me, your father, over some pussy? I guess I haven’t taught you a damn thing...” 
 
    My teeth grinded and my fist clenched just as Tony jumped in to say, “King, leave those two alone. They ain’t botherin’ nobody.” 
 
    “So you’re in on this too, Tony? What? She slid you a little side box or somethin’?” my father asked with an arrogant laugh, taking his disrespect to another level that had me ready to knock his ass out. 
 
    But I couldn’t focus on him, my attention going to Bella as she grabbed her things and said, “I don’t have to deal with this. I’m outta here.” 
 
    “Good riddance,” my father tossed after her as she headed towards the exit, only aggravating me even more as I worked to catch up to her. 
 
    “Yo, Bella. Hol’ up. Bella, wait!” 
 
    “What, Princeton?” she asked as she continued her way out of the gym, clearly in a hurry to get away from the scene - get away from him. And I couldn’t blame her since I often felt the same way about my father. 
 
    But since I knew it wasn’t fair for her to have to deal with his insults, I did my best to make up for it when I said, “Look, I’m sorry.”  
 
    She quickly brushed me off, not even stopping to look at me as she replied, “Don’t be. It’s not your fault your father’s an asshole.” 
 
    “But I should’ve shut shit down long before he said those things.” 
 
    To my surprise, it was that that stopped her in her tracks just short of her car, turning back my way and crossing her arms over her chest to ask, “Oh, you mean the part about me not being the only one you’re screwing?” 
 
    I released a heavy sigh, the situation becoming even more exhausting since..., “Bella, you know good and well you’re the only one I fuck with.” 
 
    “I actually don’t know that,” she challenged with a roll of her neck that told me she was serious. 
 
    An emotional reaction wouldn’t have done me any good, so instead I stayed the course, making myself as clear as possible when I grabbed her hand to tell her, “Bella, you’re literally the only woman I think about, the only one I dream about, the only one I wanna be with. And it’s been that way since I first met you the night of the fight. Don’t let him and his bullshit get to you. Don’t let him ruin what we’re building.” 
 
    While I could tell my plea had at least softened her up some, that didn’t stop her from jabbing a finger at my chest to say, “How about you don’t let him ruin... whatever this is.” 
 
    “Oh, so it’s like that? I’m just whatever to you now?” I asked teasingly as I brought her hand to my mouth for a kiss that made her blush, though I could tell that went against how she really wanted to feel.  
 
    But I was grateful to see it, along with her shoulders dropping when she released a heavy sigh and admitted, “I didn’t mean that. I’m just… incredibly frustrated.”  
 
    “Understandably so. And again, I’m sorry,” I reminded her, regardless of how at fault she believed me to be. Putting her in that situation was more than enough to apologize for. 
 
    “When is he leaving? I think I need to come back and blow off some steam on the bags. Maybe even put his picture on it,” she said with a sly smirk that let me know things were at least okay for now. And even though she had blacked my eye the last time I gave her a pair of gloves, I was excited about seeing her let loose again since the girl really did have a decent right hook.  
 
    “How about I text you when we’re done? You can slide through and do your thing, and we can do dinner after?” I offered with a wink that I hoped would guarantee dessert as well.  
 
    She seemed to be game, unable to hold back her real smile when she answered, “I’d like that,” before getting in her car to leave on what were thankfully good terms. But her exit also meant going back into the gym which meant dealing with the person who had gotten her all frustrated in the first place. And since I knew this wasn’t something I could let go unchecked, I toughened up, my face tight as if I was preparing for a real fight when I made my way back inside.  
 
     “The fuck is wrong with you?” I snapped the second I rounded the ring to find my father talking to Tony who looked exhausted as if he had already hit him with the same spiel I was getting ready to.  
 
    While my father seemed calmer than before, it was his nonchalance that bothered me when he shrugged to answer, “Girl couldn’t stand the heat. Ain’t my fault.” 
 
    I shook my head at his ignorance, sitting down to gear up for our training session as I told him, “You didn’t have to come at her like that, man. She didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “The hell she didn’t! You have a fight coming up, Prince. The last thing you need is a distraction like that lurking around.” 
 
    The way he spoke of Bella, you would’ve thought he had taken even a second to get to know her. Because if he had, he would know, “She’s not a distraction. If anything, she’s the exact opposite.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You wouldn’t know the difference if it jabbed your ass in the eye. Oh wait. She already did,” he said with an arrogant laugh that made me tense up as he continued, “Yeah, you ain’t think I noticed your little love tap the other day, huh? We’re supposed to be focusing on your next opponent, focusing on “Big Time”, and your ass is in here fuckin’ around, taking punches from that bitch.”  
 
    The stool I was sitting on got flipped over with how quickly I snapped up from my seat, snatching him by the oversized hoodie he wore and looking down at him to snarl, “Watch your mouth, man.” 
 
    But even my hemming didn’t stop his shit-talking, his voice strained as he said, “Wow. She must’ve stroked the fuck out of your little ego to have you confident enough to check me. Get your mothafuckin’ hands off me!”  
 
    His request only made me clench harder, damn near lifting his now-frail ass from the floor as I waited for him to correct himself. It was one thing for him to disapprove of Bella’s presence since that wasn’t really anything new, but to call her out of her name for no good reason?  
 
    He had the game fucked up. 
 
    My fist was just getting ready to clench harder when Tony grabbed my arm and said, “Let ‘em go, Prince.” 
 
    But I didn’t want to.  
 
    I needed him to understand his words had consequences, especially when it came to her. And while I wasn’t sure what that said about how strong my feelings were, I knew I had to nip this shit in the bud now, even when I obeyed Tony’s command and let my father go with a toss. 
 
    Tony released a sigh of relief as my father worked to catch his breath, though his distress didn’t stop Tony from attempting to be the voice of reason. “Look, King. I know your intentions are good and you just want him focused. Hell, we all do. But that shit isn’t cool, man. Bella’s a nice woman. I think you owe her an apology.” 
 
    I couldn’t have agreed more, especially since I knew Bella would appreciate it as well. But I shouldn’t have been at all surprised when, through his coughs, he brushed it off to say, “Yeah, yeah, whatever. Let’s get to work. I got better shit to do than argue back and forth about some… girl.”  
 
    & 
 
    “Ronda Rousey ain’t got shit on you, B.” 
 
    Bella was too exhausted to laugh with me as I held onto the bag she was throwing punches at, her face pulled into a determined scowl as she took out all her pent up energy towards my father along with everything else that had been going on in her world. Even with the contract from my interview and the potential for more work, she still wasn’t quite settled into the idea of not having a place to report every morning. But for now, the only thing she could do was throw more punches as she grunted,  “Gas me up… cause I need it. This is... tiring as hell.” 
 
    “Welcome to my life.” 
 
    “Glad... to be here,” she replied, punctuating her statement with a final blow before falling against the bag for support, her bangs sticking to her forehead that was glistening with sweat and the t-shirt she wore completely drenched. 
 
    She was beautiful. 
 
    “Yo, you good though? Earlier was…” 
 
    “A hot ass mess, which seems to be my life as of late,” she finished for me as she left the bag to get a sip from her water bottle, though she ended up spilling most of it on her shirt trying to drink without removing her gloves.  
 
    I shook my head with a laugh as I grabbed the bottle to hold for her, pouring water into her mouth as I asked, “If your life is a hot ass mess, what does that make me? The maid?” 
 
    This time it was her shaking her head, swishing the water around to swallow before she answered, “No. It makes you… the dirty clothes hamper. I just come and drop my load off in you.” 
 
    “As long as I can drop my load off in you too,” I teased just as she tilted her head back for another sip, though her lips snapped back closed once she realized what I had said. 
 
     “I’m playin’, I’m playin’. Open up,” I told her, waiting for her to assume her position for a drink and pouring the water in as I muttered, “That’s right. Swallow like a good girl,” making her choke before she threw a punch at my side and swallowed what was left. 
 
    Then she swiped at the excess water that had slipped from her mouth as she said, “You play too much.”  
 
    “And you don’t play enough,” I told her as I helped her get her gloves off; her first order of business to get rid of her wet shirt, leaving her in only a sports bra and tights that made it hard to focus. But I should’ve been especially focused once I heard the topic of her question.  
 
    “So. How are you feeling about this fight you have coming up? I hear “Big Time” is a tough opponent.” 
 
    Fighting Boston had been a long time coming, our rivalry established long before I even considered him a worthy opponent. But now that he had proved himself by working his way up the ranks and going the distance with people in our weight class that I had demolished with ease, I suppose that put him in line to be next, even if I already knew how the fight would go.  
 
    Just like the others before him who called themselves a challenger. 
 
    “Bella, do you even know who “Big Time” is?” I asked, finding her interest funny since I knew my girl didn’t know the half about boxing.  
 
    She was quick to defend, “Of course! I’ve done my research!” Though once I gave her a skeptical side eye, her claims got demoted to, “His name came up when I Googled yours in the “People also search for” section and I saw his picture.”  
 
    Laughing, I insisted, “It’s just another fight, B. Just another opportunity to prove I’m deserving of the belt.” 
 
    Owning my weight class was something I took great pride in, the only thing that made all the effort and energy I put in worth it. Though Bella knew that wasn’t the sole reason I was so determined when she trailed, “And another opportunity to please your father…”  
 
    “That too,” I answered with a shrug, unable to deny it while also not really being interested in talking about him.  
 
    Of course that didn’t slow Bella down as she reminded me, “You know you shouldn’t fight for him, right? This should be about you, about what you want for yourself.”  
 
    “Who said I didn’t want this?” I asked as I sat on the edge of the boxing ring, Bella slipping to stand between my legs with a somber expression. 
 
    “Do you… want this?” 
 
    “Gotta specify that offering, Bella. You’re a nip-slip away from gettin’ a titty sucked,” I told her, earning myself another jab to my side along with her squealing my name. 
 
    “Princeton, I’m serious! This fight, this lifestyle. Is this what you want?” 
 
    It was such a loaded question, something I hadn’t stopped to think about in far too long, especially since being on top of my game. And with that on my mind, it was easy to answer, “Right now? Absolutely.” 
 
    “Right now, but not… forever, right?”  
 
    The way she asked the question let me know there was more to the story. But I didn’t dig right away, instead giving it quick thought before I repeated, “Forever? Nah. No one lasts forever in this game. You get out or it knocks you out. I’d rather get out on my own terms.”  
 
    She released a heavy breath, diverting her eyes as if my answer was the best news she had heard all day. And it was that reaction that forced me to ask a question of my own. “Why does that relieve you so much?” 
 
    “Remember I told you I did some research? Well, it wasn’t just about you, and it wasn’t about “Big Time”, obviously…” she trailed as if she was purposely trying to kill me with anticipation.  
 
    “Spit it out, B. What’s up?” 
 
    I could feel her tensing up as if the answer really made her uncomfortable, gnawing at her lip before she finally looked at me to say, “I was looking into head injuries, Princeton. You know, the thing that no one in boxing wants to talk about even though it’s what boxing is built on.” 
 
    Now it was me feeling relieved, laughing as I assured her, “Bella, my head is fine.” 
 
    “Yeah, fine for now. But in the future, the trauma can… catch up to you,” she said, letting me know she had probably read a little too much since she was already jumping to that conclusion. 
 
    I did my best to put her at ease when I reminded her, “Gotta take a hit for that to happen.” 
 
    But that only seemed to set her off even more as she reasoned, “See, that’s the thing. It doesn’t just take some massive, knockout blow. It’s the collection of hits overtime. The little hits that barely get you points on a scorecard but are enough to give that brain a shake. The hits that aren’t enough to have the ref stop the fight, but still have you shaking your head afterwards because you’re seeing stars. I guess I just… worry about you.” 
 
    “That’s cute.” 
 
    “Princeton…” she scolded, obviously frustrated that I wasn’t taking her concern seriously enough. But taking her concern seriously meant jumping to the true dark side of boxing, a place I couldn’t go if I expected to be able to fight with a clear conscience.  
 
    So instead I only shrugged as I said, “I don’t know what you want me to tell you, B. I mean, this shit isn’t just some sport to me. It’s my life. It’s… everything. So if a little head trauma is the price I have to pay years down the road, it is what it is.” 
 
    “Yeah, but what about everyone else around you? I mean, you see how your father is…” 
 
    Just the mention of who he had become had me tensing up, my face tight when I asked, “So that’s what this is about? You’re trying to understand my father? Or, what? You think I’m gonna turn into him?”  
 
    “Of course not! I just care about your life beyond boxing because I like you enough to possibly see myself being a part of that.”  
 
    Hearing her admit that her feelings rivaled mine in strength was enough for me to put my guard back down, pulling her into an embrace as I told her, “Bella, you gotta trust me. Trust my training, my dedication to the craft, my will to win. All the work I put in, the shit I put up with from my dad, it’s all for a reason. It’s all so I won’t end up like whatever worst case scenarios you found on Google.”  
 
    She tilted her head back to meet my eyes and explain, “The man was only twenty-three and on a liquid diet, Princeton. Couldn’t walk, could barely talk…” 
 
    “Bella. Trust me.” 
 
    Instead of agreeing, she only stared at me as if she was trying to read beyond my words the same way she had done during our interview, the shit making me uneasy enough to change the subject. “I have a presser announcing the fight next week. You comin’?” 
 
    She pulled out of my hold, heading back to where she had left her things to check her phone as she answered, “Assuming your father will be there, hard pass.” 
 
    “Might be the last time I really get to see you before I start camp,” I told her as I hopped down from the ring to meet her, the news prompting her to peek up from her phone with a confused expression.  
 
    “Wait, what? But the fight isn’t for another two months.” 
 
    “You think I can just show up a week before and snap into fight shape?” I asked rhetorically. 
 
    Though leave it to Bella to really consider the possibility, staring off into space before she answered, “I guess not.” Then she dropped her phone back into its place, sidling up to me to ask, “But what does that mean for us?” 
 
    Once again, hearing her talk about an “us” had my chest full. So much so that I couldn’t help pulling her into another embrace when I answered, “I won’t be completely off the grid so you can still call, or text, or whatever. But focusing strictly on the fight is the only way I can avoid ending up like ol’ boy you read about.”  
 
    Even if my father had a terrible way of going about it, I knew eliminating everything not fight-related was an integral part of my success. But my response only had Bella poking her lips out in a pout, making me laugh as I added, “I don’t know why you’re acting like you’re actually gonna miss me or somethin’.” 
 
    “Because I am going to miss you, Princeton. Why’d you let me get used to getting dicked down with regularity if you were only going to deprive me so soon?” she whined, making me laugh even harder. 
 
    “Aww, look at you,” I teased as I reached down to pinch her butt. 
 
    Of course she only rolled her eyes as she groaned, “It’s not funny, Princeton.” 
 
    But it was funny to me since, “You’re just so damn cute, B. And you know I’m going to miss you too. I’m especially going to miss this,” I told her, grabbing a good handful of her ass as I continued, “But it’ll only make me more eager to beat Boston into putty so I can get back to you unharmed.” 
 
    “Promise?” 
 
    I nodded, never feeling more determined to keep my word as I told her, “Promise. Now come on. Let’s go work that sweat back up. Only a few more days 'til we’re both getting deprived.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Five- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    Life was… better. 
 
    I refused to say good because I didn’t want to jinx myself. But things were finally at a place where I felt like I could breathe again, mainly because I had cashed two checks and had three more assignments lined up that would guarantee the lights stayed on, including one assignment in the works as I waited for them to finish practice.  
 
    In the past, the sight of a bunch of sweaty men working their bodies on the basketball court might’ve had me intrigued. But now it only made me miss my man more, though I continually reminded myself it was for a good cause. 
 
    “Let him train hard now so you don’t have to wipe his butt for him later.”  
 
    No matter how extreme Princeton believed those circumstances to be, that didn’t stop me from using it as motivation not to bother him every single day outside of the explicit pictures I sent him most nights to remind him what was waiting for him to come back. But a nude for him didn’t do shit for me, especially with how horny I had been feeling as of late.  
 
    That in combination with my overly-tender breasts would’ve had me panicking if it wasn’t for the red rain gift from mother nature that accompanied it, putting all pregnancy possibilities on full stop. Though that was yet another thing I was tempted to share with Princeton since he was so convinced it “felt like a baby girl”. But instead of bothering him, I dug in my purse for my phone to text Gina, my search interrupted when I heard someone call my name in the distance. 
 
    I peeked up and found the last person I expected to see, my hand moving around my purse to  clench my pepper spray instead as the sucker continued to approach me with a smirk. And he must’ve noticed my agitation since he put his hands up in defense, though I still didn’t let my guard down as he said, “Bella. Long time, no see.” 
 
    “Not long enough in my opinion,” I replied with a roll of my eyes, trying to figure out what it was that I had ever found attractive about him.  
 
    My search came up especially short once he fixed his lips to say, “Damn. That’s a little harsh, don’t you think?”  
 
    I instantly became furious, trying to keep my voice down as I snapped, “Chris, I lost my job because of you. Harsh would be kickin’ your ass in front of all these people.” 
 
    “I bet you do feel confident now that you’re running around with that boxer kid. Daddy teaching you some new moves?” he asked arrogantly as if he was really trying to earn that ass-kicking.  
 
    But since I refused to give him the pleasure of getting me completely out of character, I plastered on a smile as I snarled through my teeth, “Fuck you, Chris,” before turning to walk away.  
 
    Of course Chris didn’t let me get too far without calling after me, “Bella, wait!” His words enough to stop me in my tracks even if I didn’t turn back to look at him when he continued, “I’m sorry. I… shouldn’t have let our personal shit slip into the office, even if that’s where it started. But I really didn’t come here to pick a fight with you. I came here to… get you back.” 
 
    I thought my, “What?” was a whisper to myself until Chris rounded to step in front of me and explained, “Fullest Disclosure wants you back, Bella. They’ve seen the work you’ve been doing since you left and realized they lost a huge asset.”  
 
    A smirk grew on my face as I crossed my arms over my chest, cocking my head to ask, “So you read my cover story with Princeton?” 
 
    “We all did. It was incredible,” he answered quickly. And while I wasn’t sure if he was telling the truth or if he was just trying to stroke my ego, it tickled me to no end that I had once been searching for praise from him when I had the ability to be greater than him all along.  
 
    I stepped as close as I could without walking through him, keeping my voice low as I told him, “I wrote that before you got me fired. It could’ve been on Fullest Disclosure, but you ruined that. And now that you see I’m doing better without you, without y’all, you want me back?” 
 
    When he gave a short nod, I let out a hideous laugh. A laugh that felt as good as the punches I had thrown with Princeton over his father, releasing any and all toxic energy I was harboring over someone who didn’t deserve it. And it honestly felt even better when he continued to whine, “Bella, I’m serious. They sent me to find you, to get you, and I’m not going back without a yes for an answer.” 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief, crossing my arms once again to size him up as I huffed, “Wow. I can’t believe I ever thought so highly of you when all you do is play Sharon’s lackey. You were probably fucking her too.”  
 
    Instead of denying it, he only looked away, forcing me to get closer as I squealed, “Oh my God, you were!”  
 
    I honestly shouldn’t have been surprised that Chris was making his way around the office, trying to screw his way into a power he would never actually have because, regardless of how I felt about her getting rid of me, Sharon was that bitch. Sure she’d let him be her toy, give him a better than good position for the site. But actually taking her place wasn’t going to happen. And it seemed as if he knew it too, going back to his original reason for being here as he said, “Look, Bella. Just think it over and get back to me, alright?” 
 
    He didn’t even take a step before I replied, “Thought about it. It’s a no from me, dawg. Thanks for playing.”  
 
    While I wasn’t sure why he expected me to take his offer even remotely serious, I could tell it upset him that I hadn’t, his face scrunched when he said, “Yeah alright. Don’t let becoming the news get to your head.” 
 
    “Becoming the news?” I thought to myself, keeping my face steady until he turned to leave. But the second he disappeared into the distance, I finally found my phone to do a quick Twitter search of my name to see what he was talking about. And when nothing out of the ordinary came up, I switched the search to Princeton’s name and found a collection of articles featuring pictures of us from the night of his birthday with the headline, “The Prince’s Royalty. Our five favorite pictures of #boxerbae’s new love interest.”  
 
    “Shit,” I whispered as I scrolled through the article, grateful that they had at least chosen some of my favorite Instagram pictures. But being tied to Princeton in such a public way made me feel uneasy enough to copy the link and send it to him, even if I wouldn’t get an actual reply for hours. 
 
    To my surprise, it only took a few minutes for a response to come, though it wasn’t exactly what I was expecting.  
 
    “You’re so beautiful, B. Good pics.” - Princeton 
 
    “Not better than the ones I’ve been stockpiling though ;).” - Princeton 
 
    While I was flattered by his positive outlook - and happy to hear from him, period - I couldn’t help reminding him of the real reason I had sent the link.  
 
    “Our business is out there for the world, and you’re only thinking about how good I look in the pictures?” - Bella 
 
    I balanced on my boots as I watched the screen flash with the collection of dots to signal he was typing out a reply before the full message appeared.  
 
    “Nah, I’m actually thinking about the fight I have coming up instead of getting wrapped up in something we both already know is true.” - Princeton 
 
    Even through text, I could sense him giving me attitude. And since I understood the intensity of what he was putting himself through in order to be prepared for his upcoming bout, my next text reflected that.  
 
    “I’m sorry. I miss you. I hope camp is treating you well even though I know it’s not.” - Bella 
 
    “I miss you too, love. The mountains are mad gorgeous. Can’t wait to bring you here.” - Princeton 
 
    Just the thought of spending time with Princeton on a romantic getaway made me warm all over, the last thing I needed to be feeling since I still wouldn’t be seeing him for a few more weeks. But the rate of his texts let me know he must’ve been on a break which meant I could also get his opinion on the other thing that had gotten my attention today.  
 
    “I know I’m not supposed to be bothering you, but I just have one more thing. Fullest Disclosure asked me to come back.” - Bella 
 
    It still blew my mind that it was Chris of all people to come give me the offer as if he didn’t understand his role in all of this; as if he wasn’t the one responsible for this mess to begin with. Then again, maybe his actions had been a blessing in disguise since the wrench he threw into my life plans had been exactly the thing that redirected me to Princeton, redirected me to something that was blossoming at an uncontrollable pace with no signs of slowing down any time soon according to his latest response.  
 
    “You’re never a bother, Bella. But where’d that come from?” - Princeton 
 
    “Said they’ve seen the work I’ve been doing and made a mistake.” - Bella 
 
    “They definitely made a mistake. How do you feel about it though?” - Princeton 
 
    “I already told him no.” - Bella 
 
    “Him? They sent trash ass head game after you?” - Princeton 
 
    The message made me laugh out loud, thinking back to our time in the gym when I had let that information slip. And I was grateful that Princeton had already proved himself to be the exact opposite in that category as I typed out a reply.  
 
    “Why do you even remember that?” - Bella 
 
    “Cause the shit was hilarious ‘til you took it out on my poor eye :(.” - Princeton 
 
    Even though I had apologized to him about his eye more times than I could count, it still made me smile as I thought about what had come from it. And I couldn’t help but share my feelings about that in my next message.  
 
    “Did I tell you I miss you already?” - Bella 
 
    “Miss me or my dick?” - Princeton 
 
    “Both. Which, speaking of dicks, you were wrong about that baby girl. My period finally showed up and ol’ bitter ass mother nature is wreaking havoc on my boobs.” - Bella 
 
    Just thinking about them had me secretly trying to adjust them for comfort in my bra as the basketball practice was finally coming to a close meaning it was game time for me to take on Bryson and Miles Harris; siblings who just so happened to end up on the same professional basketball team even though Bryson was a few years older. 
 
     I had a feeling the interview would be a fun one, but not nearly as much fun as what Princeton was talking about in my text messages. 
 
    “I’d rub ‘em for you if I was there.” - Princeton 
 
    “Which means I’m distracting you too much. And my next interviewees just finished practice so I have to go.” - Bella 
 
    Even though I was dismissing the conversation, I still kept my phone in my hand to catch Princeton’s response since I wasn’t sure when I’d hear from him again. And he made sure to remind me of one of our  means of communication with his last text.  
 
    “Aight, B. Kill that shit. And don’t forget my picture tonight. Ass on the counter if you’re taking requests.” - Princeton 
 
    Smiling, I sent him a quick reply before dropping my phone into my purse for good.  
 
    “Roger that.”  
 
    & 
 
    “Can you gain weight from working out?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure why I was asking Gina since the girl hadn’t lifted anything more than her purse since I’d known her. But after getting on the scale during what was only supposed to be a quick trip to the bathroom and seeing it at a number higher than I had ever seen before, I probably would’ve taken advice from just about anyone.  
 
    The way Gina was already smacking on her handful of Hot Cheetos told me I might’ve been better off doing a Google search when she replied, “I think so. Like, if you’re putting on muscle, it’s possible. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I’ve been busting my ass in the gym and the scale just took a sharp turn in the wrong direction,” I explained as I plopped down on the couch next to her, tempted to snag a few of her chips even if that meant contributing to my current problem.  
 
    But it didn’t seem as if Gina was really interested in sharing anyway, licking her fingers before sticking them back in the bag as she suggested, “Maybe you just hit a plateau. Or... maybe you’re pregnant.” 
 
    I immediately tensed up, more annoyed than anything when I huffed, “Jesus, what is up with you and Princeton? Why do y’all keep trying to speak that into existence?”  
 
    Of course my annoyance meant nothing to Gina, her only focus the mention of Princeton as she gushed, “Awww, “The Prince” already wants a baby with you?! How cute!” 
 
    “Not cute. And I’m not pregnant. I just got off my period like two weeks ago,” I told her, knowing I had never been so relieved to see period blood in my life as I had been that day.  
 
    Still, Gina somehow managed to turn all that relief into panic when she suggested, “Just because you bled doesn’t mean you aren’t pregnant, Bella. Was it a regular period?” 
 
    I shrugged. “For the most part. Maybe a little spottier than usual, but I figured that was because of the Plan B I took.” 
 
    For whatever reason, the mention of a Plan B made Gina sit up straighter, crunching her chips in the process as she said, “So, wait… you took a Plan B and the nigga still knocked you up? Wow. He really is a champion at all things.”  
 
    The laugh I let out in response was a mix of amusement and wanting to calm my own nerves since… she can’t be right, can she?  
 
    I mean, even if we hadn’t been ahead of the game with contraception, we had still followed up the act with an option that would ensure I wouldn’t conceive a child. And not only had my period came, but it was on time, meaning… nah, she can’t be right. 
 
    Instead of getting wrapped up in her antics, I asked, “Will you chill? I’m not pregnant.” 
 
    “Allegedly,” she quickly suggested before popping another chip into her mouth. But a full mouth wasn’t enough to stop me from side-eying her, though she only shrugged when she added, “I’m just sayin’. Men lie, women lie, pregnancy tests don’t.” 
 
    “So if I take a test, will that shut you up?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” she answered, her eyes twinkling with excitement as she licked her fingers clean again.  
 
    But just the thought of being wrong about this - the thought of actually being pregnant - made me sick to my stomach, forcing me to back out when I whined, “I don’t wannaaaa.” 
 
    My uneasiness only made Gina more excited as she challenged, “Why? Cause you’re scared of what it’ll say?” 
 
    I released a deep breath, putting on a confident front so that I could answer, “No. There’s nothing to be afraid of.” 
 
    “Except for carrying Princeton Lattimore’s child. I mean, you see how big he is. That baby is gonna rip your pussy hole to shreds.”  
 
    “Gina!” I screeched, holding my stomach as I laughed. 
 
    Oh my God.  
 
    Do I always do that? 
 
    Or is that a… nah. 
 
    I was grateful that Gina hadn’t caught on to my internal panic, still stuck on her ludicrous claims as she said, “What? Don’t worry. They’ll sew you back up like nothing ever happened. And hell, it may even make you tighter than a virgin. Princeton will probably like that.”  
 
    “Princeton won’t like anything because a baby isn’t coming out of me because I’m not pregnant,” I assured her even if I was no longer as confident as I had been before. And I shouldn’t have been surprised that Gina didn’t let things blow over, instead hitting me with another challenge.  
 
    “Well prove it. I have an extra pregnancy test in my purse.” 
 
    She was already digging through it by the time I asked, “Who in the hell casually carries pregnancy tests in their purse?” 
 
    “You never know when you’ll need to pull a fake out for extra weave money. Or when your friend will be ready to find out their fate,” she replied before pulling out the kit and tossing it my way with a giddy smile. 
 
    Actually having it in my hand only made my heart start racing, though I still managed to match her smile with a smirk of my own before making my way back to the bathroom that had started this mess in the first place. And after forcing out the little bit of pee I could since I had already relieved myself a few moments earlier, I sat on the toilet and waited for my “fate” to be revealed.  
 
    The clock seemed to be ticking in slow motion, the three minute wait time feeling more like an hour. But eventually enough time had passed for me to check and only discover one line which meant, “I’m not pregnant…” 
 
    I busted out of the bathroom to find Gina waiting right outside of the door, damn near shoving the pee stick in her hand as I cheered, “I’m not pregnant! Ha! Told you so!” 
 
    But my excitement didn’t last long when Gina didn’t join me in my celebration, instead wearing a sly grin when she said, “Uhhh… congratulations. You played yourself. Two lines means you are pregnant.”  
 
    “What the… no!” I shouted, snatching the stick from her hand to see another, fainter line had appeared, the news settling in with a heavy thud on my chest as Gina took off in a celebration of her own.  
 
    “Yes! Bella, you’re having a baby!” she squealed, grabbing me by the shoulders to express her excitement.  
 
    Though my eyes were still stuck on the stick as I whispered, “No, no, no, no…” 
 
    “Bella, you should be happy! This is great news!” she shouted, once again trying to get me as excited as she was.  
 
    But there was no way in hell I could join her, pulling away as I shouted back, “This is horrible news! I’m just getting back on my feet, just getting situated into this new world. And not only that, how the hell am I going to tell Princeton?!” 
 
    She shrugged off my concerns as nothing when she replied, “You already said Princeton wanted to have a baby with you.” 
 
    Still, I knew better than to get caught up on his lip service since, “Yes. The same Princeton that grabbed me a Plan B on his morning run like it was a fuckin’ bagel!” 
 
    I could feel my shoulders beginning to shake which meant a nasty cry was soon to follow. Though Gina was quick to try and console me, pulling me into a hug and suggesting, “Bella, you have to relax. I mean, at least make a doctor’s appointment to confirm things first. This test has been in my purse for a while now. Maybe you got a bad read.” 
 
    “Yes! A bad read. That’s exactly what this is. The line came up late because this test is… expired,” I replied with a forced laugh, willing to take just about any reasoning that would turn this into some sick joke. 
 
    But that didn’t mean Gina was going to give me an out, shaking her head as she said, “It’s not expired, Bella.” 
 
    “Well the box was still bumped and battered around in your purse like loose change which means the settings could’ve gotten knocked around too,” I told her, once again trying to piece together an alibi that would prove this was only a bad dream.  
 
    It was clear my story wasn’t as convincing as I desperately wanted it to be when Gina kept her voice steady and insisted, “Sweetie, just make the appointment, okay? It’s the only way you’ll know for sure.”  
 
    The tears I had been fighting off finally began to flow, my throat knotted as I nodded to agree since I didn’t really have much of a choice. Then I picked up my phone and scrolled through my contacts to find the number to my doctor’s office and make the phone call that could quite possibly change my life forever.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    I missed her. 
 
    Being away from Bella during fight camp felt like punishment in the worst way, especially now that I could tell it was beginning to affect her too. She wasn’t as wordy in the texts we shared, wasn’t as talkative nor cheery in the few phone calls I made, and even the pictures she used to send every night had become more sporadic, meaning she was either super busy with her new solo gig or straight up mad at me. And since I hadn’t been there to give her a real reason to be mad at me, I assumed it was the distance between us that was finally catching up to her which meant I had to make something shake before I lost her. 
 
    So I did, sneaking off to her spot the second my plane landed back in town even if I wasn’t technically supposed to see her until the pre-fight weigh-ins next week. But this… this was an urgent matter. And while I knew my father would probably try to rip me a new one if he found out what I was doing, it was a risk I was willing to take for my girl.  
 
    I tried my best to stay low-key, though I was sure I stood out like a sore thumb walking through her building that didn’t exactly make their ceilings with people like me in mind. But I eventually made it to her unit, giving the door a knock, then a second heavier one to increase the urgency. And I was just getting ready to knock again when she yanked the door open, her angry expression from my disturbance falling flat once she realized it was me.  
 
    “Princeton, what are you…” 
 
    The rest of her question fell right against my lips as I pushed her back into her apartment with my steps, keeping my lips locked with hers as I shut the door behind me before pulling away to take a good look at her.  
 
    While I hadn’t been away that long, I still noticed small things that had changed in our time apart. Her pixie cut was a little longer than usual, but still wildly attractive. Her boobs looked even fuller than I remembered under her oversized tank top, the thin fabric enough to see her hardened nipples through which was always a plus. And there seemed to be a glow about her, even brighter than her usual radiance. 
 
    She was beautiful.  
 
    “Those pictures didn’t do you any justice,” I said, grabbing her hand for a kiss that made her blush meaning not all was lost. But she still didn’t seem as thrilled about my presence as I expected her to be, so I decided to turn it up a notch, swooping her up into my arms to carry her to her bedroom and make good of my impromptu visit since I knew it couldn’t last long.  
 
    “Princeton, are you crazy?” she asked with little giggles of disbelief until we made it to the destination. And instead of answering, I set her down on the bed, making quick work of my hoodie and sweatpants before climbing on to join her.  
 
    My lips immediately went at her neck as she pressed her hands into my chest and groaned, “Princeton, wait… I need to tell...” 
 
    But once again, I didn’t let her finish, pushing her tank top up so that I could continue my attack of kisses down her body and using them to punctuate my words as I told her, “I can’t wait, Bella. I fuckin’ missed you. I missed this. And I’m about to show you how much.” 
 
    While I wasn’t sure if it was the aggression I had built up in preparation for the fight or just my pure desperation to be connected to her, I felt like a savage as I devoured her pussy, spreading her as wide as she could go to give me better access as I licked her clit and every crevice in between. Her legs shaking in my grip gave me a similar rush to what I’d get from an arena of people cheering me on, a roar that only fueled me to give everything I had. And that wasn’t changing here as I continued my assault with my tongue, flickering at varying speeds that had her digging into my shoulders for leverage until she finally let herself fall.  
 
    Just like in a real fight, it wasn’t my job to let her fully recover, the daze she was in from her orgasm only making my desire to deliver a knockout combination even more urgent. So I wasted no time, swiping the back of my hand across my face to get rid of her juices before flipping her onto her back and entering from behind with one swift plunge that had her releasing a shrill cry of pleasure.  
 
    My hands went to cover her fists that were clenching the sheets as I continued to drive inside of her, giving her everything we had missed out on while I was away, reminding her of what I had to offer now that I was back and letting her know I was here to stay. And even if she didn’t get the message completely, she definitely wasn’t complaining as I blew her back out with reckless abandon, naturally releasing some of the tension I had built up during fight camp without letting it all go since I’d need it for my actual bout with Boston next week.  
 
    Somehow this also felt like a fight, like an opportunity to plead my case and solidify my place in Bella’s life regardless of how carnal it was. But it seemed to be more and more worth it with every moan of my name coming from her sweet lips, with every request to go deeper and harder, and especially once I felt her tense up as if she was getting ready to cum again.  
 
    “Give it to me, Bella,” I demanded, feeling completely out of control as her walls began to contract around me with her orgasm, practically squeezing my nut out of me even though I did my best to pull out since we hadn’t used a condom. But even without being inside of her, my body was still spasming as I stroked myself empty onto her sheets, my grunts clashing with Bella’s heavy breathing as she worked to collect herself. 
 
    Since I was at the tail-end of camp, I was in tip-top shape, giving me a leg up on recovery as I climbed from the bed and teased, “Didn’t know you liked it so rough.” 
 
    “Me neither until you did it. What was that all about?” Bella asked, flipping onto her back and resting her forearm against her forehead as if she was legitimately exhausted.  
 
    I shrugged as I made my way to the bathroom nearby to clean myself up, yelling from the sink, “I’ve been around nothing but grown ass men for almost two months, B! Shit felt like some fresh outta jail pussy even though the mission isn’t complete just yet.”  
 
    Sure I had snuck away from training camp to see her, but I still had a big fight to worry about; a fight that I couldn’t take for granted nor an opponent I could treat like lightweight. And while I wasn’t supposed to be letting anything get in the way of that, seeing Bella’s smile live and in color as she leaned against the door frame to watch me somehow made it worth any possible trouble in the future. Though she still wasn’t completely sold when she asked, “Should I feel special or like a bad influence?” 
 
    I quickly dried my hands so that I could pinch her chin when I answered, “Both. More special though.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes teasingly as her hands went to my abs, admiring them as she gushed, “You’re so ripped. I mean, you’re always in good shape, but… somehow you look even more in shape.”  
 
    “That’s what fight camp will do to you, B. Stricter diet, more training, more sparring. Had to get this body right so it’ll handle business for me next week,” I replied, laughing at how fascinated she seemed by the transformation until I asked, “But yo, what’d you have to tell me?” 
 
    “Huh?” she said, snatching her hands away and turning to leave. 
 
    But I was right on her heels as I reminded her, “You said you needed to tell me something earlier, but I cut you off.”  
 
    “Oh! Uh… nothing. Nothing important,” she replied with a wave of her hand as she began to pull the bedding up so she could wash it, the action only making things feel more suspicious.  
 
    Still, I tried to play it cool, jumping in to help as I said, “Must’ve been important if you were trying to get it out right away.” 
 
    Once again, she only brushed me off. “Nah. I mean, it can wait. You have a lot on your plate, big fight coming up. I don’t want to put anything extra on your mind when you’re supposed to be focusing on that.” 
 
    I didn’t mean to snap, but I could tell Bella received it that way with how she flinched when I asked, “How can I focus with you keeping secrets from me?” And her heavy sigh that followed only made my anxiety worse, my still mostly-deprived state unable to deal with even the smallest agitations. 
 
    But her uneasy approach didn’t make much sense when the only thing she said was, “I… got another cover story. With Levi Graham.” 
 
    “The ball player?” 
 
    There was a notably odd switch in her mood the way she pepped up to answer, “Yep! Interview is in two weeks, with the photoshoot the week after that.” 
 
    “That’s what’s up. Congratulations,” I replied shortly, legitimately proud to hear the news while also still feeling skeptical. And since I didn’t really have the patience to continue beating around the bush, I straight out asked, “Is… that all?” 
 
    “That’s all,” she rushed out as she gathered the bedding to take to the washer which really meant that wasn’t all.  
 
    But since I hadn’t been around to really know what else might’ve been going on in her world, the only thing I could do was follow her and ask, “You sure?” 
 
    She kept herself busy stuffing everything into the washer as she answered, “It was positive. I mean, I’m positive, Princeton. Just good news about my career when you’re not even supposed to be thinking about me because you have someone waiting to get beat up by you and millions of people ready to watch worldwide; legally and illegally.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at her wit, shaking my head at what I knew was the truth when I said, “Aight. Well let me get out of here before Pops catches on and I gotta beat him up too.” 
 
    I went back to the room to get the rest of my clothes on, Bella eventually joining me to ask, “How much are front row seats to that fight? Cause I’d be willing to pay double. Triple if I can get a lick in myself. You know I’ve been working on my left hook.” 
 
    Once again, I shook my head with a laugh, grabbing her by the chin for a kiss before telling her, “You’re so crazy, B.” Then I landed another kiss that I especially savored since it would be the last for at least a week.  
 
    On my way out of her room, I noticed a bad ass dress hanging from the door that made me smile just thinking about seeing her in it, turning back to ask, “This what you wearing to the fight?” 
 
    Some of that skittish energy returned as Bella crossed her arms over her chest, gnawing at her lip when she replied, “I was going to, but… it doesn’t fit quite right anymore. So I have to find something new, something more comfortable.”  
 
    “Well as long as you’re there, that’s all that matters,” I assured her before taking off towards the door with her right behind me, pulling the door open and turning around to take one last look at her. 
 
    She was wearing a half-hearted smile when she said, “We’ll be there. Gina and I… will be there.”  
 
    My original concerns returned, but I knew I didn’t have the capacity to take on whatever she was holding in without losing complete focus. So instead, I gave her a smile of my own, brushing a hand against her cheek as I told her, “See you then, B.”   
 
    & 
 
    She wasn’t there. 
 
    Physically, sure.  
 
    I could see her, and she looked gorgeous as always.  
 
    But it was clear Bella’s head was elsewhere as I took on the press with her at my side, her eyes constantly drifting off into space as if there weren’t a million and one things going on around her.  
 
    I originally assumed she was just a little taken aback by seeing me completely in character at the weigh-ins, not used to the rowdy persona that made for good photo ops and built suspense to sell last minute Pay-Per-View purchases. Then I wondered if she was just overwhelmed, not used to being in the spotlight, much more comfortable as the one asking the questions instead of the one answering them. But it usually took even the shiest person only a few questions to shake that off. And since Bella and I had been at it for at least an hour now, I knew something was really up with her.  
 
    Without causing too much of a scene, I leaned over to whisper, “B, you good?” 
 
    The way she jumped in response to my words only showed me just how out of it she had been, especially once she said, “Huh? Yeah, I’m fine. Just a little tired, I guess.” 
 
    “Bright lights and hot takes got you beat, huh?” I asked with a grin, knowing good and well how draining it could be.   
 
    Honestly, I was glad she could see what it was like to be on the other end so that she’d be forced to take that into consideration in the future when she got back to business. But it didn’t seem as if that was the true root cause of her standoffish demeanor when instead of giving her usual wit, she only answered, “Yeah, yeah. All that.” 
 
    The response made my concern grow steeper to the point that I decided to excuse us from the press room, the action earning a side eye from my father though he knew better than to intervene. And once we were alone, I couldn’t help but notice the way Bella still seemed aloof, forcing me to ask, “Bella, for real. What’s going on with you?” 
 
    “I… really don’t wanna talk about it right now. I just need you completely focused,” she answered, taking her attention to the table of goodies instead of leaving it with me. 
 
    But even then, I followed her over, watching intently as she picked away at a croissant before tossing it in the trash. As if whatever was on her mind had taken her appetite. And once I thought back on her words, I realized, “So that’s what this is about? Now that we’re a day away from the fight, you’re feeling nervous about my well-being?” 
 
    It shouldn’t have surprised me that the fight had Bella feeling uneasy since that had never not been the case, though she only rolled her eyes when she replied, “Princeton, you’re a black man in America. I always feel nervous about your well-being.”  
 
    While I was grateful to see at least a small glimpse of the witty Bella I knew, I still told her, “You know what I mean.” 
 
    She released a heavy sigh, peeking up at me to explain, “I just want you to… No. I need you to be okay after this.” 
 
    “Bella, we already talked about this. I’ll be fine. I mean, it’s not like this is my first time in the ring,” I reminded her with a laugh, once again finding her concern adorable. 
 
    She only doubled down on that when she replied, “It’s not. But it’s my first time seeing you in the ring and actually being invested in the outcome.” 
 
    “So you really fuck with me like that, huh?” I asked with an arrogant grin as I pulled her into a hug, hoping that would ease some of her worry.  
 
    Though she didn’t let me pull her completely into the embrace, instead stopping me with a hand against my chest as she said, “Princeton, I’m serious. This whole thing has me… beyond sick. For more reasons than one.” 
 
    Her anxiety was evident, but it was also the exact type of energy I didn’t need around me since confidence and aggression would be the driving force in my victory. And while I knew it wasn’t because she didn’t believe in me, I still did my best to kill any doubt when I told her, “Listen, Bella. I appreciate your concern. Knowing you care so much has my heart feelin’ all warm and fuzzy. But I need my shit to stay on ice so I can really fuck “Big Time” up tomorrow. It’s an important part of the process, love.”  
 
    “Understood,” she answered shortly with a nod before trying to make her way back to the goodies table. 
 
    I didn’t let her get away, instead pulling her closer as I continued, “And when I’m done, we’ll sit back and laugh our way to the bank about you being all worried about the kid. Right after my celebratory fuck.”  
 
    She didn’t seem so convinced, her grin half-hearted when she said, “If you’re up for it.”  
 
    “Oh, I’ll definitely be up for it. Consider your guts demolished, B,” I replied, being sure to shut that down just like all of her other worries.  
 
    And while it felt good to at least have the situation a little more stabilized, I wondered if I should’ve been the one concerned once she said, “Trust me, Princeton. They already are.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Six- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    I was in way over my head. 
 
    Watching Princeton train at the gym was one thing since it was usually just a free opportunity to admire and lust. But watching Princeton in live action against a real opponent while also carrying the child I had yet to tell him about was far too much to handle, especially now that the fight was well beyond the round Princeton claimed he’d have “Big Time” knocked out by during the press conference at weigh-ins; one of the few things I had actually heard him say since my brain had otherwise been occupied with all things baby.  
 
    I still couldn’t believe I had added an unplanned pregnancy to my long list of recent screw-ups, no matter how real the ultrasound, the heartbeat, the… symptoms. I mean, it almost seemed as if someone had a voodoo out on my life, teasing and toying with every aspect like I didn’t have to actually live the shit. And that only felt more real as I watched Princeton catch a hit above his eye that stumbled him back a bit while the crowd roared with excitement, the punch enough to draw blood and make me want to throw up.  
 
    In fact, I was just getting ready to make a mad dash for the bathroom when Gina caught me by the arm, instructing me to sit back down so I wouldn’t miss anything. 
 
    I wanted to miss it all.  
 
    The crowd roared again as the bell rung signaling the end of the round, Princeton appearing stable enough to at least make it to his corner. And once he was there, Tony and Little Tony worked magic getting his cut cleaned and patched with a glob of Vaseline as his father yelled at him about what he was doing wrong, yet another thing for me to feel antsy about. But just as quickly as the round had ended, the bell was ringing once again to signal the start of another one, Princeton smacking his gloves together with new energy as he approached “Big Time” in the middle of the ring. 
 
     The two did their usual dance, trading body shots back and forth that I knew Princeton could handle. But when “Big Time” threw a left hook, I flinched in my seat as if he was throwing it my way. Though Princeton not only managed to dodge it, but also meet him with a counterpunch that made him fall back against the ropes, eliciting another roar from the crowd.  
 
    It seemed as if everyone was on their feet as Princeton continued to throw a combination of punches to weaken “Big Time”; some that he managed to block, others that he was forced to absorb. But when the referee came to break it up, giving “Big Time” a small chance to recover, I knew I was better off saying a prayer than actually watching the rest of the fight unfold.  
 
      
 
    “Dear God. I know we don’t talk as often as we should, but I need a huge favor in the form of a knockout so I don’t stress your latest - though questionable - creation in my womb even more than he or she already is...”  
 
      
 
    Another roar from the crowd snapped me from my plea, one of my eyes peeking open to find “Big Time” laid out on his back and Princeton’s victorious arms in the air.  
 
    “Damn, you work quick. We’ll be in touch,” I told God before shooting a kiss in the air with my two fingers. Then I grabbed my clutch to join Gina and the rest of the crowd in celebration, my eyes on the verge of tears now that he had officially pulled it off. 
 
    I couldn’t have been prouder as I watched Princeton be named Champion once again, though I wasn’t completely relieved since I knew I had to tell him about the baby sooner than later. But for now, I’d let him have his moment, let him enjoy the temporary smile on his father’s face, the joy from his play uncle and cousins, the excitement of the crowd around him. And I was especially giddy to listen in on his post-fight interview, thinking back on the first one I had heard from him; the thing that had intrigued me most. 
 
    “And now look at you,” I thought to myself, shaking my head as Gina pulled for me to join her ringside while Princeton made his rounds taking pictures.  
 
    When he noticed me standing nearby, his smile got especially arrogant as he yelled from above the ropes, “You trust me now?” 
 
    “I always did,” I yelled back with a smile of my own, though I was cringing internally once I saw the way the space above of his eye was beginning to swell. But he seemed completely unfazed, tossing a wink my way as his father pulled him away for more pictures with his team.  
 
    I was content just watching until Gina leaned into me and asked, “So… you ready to break the news?” 
 
    In the moment, playing coy felt like the only option that wouldn’t have me curling into a ball of nerves. So that was exactly what I did, easily brushing off her question when I replied, “I think I’m going to wait until tomorrow. Let the hype die down a little bit. I mean, one more day won’t hurt, right?”  
 
    Of course that response didn’t meet Gina’s standards as she got right in my face to shout, “Bella! He needs to know and he needs to know now!”  
 
    “Says who?” 
 
    “Says that little pouch you’re trying to hide under this dress,” she replied with a nod down below that had me trying to suck it in to no avail. 
 
    But even with her acknowledgment - and her loud mouth - I still found a way to defend myself when I reasoned, “You only notice it because you know what’s going on. Everybody else probably just thinks I had one too many five-dollar boxes from Popeyes.” 
 
    “Bella…” she groaned, once again making her annoyance known.  
 
    And I quickly succumbed to her displeasure, telling her, “Fine, fine. I’ll tell him later on tonight. Maybe after our celebratory fuck.” 
 
    If nothing else, I was at least looking forward to that part of the deal. Though Gina was quick to remind me, “That’s how your ass got like this in the first place,” before leading us towards the backstage grounds, our all-access passes hanging proudly around our necks so we wouldn’t be stopped.  
 
    Once we made it back, we found the space filled with celebrities and reporters alike, Gina quickly becoming star struck as I dragged her past the action to get to Princeton’s dressing room which seemed virtually empty compared to what was going on outside of it. But I was glad to see familiar faces all working to get Princeton back to normal, Little Tony putting together a temporary solution for his eye until they could get a real doctor to suture the gash, Tony cutting his hand wraps, and Brandin… being Brandin.  
 
    To no surprise, Sir Kingfield was already absent. But that only made my visit all the better, unable to hold back my smile as I told him, “Lucky you. Still fine as hell with your eye all busted up.” 
 
    His laugh warmed my skin when he replied, “Mothafucka got me good too. But I made him pay.” 
 
    I nodded to agree. “You did. Congratulations.” 
 
    He reached out for my hand, giving it a squeeze as he said, “Thanks, love. You feelin’ better now that it’s all over?” 
 
    I probably should’ve been feeling better now that it was over. And to be honest, I wanted to tell him yes and save this conversation for another time. But I could practically feel Gina’s side eye blazing into my cheek, forcing me to answer truthfully, “Uh… not quite. There’s something I need to talk to you about.” Then I turned to the team to ask, “Can you guys give us a minute?”  
 
    They respected my request with no question - another reason I was glad Sir Kingfield wasn’t around - Gina proudly escorting them from the room as Princeton said, “What’s up, B?” 
 
    The door closing only made everything feel heavier, made every quiet sound louder, made my heart beat faster and my legs feel weaker. And that feeling was only amplified when Princeton stood up to get my attention. “Bella. What you need to talk about?”  
 
    My eyes were at the floor as I pushed out, “I… we… made something. That’s happening right now. In my body.” 
 
    “Bella, what are you talking about?” he asked, my response obviously insufficient. 
 
    So I did my best to make it as plain as possible, this time finding his eyes to tell him, “I’m… with child.” 
 
    “With child? Bella, you’re pregnant?!” he exclaimed with wide eyes that only had me diverting mine again, hoping he knew to take that as a yes. And it seemed like he finally got it once he began pacing the floor with incomplete sentences. “How did this… when did this…” 
 
    “Unprotected sex. Your birthday. Any other questions?” 
 
    The confusion still on his face reminded me of my own, especially once he said, “But you took a Plan B. I saw you take a Plan B. And you said you got your period.”  
 
    “Which turns out wasn’t actually a period. Just some implantation bleeding thanks to what must be super sperm since yes, I definitely took a Plan B and still ended up conceiving a child.” 
 
    The fact that I hadn’t been able to beat out the promising odds displayed on the packaging had me wanting to write a letter of complaint to the manufacturer. But that was an activity for another time, right now all about helping Princeton understand what was going on since he still seemed in disbelief when he stopped to ask, “So you’re really pregnant? With my baby?” 
 
    I nodded to emphasize. “Really pregnant. Really your baby. Well, technically our baby, but you get the point.” 
 
    “This is wild, Bella,” he replied as his pacing started back up. 
 
    I could only stand back and watch, remembering going through the same motions, though mine included a lot more tears and curse words. But now that the information had been sitting with me for weeks, my response had been reduced to, “Tell me about it.” 
 
    “I’m… speechless. In a good way though.” 
 
    “A good way?” I asked more to myself than him since there had been nothing good about my reaction. And he only continued his pacing as he said, “Just when I didn’t think today could get any better…”  
 
    His sentiment had me stopping him in his tracks to ask, “Wait, what? You’re actually happy about this?” 
 
    With my face between his rough hands, he looked down at me wearing a full-blown Kool-Aid smile when he answered, “Fuckin’ ecstatic, B! We’re having a baby!” 
 
    In no time at all, my feet were off the ground as he pulled me into a hug so tight I thought I would burst, my voice breathy as I replied, “And you are way too loud about it.”  
 
    But Princeton was far from fazed by my words, instead focused on other details like, “How long you been keeping this from me?” 
 
    Tears of relief were beginning to form in my eyes as he put me down so I could answer, “I found out while you were away at camp. And I didn’t want to tell you because… well… immeasurable distraction.” 
 
    “So that’s why you’ve been actin’ all crazy,” he said with a chuckle as if he was finally putting two and two together meaning I might’ve ended up being a distraction after all.  
 
    Still, I played it off, rolling my eyes and swiping at the tear that fell because of it when I told him, “I don’t know about crazy, but…” 
 
    “Can I touch it?” 
 
    “Touch what?”  
 
    He looked at me as if I had asked a stupid question when he answered, “The baby, B.” 
 
    “Oh. I mean, you can’t really feel anything yet. I’m still in the... Thanksgiving dinner-bloat phase. But sure, I guess. If you want.” 
 
    You would’ve thought Princeton was a kid who just found out he met the height requirement for a roller coaster the way he lit up with excitement at my approval. And while I knew good and well what was going on inside of my body, somehow having his hands against my stomach made everything really come to life, made it seem… less like a death sentence and more like a beautiful creation. 
 
    Something created out of love.  
 
    I kept that thought to myself as Princeton found my eyes to say, “Knowing you’re with child makes you even sexier, Bella.” 
 
    The laugh I gave in response caused another series of tears to drop as I replied, “Good. Because this little sucker is also making me ridiculously horny.”  
 
    It honestly didn’t seem fair that the feeling that got me into this situation was also the feeling running rampant through my body at all times of day, even more so since Princeton hadn’t been around to fully satisfy my craving. But when he wiped my tear while telling me, “Celebratory fuck it is then,” somehow I knew things would be alright after all. 
 
    & 
 
    Things had gone from new - and frightening - to the norm in a flash, working at Princeton’s house already my favorite pastime now that we had found our groove. While he was in the shower after his morning run, I was sitting on his bed in one of his t-shirts typing out my next piece, glad that he had remembered to keep his dog out this time. But it all felt incredibly comfortable, only made better when he walked out of the bathroom with his towel draped around his waist and beads of water still on his skin.  
 
    I thought I was the only one doing all the ogling, but I quickly found out I wasn’t alone once he said, “Damn, girl. You in these glasses got me ready to enroll back in school.” 
 
    “That’s ridiculous. You already have a career. You don’t need a degree,” I replied with a laugh before continuing on to ask, “But hey, you think you can read over this for me? Give me some feedback?” 
 
    “Feedback must translate to dick in another language cause…” he trailed, gnawing on his lip as he bent down to land a kiss on my neck that made me giggle before I put a hand to his chest to stop him. 
 
    “Princeton, I’m serious! I just… I wanna make sure I’m getting the tone right.”  
 
    Writing for myself, on my own terms, was panning out to mostly be a gift. Though there were times like now when I desperately wished I had someone to read over what I had and validate that I was on track. And while I could usually rely on Gina to give me at least some minor critiques, the fact that it was the middle of the work week made her unavailable which meant I had to find another set of eyes.  
 
    If he had read as much of my work as he claimed, I was sure he’d be able to recognize if I was meeting the standard. And if nothing else, he at least saw the urgency in my request, slipping on a pair of basketball shorts as he replied, “It must be serious if you’re asking me for help.” 
 
    “It is,” I told him with pleading eyes to match.  
 
    He finally joined me on the bed, maneuvering into the space behind me before pulling me back to sit between his legs. And while I was busy savoring the smell of his freshly-showered scent, Princeton had his hands on my belly - his favorite pastime - as he read what I had so far over my shoulder. Though he didn’t get very far without acknowledging, “Yo, ya boy soundin’ hella friendly in some of these answers. Like he was interested in sharing a little more than just his comeback kid story.” 
 
    I leaned forward so that I could peek back over my shoulder and tease, “Is that a little jealousy I detect?” 
 
    Instead of answering right away with words, he slipped a hand into my panties, doing a tease of his own with his thick fingers against my clit before he finally replied, “I get to do this, so nah. Nothing to be jealous about.”  
 
    He was absolutely right, my eyes rolling to the back of my head in response to his ever-so-perfect rhythm, my head falling against his shoulder as I told him, “Nobody wants my pregnant ass anyway.” 
 
    “I do. In fact, I want you right now,” he growled right against my ear before tugging it between his teeth, eliciting a moan that turned into more of a giggle since I knew I was way too sore from the night before - and the night before that -  to really take it there no matter how good it felt to have his finger now inside of me. 
 
    But my soreness wasn’t the only thing on that list, the personal deadline I was on enough for me to half-moan, half-whine, “Princeton, I’m trying to workkk.” 
 
    “So am I, B. Consider me a taste tester,” he said, pulling his fingers from my panties and shoving them into his mouth, licking them like they were covered in icing when they were really only covered in me.  
 
    “That’s supposed to be my job when you finish this whole boxing thing, remember?” I asked with a grin, secretly hoping that day would come sooner than later. 
 
    Not that I wanted to take Princeton away from his passion or that I didn’t enjoy watching him live out his dream. I just wanted him… safe. And alert. And without the pain that every boxer  before him, his father included, carried long after their last bout in the ring. I wanted him to be able to enjoy his life without a forever-lingering headache, wanted his memory sharp years down the road. And even sooner than that, I wanted his reflexes intact so he could catch our toddler from running off.  
 
    A toddler.  
 
    My God.  
 
    As always, my mind was far into the future while Princeton stayed in the present, landing a kiss against my collarbone as he insisted, “Your job later. My job now. Now open up so I can get some more.”  
 
    You would’ve thought he had a remote control for my thighs the way they immediately began to part, his continued kisses against my collarbone only making me sink deeper into his body which gave him better access as he once again found his place in my panties. And in no time at all, the circles he created on my clit with his fingertip were back in perfect rhythm, my eyes slipping closed as he whispered, “When I first met you, I thought you were so damn innocent. You know, one of the good girls.” 
 
    “One of the good girls? Are you implying that I’m a bad one now?” I asked, my eyes still closed as I pulled my lip between my teeth to catch my moan.  
 
    He gave me the gentlest kiss on the cheek before hooking a finger inside of me and answering, “Look how wide open you got me, Bella. Is that even a question?” 
 
    The steady cadence of his finger didn’t allow me to answer, especially once he added a second that practically had me riding his hand. But he didn’t let it last forever, pulling his fingers out so he could do another “taste test”.  
 
    My chest was heaving from just that little bit of action as I finally replied, “Well look at how wide open you have me. I’m the one who you almost just made cum with your damn hand. And I’m the one with a stomach full of human.” 
 
    “Could have a stomach full of something else if you’d quit playin’,” he said with an arrogant laugh before giving me another one of those sweet cheek kisses as a tease. 
 
    I rolled my eyes, telling him, “One, that’s a myth. Anatomy doesn’t really work like that. Two, I really, really need to get this write-up done so I can send it off. But I promise we can play later.” 
 
    Even if I wasn’t recovered enough for a full-blown freak session, there were plenty of other ways we could have some fun and satisfy each other in the process. In fact, I was already dreaming up ideas when Princeton said, “Actually, we can’t play later. I gotta get to the gym here in a minute.” 
 
    He was already climbing from behind me by the time I sat up to ask, “Get to the gym? I thought you couldn’t train again for thirty days.”  
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was the sight of him putting on a shirt or his response, but I felt annoyed as hell after he explained, “That’s only if I would’ve gotten knocked out. I just took a little hit, so I’m good to go now that my cut has healed.” 
 
    “Barely,” I muttered with another roll of my eyes. 
 
    But my attitude only earned me a stiff, “Bella… don’t start that shit.” 
 
    “Well excuse me for getting used to having my baby daddy around as company again,” I whined as I climbed off the bed to join him. 
 
    I suppose it was my whining that made Princeton pull me into a tight embrace, looking down at me to ask, “So now I’m baby daddy, huh? That’s how you doin’ it?” 
 
    I yanked away so that I could give an exaggerated rub of my belly when I replied, “No, that’s how you did it. Congratulations.” 
 
    The laugh he let out made me smile as he put a hand to his chest to respond with a little sarcasm of his own. “Huge honor. I’m touched.” 
 
    “I can’t stand you,” I told him with a matching laugh. 
 
    One that he only added to when he said,  “Back at you, B. Why? Cause I prefer you laying, on your back.” 
 
    “And you say I’m corny...” I muttered, closing my laptop so that I could carry it down to the kitchen; my second favorite place in Princeton’s house to work. And after getting his gym stuff together, he met me there, grabbing his protein shake from the fridge as he asked, “You gonna be here when I get back?” 
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. Or I might find some pants so I can take your bitch on a walk.” 
 
    He laughed again as he said, “Well if you do, be careful. She’ll drag you if you let her.” 
 
    I thought I was whispering to myself when I replied, “Just like a true bitch to wanna drag somebody…”  
 
    But it was clear Princeton had heard me, stopping by the stool I was sitting on and grabbing me by the chin to say, “You’re a trip, you know that?” 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” I replied, catching the kiss he delivered against my lips before slipping a set of keys into my hand.  
 
    When I only gave a confused expression in response, he explained, “So you can lock up if you choose to leave. Or take my bitch on a walk.” 
 
    Of course I was genuinely flattered by yet another positive step in our relationship. But I still couldn’t help offering up some of that sarcasm he had given me when I gushed, “Wow. Keys to your place. Now I’m touched.” 
 
    He only shook his head with a grin, sneaking another kiss before he said, “Bye, beautiful.” 
 
    “Bye, ugly. Have a good day getting your ass kicked,” I called after him, catching the laugh he gave just as the door shut behind him.  
 
    After his departure, I just sat there grinning from ear-to-ear, trying to figure out what I had done to deserve such a blessing, what I had done to be in such a good place professionally and personally. But instead of questioning things, I decided to pay it forward by making good on that walk with the dog I knew was named Lucy though I would never refer to her as such. 
 
    The second I grabbed the leash hanging nearby, she started barking and bouncing in excitement, her tail going crazy since she obviously knew what the leash meant. And while I was sure she could jump over the gate Princeton had her behind if she wanted to, I still made it a point to tease her with it, getting a kick out of the way she chased it with her eyes when I tried to hide it from her.  
 
    I was just getting ready to let her out when I heard an unfamiliar ring behind me, the buzz that accompanied it enough to draw my attention. And once I saw it was from Princeton’s phone that he had left behind, I felt a little bad telling the dog, “Sorry, Rosa Barks. Maybe next time. Daddy forgot the phone he needs just as much as any of us. Except for you. Because you don’t have hands.” 
 
    She groaned as if she was legitimately annoyed by my jokes, barking what I assumed was a complaint that I met with, “No, Nicole Ari Barker. You can’t come with me.” 
 
    But it was her little cries and whines in response that got me right in my swollen, especially-hormonal chest, making me feel worse for planning to leave her behind. And while I couldn’t believe I was saying it, I unlocked the gate as I told her, “Fine. But I’m putting you in a seatbelt.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    I was buzzing as I made my way into the gym, glad to be back for the first time in weeks. I honestly hadn’t even realized just how much of my day was usually spent here until I couldn’t be here at all thanks to a lucky hit, though those weeks outside of the gym had given me the wonderful opportunity of being able to spend more time with Bella. And not only spend more time with her, but really get to know her beyond her writing and text messages, get a good glimpse into just how silly and sarcastic she was, and of course, explore her body in ways a lot more personal than just a hit-and-quit now that she was carrying my child.  
 
    She still didn’t think she was showing much, but I saw and was fascinated with every change. I took great pride in rubbing on the special serum that she claimed would prevent stretch marks and making the late night food runs on the nights she stayed at my place. In fact, I was sure I would be a step slower in the gym from all the extra snacks I had been consuming because of her cravings. But that was a small price to pay for the woman I adored. And while I shouldn’t have been surprised by her pushback when it came to my return to the gym, I still couldn’t let that deter me from what I knew it would take to stay on top.  
 
    Truthfully, I already felt behind. 
 
    Of course my father saw things that way as well, wasting no time once he noticed me to ask, “Took a hit and you comin’ into the gym happy? I can already tell you’re about to waste my damn time.”  
 
    I could only shake my head, dropping my bag on the floor nearby as I said, “Chill out, Pops. I’m just… in a good mood. Ready to get back on the grind.” 
 
    “Well if you would’ve never gotten off the grind, we wouldn’t be in this mess,” he replied as I plopped down on the stool to get strapped up, not really paying him any mind since I knew my reasons for being off the grind were medical. But he still managed to get my attention when he continued, “I told you that damn girl was a distraction. And now look what happened.” 
 
    Instead of getting caught up in his ridiculous connections, I only laughed as I defended, “It was a good shot, man. Wasn’t shit I could do about that.” 
 
    Even if I hadn’t thought much of Boston as a fighter going into things, I couldn’t deny that he had gotten me with a clean punch, causing more damage than I could’ve imagined. And while I could never tell Bella, I was still feeling some of that damage internally, the headache that came with taking a real blow only bringing to life her worst fears.  
 
    As if he could hear my thoughts, my father shouted, “Well maybe if you would’ve gotten your head out of that girl’s ass, you would’ve saw it coming!”  
 
    But once again, I refused to go down that route with him, attempting to nip things in the bud when I told him, “Yo, I didn’t come here to talk about the past nor talk about Bella. I won the fight and that’s all that matters.” 
 
    Sure my father had quite a bit of control over my career. His influence was something I could never pay back. But letting him place blame on Bella when it really should’ve landed solely on me wasn’t right. Though that didn’t mean he wouldn’t try to take things to the next level by snarling, “It ain’t all that matters. You get rid of that girl or I’m done training your ass.” 
 
    The laugh I let out was one full of amusement and disbelief as I shook my head to reply, “I’m not getting rid of her.” 
 
    “Excuse me?” he asked, taking a step closer to where I was sitting as if he was trying to intimidate me. 
 
    I was quick to remind him who was really in charge, standing up to make myself clear. “Bella’s not going anywhere. We’re in it together. In it for life.” 
 
    It sounded crazy to declare out loud, but I knew it was the truth. And I had a feeling it would’ve been the truth even if there wasn’t a baby involved for the simple fact that Bella was there for me like no one had been before, genuinely cared about me in a way I had never experienced, constantly gave an energy that only made me want to reciprocate times ten. She was special, she was it, and I couldn’t ignore nor take that for granted regardless of how my father felt about it.  
 
    He stared at me in disbelief as if he was surprised I had challenged his stance. At least I thought that was why he was staring at me until he snapped, “Don’t tell me you done fucked around and got her knocked up. Don’t tell me you’ve done the one thing I’ve always warned you about…”  
 
    My expression reflected my confusion since I wasn’t sure how he had managed to draw that conclusion. But instead of speaking up, I listened in as he continued, “Groupies, son. They come in all shapes and sizes. And it’s always the sweet ones. Yeah, they’re the ones that show up and trap your ass with a baby before you even realize it!” 
 
    I easily brushed him off, my face scrunched as I defended, “Bella didn’t trap me.” 
 
    But that only seemed to rile him up even more when he shouted, “Like hell she didn’t! How convenient she turns up pregnant right after the check for that fight cleared.” 
 
    Once again, I brushed him off since I knew, “She isn’t even like that.” 
 
    Of course my father wasn’t convinced, sizing me up to offer, “Oh yeah? Have you gotten a DNA test? Seen the ultrasound pictures? Or you just been fuckin’ her raw now that she’s allegedly pregnant? Yeah, she might not have really been pregnant then, but I bet she is now!” 
 
    His accusations only made me sick to my stomach, though I knew I couldn’t let him get in my head. So instead of even processing his bullshit, I shouted back, “I said she didn’t trap me!” 
 
    “Oh, she trapped you and she trapped you good. Cause you really think she likes you when all she likes is that check she’ll be getting to pay for that baby for the rest of her life thanks to your dumbass!”  
 
    My blood was already boiling at just the thought, but the temperature practically fell flat when I heard a familiar voice behind me ask, “Is that really what you think?” 
 
    “Bella…” 
 
    She took a step closer, her face pulled into a tight scowl as she continued, “You think I… trapped you with a baby? A baby I never wanted? A baby we tried to get rid of? For money?”  
 
    With my hands up in defense, I quickly replied, “Bella, I didn’t say that.”  
 
    Though that didn’t stop her from snapping, “Well it sure as hell sounds like it!” 
 
    “Look, lady. We’ll pay for your abortion and whatever else it costs to shut you up,” my father told her with a smirk as if he was the one in control of this situation, as if he had that kind of power, as if he even knew what the fuck he was talking about.  
 
    But I didn’t get a chance to check him about it before Bella was already launching a phone - was that my phone? - at him while shouting, “Oh, fuck you and your abusive ass!”  
 
    “You do know that’s an assault, right? I’ll press charges and have you raising that bastard baby through a glass window!”  
 
    “The only bastard is you!” she screamed before turning her rage towards me, her eyes damn near red when she growled, “And you…” 
 
    “Bella, I can explain,” I attempted to defend once again.  
 
    But she only held her hand up to cut me off. “Save that shit, Princeton. I can’t believe I thought you’d be any different than that devil who raised you. Apples never fall too far from the tree, now do they? And to think I actually believed I was falling in love with you...”  
 
    She was already taking off towards the exit, an action that seemed to please my father while I worked to catch up with her. And even with the little baby belly she couldn’t hide from me, the girl was quick on her feet, my words the only thing to reach her as I shouted,  “Fuck, Bella! Just hear me out!” 
 
    But not even that slowed her down as she yanked her car door open, slipping into the driver’s seat and slamming the door behind her. And I quickly realized it was locked when I tried to pull it back open, though that didn’t stop me for catching her wrath through the window. “I don’t wanna hear shit you have to say, Princeton! You want me out of your way? Fine. I’m gone. You don’t have to worry about me or this baby!”  
 
    The car was already starting when I shouted, “Bella, wait!” And this time, my words meant absolutely nothing as she peeled out of the parking lot, a cloud of dust following behind her. Though once it settled, I noticed a little head peeking out of the back window, some of my fury turning into confusion since, “Was that Lucy in the backseat?” 
 
     I knew I couldn’t get to my keys fast enough to follow her, so I only released a heavy sigh instead, storming back in the gym on a vengeance as I racked my brain for a better plan. But once I saw the smirk on my father’s face, I redirected my attention towards him, sizing him up as I growled, “I should fuck you up.” 
 
    Instead of taking me seriously, he only laughed. “Wanna fuck me up when you should be on your knees thanking me. I just saved you from raising a child that probably isn’t even yours!” 
 
    My hand was at his neck before I could even think twice, hemming him up against the wall as I warned through my teeth, “I know you don’t know shit about true fatherhood, but I swear to God I will kill you if you ever speak ill of my child again.” 
 
    “And I swear to God I’ll kill you if you keep putting your damn hands on me. You’ve done that shit one too many times now,” he replied with a groggy voice, his response tempting me to tighten my grip.  
 
    Maybe if tightening my grip only reflected on me, I would’ve done it. But I knew it was bigger than that. I had a family to think about, a child to raise, a woman to get back into good graces with now that I had allowed my father to come between us once again. 
 
    I knew something would have to give and give fast. But I also knew choking my father out wasn’t the right way to go about it. So I let him go, his hands going to cover his neck as he worked to catch his breath while pushing out, “Maybe if you would’ve had some of this same energy towards “Big Time”, the fight wouldn’t have gone so long.” 
 
    “Fuck you, man,” I grumbled, my jaw flexing and my fists clenching as I tried to calm myself down. 
 
    But just because I was trying to control my own shit, that still didn’t stop my father from trying to reign over my emotions, getting in my face to reply, “Wow. Everything I’ve done for you and now it’s fuck me? You wouldn’t be shit without me!” 
 
    Just that easily, I was fired back up, stabbing a finger in his chest that stumbled him back when I snapped, “No, you wouldn’t be shit without me! I’m the only thing you have going for yourself, the only thing keeping you relevant. I’m single-handedly saving your legacy, old man. I’m the only thing keeping your pockets full and the only thing keeping you off these streets like the rest of these has-beens. So I suggest you start… Pops?” 
 
    His face was suddenly etched with discomfort, one side getting droopier than the other as I tried to get his attention again. “Pops? Pops, what’s the matter? Pops, say something!” 
 
    I could tell he was trying to communicate, but nothing was coming out as he fell against the ring for support, his voice slurred when he finally managed to whisper, “Call 911.” And I couldn’t have gotten to my duffle bag fast enough. Though after digging through it to find my phone for a few seconds, I realized it was on the floor nearby, shattered into pieces. 
 
    “Fuck, fuck, fuck,” I hissed, quickly deciding I’d just have to get him to the hospital myself and praying to God he wouldn’t perish on the way even though I had been on the complete other end of the spectrum just moments before.  
 
    But for now, my anger would just have to wait. 
 
    I had to save my dad. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Seven- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    It had only been twenty-four hours, but I just knew the police would be coming to arrest me at any minute, whether it was for assaulting Princeton’s father or unintentionally stealing Princeton’s dog. In fact, I was already imagining what my mugshot would look like, my hair in a weird place between too long to consider a true pixie cut but too short for a ponytail that didn’t look like a rabbit’s foot, my face breaking out thanks to all of the extra hormones raging through my body, and what was once a smile now etched with hard lines from bouncing back and forth between scowling and crying all day and night.   
 
    I still couldn’t believe how quickly things had changed between Princeton and I, couldn’t believe I had been foolish enough to think he was so different no matter how right it felt. But to hear his father drag my name through the mud over something that was far from the truth without Princeton immediately sticking up for me told a lot more than he realized; debunked every positive thought I once had about our relationship to the point where it almost didn’t even seem real. 
 
    More like a terrible, horrible dream.  
 
    Unfortunately, it wasn’t only that that had my anxiety up, but also the fact that I was now sharing my one-bedroom apartment with a bear who was far from pleased to be with me. I could tell Lucy was judging me for having her here, a far cry from the space she was used to. And not only the space, but the food as well, my table scraps nothing compared to the heart-healthy dog-certified meals Princeton fed her. But for now, she’d just have to get used to it because getting her back to her owner meant seeing her owner; something I was far from ready to deal with. 
 
    I was also far from ready to deal with jail, though that didn’t stop the police from banging on my door hard enough for me to jump off the couch. I considered ignoring it until Lucy started barking, like she was purposely ratting me out.  
 
    “Snitches get stitches still applies to bitches,” I whispered at her, earning another bark that I just knew would have the police busting through my door like a SWAT team. So before they could, I decided to meet my own fate, releasing a heavy sigh before pulling the door open to find… not the police.  
 
    “Oh my God, Gina. You have no idea how happy I am to see you.” 
 
    Instead of acknowledging my relief, she wrinkled her nose, pointing towards the corner of my living room to ask, “Uh, Bella? What the fuck is that?” 
 
    “Oh, that’s just Lucy. Princeton’s dog,” I explained, though I knew naming her owner didn’t really provide a complete explanation for her being in my apartment.  
 
    In fact, I was already preparing to give a full background story on why she was here until I saw how caught up Gina was on her existence, her face twisted as she stayed outside of the door and said, “That is not a dog. More like a, werewolf or some shit.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh, remembering how I felt the same way during our informal introduction. And while she had managed to scare the shit out of me back then, now I knew, “She’s sweet. It’s fine. Come in.” 
 
    Gina didn’t seem too convinced, her steps slow and calculated as her eyes remained locked on Lucy for any sudden movements. And once she made it inside and realized Lucy wasn’t a true threat, she said, “I guess it’s nice of you to look after her with Prince’s dad being in the hospital and all.” 
 
    “What? Gina, what are you talking about?” I asked as I went to grab a bottle of water from the fridge. 
 
    She followed me to the kitchen, stopping at the counter to reply, “You didn’t know? Anthony said he had a stroke. A minor one, but still a stroke.” 
 
    My heart fell to my feet, along with the water I was holding as I tried to make sense of her information. But making sense of the information required plenty more details, starting with, “When did this happen?” 
 
    She shrugged as she answered, “Some time yesterday. I’m assuming in the morning since Anthony cancelled our brunch date to go see him.” 
 
    Oh my God.  
 
    The panic that coursed through me was overwhelming, my fingers digging into the counter for much-needed support as I peeked up to ask, “Can you... find out what hospital he’s at? I need to go see Princeton. I need to make sure he’s okay.” 
 
    Without waiting for an answer, I took off towards the bedroom to find some real clothes to put on so I could go see about him. Though once Gina joined me, her confusion was evident as she leaned against the door frame to ask, “Make sure Princeton’s okay? Why wouldn’t Princeton be okay?” 
 
    I released another sigh, my eyes falling closed as I leaned against my dresser and tried to formulate a quick summary. But just thinking about it made me feel sick, especially now that I knew what else had come from it. Still, I somehow managed to push out, “We… got into a fight yesterday. A really big fight that probably contributed to his father having a stroke because… we also got into a fight.” 
 
    My explanation was supposed to fill in the blanks for Gina, but it only seemed to create more, her eyes squinted when she asked, “Bella, you got into a fight with Princeton and his dad? How is that even possible?”  
 
    “He said I trapped him, Gina! That I trapped Princeton with a baby as if we couldn’t possibly have real feelings for each other, as if I couldn’t possibly be in love with his son. Which… I am; madly. Even though he didn’t stop his father from saying those things about me, I still am.” 
 
    By the time I finished, I felt exhausted, my throat knotted and my head aching to the point that I needed to sit down. And once I did, my hands instinctively went to my belly, trying to ease any stress I might’ve been translating to my baby as Gina joined me on the bed.  
 
    She pulled me into the hug I desperately needed, rocking me back and forth as she said, “You must really be in love. Cause if I was you, that thing you called a dog would’ve been a stray on the street or in somebody’s river.” 
 
    The laugh I let out caused the stream of tears I had been holding to seep out, though it was clear I needed that too even when I smacked her thigh and shouted, “Gina! Just… find out where he’s at. Please?”  
 
    “I got you, boo,” she replied, returning my thigh pat with a reassuring one of her own before sending me back to find clothes. But the only thing I really felt like getting into were a pair of leggings and one of Princeton’s hoodies I had taken with no plans of returning it; a hoodie that was way too big but also way too comfortable for me to ever let go of. And not only that, but it still kind of smelled like him, the light scent enough to relax me until Gina announced, “Anthony said he’s down at University.” 
 
    “Cool. Let’s roll,” I told her, slipping my feet into a pair of Nike Slides Princeton had bought me after our conversation about his need to wear socks with them. A look I had originally thought of as tacky until I saw him do it and learned to appreciate it along with everything else about him. 
 
    Just the thought of no longer experiencing that again made my chest hurt, though Gina managed to pull me out of that downward spiral when she asked, “And leave her here?” 
 
    I looked over to Lucy who was already looking at me as if she was seconding Gina’s question. But since I had never dealt with a pet before, I didn’t really have a response, shrugging as I said, “What else am I gonna do with her? I can’t take her to the hospital with us.”  
 
    Lucy immediately growled as if she wasn’t satisfied. And Gina practically did the same when she snapped, “Bella, are you crazy?! This Aaahh-Real Monster will destroy all your shit!”     
 
    “You know what? I have a key to Princeton’s house. I’ll just take her home on our way,” I replied, quickly grabbing the leash I had used to get her in here.  
 
    I was already busy working on getting her secured when Gina gushed, “Wow. He gave you keys to his place and his father really thinks it’s all bullshit for a damn child support check? Princeton must have some half-siblings he doesn’t know about, because only a man scorned by a woman who pulled that trick would even think to take it there off the rip.”  
 
    “Maybe. That’s none of my business though. My business is this little nugget’s, and this bigger nugget’s, father,” I replied as I dragged the bigger one out of the door, quickly locking up behind us before making our way out to the car.  And after getting Lucy into the backseat, I was grateful when Gina offered to drive, my nerves far too out of whack to do it myself. Though not being behind the wheel only gave me even more time to overthink and freak myself out about what I was getting into.  
 
    I mean, what if I showed up to the hospital and only made things worse for Sir Kingfield? Drove his blood pressure sky high with my presence and turned his minor stroke to a full one? What if Princeton had been brainwashed to the point of no return and wanted nothing to do with me? What if he… 
 
    “This might be bad timing, but... I’m a little disappointed Prince doesn’t live in a mansion… with his auntie and uncle... in Bel-Air.” 
 
    I honestly hadn’t even realized we made it to his neighborhood let alone were sitting in his driveway until I peeked up and saw the house that, in my opinion, was perfectly modest. In fact, I admired Princeton’s choice since he could’ve easily splurged on a place double or triple the size. But it was the perfect amount of space for him, Lucy, and myself whenever I came by. And while I wasn’t sure if he knew I noticed, I had seen the way he’d been slowly removing things from his trophy room to make way for baby Lattimore.  
 
    Just the thought of never seeing the room fully transformed into a nursery had my chest hurting all over again, though I still found the strength to tell Gina, “Shut up. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    “What? You’re not gonna let me room raid his crib with a black light while you take care of the beast?” 
 
    Even during what felt like a crisis, I was glad to have Gina on my side, providing much-needed relief with her crazy ideas. And I couldn’t help but grin when I answered, “No. Cause if you start, you probably won’t be able to stop and we have places to be.” 
 
    She seemed legitimately disappointed, crossing her arms as she pouted, “Fine. But if you’re in there longer than ten minutes, I’m coming in after you with my tranquilizer.” 
 
    “Tranquilizer? You don’t even have a… nevermind.”  
 
    I made my way to the backseat to get Lucy out and she led the way to the front door without a struggle as if she was happy to be home. But once we got there, it felt strange to use the keys I’d more than likely be returning. Still, I managed to steady my hands long enough to unlock the door and open it, Lucy taking off in a fashion that definitely would’ve dragged me if I hadn’t let her leash go in time.  
 
    Since I wasn’t sure if Princeton wanted her roaming freely around his house, I made an effort to go find her so that I could put her in her rightful place behind the gate. But once I located her in the kitchen, I quickly realized why she had been in such a hurry.  
 
    “Bella…” 
 
    Just hearing him say my name sent shivers down my spine, my eyes immediately threatening to spring with tears that I was forced to swallow as I took him all in; from his tired eyes to the clothes I remembered from the day before, both signs that he had probably been at the hospital with his father since the last time I saw him. But just the thought of his father was enough to remind me of the origin for what was supposed to be a pit stop since, “I… didn’t expect you to be here. Figured you’d be at the hospital. I was just… coming to return her. But I can go now.” 
 
    I was already turning to leave when Princeton professed, “Bella, I’m so sorry. All that shit my father said about you was foul as fuck. I know you didn’t trap me with a baby. Hell, if anything I trapped you.” 
 
    I couldn’t turn back around fast enough to ask, “Excuse me, what?!” 
 
    Princeton immediately put his hands up in defense, walking towards me as he replied, “I don’t mean that literally, B. I guess I just… fell for you so hard that the consequence of a child didn’t even faze me because I could already see that shit happening anyway. Could already see myself being with you for the long haul.”  
 
    “Princeton…” I sighed, turning away as my eyes began to gloss over with tears yet again.  
 
    But Princeton forced me to deal with them as he continued, “Nah, let me finish. This whole thing with my dad has me thinking maybe you were right to be concerned about my health. Maybe I really should be done with this boxing shit. I mean, it’s brought me some good, but it’s brought a lot of bad shit too. I couldn’t even finish high school cause my father was so pressed for me to turn pro. Wasn’t no prom, no graduation, no teenage mistakes. I had to grow up, fast, fight grown ass men all because my father wanted me to even though I saw what it did to him; who it turned him into. And now I’m at the point where it’s like, is this really what I want? Something I never seriously questioned until I saw him lying in that hospital bed. Something I never even thought to question until I met you.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if it was the weight of his confessions or my pregnancy hormones, but my eyes were a mess of tears by the time he finished. While I would never approve of what his father had said about me, I also couldn’t ignore the fact that I wasn’t the only one who had caught his wrath of hatefulness, his mean words nothing compared to the emotional damage he had done to his son. And not only the emotional damage, but the physical as well, putting him in a position that he was forced to defend himself through or risk getting himself seriously injured.  
 
    It was fucked up, but it was also a testament to his resilience which allowed me to reply, “Princeton, I don’t want you to stop boxing because of my insecurities about your safety. You’re an incredible boxer. It’s in your blood, what you were born to do regardless of how I feel about it.”  
 
    He shook his head, stepping even closer as he said, “Nah, B. That’s not what I was born to do. I was born to be happy, have my fair chance at bringing good to the world in any way I choose, a fair chance at living a normal life, having a normal family. With you.”  
 
    “Prince…” 
 
    “Did you mean it, Bella?” he asked, my look of confusion prompting him to explain, “When you said you were falling in love with me? Did you mean it?” 
 
    I nodded through the knot in my throat, sucking up the snot that rivaled Viola Davis’s when I answered, “Fell fast and hard like every single one of your opponents. Well… except for “Big Time”.”  
 
    “Ouch. Too soon,” he replied with a little chuckle before pulling me into an embrace that I greedily fell into, his chin resting on top of my head as he rocked me while confessing, “Bella, I want this so bad. I want you, and our baby, and everything else that comes with it. And I’m just… I’m sorry, okay? I know you. I always knew the truth. And I’ll never let him get in the way of that ever again, I promise.”  
 
    His words were like music to my ears, a rush of relief running over me as I asked, “Is he okay though?”  
 
    Princeton lifted his head so that I could lift mine, finding his eyes to explain, “Your father. Is he okay?” 
 
    “I honestly can’t even begin to think about him right now until I know we’re okay,” he replied, his expression fearful as if he legitimately wasn’t sure.   
 
    I was glad to put all his worries at ease when I smiled and replied, “We’re okay, Princeton. We’ll… be okay.” And I truly believed that considering we had been weathering storms left and right.  
 
    Still, I wasn’t expecting Princeton to take things to the next level, giving me a kiss on the forehead as he whispered, “I love you, B.”  
 
    “I… love you too,” I replied, my heart thumping through my chest as I tried to process what that truly meant for us.  
 
    But my processing was interrupted by a voice behind us adding, “And I love y’all both. That was beautiful.” 
 
    Princeton let out a low chuckle as I turned around in a fury to find Gina wiping her eyes.  “Oh my God. How long have you been standing there?!” 
 
    “Long enough to start planning your bachelorette party. After you give birth, of course,” she replied as she made her way deeper into the kitchen, an act I knew was just part of her ploy of being able to explore Princeton’s home.  
 
    I was just getting ready to put her assumptions to bed and stop her from being nosey when Princeton chimed in, “That’s if she ever lets me put a ring on it.” 
 
    His words surprised me just as much as the ones before them, his talk of our love and the future for our family - for us - enough to have my cheeks aching from smiling so hard. And now that we were back in good graces, I couldn’t help but tease, “I know you work hard, but you gotta grind a little bit harder for a victory of that magnitude.”  
 
    Even if we seemed to be back on track, launching ourselves into something like that so soon was far from appropriate regardless of how we felt about each other. And I was glad to hear we were on the same page when he replied, “Don’t even trip, B. I’m in it to win it.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    “Bella, this might be your corniest work yet.” 
 
    I had seen enough videos of these things to know how they went, had seen plenty more to know exactly how exciting finding out the gender of the baby could be. But looking at the giant gold balloons sitting on my back patio that spelled out, “ISSA BABY” had me shaking my head as I watched my girl pose for pictures in front of them, pulling out my phone to snap one for myself that I’d be sharing on my Instagram to announce the baby to my fans.  
 
    “Quit being a hater, Prince,” Denise shouted as she snapped pictures on her own phone, Tony standing nearby doing the same with the flip phone I was surprised even had a camera.  
 
    I was just getting ready to tease him about the picture quality when Bella shouted back, “He’s just trying to play it cool now cause he knows he’s going to be crying later when he finds out it’s not the girl he predicted.” 
 
    Smiling, I snuggled up next to her which ended up putting me on the other side of the camera as Denise and Co. continued snapping pictures. But none of that mattered more than telling Bella, “I’m happy with a healthy baby, B. You know that.” 
 
    “I also know what you said that day. Uh-Uh. It felt like a girl. Uh,” she said with a hip thrust and arm pump that had the both of us cracking up laughing.  
 
    “I hope Denise caught that candid,” I thought to myself as I pulled Bella into my arms, looking down at her to ask, “Was that supposed to be my post-nut voice?” 
 
    “It was your post-nut voice,” she replied with a giddy smile, giving me lusty eyes as if she wanted me to put another baby in her sooner than later.  
 
    But for now, we’d just focus on the current one - and on each other - as I bent my neck to whisper in her ear, “Well you can hear it again once all these people get out of my damn house.” 
 
    “Oh, can I?” she asked out loud, running a hand against my chest as Gina shouted, “That’s how y’all got that baby now!” And once again, we both busted out laughing before posing together for a few pictures in front of her corny balloons.  
 
    “Whew. Mama’s gotta spring a leak,” Bella said, putting a hand on her belly - our baby - as she took off inside the house with Gina right behind her.  
 
    While my eyes naturally followed her in awe, I was quickly snapped out of it when Little Tony said, “Aight. Yo turn, P!” 
 
    “My turn?” I asked more to myself than him.  
 
    Though Brandin was sure to make things clear as he threw an arm around my shoulder and shouted, “Yeah, yo turn! Issa baby, nigga! Come on!”  
 
    I shook my head with a smile as him and Little Tony joined me in front of the balloons, first looking like a reject rap group as we posed with our arms crossed over our chest, then turning into a bunch of jailbirds as we dropped into a squat. But I was glad to have them here, glad I had at least some family for us to celebrate with along with Bella’s parents who had come into town just for this event. 
 
     At first, I worried they wouldn’t be too happy to see me since their first time meeting me was at their daughter’s gender reveal party for a very unplanned pregnancy. But I quickly found out Bella’s father was a big fan and her mother was just as sweet as she was, creating an environment that we could all enjoy, even through Bella’s multiple pee breaks.  
 
    Of course, my enjoyment didn’t mean the dark spot of my life wouldn’t be brought up the second our impromptu photoshoot stopped, Little Tony leaning in to ask, “Yo, Prince. You talk to your dad recently?” 
 
    I shrugged, pulling out my phone and trying to decide what filter I wanted to use for Bella’s picture when I answered, “Not since he was cleared to go home. He been aight?” 
 
    It seemed silly for me to be asking him of all people about my father’s well-being. But since I didn’t really want anything to do with my father right now outside of knowing his ass was still alive, going through a middleman seemed like the best bet. And I got all I needed once Little Tony replied, “Same ol’ grumpy ass King, so I guess so.” 
 
    “That’s what’s up,” I told him, deciding she didn’t need a filter after all before posting the picture with a caption that matched her silly ass balloons. And while I could already imagine the notifications that would come from it, I was happy just staring at the picture - staring at my girl and our baby - and imagining what the future would hold. 
 
    But while my head was in the future, Little Tony was still caught up on the past, asking, “You still don’t wanna talk about that day, huh?” 
 
    Once again, I shrugged. “Not really. I mean, there’s really nothin’ to talk about. He was having a stroke, I got him to the hospital, the end.” 
 
    Reliving the details made me feel things I hadn’t felt for my father in a long time. He had been so vile for as long as I could remember to the point that I had grown cold and numb to actually caring about him as a person. But seeing him in a crisis, having his life in my hands even if the doctors said he had a few minutes to spare by the time we made it to the hospital, made me worry about him in a way he never worried about me.  
 
    And that made me angry.  
 
    “So y’all were in the middle of training when it all went down?” Brandin asked in between his nibbles on a cupcake, a dot of frosting on the top of his nose like he was a damn kindergartener. 
 
    The sight was enough to at least calm me down, even when I explained, “Not exactly. We were uh… we had kinda gotten into it over some shit he said about Bella and the baby. I was setting him straight and he… started having the symptoms. Asked me to call 911.” 
 
    “Damn. That would’ve been crazy if he would’ve died right there in the gym,” Brandin replied, instantly making me cringe since it had crossed my mind more times than I wanted to admit.  
 
    Still, I was glad when Little Tony did the scolding, giving his brother a punch in the shoulder as he snarled, “Do you ever stop and think before you speak? Or does it always just spill right on out?”  
 
    Brandin responded with a shrug just as Gina and Bella made their way back, Gina excitedly announcing, “Alright! The punching bag is set. You guys ready to do this?” 
 
    “Who’s punching it? Me or Bella?” I asked as we made our way over to the speed bag that looked more like a basketball piñata covered in red paint. But once again, this wasn’t about me or my opinion on Gina’s craftwork.  
 
    This was about Bella, though it was clear I was alone in that thought when Brandin asked, “Who’s punching it? Who’s the real boxer, dummy?!”  
 
    “Hey now. My girl’s got hands. Don’t get it twisted,” I replied, shooting a look Bella’s way just in time to catch her already blushing.  
 
    But I was a little surprised when she clasped her hands in front of her mouth and insisted,  “I want you to do it, Princeton.” 
 
    “What? Nah, B. This is your shit. You can do it,” I told her, stepping back to make room. But instead of filling it in, she pushed me back into it. 
 
    “I might not be able to break it. So you do it. Please.”  
 
    Naturally, I had a soft spot for everything about Bella. But hearing her beg had me ready to knock that piñata clear into the neighbor’s backyard just to make her happy. And I damn near did, launching a punch with enough power to burst the speed bag open, causing a shower of pink confetti to erupt.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I whispered once I pulled my fist back, my eyes flashing over to Bella’s whose were already glossed over with tears as she covered her mouth with her hands in shock. But before I could say anything to her, I felt an arm around my neck as Brandin shouted, “And “The Prince” stays undefeated!” 
 
    While I wanted to share in his celebration, I was desperate to get to my woman first, knocking him off so that I could pull her into a hug tight enough to lift her off her feet. And she eagerly accepted it, her arms wrapped around my neck as she whispered, “Issa girl.”  
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at her silliness, putting her down just long enough to pull her face into my hands for a quick kiss before I said, “Told you so.” 
 
    She lifted onto her tippy toes to give me another kiss, unable to control her wide smile even when she teased, “Well maybe you can pick up where Miss. Cleo left off once you’re done boxing. Since you wanna be a psychic and what not.” 
 
    I shook my head with another laugh, resting my arms on her shoulders then my forehead against hers as she wrapped her arms around my waist. And I was grinning nearly as hard as she was by the time I replied, “Nah. I think I’ll just be a stay-at-home dad. Raise little Princess Lattimore while you’re out here being young Robin Roberts and shit.”  
 
    “We are not naming her that,” Bella squealed loud enough for everyone to hear as she pulled her head away.  
 
    But I pulled her right back in, her hands digging into my lower back as I rocked her in an embrace and offered, “Middle name then. Gotta continue the royal tradition.” … or better yet, bring some good back into the royal tradition.  
 
    Before she could offer a rebuttal, Gina leaned in nearby, sticking her finger up as she said, “If I may put a name in the running, I hear Gina is becoming popular again.” 
 
    I turned out of our hold, still keeping my arm around my girl’s shoulder when I replied, “Nah, Bella already knows what it is.” 
 
    “Bella doesn’t know a damn thing besides the fact that she wants her daughter to be taken seriously when her resume slides across someone’s desk,” she replied with enough snark to make me giggle.  
 
    Still, I tried to plead my case, looking over at her as I reasoned, “The world will be different by the time she’s that age, B. Hell, the world is already different now. I mean, there’s some mighty fine Princess’s out there.” 
 
    “You would know, wouldn’t you?” she asked with a roll of her eyes; something I knew better than to take the bait on.  
 
    There was no way in hell I was getting into a petty argument on such a special day. So I played it cool, squeezing her shoulder a little tighter as I answered, “I’ve lived a life, sure. But you’re my world now. Everything I need is right here and… here.”  
 
    With my hand on her belly, there wasn’t much she could say. But of course, being the determined individual that she was, she still found a way to get back at me when she covered her hand with mine and said, “Oh yeah? Well we’ll see if you still feel that way in a few months when “here” is crying bloody murder at three in the morning.”  
 
    & 
 
    “This really is a cute picture of me, Princeton. You have a good eye. Maybe you can be a photographer when you’re done boxing.” 
 
    While I couldn’t have agreed more with Bella who was looking at the picture I had taken of her for Instagram for what had to have been the thousandth time, I also couldn’t ignore her shady little remark, shaking my head with a chuckle as I replied, “Damn, B. The end of my career can’t come soon enough for you, huh?” 
 
    She had made her feelings about me boxing known on plenty of occasions, especially since finding out about the baby. But that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to act as if this was her first time saying anything, shrugging as she answered, “I’m just sayin’. Giving you options. No harm in that, right?” 
 
    “Besides the fact that I’ll probably have another fight before the baby is born… nah, no harm at all,” I replied with a shrug of my own, cringing once I saw my response register on Bella’s face. 
 
    “Another fight before the baby is born? You do realize we’re already halfway through this thing, right?” she asked with a hand on her belly for emphasis; the belly that seemed to be growing by the day even though Bella had only gained a few extra pounds.  
 
    In fact, I was sure I had already gained more than her just trying to keep up with her appetite, all the reason more for me to answer, “Of course, B. But the reality is, my work doesn’t stop for pregnancies. If they have a fight for me, I have to take it.” 
 
    “Or you could say no because you’re a grown ass man who makes his own decisions,” she said without looking at me, knowing good and well her suggestion wasn’t really a viable option. 
 
    But even if she didn’t, I had no problem breaking it down for her when I added, “I’m also a grown ass man who has a family to take care of which means I need an income. And how do I get that income? I fight.” 
 
    “But you also have plenty of endorsements. Why can’t you just live off those checks until baby girl is like… eighteen?” 
 
    Since we both knew my boxing career would be well over by the time our baby got that age, I couldn’t help but laugh, snuggling up next to her in the bed as I explained, “Endorsements only stay active as long as I stay active, Bella.” 
 
    Still, my girl wasn’t backing down, blocking my hold as she held up a hand to reply, “Not true. Shaq has tons of endorsements and he hasn’t seen a court in years. Then there’s Brett Favre, Peyton Manning, George Foreman...” 
 
    “You’ve been doing research or somethin’?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued at how quickly she’d been able to rattle off names regardless of how famous they were.  
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised when she peeked over to fire back, “Is that really a question?” 
 
    Sitting up straight, I pulled her into my chest, a move she resisted but eventually settled into so that I could tell her, “Look, B. I love the way you look out for me, I swear I do. But I need you to chill on this, aight?” 
 
    It was already enough for me to be contemplating my next move, ready to give up boxing just a few days ago after dealing with my father’s situation while also itching to get back in the gym right this second. The last thing I needed was Bella on my back about it too, though that didn’t mean she was completely ready to give up, groaning through clenched teeth, “I. Can’t. Chill.” 
 
    “Bella, please?” I asked just as her phone began to ring in her hand, the unfamiliar number enough to get her out of bed though I didn’t particularly want to let her go. 
 
    But with her freelance career taking off like a rocket, she had been fielding phone calls left and right, something I didn’t want to get in the way of, even when she turned back to whisper, “We’re not done talking about this…” 
 
    “Oh yes we are,” I said more to myself than her as she left the room, her signature sweet and peppy response in the distance as she accepted the call enough to make me smile as I thought about being on the other end of one of those calls not too long ago. But so much had changed since then. I had gone from using an interview as bait just to see what she was about to having my world turned completely upside down with a baby to show for it. And while that might’ve freaked anyone else out, the truth was, I had never been happier.  
 
    My smile was full as hell by the time Bella made it back into the room wearing the exact opposite, her eyes blank as I teased, “Damn. Must’ve been one hell of a bill collector that’s got you frowning so tough.” 
 
    My words were enough to snap her out of the daze as she brushed me off to reply, “Just someone… for work. Now what were we talking about?” 
 
    “We were talking about how you’re gonna keep your little nose out of my career until I figure out my next move,” I reminded her, trying to make it clear that this was something I had to do for myself.  
 
    To my surprise, she actually went with it, plopping back onto the bed as she agreed, “Fine. Whatever. But this isn’t the last you’ll hear about it. Just wait until I get some real facts. You’re getting a full blown PowerPoint presentation, boxing brain simulation, all that.” 
 
    Even though I had a feeling she was serious, I still managed to tease, “Nah. You’ll be too famous by then to really worry about me. I mean, who you got up next anyway? The Super bowl Champ, right?” 
 
    Bella’s face instantly lit up when she gushed, “The Super bowl Champ and his former Olympic Gold Medalist Track bae.” 
 
    “See what I mean. That’s way bigger than dealing with little ol’ me.” 
 
    She quickly brushed me off, reaching over to the nightstand to grab the serum she used religiously as she said, “Boy, please. There is nothing little about you. Like… absolutely nothing. And I know you got some crazy genes from your father, but your mother must not be too far behind.” 
 
    I shrugged, taking the bottle from her hand when I said, “Actually, she wasn’t the biggest lady. Maybe a little taller than you.” 
 
    “What was her name again?” she asked just as I squirted a little into my hands, rubbing it together between my palms as a lump grew in my throat from just thinking about my mom.  
 
    Naturally, I wondered where she was, if she knew about my career or had avoided boxing all together, if she was safe, if she was… alive. I swallowed hard so that I could push out, “Lucinda. Lucinda Lattimore. I don’t know if she still goes by that though.” 
 
    I honestly couldn’t have blamed her for dropping the Lattimore name knowing firsthand what came with it. But while I was caught up on the last name, Bella was caught up on the first, turning towards me to ask, “Wait… Princeton, you really named your dog after your mom?” 
 
    “Kinda. Not really. Coincidence, I guess,” I answered with a shrug as I slipped my hands beneath the t-shirt I had given her to sleep in to apply the serum.  
 
    Still, my focus being on that didn’t stop Bella’s from being elsewhere when she said, “Bullshit. You did that on purpose.” 
 
    My hands went stiff, for whatever reason feeling embarrassed - or just a little too seen - as I told her, “So maybe I did. What’s the big deal?” 
 
    “It’s not a big deal, Princeton. Just a... surprise, that’s all,” she replied, though the giddy smile on her face said otherwise as if she really wanted to tease me. 
 
    I gave her an opportunity to get it out of her system when I asked, “Now you probably think I’m soft or somethin’, huh?” 
 
    But to my surprise, her face only scrunched as she suggested, “Soft and Princeton Lattimore don’t even belong in the same sentence. Sweet, maybe. But soft? Nah, I know better. My man is as tough as they come in more ways than one with plenty of accolades to show for it.” 
 
    “Damn. Rubbing on you while you’re stroking my ego like that definitely got me hard as hell now,” I told her with a nod towards the tent in my shorts she had created with just a few words.  
 
    The way she pulled her lip between her teeth in response only seemed to make it worse. And while I wasn’t necessarily expecting it, I shouldn’t have been surprised when Bella knew how to give me exactly what I needed, pulling my shorts back far enough to relieve it and palming my dick in her other hand as she groaned, “Well in that case, why are we still talking?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Eight- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    My leg wouldn’t stop shaking, my hand against my belly the only thing to bring me any relief, though even she managed to catch me off-guard with a kick right against my bladder. But maybe she could sense that I needed a distraction, anything to take my mind off the woman who’d be showing up to meet me for the coffee I couldn’t drink any minute now. 
 
    It took everything in my being to keep this meeting from Princeton, though he wasn’t quite immune from being affected if things were to go haywire. But being the middleman was a role I was more than willing to take on to protect him from getting his feelings hurt even if she hadn’t seemed too concerned about him in her phone call.  
 
    This was all about her grandbaby. 
 
    There was a shift in the air that told me she had arrived, though I was slow to peek over my shoulder to check. And once I did, she was a lot closer than I thought she’d be as if she had recognized me right away while I found myself trying to take her all in with this being my first time seeing her outside of the few pictures Princeton kept around his house.  
 
    But there was no mistaking those piercing, hazel brown eyes. Eyes my baby would more than likely inherit since they were so prominent on both her and her son. But considering he hadn’t seen her in person in so long, I wondered if her son even knew that to be true as I stood up to greet her, extending my hand that she blew past for a hug as if we were already familiar.  
 
    I accepted the hug without truly giving one back. And when she pulled away, I could already see the tears forming in her eyes as she finally acknowledged me by name. “You are even prettier in person, Bella.”  
 
    While I wasn’t one to usually take compliments from anyone without blushing, I was way too uneasy to feel any true warmth about it, instead putting my hand to my stomach as I replied, “Thank you. It’s uh… nice to meet you, Lucinda.”  
 
    “Call me Lucy. Please,” she insisted, making me smirk as I thought about connecting the dots between her and Princeton’s dog just a week ago. Though back then, I had no idea I’d be meeting the inspiration in the flesh. 
 
    It all started with a phone call from Chris; a number I no longer had saved in my phone since he had become completely irrelevant. He gave his usual small talk, which really only annoyed me even more since he had no reason to be contacting me. But just when I was on the verge of cursing him out, he told me some lady had been calling the office all afternoon and evening desperate to find me after she discovered I was once associated with the blog through Google.  
 
    She claimed to have important information for me, a story I’d want to hear, and since I had never been one to turn down a lead, I took her name and number along with the surprising apology from Chris that followed. Then the next day, I gave L. Patterson a call, only to discover she was really the Lucinda Lattimore Princeton had spoken about, choosing to go by her first initial and maiden name to keep things discreet until she got in touch with me.  
 
    I could appreciate her staying mostly private since I could only imagine how quick Chris would’ve been to jump on a story about her for Fullest Disclosure. But now that I was here, face-to-face with the woman who I honestly had mixed feelings about, I really didn’t know what to say.  
 
    Still, that didn’t stop her from trying to kick up a conversation, her smile pleasant as she said, “You’ve grown since that picture Princeton shared on the internet.” 
 
    “I have,” I replied with a nod, using my water as an escape to not have to say more.  
 
    “And you look so healthy. When I was pregnant with Princeton, I couldn’t stay out of the hospital,” she said with a strained look as if the painful memories were coming back to her. 
 
    While I knew more than she probably realized, I decided to keep it short when I replied, “I can imagine.” 
 
    “Have you been…”  
 
    The small talk was killing me enough to cut her off, holding my hand up as I said, “I’m sorry. I really don’t mean to be rude, but… why did you go looking for me? Why did you want to meet with me and not Princeton?” 
 
    It seemed strange for her to have made such an effort to find me without first reaching out to the one she actually shared blood with.  And even though I felt bad for asking once I saw the somber reaction on her face, I did my best to keep mine neutral as I listened to her explain, “It’s been… painful, to watch my son grow up from a distance. But I’ve done it with my head held high because it was much better than not being able to do it at all with the both of us six feet under if I would’ve tried to take him with me. And while even that decision was beyond difficult to make since it meant leaving my baby with that… monster, I refuse to let him keep me away from my grandchild as well.”  
 
    “He had a stroke,” I blurted from nowhere, almost positive that was the last thing she cared to hear about the person she had just described as a monster. 
 
    But I was surprised to see her express even an ounce of empathy when she replied, “That’s… very unfortunate. I wish him a speedy recovery.”  
 
    We both fell quiet, Lucy staring out into the distance as I sipped my water watching her, noticing the similarities between her and her son. But just the thought of him had me blurting out yet another thing I probably should’ve kept to myself once I saw the way she tensed up in response.  
 
    “Is what Princeton said about him true? That he… hurt you?” 
 
    Her eyes were tight with tears as she leaned into the table to answer, “Sir Kingfield didn’t just “hurt” me, Bella. He scarred me. For life. Completely destroyed the only thing I had in my pride and took away the best thing that ever happened to me in my baby boy. But you know what? I still have my life and Princeton still has his. I can still see my son doing well from afar, following in the good parts of his father’s footsteps with his boxing career, starting what is sure to be a beautiful family with you…” 
 
    “All these years, Lucy. How’d you stay away from him for all these years?” I asked, the tears in her eyes turning into the tears in our eyes as I expressed the hurt I knew Princeton carried with him every day even when he tried to keep it under wraps.  
 
    But when Lucy dropped her head, I could tell Princeton wasn’t the only one carrying that pain as she replied, “It was a lot harder in the beginning, especially when I was trying to rebuild my life on my own. But eventually I grew numb, started using the internet and social media to get my fix just like everyone else. Then I saw the picture of you, carrying my grandchild, and I couldn’t… I couldn’t stay away anymore. I had to know her, had to know you, had to… thank you in person, for giving him the love I haven’t been there to give.” 
 
    I nodded in understanding, my apprehension dissipating the longer I stared at her and recognized that her message was coming from such a genuine place. It wasn’t right that Sir Kingfield had put her in such an unfair predicament, wasn’t fair that she couldn’t have more of a relationship with the person she was responsible for bringing into the world. And while I couldn’t even imagine being placed in the same situation, I had a feeling she would appreciate hearing, “He still thinks about you, you know. Still… wonders about you. And I never understood how he could be raised by someone so cold and still find it in his heart to give me love; give us love. But now I do. He gets that from you.”  
 
    With her lip pulled between her teeth, obviously fighting back more tears, I watched as she dug through her purse before pushing a slip of paper my way.  
 
    “What’s this?” I asked as I picked it up, immediately noticing how old it was according to the faded print and ruffled edges.  
 
    “That… is the check Sir Kingfield wrote me all those years ago to stay away from him and Princeton; to keep me quiet. It came with a threat on my life that I knew he would back up since he had already come close enough on plenty occasions. But I never cashed it, Bella. I couldn’t.”  
 
    Having the check in my hand only made me angrier, knowing the depths King had went to to keep her at bay. But such tangible information also had me curious enough to ask, “Why didn’t you take him to court? Or press charges against him?” 
 
    “You’re a journalist, correct?” she asked, waiting for me to nod before she continued,  “So you know exactly what happens to women like me. We rarely get justice, we never truly “win”.  We get ridiculed, picked apart, our reputations destroyed, treated like we’ve done something wrong by taking on one of America’s beloved heroes even though we’re the victim, treated like we somehow deserved it. And while there may not have been all the social media and such that you have now back then, people were just as nasty, just as accusatory.” 
 
    The truth to her words had my chest heavy, especially since I had plenty of colleagues who truly got a high off of doing exactly what she had described. And I suppose I was so in my own head about it that Lucy decided to make it crystal clear for me when she said, “I was given a choice, Bella. My life and that check, or… a fight I knew I wouldn’t win. So I chose.”  
 
    Once again, I could only nod, accepting her confession without the judgment I came into the meeting with. And while I wished having her be a part of baby’s girl life was as simple as picking between being called, “Grandma” or “Nana”, I knew there was still one more piece to this missing. “I… wouldn’t want to keep you away from your grandchild, Lucy. But I hope you understand that I’d like to discuss this with Princeton first.”  
 
    This time, it was her nodding. “Of course! And now that I know Sir Kingfield is in no condition to make good on that threat, I’d be willing to do the same,” she replied with a laugh that made me a little uneasy since I knew it came from such a sad place.  
 
    Still, I managed to keep my face pleasant when I said, “I’ll be sure to let him know. And thank you… for sharing your story with me.” 
 
    As a journalist, her history was definitely intriguing. But on a basic human-to-human level, I was especially drawn to her triumphs; her survival. And that was a highlight for her as well, for obvious reasons, as she replied, “Glad to still be alive to tell it, Bella. Thank you for meeting with me, for listening, for believing. Oh, and I got a gift for the baby. I’m sorry, I just couldn’t help myself.”  
 
    I hadn’t noticed it when she came in, but there was a bright pink bag full of more than just a single gift; a sign that Lucinda was quite excited about the baby I hoped Princeton would be okay with letting her meet.  
 
    In my opinion, she deserved it. 
 
    But since it wasn’t solely up to me, I offered, “Thank you, Lucy. I’ll be in touch.” This time, accepting the hug she pulled me into and giving her a genuine one in return before parting ways.  
 
    For a while after, I just sat in my car trying to piece and package together  all of the information she had given me in a way that I could deliver it to Princeton. I didn’t want to upset or alarm him, but I also knew there really wasn’t anyway around it. So instead of holding onto the news, trying to make it perfect, I used the fresh energy of our conversation to head over to the gym, ready to get it off of my chest and leave the rest up to him. 
 
    When I walked into the gym, I was surprised to see a wheelchair-bound Sir Kingfield delivering training orders like he hadn’t been in a hospital bed not too long ago. But just the sight of him also gave me mixed emotions, from angry to disgusted to plain out sad. And while his condition - and mine - was enough for me to not take it out on him in a physical way, interrupting his session was plenty to show my blatant disrespect, even when a concerned Princeton asked, “B, what’s up? Something wrong?” 
 
    My face was stiff and my voice was sharp as I crossed my arms over my chest and demanded, “We need to talk. Now.”  
 
    “Can it wait?” he asked, swiping at the sweat that was dripping from his forehead. 
 
    While I respected his work, once I peeked over to Sir Kingfield who looked just as disgusted with me as I was with him, I replied, “It can’t. Not even a second.”  
 
    Of course that only upset his father even more as he snapped, “Boy, you have got to be shittin’ me! You’re still lettin’ this broad come between you and boxing?!” 
 
    “Pops, chill…” Princeton groaned, trying to diffuse yet another inevitable confrontation between us.  
 
    But his attempt at calming his father did nothing to calm me, growing even more furious when I said, “Nah, let Pops dig himself into an even deeper hole since that’s exactly what he threatened to do to you and your mother if she didn’t disappear!” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You crazy bitch…” 
 
    His father’s harsh words might’ve stumbled me in the past. But I refused to let him win, continuing on, “I’m sorry, Princeton. But you deserve to know the truth. That this demon wrote your mother a check to go away so he could have you all to himself. And if she hadn’t left, or if she would’ve tried taking you with her, he would’ve killed the both of you.”  
 
    My chest was heaving by the time I finished. And while Sir Kingfield’s eyes were burning into me like lasers, his son’s were even tighter when he asked him, “Pops, is that true?” 
 
    To me, his reaction was enough to answer that question. But I shouldn’t have been surprised when he tried to discredit me by replying, “I don’t know who this girl’s been getting her information from. But if she was as good of a journalist as she claims to be, she’d know to at least find credible sources.” 
 
    “Credible sources like your ex-wife? The woman you gave this check to?” I asked, pulling the paper out of the pocket of my purse that I had left it in.  
 
    I wasn’t sure why Lucinda wanted me to have it, but I was glad I did once I watched the way Sir Kingfield’s eyes went wide in response knowing he was officially caught up in his lies. But that still didn’t mean I was completely in the clear as Princeton growled, “Man, you need to get the fuck outta here.”  
 
    For a second, I thought he was talking to me until his father replied, “Aww come on, Prince. You really gonna let this…” 
 
    “I said, you need to go!” he belted loud enough to make me jump, my eyes falling closed as I tried to calm myself. And when I finally opened them back up, I found Sir Kingfield struggling to wheel himself out, a sight that might’ve pleased me if I didn’t have to deal with the aftermath.  
 
    I had a feeling Princeton needed a moment to digest the information, but that still didn’t stop me from attempting to soothe him, reaching out to stroke his arm as I said, “Princeton, I’m so sorry. I didn’t know he’d be here.” 
 
    Unfortunately, my words and actions only seemed to make things worse as he snatched away from my touch, his expression even more troubled than before when he asked, “Why’d you do this, Bella? Why’d you go digging for this shit, huh? What is this even for? Another one of your stupid write-ups?”  
 
    “What?” was the only thing that came out, completely caught off-guard by his attack, unable to even make sense of where it was coming from until he continued, “The other day you asked about her. For her name. I didn’t think anything of it, but now I know. You were on some journalistic bullshit.” 
 
    My face was almost as tight as his when I repeated, “Journalistic bullshit? Are you kidding me right now?” 
 
    “You shouldn’t have done that, Bella! You went too fuckin’ far! I never asked you to dig into my past more than you already have, never asked for any proof of what I already knew to be true. But you did it anyway! You crossed the line, and for what? A story? How much you gonna get paid for this one, huh?” he asked, his heavy steps towards me intimidating enough for me to step back in avoidance.  
 
    But when he still continued his pursuit, I crossed my arms over my chest to create space between us as I huffed, “Wow. You really think I’d do that to you? That I’d… completely violate your privacy, for a story?”  
 
    “Ain’t that how I got you? Anything for an exclusive, right?” he asked, looking down at me with an expression so arrogant that I almost didn’t recognize him.  
 
    In fact, it reminded me of something his father would do, making me sick enough to stab him in the chest with my finger as I shouted, “Lucinda reached out to me, Princeton! She was the one who got in touch with me, wanted to meet with me, wants to have a relationship with her grandchild; our baby! And you really think I went through all that for a fuckin’ story? No. I went through that to protect you! To protect your feelings even though you clearly don’t give a damn about mine!”  
 
    “Bella…” 
 
    I was already digging through my purse for the number I had taken down days ago while I continued, “If you think I’m lying, you can ask her yourself. But I don’t have to take this verbal pounding from you. I did absolutely nothing wrong and neither did she.” 
 
    “You don’t understand, Bella! He put me through hell when she left us! I caught every beating she didn’t! Even if he framed it as toughening me up for the sport, I still suffered so fuckin’ much because of her, man. Because of them.” 
 
    Seeing Princeton brought to tears had me wanting to forget every hurtful thing he had said just so that I could comfort him, my heart strings tugged in the worst way since I knew there was nothing but truth to his words. But I also knew it wasn’t fair for me to have to accept the wrath that wasn’t even truly for me.  
 
    This was bigger than me, wasn’t even my problem to solve. And while it hurt me to be used as a scapegoat, and especially hurt me to see him hurt, I had no choice but to leave, dropping his mother’s number on the stool nearby as I told him, “Well I suggest you take that up with your parents. Because attacking me, the person who’s always been in your corner, is no longer an option.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    Training was the only thing keeping me sane. Though even that - being in the gym, period - was stirring up sick feelings as I replayed the day before in my head for the hundredth time. An interruption to my training that turned into an interruption to my life.  
 
    Bella and I were good. 
 
    We were happy, thriving, in love and falling deeper, especially as we watched our baby grow inside of her day-to-day. But now everything had been thrown out of whack thanks to my mother popping out from whatever rock she had been hiding under in hopes of having a relationship with her grandchild; deliberately skipping past building any relationship with me as if I wasn’t the one who connected the two. 
 
    None of which was Bella’s fault.  
 
    I knew that now, and maybe knew it then too after she broke it down to me. But I had to let her go, feeling too guilty about turning my baggage into our baggage, feeling too guilty for allowing her to get caught in the crossfire when she was only trying to help; only trying to protect me.  
 
    And she was right.  
 
    Attacking her when my fury should’ve been towards my parents - my father, in particular - wasn’t fair. Taking out my pain on her didn’t make any sense when I now had access to both people who had caused it in the first place. And while I had grown numb to my father’s part in this over the years, knowing the extent he had gone to to keeping my mother away only made it all real again; only took me back to those days I had tried my hardest to forget. 
 
    Since I knew doing to him what he had done to us back then wouldn’t bring me any true satisfaction, I took it out on the punching bag, impressing Tony who had no idea what had occurred. In fact, he was so amused by how hard I was working that he found himself laughing, shaking his head as he said, “Whew. I feel sorry for the next mothafucka who gets in your way.” 
 
    To be honest, I wasn’t sure if that would be a sanctioned fight or just a run-in with one of my parents. But for now, it didn’t matter, a mash of the two in my head as I let out all my frustration to the point that hot tears were threatening to come out of my eyes. Or maybe they had already come out, mixed in with the sweat I had worked up from the past two hours we had been at it.  
 
    The way Tony’s reaction changed from amused to concerned told me they weren’t mixed as well as I originally thought, tightening his hold on the bag as he said, “Yo, P. What’s the matter with you, man?” 
 
    “Everything, Tony. Every-fuckin’-thing,” I replied, emphasizing my words with harder punches that I hoped would exhaust me even more than I already was.  
 
    But instead of letting me run myself completely into the ground, Tony stood in front of the bag, catching me by the gloves to suggest, “How about we take a break?”  
 
    I knew stopping for even a minute would be long enough for me to be flooded with all of the emotional bullshit lingering around me. So instead of accepting his offer, I plastered on what I hoped was a convincing smile when I told him, “I’m good, Tony. I don’t need a break. Let’s work.” 
 
    “Prince…”  
 
    “I said I don’t need a break, Tony! I wanna train! Let me train, man,” I pleaded, quickly breaking out of whatever facade I called myself putting up. But if there was any person I trusted to let me have the moment I didn’t even realize I needed, it was him.  
 
    He wrapped an arm around my shoulder, leading me over to the stools as he said, “Prince, I got you, aight? Let’s just take a break.”  
 
    I plopped down on one of the stools as Tony pulled the other over closer for himself while asking, “Now tell me. What’s got you all in a rut?” 
 
    A knot grew in my throat as I tried to find the words, tried to find the right place to start, tried to catch my damn breath. And while I knew the story in its entirety was a complicated one, I also knew exactly what had been the first domino to fall. “My mom reached out to Bella.” 
 
    Tony seemed just as surprised to hear it as I had been, his face scrunched when he asked, “Lucinda? She’s still around, huh?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Apparently. Met up with Bella talking about she wants a relationship with her grandchild.”  
 
    My curiosity had been running wild since I first found out about it, wondering how it had all played out, what exactly she had shared, if there was any motive beyond just wanting to know our baby girl. But Tony wasn’t quite there yet, instead asking, “And how did Miss. Bella feel about that?” 
 
    The question only made me feel worse since, “I… don’t even know, honestly. We didn’t get that far. She came into the gym to tell me while King was here, and… I’m sure you can imagine how that went.” 
 
    Kicking my father out of the gym, even in poor health, wasn’t something I considered an option since it was really the only thing that had saved me from catching a case with Bella as a witness. And while her still being around afterward only put her in the path of my anger, I knew it was better than my daughter not having her father around and my mugshot being front page news. 
 
    Or maybe it wasn’t.  
 
    Either way, I didn’t get a chance to dwell on my own wrongdoings since Tony was still busy acknowledging my father’s. “It’s a damn shame that not even a health scare was enough to knock some sense into his ass.” 
 
    “Did you know he paid her to go and stay away?” I blurted, that detail sitting on my chest the heaviest.  
 
    “You’re shittin’ me…” he muttered more to himself than me, proving that part of it had truly been kept under wraps. But even if my father had tried to deny it, there was nothing like tangible evidence to prove otherwise.  
 
    “Bella showed us the check. My mom never cashed it,” I told Tony, for whatever reason finding comfort in the fact that she hadn’t actually used what I considered dirty money. 
 
    Still, that didn’t stop Tony from believing the same thing I had when he replied, “I always assumed she had just left on her own cause she was tired of taking his shit.” 
 
    “If you knew she was taking his shit, knew she was reaching a breaking point, why didn’t you stop him, Tony? You say he’s like a brother to you. Brothers check brothers when they know they’re fuckin’ up.”  
 
    My inaction could easily be blamed on the fact that I was a child, but Tony was grown through the whole ordeal. And not only was he grown, but he was very much capable of taking my father on, capable of calling him out on his bullshit.  
 
    Once again, I found myself trying to blame everyone else instead of the culprit himself, though I appreciated Tony keeping it real when he answered, “Honestly, I don’t have an answer for that today. But I sure wish I would’ve done more looking back. I suppose I thought I was doing the right thing by sticking around so he couldn’t do what he did to her to you.” 
 
    “What you mean?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued as I waited for him to explain. 
 
    He released a heavy sigh, clasping his hands in front of him as he started, “King has always been known for taking things too far; getting so wrapped up in his own head, his own vision, that he doesn’t even realize everything he’s destroying in the process. And that shit worked well for boxing since, hell… that’s kind of the point. But then he tried applying that same logic to his relationships. And once I saw him do what he did to Lucy, I knew I didn’t want the same thing to happen to you.”  
 
    I could only nod as he continued, “Now I can’t say I was always there to save you, and maybe I should’ve done more. But after your mom left, I made it my mission to keep an eye out for you in any way I could, even if that meant being holed up in this gym with you day after day.”  
 
    “Damn. And I thought you actually enjoyed training me,” I replied with a little chuckle, desperate for even the smallest hint of relief.  
 
    Tony seemed to appreciate it as well, smiling when he said, “Oh, don’t get me wrong. I definitely get a kick out of bringing your big ass to your knees after a good, hard session. But there’s a lot of people who could’ve done that for you. I’m here because I care about you, P. I wanna see you succeed in everything, including being a good man and partner to Bella.” 
 
    Her name alone was enough for me to tense back up since I knew the trail of dominoes were all resting on her, the last to fall, caught in a path she didn’t belong. And while her pregnancy had been “easy” compared to most, knowing I had added stress that could affect not only her health but our baby’s as well really messed with me. But for now, I could only sigh as I told him, “Welp. Already fucked that up.”  
 
    “How bad is the damage?”  
 
    “If she wasn’t pregnant with my child, she’d probably want nothing to do with me. And hell, that might still be true even though she is pregnant with my child,” I replied, the visual of her storming out of the gym forever stamped in my memory. 
 
    Tony tried to put me at ease when he patted my knee and reasoned, “Hurt people hurt people, P. And you’ve been hurting for a very long time; longer than you probably realize.” 
 
    While I knew there was a lot of truth to his words, even that wasn’t enough to convince me as I replied, “That’s still not an excuse. She didn’t deserve that. I took shots I didn’t even mean cause I was just… mad.” 
 
    “So you know what you need to do to make it right then. But the only way it’ll stick is if you also take steps to heal yourself. Otherwise apologies will just become a part of your cycle.” 
 
    With that one I sat back, bringing my still-wrapped hand to my mouth as I processed his words, processed the fact that apologies had already become a part of the cycle even if they were usually in reaction to my father’s bullshit. But my father’s bullshit could easily turn into my own, a cycle I definitely wanted no parts of. And for that to happen, I knew exactly what I needed to do to take those steps Tony had spoken about.  
 
    I needed to talk to my mom.  
 
    & 
 
    Standing on her doorstep was surreal. The fact that she was on the other side, only a few steps away for the first time in well over a decade, enough to have my palms sweaty and my anxiety sky high. And while I considered turning around, getting back in my car and driving home, I knew this was something I had to do if I expected to get my life back on track.  
 
    So before I could run away like a coward, I pressed the doorbell, keeping my hood low as I peeked out towards her neighborhood that reminded me of my own while waiting for her to come to the door. But just because I was waiting didn’t mean I was fully prepared for the moment she actually pulled it open, fully prepared to see the eyes that looked just like my own or the different ways the years had aged her from her now graying hair to the extra creases in her face when she smiled and said my name. 
 
    “Princeton… come in. Please.”  
 
    I kept my hands in the pockets of my hoodie as I ducked into her front door, surprised to see framed clippings from my career covering the walls of her hallway. There was everything from my Golden Gloves days to my most recent fight with Boston, even pictures that included the man who had caused us both a lot of pain as we celebrated my victories. But knowing she had kept up with my career somehow made me feel closer to her, like I could get right to the point of this visit instead of spending time catching up. And that was exactly what I did once we made it to her kitchen, not even the familiar smell of freshly-baked snickerdoodle cookies enough to stop me from asking the question that had haunted me for years. 
 
    “Where have you been?” 
 
    To know she was still around, still in the same city as me, probably shopping at the same grocery stores that I did and strolling the same trails that I ran every morning only made me feel more uneasy since that meant she had deliberately stayed away, deliberately avoided me. And even now, she didn’t stop plating the cookies, avoiding my eyes as she answered, “In the shadows watching you become a superstar. I’m so proud of you, son.”  
 
    For whatever reason, her approval still held weight, maybe because it was something I didn’t get very often from my father. But just thinking about him was enough for me to say, “A lot of time has passed, a lot has changed, you could’ve accessed me without going through him. Why didn’t you... try?”  
 
    While I hadn’t been able to get much detail on the circumstances Bella had described, I still had a hard time understanding what had kept her away long after the fact when I could’ve protected us both, when her life was no longer in danger. And it didn’t exactly bring me any relief when she replied, “You seemed to be doing so well without me that I… I didn’t think it mattered to you if I was around or not. Didn’t think you cared so much.” 
 
    “I’ve always cared!” I shouted in response, my fist clenching as I attempted to calm myself down so that I could continue, “You… you left me, Ma. You left me in a dangerous situation with a man you knew wasn’t shit!”  
 
    She smacked her hands against the counter in front of me as she yelled back, “I didn’t have a choice, Princeton! Our lives were on the line, and it was my word against his.” Then she rounded the counter, bringing her hand to my cheek as she added, “ I didn’t just make that decision for me. I made that decision for us. And look at you now, baby. You’re on covers, in commercials, killing the game and on top of the world with a child of your own on the way. You didn’t need me for any of that.” 
 
    “But I did, Ma. I’m still putting up with his shit on my own to this day, still trying to keep it all together, still trying to give a love I know nothing about and learning how to accept that love in return. I needed you, Ma. I still need you,” I confessed directly into her eyes, pouring out feelings I didn’t even realize I was carrying until they spilled from my lips. 
 
    But it was the truth. Even in her absence, I still needed her guidance, still needed her to balance out my father’s tough love with her genuine kind. Still craved her presence, her warmth, her… hugs. 
 
    As if she had read my mind, she pulled me into one, my head resting against her frail shoulder as she rocked back and forth while saying, “I’m so sorry, Princeton. I had no idea. I figured King had already filled your head with enough lies about me that it didn’t matter to you if I was even still breathing. But that grandbaby? He wasn’t keeping me away from her.”  
 
    I pulled my head away so that I could mention, “And that only hurt my feelings even more. That you’d skip right over your absence in my life as if I don’t need you just as much as she does.”  
 
    “I didn’t know, Princeton. I swear I didn’t know,” she whispered, a new wave of tears springing from her eyes as she ran her hand against my cheek once again.  
 
    I was fresh out of tears to shed with her, but I still held a knot in my throat when I replied, “I didn’t know either. All those things Bella shared, the check, I can’t blame you for what you did.”  
 
    “I only did what I thought was best for the both of us at the time. And look at us now, son. I’m safe and sound. You have a successful career and a beautiful woman who adores you. And you’re having a baby. That’s a blessing in itself.” 
 
    Just the thought of Bella and the baby was enough to bring a smile to my face, even if we were on rocky terms. But regardless of the current state of our relationship, that didn’t stop me from telling my mom, “I’m glad you reached out to her.” 
 
    She was already busy dabbing away at her tears with a towel when she replied, “I’m glad she took me up on it. She really cares about you, Princeton. I can see it in her eyes, hear it in the way she talks about you. And while I may have been a fool for love in my own life, I still know what it looks like.” 
 
    Even if she hadn’t been around long, my mother had already picked up on nothing but facts; things that only made me feel guiltier about reacting the way I had to this news. And while I wouldn’t have believed you a week ago if you would’ve told me I’d be having this conversation with her of all people, it felt right to admit, “Sometimes I feel like… like I don’t even deserve her. She’s been nothing but good to me when I haven’t always been the same to her.” 
 
    Instead of asking questions, she kept it simple, putting a hand to my shoulder when she suggested, “Well it sounds to me like you have a situation to rectify. If you don’t feel like you deserve her, then you need to get your shit together. Fix it before someone else swoops in ready to play stepdaddy, because believe me, men find pregnant women very attractive.”  
 
    While the idea of Bella moving on - the idea of another nigga raising my child - made me sick to my stomach even though I knew just how true that pregnancy attractiveness was since I hadn’t been able to keep my hands off her my damn self, I could only shake my head as I muttered, “Man. To have had this kind of advice five years ago…”  
 
    My mother caught my chin between her hand, lifting it to meet her eyes as she said, “I’m here now, Princeton. I’m stepping out of the shadows and standing in the sun. And I hope that you’ll allow me to not only be a part of baby girl’s life, but yours as well.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what my decision would be coming into things, wasn’t sure how I expected this whole thing to go nor what my reaction to my mother would be. But I was glad to have her back, glad to have her support. And it felt like the first step in the right direction when I replied, “Wouldn’t have it any other way.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Nine- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    “Can we talk?” 
 
    The message had been sitting on the screen of my phone for at least an hour, purposely left on read though I honestly didn’t know what to say.  
 
    Did I need to talk to him? 
 
    Probably.  
 
    Did I want to talk to him? 
 
    Not at all.  
 
    And while it might’ve been a little selfish of me to not be eager to hear him out, I knew being selfish was the only way I’d be able to protect myself; the only way I wouldn’t end up more hurt than I already felt.  
 
    It wasn’t just the fact that Princeton had accused me of chasing a story about his mother, but also that he had belittled my work; the same work he claimed to have attracted him to me in the first place. He knew my writing career meant just as much to me as boxing did to him, and he had still fixed his lips to say I was looking for “another stupid write-up” as if I had ever put out anything below my best effort.  
 
    The memory alone made me want to block his number, though I knew that wasn’t a long term solution thanks to the reminders from baby girl who had been wreaking havoc on my body as if she could sense the turmoil between her parents. But taking an internal beating from her still wasn’t enough to have me rushing to respond to his message, knowing this was a conversation I wanted to have on my own terms.  
 
    At least that was the plan until I heard his special pattern of knocks against my front door, my heart instantly pounding in response as I thought about seeing him for the first time since that dreadful day. And not just seeing him, but speaking to him face-to-face, finding the words that backed up my claims of no longer being his scapegoat even though I wanted nothing more than to be wrapped in his strong arms. 
 
    I wanted everything to be okay. 
 
    But since I knew everything being okay didn’t start with me changing my mind on a whim, I straightened up, checking my constantly-changing reflection in the mirror nearby before pulling the door open.  
 
    My tough act almost crumbled to pieces once I laid eyes on him, once I felt his always potent energy, once I heard his panicked voice say, “You didn’t respond to my text. I thought something might be wrong.”  
 
    Crossing my arms over my chest seemed like the right thing to do to prove I meant business. So that was exactly what I did, leaning against the door frame as I replied, “You could’ve called to find that out.” 
 
    He shrugged, shoving his hands in his pockets when he agreed, “I could’ve. But I was already in the neighborhood, so I figured I’d just stop by.” 
 
    “How convenient,” I muttered with a roll of my eyes, knowing good and well just how giddy I was that he had stopped by instead of calling.  
 
    But I suppose I was doing a good job of keeping up the act, which included keeping him outside of the door, his stance becoming uneasy as he pushed out, “How you feelin’? I would’ve come to your check-up, but I wasn’t sure if you wanted me there.”  
 
    Not having Princeton at my check-up felt like a glimpse into the future, only making me sadder since I hadn’t envisioned doing any of this alone. But I had to stay strong, had to do what was required regardless of his participation; the participation I greatly desired even when I answered, “I’m fine. Baby is also fine. Anything else?” 
 
    With his hand against the back of his neck, he pushed out another uneasy breath before he answered, “I uh… I talked to my mom. She confirmed everything you said, not that I didn’t believe you in the first place...” 
 
    “That’s good for you,” I replied quickly, truly glad to hear they had reunited while also being reminded that that was what had caused things to go haywire in the first place. And by that point, Princeton was fed up with my cold shoulder enough to get to the point, saying the words I needed to hear even if I wasn’t fully ready to accept them.  
 
    “Bella, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “You should be,” I interrupted. 
 
    Though that didn’t stop him from continuing, “Coming at you that way, taking my anger out on you, it wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. You didn’t deserve that.” 
 
    “You’re right. I didn’t deserve that,” I co-signed, bouncing my leg and gnawing at my lip as I tried to stay composed.  
 
    But I quickly realized there was no use in trying to keep it all together once Princeton started, “The truth is, that entire situation led me to doing a whole lot of much-needed reflection, healing wounds I didn’t even know were still wide the hell open, having conversations that should’ve probably been had years ago. And even though I haven’t had one of the most important ones quite yet, and I honestly don’t know if I ever will, I’ve already taken steps in the right direction to becoming a better me so that I can be the best for you and the baby.” 
 
    With tears streaming down my face, I used the back of my hand to wipe at least some away so that I could share my own truth. “Princeton, I just… I can’t keep doing this back and forth thing with you. Either we’re in it together or we’re not. Either you trust me or you don’t. Either you love me or you don’t. Either you… Princeton, what the hell is this?” 
 
    My heart was thumping through my ears as I glanced down at the open ring box he was holding, a sight that blinded me and made me sick all at once since I had always envisioned being proposed to as some joyous occasion with family and friends on deck to celebrate, not in the middle of delivering an ultimatum. I always thought I’d be filled with love and burst into happy tears, not tears that came as a result of my feelings being played with and an unplanned pregnancy that had me especially hormonal. And if nothing else, I thought I’d at least have a damn manicure. But none of that being true didn’t stop Princeton from grabbing my hand as he said, “Bella, we’re in this together. I trust you, I love you, and I… wanna make it official.” 
 
    The basic elements were all there. This was a man who I loved and would do anything for, holding a ring I couldn’t have picked out better myself, ready to start a new chapter in our lives that I hoped would one day come.  
 
    But it still didn’t feel quite right.  
 
    And while it pained me to say it knowing it could ruin my chances of ever hearing those words again, for my own good, I knew I had to reply, “I… I can’t accept this, Princeton. I love you. You know that. And I know you love me too. But I need to feel that you truly have my back like I have yours before I can… be your wife.”  
 
    Seeing the disappointment on his face almost had me wishing I could take back my words. But I also knew this wasn’t just about him and his feelings. This was also about me. Though that didn’t stop him from making me feel worse about it when he released a heavy sigh before he said, “That’s not exactly how I was expecting this to go.”  
 
    “It’s just not the right time, Princeton. Not right now. There’s still so much we need to sort out before we take a huge leap like that.” 
 
    “So much we need to sort out? Like what?” he asked, his face scrunched as if a solution to our issues was really as simple as tying the knot.  
 
    But even if he didn’t see it as a big deal, I refused to let it go unacknowledged when I answered, “Like you coming for my career!” 
 
    “You know I didn’t mean that, B,” he replied, his face full of regret as he shook his head. 
 
    Still, that didn’t mean I was backing down about it, quickly reminding him, “Well you sure said it fluently as hell.”  
 
    “Bella, you know I respect everything you do, everything you write. I’ve always been your biggest fan,” he reasoned, things I had always thought to be true until he uttered those words in the heat of the moment. 
 
    So once again, I had no problem attaching an addendum to his statement when I said, “Except when you were angry. Then you suddenly turned into my biggest critic. How do I know that won’t happen again when something else goes wrong? How do I know you won’t attack me again for your father’s wrongdoings? How do I know things will truly be different moving forward?” 
 
    By the time I finished, I wasn’t even sure what kind of answer I was looking for. But I surely wasn’t expecting his response to include him stepping inside of my apartment to wipe away my fresh tears with the pad of his thumb, giving a gentle kiss to my forehead that I didn’t even know I was craving before he looked down at me to reply, “I only have my word, Bella. And I’m telling you it won’t happen again.” 
 
    My chest felt heavy and my throat felt clogged, but somehow I still managed to push out, “Well you know what you also have? Your actions. And if this is really what you want, if I’m really what you want, you’ll be willing to prove it.”  
 
    He nodded, bringing his other hand to my cheek to clasp my face between his hands before lowering his mouth to mine, doubling down on every word of his apology as he poured his all into our first kiss in what felt like weeks. And while having him back only made me want to cry more, I instead focused on everything he was communicating without words, greedily indulging in every part of his claim on my lips - on my being - before he pulled away to ask, “Good start?” 
 
    “Princeton…” I groaned, desperate for more and grateful that he knew exactly what to deliver as he used his foot to shut the door behind us then led us to my bedroom with a trail of kisses I couldn’t get enough of. And once we were there, getting rid of our clothes was a top priority, my now-undersized t-shirt and leggings loungewear working to my advantage as I yanked both off with ease while Princeton worked on his hoodie, t-shirt, and jeans. 
 
    His quick hands came to a halt once he laid eyes on me. And I immediately felt uneasy, insecure, wishing I could cover back up since the late second-trimester bulge I carried in front of me didn’t particularly make me feel sexy. But that didn’t stop Princeton from gassing me up, his glare heated when he whispered, “You are so damn beautiful.”  
 
    You would’ve thought he was complimenting the baby the way she gave an extra powerful kick in response, Princeton’s eyes going wide once he realized, “Was that what I think it was?” 
 
    I nodded, bringing my hand to cover the exact location the action had occurred just in time to feel it again, unable to hold back my smile as I thought about her being just as happy to have him back as I was. But somehow, Princeton was able to completely ignore her for the moment, catching my mouth with another kiss as he lowered me onto the bed, then slid in behind me. 
 
    His lips first went to my shoulder blade, giving a combination of kisses and nibbles that drove me wild as he pinched my especially-sensitive nipple between his fingertips while I pushed my ass against his dick.  
 
    “Damn, Bella. You tryna tell me somethin’?” he asked with a chuckle that only made me do it again, this time making my wants loud and clear.  
 
    Of course Princeton had no problem delivering exactly what I needed, sliding into me from behind with an easy plunge that filled me to the brim as his hand went straight to my clit, giving more stimulation to what was already a perfect situation. But I’d accept the bonus if it meant feeling like this, if it meant having who I knew deep down was a wonderful man in my bed making love to me. And while I wasn’t backing down on my need for him to prove himself, I would’ve been lying if I said this wasn’t a beautiful beginning to what Princeton envisioned for us in the long run.  
 
    But for now, I was staying in the moment, accepting everything Princeton was dishing out as he continued to stroke me from behind, his hand moving from my clit to my breast as he squeezed it while whispering into my ear, “I thank God for you, B. And I don’t care what I gotta do or how long it takes, I’ma make you my wife one day. You hear me?” 
 
    “Y-yessss...” I moaned, my eyes falling shut as I clasped my hand over his, making his grip on my breast even tighter.  
 
    My outward appreciation only seemed to egg him on, his voice attractively arrogant when he growled, “You want this dick for life, don’t you?” 
 
    “Y-yessss…” 
 
    His powerful strokes in combination with his slick ass mouth had me ready to explode, unable to handle both at the same time. And he still managed to take things to the next level when he breathed, “I’ma give you that and more, Bella. I promise you. You won’t want for anything, I’ma give you the world. And I’m fuckin’ you just like this every night. Can I give you this dick every night, B?” 
 
    “Oh God yes…” 
 
    It didn’t seem fair that I was already coming unglued while he still had the energy to chuckle at my response. Though the way he confessed, “I love you so much, Bella. I swear I do. And I’ma always have your back,” was no laughing matter, enough to make me cum harder than ever before; his intensity only increasing as he continued to glide in and out of me.  
 
    In fact, I was still feeling the aftershocks of my first orgasm when I tried to reply, “I….ahhh…,” Princeton shutting me up with a final blow that made us both erupt.  
 
    My breathing was heavy as Princeton’s dick continued to throb inside of me while he grunted through his own aftershocks, the warmth of his sticky release filling me making me blush since I knew I couldn’t get any more pregnant than I already was. But just the thought took me back to the carefree days I hoped we could get back to sooner than later. Get back to everything that had me confident telling Princeton, “I was trying to say I love you too, but your dick interrupted me.” 
 
    He chuckled as he pulled out of me, smacking me on the ass when he said, “It missed you just as much as I did, B. And I mean, you already turned down my proposal. The least you could do is let me start my redemption tour off with a bang.” 
 
    “Well if that’s what the opening show looks like, I can only imagine what the rest will,” I said with a smile as I fell onto my back, admiring the man who I knew had my heart even when he didn’t always know what to do with it. 
 
    But I had no doubt he would figure it out for good once he replied, “I got something to prove, Bella. And you can trust and believe, I’m not taking this opportunity for granted ever again.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    Things were finally falling back into place, and I couldn’t have been happier.  
 
    I was back in the gym for all the right reasons, Bella was back at my house working on her latest and greatest interview write-up, and even Tony was buzzing as he made his way over to me with a paper in his hand, announcing, “Looks like we got another one, P.” 
 
    “Who is it?” I asked, curious to see who my promoter had lined up for my next fight. 
 
    But I wasn’t expecting to hear the name that hadn’t been uttered in the boxing world for years. “Lights Out.” 
 
    “Scotty “Lights Out” Lewis? He’s coming out of retirement?” I asked, more amused than anything since he had sworn against it right after his last fight.  
 
    He said he jumped out early because he wanted to go out on top the way any of us did. But I knew the truth; he didn’t want to taint his undefeated record with a notch in the loss column from me. And Tony knew it as well, which only had him matching my amusement when he handed the paper my way and replied, “I guess so. Check it out.”  
 
    It didn’t take long for me to see my promoter had done his job, the fine details and the payout alone enough for me to want to sign on the dotted line ASAP. But when I saw the arrangements for when and where the fight would be, I became apprehensive.  
 
    “I don’t know about this one, Tony. I mean, training camp would cover most of Bella’s last trimester, and the fight would be right around the same time as her due date. You know I can’t miss that.”  
 
    “But do you see that number though? With a price tag like that, you’ll never have to fight again. You can set up your family for life and be there for baby girl every single day afterward. It’s not like she’ll remember being in the hospital anyway,” he said with a laugh that made me laugh too, though it wasn’t baby girl’s memory I was worried about.  
 
    It was Bella’s.  
 
    I could only imagine what her reaction would be when I told her the thing she secretly hated most was possibly going to interfere with me being there during the delivery. And while I thought about holding off on telling her until I was done for the day, I decided to call it quits a little early so I could just get it over with. Learn my fate before I got too invested in the preparation for “Lights Out”. 
 
    When I made it home, I expected to see Bella at the kitchen counter, glasses perched on her nose as she sat in front of her laptop engrossed in whatever she was working on. But instead I found her laid out on the couch in the living room, her belly and breasts both sticking straight out of her tank top as she snacked on a bag of chips and watched some trash reality TV show with Lucy at her feet. And to be honest, Lucy looked like she was into the show too, not even budging when I came in the room like she’d usually do.  
 
    It warmed my heart to see them getting along so well, a sight I knew I could get used to coming home to everyday. But since my last attempt at solidifying future plans with Bella hadn’t gone over so well, I focused on the now when I bent over the back of the couch to surprise her with a kiss.  
 
    At first, she jumped out of shock until she realized it was me, sitting up to meet my lips before she asked, “What are you doing back so early?” 
 
    “The real question is, what are you doing not working on your piece?” I asked, taking note of the black screen on her laptop meaning she hadn’t touched it in a while.  
 
    “It’s just another stupid write-up,” she muttered teasingly, still holding my little slip-up against me.  
 
    But since going down that route wasn’t even worth the trouble, I decided against letting her change the subject when I scolded, “Bella…” 
 
    This time, her voice was whiny as she said, “My creative juices just aren’t flowing today. So I decided to take a snack break with my favorite bitch, which turned into an epic binge-watch session because this couch is comfortable as hell. Now what are you doing back so early?” 
 
    I considered making it all about her, saying something slick about how I just missed her - which was true - to soften her up before I delivered the real news. But I also knew Bella was one who could always read right through my bullshit. So instead, I got straight to the point when I answered, “I’ve been offered another fight.” 
 
    “Dear God…” she groaned, bringing her hands to cover her face as if it was really the worst news she had ever gotten.  
 
    While that reaction alone might’ve been enough for me to give up in the past, I knew Bella well enough now to know it usually just took a little convincing for her to see things my way. So that was exactly what I did, plopping down next to her on the couch as I reasoned, “Bella, come on now. We already talked about this. And besides, I think you might be happy about this one.”  
 
    She first peeked between her fingers to see what I was talking about, and I handed her the same paper that Tony had given to me, watching as she skimmed through before releasing an audible gasp. “Oh my… I don’t think I’ve ever seen this many numbers in my life. Who the hell are you fighting? Better yet, what the hell are you fighting? A bear on live TV for one of those weird Discovery Channel challenges?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh when I answered, “No, crazy. A legend. Scotty “Lights Out” Lewis.” 
 
    “”Lights Out”? Oh my goodness!” she squealed in response.  
 
    Though my face only scrunched since, “Bella, do you even know who that is?” 
 
    “Never heard of him,” she replied plainly, making me laugh yet again.  
 
    I sat against the edge of the couch, resting my elbows on my thighs and clasping my hands together so I could explain, “He was the man before I came on the scene, retired before I could get my shot at him, and now he’s back to challenge me for the belt.”  
 
    “Hmm… Ol’ “Lights Out” must be having some trouble playing the electricity bill if he’s crazy enough to willingly come back to boxing…” she muttered as she diverted her eyes, making jokes and dropping hints all at once.  
 
    Since I didn’t want to give her any ammunition to vote against the idea, I only replied, “Very funny, B.” 
 
    “No, what’s funny is you coming in here acting like my opinion is going to change your mind about something you obviously want to do.”  
 
    “It could,” I offered, knowing a convincing case from Bella was just as good as any lawyer’s. 
 
    But even that didn’t stop her from firing back, “It won’t. And if it did, I might be more upset with you because did you see the payout on that contract? That’s not even including ticket sales, Pay-Per-View sales, merch sales, the endorsement deals you’ll get after you whoop his old ass…” 
 
    Her enthusiasm about me fighting was so foreign that I thought I was hearing things. But since I desperately wanted it to be real, I had to ask, “So you’re good with this?” 
 
    “I’m great with this. Hell, if I wasn’t pregnant, I’d train you myself,” she replied, my shoulders sinking with relief almost immediately now that I had gotten her approval. In fact, her approval almost made me want to rush back to the gym so that I could officially seal the deal. 
 
    While my mind was already racing about it all, Bella stared at me with a confused expression, her eyebrow piqued when she asked, “Why do you look so surprised?”  
 
    “I guess I just thought you’d be trippin’ with the fight being so close to your due date,” I explained, the gasp she inhaled in response making me cringe since… shit, she hadn’t noticed.  
 
    “Wait, what?” she asked with tight eyes as she scooted towards the edge of the couch to find mine.  
 
    I released a sigh of my own before peeking over to tell her, “Yeah, B. If I accept, I gotta get into camp right away which means…” 
 
    “Which means leaving me to fend for myself during the homestretch of this pregnancy when everything is wildly unpredictable. I could go into labor any day now!”  
 
    Of course I knew that was true since we were inching closer and closer to the finish line. But with her pregnancy being so by the book thus far, I felt confident replying, “Bella, don’t be dramatic. You ain’t going into labor anytime soon.” 
 
    “But I could.” 
 
    “But you’re not, because my princess knows she has to wait for daddy to be there before she decides to enter the world. Ain’t that right, baby?” I asked with a hand to her belly just in time to feel, not quite a kick but enough movement for me to add, “See. I know you felt that.” 
 
    Bella wasn’t as amused by our tag team efforts, falling back against the couch as she gnawed on her lip before she said, “Princeton, I don’t know about this. I mean, of course I want you to do it. It feels like a no-brainer, except for the fact that sending you off means not having you here with me when I need you the most.” 
 
    “I’ll only be a phone call away,” I quickly reasoned.  
 
    Though Bella was just as quick to shut that down, replying, “Yeah, a phone call and thousands of miles A.K.A. useless during any real crisis.” 
 
    Watching my girl go from the highest high to… not so sure had me racking my brain for what to say to get her back on my side. And while I hadn’t expected to announce the decision in this particular moment, there was no use in holding back when I blurted, “It’s gonna be my last one.” 
 
    “What?” Bella whispered in shock, sitting back up as if she didn’t believe the words had actually come from my mouth. 
 
    But I had no problem making it clear, grabbing her hand as I said, “This fight. After this, I’m calling it quits for good.” 
 
    “Princeton…”  
 
    “It’s already decided, Bella. I’m ready to move on from this shit. Ready to be there for you every day, be there for baby girl every day, spend some time getting to know my mom again, find my own lane, bake your fine ass some cookies or somethin’,” I told her with a chuckle as I reached to pinch her chin. 
 
    She pulled away from my touch with a grin, rubbing a hand against her belly when she groaned, “Oh my God, can we expedite that part of the deal? Cause your baby, man. She has quite the sweet tooth.” 
 
    “Oh, my baby has a sweet tooth, huh? Which baby? The little one or you?” I asked, leaning into her as I licked my lips thinking of my own sweet tooth that was far from food-related. 
 
    Still, my explicit thoughts didn’t stop Bella from giggling as she put her hands to my chest to stop me and answered, “Both.”  
 
    I settled for a kiss before I fell back, Bella scooting my way to ask, “Are you sure this is it? That’s a big call to make before it’s even happened.”  
 
    Making the call before the fight occurred, while things were still neutral, seemed like the only way I’d for sure stick by it since the high from a victory would only make me want to experience it all again and the dread of a loss would only make me want to get back in the ring and redeem myself. But if I made the decision now, and gave Bella my word, it was what it was. So that was exactly what I did, grabbing her hand as I replied, “I’m positive, B. My heart is just… it’s elsewhere now.” 
 
    “Well you need to put it back so you can beat his ass, and then it can move on to the next thing,” she offered before pulling her hand away to climb up from the couch, her little waddle towards the kitchen too adorable as I hopped up to follow her. 
 
    By the time I made it, she was already digging in the fridge, quickly growing disappointed by the options as I brought things full circle when I said, “I can only do that if I have your blessing. So…?” 
 
    I couldn’t quite read her expression when she turned around, her eyes everywhere but on me as she crossed her arms over her chest before finally asking, “Last one?” 
 
    “Last one, B. I promise,” I told her with praying hands.  
 
    She was gnawing on her lip as she bounced back and forth on her fluffy sock covered toes like she was toying with the idea in her head. But eventually, instead of answering me, she put a hand to her stomach to say, “You hear that, princess. Your daddy is about to put some money in your college fund and start an account for the down payment on your first house.” 
 
    Having her co-sign made my chest tight with excitement, tempting me to lift her off the ground in the tightest hug I could just because I was hyped as hell. But before I could get to her, I noticed a folder on the counter where she must’ve at one point been working, the label on the top of the paper sticking out enough for me to ask, “Speaking of houses… lease renewal?” 
 
    She was digging in the cabinets, back on her quest for snacks, when she answered, “Yeah. I have to finish dotting my i’s and crossing my t’s so I brought it with me. But the rent is going up thirty whole dollars a month, so I really need to get my butt into overdrive with this write-up. No paid maternity leave when you work for yourself.”  
 
    This time, I caught her in an embrace from behind, bending my head towards her ear and suggesting, “Well I think you should just crumble that shit up and move here. With me.”  
 
    I knew I was going out on a limb with the offer. And even though Bella sunk into my hold in response as if it wasn’t too far out of bounds, the way she groaned, “Princeton…” had me thinking otherwise. 
 
    Still, I didn’t back down, resting my chin in the crook of her neck as I defended, “Come on, Bella. It only makes sense. I mean, do you really wanna raise baby girl in two different households? Stock two nurseries? Keep two freezers full of pumped breast milk? I know them titties are sittin’ right these days, but that still doesn’t mean they should have to put in overtime just because you don’t like me like that.”  
 
    Bella flipped around with lightning speed to smack a hand against my chest when she squealed, “Oh, shut up! You know I love you.” 
 
    “So what do you say? Can I clear a side of the closet to make room for the queen?” I asked, wrapping my arms around her waist and pulling her as close as I could without crushing her.  
 
    But even in our closeness, she still diverted her eyes, popping her lips when she answered, “Nope. You can clear the entire closet to make room for the queen. And you can finish clearing out that trophy room so I can get started on the nursery before I get too big to maneuver around.”  
 
    I nodded excitedly, trying to bite back the grin that came with her surprisingly accepting my offer as I replied, “Yes ma’am. Anything else?” 
 
    “Those cookies still sound like an excellent idea,” she said, batting her eyelashes teasingly. 
 
    And while I was sure I couldn’t have told her no if I wanted to, I was glad I didn’t have to, resting my forehead against hers and whispering, “Whatever you want, love. It’s yours.” 
 
    The mention seemed to make her even giddier, her smile wide when she said, “Well in that case, you can add a side of sea salt ice cream to that cookie order. Ooh! And an especially hearty helping of daddy dick.”  
 
    “Bella!” I growled, my dick jumping in response to her cute ass making filthy requests as if it was already ready to report for duty.  
 
    But my girl was completely unfazed, shrugging as she reminded me, “You said anything I want, right? Well that’s what I want, even more so now that I know you might not be here to loosen me up for labor.”  
 
    “Loosen you up… girl, where do you get this stuff from?” I asked with a chuckle, landing a kiss against her forehead that was probably the last sweet gesture I’d give for the next hour now that she had me ready to blow her damn back out in the safest way possible.  
 
    Still, that didn’t mean Bella wasn’t going to relish in it, even when she answered, “Baby books. Lots of baby books and lots of Google.” 
 
    “Too much damn Google if you ask me...” I muttered, this time sneaking a kiss against her neck that made her moan.  
 
    With her arms wrapped around my neck to keep me close, she replied, “Well good thing I didn’t ask you for that. Only for cookies, ice cream, and daddy dick. So…?”  
 
    Compared to the world I had already promised her, this request was miniscule. And now that I knew I had her on my side for what would be one of the most important fights in my life, it was truly a privilege to tell her, “Daddy dick it is.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Ten- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    Never in a million years did I imagine spending my birthday in a one-day intensive birthing class. But here I was with Gina in tow carrying a bag of the random materials we were instructed to bring along, her skeptical eyes roaming the room as she asked,  “So how are we playing this? Are we like… a couple? Or are you just a single mother here with her incredibly-supportive homegirl who you couldn’t do any of this without?”  
 
    I giggled, taking a step forward in line when I answered, “Uh… let’s go with neither. Is it really that strange for you to be here as my support person in the absence of my child’s father who is away for work? I’m sure military moms do stuff like this all the time.”  
 
    “And women with baby daddies in jail. They probably do it too,” she suggested, only making me laugh again.   
 
    “Whatever, crazy. I just wanted to get at least one of these sessions in before it’s too late and I don’t have any useful techniques when it’s showtime,” I told her, thinking about how quickly procrastination had caught up with me now that I was already cruising right on through month seven.  
 
    While Princeton and I had discussed our general birth plan with the doctor, that plan hadn’t taken into account him being away. Something Gina was quick to remind me of when she said, “Well if Princeton was here instead of up in those mountains lollygagging, you wouldn’t have to worry about techniques. He could just drop that hammer off in you a few good times and the baby would fall right on out.”  
 
    I groaned, rolling my eyes as I told her, “Gina, don’t start. Princeton and I have an understanding. He’s off doing his job, and I… we… got this.”  
 
    My confidence in that idea was almost immediately countered with some movement that had everything from my stomach down tightening up, my face scrunched as I tried to walk it off since we were next in line. Though that didn’t stop the instructor from noticing and being excited to gush, “Ooh. Looks like baby is giving you a little Braxton Hicks action.” 
 
    “I told you you were having Toni Braxton contractions,” Gina whispered, earning a side eye before I turned my attention back to the instructor. 
 
    “That’s a good thing, right? Completely normal? Nothing to be afraid of? Nothing to call the doctor about?” I asked as if I hadn’t read up on every detail.  
 
    But I suppose hearing it from a real, live expert instead of relying on Google made it more valid, especially putting my worries at ease with her friendly tone as she sang, “Oh absolutely, dear. I’d be more alarmed if you hadn’t had them. You look pretty far along.” 
 
    “Not far enough if you ask me,” I muttered, definitely over the whole pregnancy experience now that my ankles were beginning to swell, my nose was beginning to spread, and I could barely even reach past my stomach to tie my own shoes. And not only that, I was exhausted beyond belief, I couldn’t eat anything without getting severe heartburn, and I couldn’t remember the simplest shit to save my life, making it increasingly hard to handle my latest workload since details were everything. 
 
    Still, I did it all with a strained smile, missing my partner-in-baby now more than ever as I settled for Gina who was already scoping out the table of “premium snacks” for mommy and baby health. Though even there, she was far from impressed, grabbing a few apple slices as she said, “I’ve never been a mother, but I have been a baby. And speaking as a former baby, this food selection is trash.” 
 
    “Gina, just eat the fruit and shut up,” I snapped as we found our place, one of the last pairs to show-up and the only pair that didn’t include a man, giving me an idea.  
 
    “Here. Let’s send Princeton a picture,” I told Gina as I pulled out my phone, scrolling to the camera app and immediately becoming disgusted with the selfie view that popped up on the screen. But after flipping the camera view around, I snapped a picture of Gina making kissy lips at my belly and sent it off with the message, “Wish you were here.”  
 
    His response came almost immediately.  
 
    “I wish I was there too, B. But I know Gina is holding you down.” - Princeton 
 
    Even if I acted like she wasn’t, I knew I wouldn’t have wanted anyone else on my side no matter how much it annoyed me to hear her smacking on her apple slices like they weren’t as disappointing as she originally made them seem.  
 
    “She is. Though your daughter has been a straight asshole since you left us.” - Bella 
 
    Between the insomnia she gave me, all the moving around she did at all times of day, and the external changes she was causing from the inside, I could only imagine what her rebellious teenage years would look like. But of course Princeton attributed her activity to his absence the same way I had according to his latest reply.  
 
    “She misses her daddy. I miss her too. I miss you both. Happy Birthday again, love.” - Princeton 
 
    “Oh, and there’s something special waiting for you back at home when you get done. :)” - Princeton 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile in anticipation, though it quickly turned into more of a puzzled expression since…, “Which home? You know I’m still between two right now…” - Bella 
 
    Packing up one place to move into another while also preparing for baby girl’s arrival had quickly proven itself to be overwhelming which was exactly why I had no problem letting Princeton handle at least part of it, delegating the task of the nursery to his mother who was more than happy to get to work. And while I was grateful to be able to include her, grateful that her and Princeton had been able to hash things out which allowed us to also be able to hash things out, it made my heart swell once I read his latest response and realized just how far we had come since then.  
 
    “Our home.” - Princeton  
 
    “Whose home? ;)” - Bella 
 
    Gina nudged me in the arm with her elbow to let me know class was starting. But that still didn’t stop me from waiting for Princeton’s response, the limited communication driving me especially crazy this time around. And I was glad when it proved to be worth the wait, my grin painful as I read it a few times through.  
 
    “Silly ass. Have a good class and a better birthday, B. I love you.” - Princeton 
 
    “I love you too. And don’t get beat up too bad up there. We still need you.” - Bella  
 
    “Lol I got you.” - Princeton 
 
    With that, I felt comfortable putting my phone away just in time to hear the instructor talking about the signs and symptoms of real labor versus false labor, neither of which I was truly ready to take on anytime soon. But once I felt little mama start making her usual rounds, I knew I didn’t have much of a choice other than getting into a training camp of my own.  
 
    & 
 
    “Okay. Seriously, Bella. Where the fuck is the Princeton Lattimore factory? Cause I need one for my damn self.” 
 
    My eyes were already glossy with tears as I took in the sight, rows upon rows of birthday bouquets lining the entryway of our home all accompanied with notes I knew better than to start reading while I had company. Still, I couldn’t help but smile as we continued our way past them towards the kitchen to find his mother, her presence enough for me to tell Gina, “This… would be the Princeton Lattimore factory. How are you, Lucinda?” 
 
    She turned around at the mention of her name, smiling as she pulled something from the oven when she answered, “Seeing that my son is so excited about becoming a father he had me sit over here all day just to sign for all the packages being delivered, I couldn’t be happier. How are you is the question?” 
 
    With a hand to my stomach, I told her, “I’m… I’m alright. I wish Princeton was here to celebrate with us, but I’m trying to be supportive, and understanding, and all that.” 
 
    The whole thing was turning out to be a lot harder than it originally sounded, especially as I found myself being able to do less and less on my own. But if there was anybody who might understand where I was coming from, it was her. Though I wasn’t expecting her to be so open when she said, “I definitely remember those days, except I was glad when he was gone. But anyway, I baked you a special birthday cake. And I bought one just in case you don’t want that one because I know how picky pregnancy taste buds can be. And there’s another surprise right over…”  
 
    My eyes went wide, completely missing the end of her sentence once I saw who was rounding the corner. “Mommy!” I shouted as I rushed over to meet her for a hug.  
 
    But once she realized she couldn’t pull me in as closely as she had been able to the last time she was in town, she gushed, “My have you grown...” 
 
    “I told you. There’s definitely a Lattimore in there,” Lucinda commented with a laugh nearby as Gina nodded to agree. 
 
    Still, their comments weren’t enough to distract me from my mother’s surprise appearance, her aura alone making me feel at ease even when I asked, “Mom, what are you doing here?” 
 
    With an arm around my shoulder, she answered, “Princeton flew me in this morning. Said you might need some extra support around here with him away getting ready for the fight so… here I am. Happy Birthday, sweetheart.” 
 
    Knowing Princeton had something to do with it only made me blush, the fact that he had still managed to give me a much-needed birthday surprise while away at camp only displaying just how serious he was about proving himself to me. But I’d save that conversation for later, for now staying focused on those who were around as I leaned into my mom and told her, “Thank you.” 
 
    “Your father couldn’t get away from work quite yet, but he’s planning to fly in whenever baby girl is ready to make her grand entrance which seems to be a lot sooner than I thought,” she said with a glance down at my stomach. 
 
    I knew I wanted her out of me for selfish reasons. But with Princeton in mind, I replied, “Gosh, don’t jinx me. I’m trying to let her bake as long as I can so her father can be here.” 
 
    Even if it was a long shot with my due date and fight night being dangerously close, having Princeton there for the delivery was something we both greatly desired. Though my mother didn’t sound too sure it would actually happen, her tone a little too pleasant when she said, “Well, in the event that things don’t work out that way, you’ll still have a tribe to help you through it.” 
 
    Lucinda rounded the counter as she added, “That’s right. Now why haven’t I heard anything about a baby shower?” 
 
    All eyes were on Gina who was already face deep in a piece of cake, a mouth full with frosting on her lips to show for it when she defended, “She said she didn’t want one. And trust me, I offered. Lots of times.”  
 
    Now all eyes were on me.  
 
    “What’s the point? We already have plenty of crap between the things he bought before he left that Ms. Lucinda’s been signing for all day and the gifts his sponsors and other random brands sent for us to advertise. Everything Zuri needs and more,” I reasoned, biting my lip once I realized I had let a secret slip.  
 
    My mother was the first to notice, leaning forward to find my eyes when she said, “Wait a minute… was that a name I just heard?”  
 
    With my lip still between my teeth, I sang, “Maaaaaybe.” 
 
    Lucinda clapped her hands together as she squealed, “I love it! Zuri Lattimore.”  
 
    “Zuri Princess Lattimore. Compliments of your son,” I told her with a wink.  
 
    She nodded, releasing a sigh as if she was putting two and two together. “Well that explains the surplus of golds and purples he had sent for the nursery. My big baby was preparing for royalty!” she shouted, making us all laugh before she asked, “Do you wanna see what I have done so far?”  
 
    The question sent a fresh jolt of energy through me as I pepped up with excitement, literally having no idea what to expect as Lucinda led the way up the stairs. And while I had already secretly prepared myself to keep my expectations to a minimum since I hadn’t had a hand in anything, my breath was literally taken away the second Lucinda flipped on the light switch. 
 
    It was so elegant yet still warm. So glamorous and “royal” without being over the top. So spacious while still maintaining an intimate feel. So… perfect.  
 
    “This is gorgeous, Lucinda. Absolutely gorgeous. Is interior design your side hustle or what?” I teased, pulling her into an appreciative shoulder hug as my mom and Gina made their way around the room in awe.  
 
    “It’s not, but maybe it should be. Though it’ll have to be a family business since Princeton was the one who gave me the blueprint to execute. This is really his vision.”  
 
    My chest filled with warmth as I thought about my man, once again, coming through in such a major way, even from afar. I had been a little nervous about leaving something so important in his hands, but I shouldn’t have been surprised that he had went above and beyond for his daughter - above and beyond for us.  
 
    Just the thought had a fresh round of tears springing from my eyes, paired with a smile as I swiped them away while announcing, “Still manages to make me cry happy tears even when he’s not here.” 
 
    “Shedding happy tears like that? Girl, I’d say you have yourself a keeper,” my mother insisted, pinching my cheek with a smile of her own before she started drilling Lucinda with questions, leaving me to have a moment. But the only thing I could think about was Princeton, already envisioning his large frame hovering over the changing table, slumped in the rocking chair, teasing and cooing at our baby girl first thing in the morning through her crib.  
 
    He was ready for it all. And as I looked around the room that somehow already carried his energy even without him being present, I decided I was too.  
 
    I could only hope he’d find it in his heart to ask me again.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    The routine was all the same, but everything about it felt completely different now that I had decided this was my last go-round.  
 
    I found myself trying to take it all in, absorb every moment, every sparring session, every run, every sunrise, every meal. And it wasn’t just the fact that this was my last training camp that had me feeling different, but also that this was my first training camp without my father around. There wasn’t any of the toxic energy he brought with him, none of the pressure or intimidation, and I wondered would that missing piece come back to haunt me later since it hadn’t exactly failed me before. But I couldn’t worry about that now, instead doing my best to stay focused on the task at hand of making Scotty regret even thinking about coming back to the sport. 
 
    Still, even that came second to thoughts of Bella and Baby Z, the daily nudes I got last camp transformed into daily belly updates that somehow felt more fulfilling. I couldn’t believe how much bigger she had gotten in the six weeks I had been away, couldn’t believe how close we were to seeing Zuri’s face outside of the high-tech ultrasound pictures. And while the anticipation was killing me, I tried to channel that energy into working my ass off so my absence during the homestretch would actually be worth a damn.  
 
    As if I needed the motivation in the moment, I found myself scrolling back to the video Bella had sent just this morning that started from a back view where you could hardly tell she was pregnant and ended with her flipping around to unveil the watermelon she looked to be hiding under her shirt. It was hilarious yet fascinating all at once, though I also noticed how good her titties looked sitting right above it. And while I was happy just seeing her happy and healthy, I couldn’t help mentioning the twins when I replied, “Damn, girl. I see you already stocking up meals for Baby Zuri ;P.”  
 
    The message was sent hours ago, but Bella hadn’t replied which was unusual for her since she usually messaged me back right away. But instead of worrying myself sick about it, I got back to work, running through hand speed drills with Little Tony followed by footwork drills with his father before taking another break.  
 
    Still no reply.  
 
    Once again, I tried not to get too worked up about it. But this time, my anxiety quickly took over. Though instead of calling Bella, I made a call to someone who might know enough to put me at ease, immediately taking her pleasant tone as a good sign when she said, “Hey Prince.”  
 
    “Hey, Ma. You talk to Bella?”  
 
    While her tone stayed the same, her response didn’t exactly match it once she answered, “Uh, yeah. We’re all up at the hospital right now. She wasn’t feeling too well, so we thought it’d be best to play it safe and see what was going on.” 
 
    The anxiety I had originally called with was only amplified, Tony, Little Tony, and Brandin all watching me with a confused expression as I used my teeth to get rid of my hand wraps while asking, “Is everything alright? Do I need to come back?” 
 
    “Umm… let me find out more information and I’ll call you back,” she replied before ending the call, only making my uneasiness a thousand times worse. 
 
    That in combination with the tension I had built up for the fight was enough for me to shout, “Fuck!” as I started gathering my things from the training facility with no time to go back to the place we had been calling home to grab the rest.  
 
    But none of that was as important as making sure my girl was alright, though my actions only made Tony more confused when he asked, “What’s going on, P? Everything alright?” 
 
    “Bella’s in the hospital,” I answered quickly as I traded out my boxing shoes for tennis shoes.  
 
    “She going into labor already?” 
 
    I shrugged, stuffing everything into a duffle bag as I replied, “I don’t know. My mom didn’t say. Brandin find me a flight.” 
 
    “Already on it, champ,” he said, for once being on top of his untitled job as he took off and started scrolling through his phone. But even with his phone out of the picture, there was still one buzzing and ringing nearby. And once I realized it was mine, I rushed to get it, being especially quick to answer once I saw it was my mom’s number.  
 
    My tone was breathy by the time I said, “Hello? Ma?” 
 
    “Not quite, but soon to be,” a familiar voice replied with a laugh, my shoulders sinking just slightly as she continued, “Your mom told me you called. We rushed out of the house when I started having some unordinary pains, so I don’t have my phone. Everything okay?” 
 
    “Fuck me. Is everything alright with you?” I asked, my heart still pounding through my ears as I waited for her to respond. 
 
    It didn’t exactly bring me complete relief when she answered, “I think so. They ran some tests to make sure, so we’re still waiting on the results. I’m pretty sure I was just being scary though. First-timer problems. But anyway, how’s camp?” 
 
    My face scrunched as I asked, “Bella, for real? Fuck camp right now. I’m on my way.” 
 
    “On your way? Princeton, you really don’t have to do that. I’m sure everything is fine.” 
 
    “Nah, everything is not fine cause you’re there and I’m here. So I’m on my way,” I told her, tossing the bag I had put together over my shoulder.  
 
    Even though my mind was already made up, that didn’t stop Bella from trying to change it as she pleaded, “Princeton, seriously. I’m fine. I feel fine now. You need to stay up there. You need to stay focused.” 
 
    “But I can’t focus knowing you’re going through this shit on your own, B. I can’t focus knowing our baby could show up any day now. I can’t focus when all I can think about is if you’re good or not.” 
 
    There was a long pause that had me holding my breath as if she was getting ready to spill the full truth. But instead, she only broke out in a fit of giggles when she squealed, “That’s so cute!” 
 
    “Bella…” I groaned, way too on edge for her teasing.  
 
    But once again, she did her best to calm me down as she said, “Seriously, Princeton. You’ve equipped me with more than enough people to worry about me here. You stay up there and handle business. Mama’s got it covered.” 
 
    While I trusted her judgment, trusted her to tell me the truth, I couldn’t help asking, “Are you sure?” 
 
    “I’m…. mmmph… positive,” she pushed out, the interruption making my concern grow back faster than weeds.  
 
    “Bella, what was that?”  
 
    Her reply of, “Nothing” came a little too quickly for me to be comfortable with. 
 
    Still, I tried to stay as calm as I could when I asked, “Quit playin’ with me, B. What was it?”  
 
    “Just a... small discomfort. Nothing for you to worry about,” she answered in an obvious effort to get me to chill before continuing, “But I promise if anything changes, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    “Just like I was the first to know this time?” I asked sarcastically, though it wasn’t completely fair to hold it against her since she was only trying to look out for me by keeping it to herself. But when she grunted again instead of responding with words, the panic came rushing back in, forcing me to tell her, “Bella, I don’t like the sound of that.” 
 
    This time her voice was a little strained when she replied, “Because you’re also a first-timer who doesn’t know any better. I’m pretty sure your daughter is just on the inside giving me hands cause it’s in her blood. She’s a fighter, Princeton. And so are you. So go handle your business. Please?” 
 
    It would’ve been silly of me to argue against her wishes, argue against the support she was trying to throw my way by easing my worries. Still, I couldn’t help reminding her, “If anything changes, you better let me know, Bella.” 
 
    “In the words of one of my favorite people on this planet, I got you. I promise.” 
 
    “Was that supposed to be my voice?” I asked, my face scrunched as my lips threatened to crack a smile. And I lost all bets once I heard her silly ass reply.  
 
    “No, it was my baby daddy’s. He’s this gigantic boxer with the heart of a Carebear. But don’t get it twisted, he’ll knock your ass out just like he’s gonna knock the lights out of “Lights Out” in a few weeks. Ever heard of him?” 
 
    Instead of answering her question, I shook my head, feeling some relief when I told her, “Bella, I love you.” 
 
    “I love you too, Princeton. Now go do what you need to do. We’ll be here when you get back... possibly in two pieces instead of one.”  
 
    Just that quickly, I was tensing back up as I warned, “Bella, that’s not helping anything.” 
 
    She only laughed as she replied, “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m gonna hold her in for as long as I can. But I must say… the little chick is already behaving like an independent thinker with plans of her own.” 
 
    “Wonder where she got that from…” I muttered teasingly, knowing firsthand she had easily inherited that shit from her mama. 
 
    But of course Bella managed to put her own twist on it when she said, “With hands from you and brains from me? That’s a deadly combination. Middle school better beware. Matter of fact, we might need to play it safe and homeschool. You’ll have plenty of time since you’ll be living the retirement life and what not.” 
 
    Once again, I shook my head with a grin, peeking up to find three sets of concerned eyes staring my way as I told Bella, “Just let me know if anything changes, aight?” 
 
    “Will do,” she replied before ending the call. And the second I pulled my phone from my ear, I was bombarded with questions from Brandin.  
 
    “So… what’s up? We leavin’? We stayin’? Is Bella aight?” 
 
     I felt a special sense of pride - and peace - as I thought about how much I had gotten out of the conversation. But the most important part was a lesson on strength I wasn’t even sure Bella realized she had given, though I took it to heart with plans to apply it right away as I nodded and answered, “She’s holding it down and reminded me that I need to do the same. Now let’s get back to work.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Eleven- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    I was sick to my stomach and it had nothing to do with the baby growing inside of me, but everything to do with the person equally responsible for creating her. The undercard fights were the only thing keeping me at peace, the longer they went, the longer it would be until Princeton had his turn in the ring. And while I was sure he was ready to get the whole thing over with after being hyper-focused on it for the last two months - or for his whole life - I wished he could hold off a little longer just so I wouldn’t have to be a witness, even through the television. 
 
    Luckily I wasn’t alone; my parents, Princeton’s mom, and Gina all keeping me company as they called themselves putting together a little fight party complete with all the greasy foods my heart would’ve desired if I could stomach any of it. But since I couldn’t, I was curled up on the couch in front of the TV, my heart leaping out of my chest when the screen flashed to a shot of Princeton as he ran pre-fight drills with Tony in his dressing room 
 
    “That’s my boy!” Lucinda shouted as she plopped down on the couch next to me with a plate of chicken wings, the smell alone making my stomach turn as I focused back on the screen just in time to catch the close-up shot of Princeton’s face that was already dripping in sweat.  
 
    Even with my nerves, I could still appreciate how fine he looked. Though my lusting felt inappropriate once my father came back in the room with a bowl of chips and a beer, stopping to give a kiss to my forehead as if he could already sense my anxiety.  
 
    “He’ll be fine, baby girl. He’s undefeated for a reason.” 
 
    “I know, I know. I just… I want him to win so bad,” I admitted, unable to share my full reason out loud since Princeton hadn’t made his retirement public yet. But I couldn’t even imagine how he would feel if he didn’t come out on top, if he didn’t go out a champ, if he ruined his undefeated record against some washed up fighter who we now knew only came back to boxing because of his issues with the IRS.  
 
    “He’s going to win, Bella. He’s going to bring that championship belt back home and hang it right over Zuri’s crib because this one is for her,” Gina said confidently, Lucinda and my mother both agreeing with her as I curled deeper into the couch, hoping they’d be right. But I quickly realized we were going to find out soon enough once I watched Scotty’s boring ass introduction, followed by Princeton’s who was accompanied by G. Griffey rapping one of his latest hits as he made his way through the crowd with Tony and Little Tony behind him.  
 
    Naturally, I wondered how he felt about not having his father there for the first time, worried he would miss his critical commentary and infight adjustments. But as I watched him enter the ring, shaking his shoulders as if he was shaking off the same nerves that I was holding onto, I decided I was better off letting him do what he did best than acting like this fight was anything different than the ones that had come before it. 
 
    He had everything under control.  
 
    At least I thought he had everything under control until he went the entire first round without landing a substantial punch.  
 
    “It’s alright, Bella. He’s just feeling him out,” my father explained, his casual-watcher expertise more than enough for me to rely on since I didn’t have any of my own. But when the second round went past in pretty much the same fashion, I really became worried.  
 
    “What are you doing, Princeton?” I whispered to myself, listening in as the commentators basically said the same thing in more technical terms. But I realized the issue the second the camera view went to his corner, Princeton’s eyes blank as Tony broke down what he was doing wrong and what adjustments he needed to make while Little Tony squirted water into his mouth.  
 
    I knew he wasn’t really listening, wasn’t at all focused. And it showed when round three began and Princeton let “Lights Out” get away with the same things Tony had just warned him about, landing a body blow I knew would leave a bruise once I saw the way Princeton crunched in response.  
 
    At that point, I didn’t want to watch anymore, knowing the scorecard was far from in his favor. But I kept watching anyway, kept cringing each time “Lights Out” landed a punch, covered my eyes as the crowd roared in support of who Princeton had described as a legend, and let out the biggest sigh of relief when the bell rung signaling the round was finally over; the only thing saving Princeton if I was being completely honest. 
 
    The house was dead silent, no one really knowing what to say in response to a sight none of us had seen before. Princeton losing a fight, Princeton taking big hits, Princeton… not being Princeton.  
 
    It was bewildering, but made all the sense in the world once I considered everything that was probably on his mind coming into this bout, even if I had tried to put him at ease about it all. And while I hated to admit it, I knew I had turned into the exact distraction his father had once talked about, my existence - our baby - taking his mind off of where it needed to be long before he had even agreed to this fight. ` 
 
    By the time the next round began, I was just about ready to excuse myself to the bathroom permanently until I saw Princeton show a glimpse of life, landing a jab to Scotty’s face that was enough to send sweat spraying throughout the ring. But my high didn’t last long as Scotty threw one right back a few seconds later that stumbled Princeton back into the ropes, his arms swooping up to block the face shots as Scotty let off a round of clean body shots that were just as dangerous.  
 
    “This is a disaster,” I groaned as I sank into the couch, covering my face with my hands as I began mentally preparing for the aftermath of what was sure to be a broken spirit.  
 
    Of course I couldn’t help but wonder if it would be anything like what Sir Kingfield had turned into, couldn’t help but wonder if Princeton would never be the same after this; never truly recover. But once I heard Lucinda shout, “There you go, baby!”, I peeked through my fingers just in time to catch Princeton land a right hook that had Scotty on wobbly legs as the round came to an end.  
 
    “Saved by the damn bell,” my father growled with a clap of his hands, shaking his head as I sat back up, more alert now that Princeton was back in it. And I wasn’t the only one, baby girl doing what felt like somersaults in my stomach as if she was excited too. 
 
    This time when they showed Princeton’s corner, I could see the determination I was used to back in his eyes as if he had finally settled into the fight, as if he had suddenly remembered who the fuck he was. And when the bell rang to signal the beginning of the next round, I was all in, my fists clenched as I whispered, “Come on, babe. You got this.” 
 
    Princeton and Scotty went back and forth trading blows that neither seemed to be affected by, Scotty the first to show signs of exhaustion as he leaned into Princeton for support while trying to sneak in body shots that Princeton blocked with ease before the referee broke them apart. But I could tell Princeton was in his zone when he was the one to chase after Scotty, his aggressive approach showing just how confident he was feeling until... 
 
    “No!” I shouted as Princeton caught a clean left hook from Scotty that seemed to come out of nowhere, falling to the canvas with a heavy thud as the referee stood over him and began his ten-count.  
 
    “Come on, baby. Get up,” Lucinda pleaded as my parents and Gina sat back with stunned expressions, watching regretfully as Princeton struggled to recover from the shot.  
 
    And while I worried I might’ve been too late - and in bad standing since I hadn’t followed up like I said I would - , I immediately closed my eyes to pray, “Hey God. You good? Cause I’m not. And I really, really need you to help me out here cause I’ll be one crazy mama if he doesn’t…” 
 
    “He’s up, he’s up,” my father announced, snapping me from my prayer with one eye to find the referee checking Princeton out before approving his return the fight.  
 
    But just before he stepped away, I closed my eyes to finish, “I promise I’ll be at church as soon as the baby drops. K bye,” my eyes quickly popping back open to see Princeton smack gloves with Scotty before chasing him around the ring yet again until the round came to an end, then making his way back to his corner on what seemed to be steady legs as Tony checked his eyes and Little Tony gave him more water.  
 
    “I’m not gonna make it,” I announced, nervously gnawing on my lip as the commentators gave Scotty high praise for a punch that might’ve knocked anyone else out for good. But considering the way Princeton had went back after him, even after the knockdown, I had a feeling it wasn’t as bad as it looked - prayed it wasn’t as bad as it looked - though the slow motion replay proved Princeton had definitely been affected.  
 
    “Knew I should’ve shown him that boxing brain simulation…” I thought to myself as the bell rung to signal the beginning of the next round, the sound alone enough to make my anxiety skyrocket. But with my hands over my mouth, I kept my eyes intently on the screen, watching the little taps Scotty and Princeton traded back and forth before Scotty went for the jugular with a smooth uppercut that slipped right past Princeton’s chin. The move leaving Scotty’s face wide open for the shortest second, which turned out to be just enough time for Princeton to counter the attack with a clean jab that stumbled Scotty back. 
 
    The roar of the crowd was all too familiar. But I refused to get my hopes up until I saw the way Princeton went into full-on attack mode, unleashing an onslaught of jabs and hooks that appeared to weaken Scotty until he finally crumbled and the referee slipped between them to stop the fight.  
 
    “It’s over! It’s over!” the commentator shouted, Gina and Lucinda both hopping off the couch excitedly as my parents shared in a celebratory hug. But all I could do was sit there in awe, stunned in the best way now that Princeton had actually pulled it off.   
 
    “You can breathe now, Bella! He did it!” Gina shouted once she realized I hadn’t moved. But instead of responding, my eyes stayed on the screen as I watched Princeton celebrate with his team, the exuberance on his face taking me back to the first day we met.  
 
    Who knew all of this would come from it?  
 
    I was sitting in what was slowly transforming into “our” house. We were both surrounded by people who loved us. He was ending his career on the exact note he envisioned and my career had transformed into something I couldn’t have even imagined. And we had created a life; a bundle of joy that was just as pure as the smile on her father’s face as they began his post-fight interview.  
 
    “Prince, how does it feel to add another victory to your undefeated record after taking on such a distinguished challenger chasing your heavyweight title?”  
 
    Princeton’s charm was on full tilt, making me hot between the thighs when he smiled wide and answered, “It feels amazing, man. Can’t even describe it. My team and I came in here on a very specific mission. So to complete it in such a triumphant way… I couldn’t be happier.”   
 
    “You took quite a shot from Scotty in the fifth round. Were you at all worried it’d be over then?” 
 
    The chuckle he let out in response had us all chuckling as he replied, “Hell yeah I was worried. Scotty knows I have all the respect in the world for him, for what he’s done for boxing; even more specifically, what he’s done for our weight class. And I’d be playing myself if I pretended like his left hook wasn’t shit. But by the grace of God, I made it up before the ten-count was over and found my way back into the fight.”  
 
    “Now we noticed your father wasn’t in your corner this go-round.”  
 
    Naturally, I tensed up. And I could see how uncomfortable the question made Princeton as well in the way he ran a hand across the back of his neck before he pushed out, “Yeah. He uh… he suffered a minor stroke pretty recently, so my team and I decided it’d be best to let him fully recover instead of worrying himself sick about something we knew we could handle without him.”  
 
    While I knew that wasn’t the full truth, I could appreciate the way he handled it for the public as the commentator replied, “Well I know all of us here are sending well wishes to someone who’s a legend in his own right. But who can we expect to see you in the ring with next? Anyone in particular on your radar?”  
 
    A sneaky smile grew on my face before he even said a word since I already knew the answer to this question. Still, I let it be news to everyone else in the house when he released a sigh, peeking over his shoulder at his team before he finally answered, “Actually, I’m proud to announce this will be my last fight. Leaving the ring as a champion, defeating who I believe was one of the best to ever do it, I couldn’t ask for anything more. Wouldn’t want to go out any other way.”   
 
    The house fell especially quiet, everyone shocked as the commentator continued, “You heard it here first, ladies and gentlemen. “The Prince” is bowing out gracefully. Thanks for your time and congratulations.” 
 
    “Appreciate it. Special shoutout to all the fans who have shown love over the years, shoutout to Scotty for putting up one hell of a fight tonight. And to my Bella, I’ll be home soon, baby.” 
 
    All eyes flashed towards me as I sank into the couch, giddy as hell for more reasons than one. Though Gina was the first to acknowledge, “Oh my God. You knew, didn’t you?” 
 
    With my lip pulled between my teeth, I nodded, feeling especially relieved now that I no longer had to keep that secret. And before I had to put any words behind it, my phone rang, Princeton’s name flashing across the screen an even bigger surprise since he hadn’t been off the television for more than a minute. But his call made sense once I said, “Hello” and his immediate response was, “Is the baby still baking?” 
 
    I giggled, shaking my head at his concern as I answered, “I don’t know for how much longer thanks to how stressed the fuck out you just had us, but she is.”  
 
    There was a ton of commotion in the background, so I only vaguely heard him when he said, “My bad, B. He was a little more polished than I thought he’d be.” 
 
    “Uhh.. weren’t you the one who told me you can never underestimate your opponent? Every fighter has a puncher’s chance?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued teasingly as if he could see me.  
 
    But my teasing expression was easily transformed into a goofy grin once I heard him reply, “Yeah. But then I met this girl who gassed me the hell up and I forgot to take my own advice cause I liked hers better.” 
 
    Once again, I shook my head with a laugh, biting back my grin as I gushed into the phone, “I’m so proud of you. Congratulations, Prince.”  
 
    “Thank you, Bella. I’ll be home soon, aight?” 
 
    I nodded as if he could see me, putting on a game face of my own since I knew his return meant more than just having him around again.  
 
    We had survived this battle, but it was one of a pair. And while I could only hope mine would go over a lot smoother than his had, his overall victory had me inspired enough to reply, “One fight down. One more to go.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    Couple days in a dark room - or sunglasses. 
 
    That was the unofficial prescription the medical team had given me after the fight since they worried my eyes might be a little sensitive to the light with some of the concussion-like symptoms I had been experiencing. But my personal health was second in line to Bella’s, especially now that we were only a few days out from her expected due date.  
 
    She was already over being pregnant, running through just about every labor-inducing idea she could find on Google before deciding she “deserved” a C-Section. But since I knew that was just the crazy hormones talking, I came up with an idea of my own - and got the doctor’s approval - before dragging her to the gym for some light exercise in hopes that it would do the trick. 
 
    “You in those dark sunglasses kinda makes me feel important. Like you’re my bodyguard or something,” Bella said with a laugh, watching closely as I unlocked the doors then let her walk in first before locking them behind us so no one else could get in. But even when we were inside, she only continued her teasing, waddling towards the stools as she said, “Or maybe you’re one of the Men In Black.” 
 
    “Bella, quit playin’. You said you were ready for labor, right?” I asked, helping her sit down before going to retrieve the kit of boxing equipment.  
 
    I made it back just in time to hear her reply, “I said it. But I won’t know if I actually meant it until it’s happening. Feelings could change in an instant, you know?”  
 
    Instead of answering, I only shook my head as I grabbed the roll of wrapping tape before telling her, “Here. Give me your hand.” 
 
    Her face immediately scrunched in disgust. “Uh… I thought you said light exercise? I was thinking more like, walking a few laps around the ropes as a sexy ring girl. Not throwing actual punches.” 
 
    While I could only imagine how sexy she would look as a ring girl - with or without the baby - , I didn’t let that deter me from my plan as I demanded, “Bella, just give me your hand. I’m only going to wrap you to play it safe.”  
 
    Since arguing against safety would’ve been silly, especially in her condition, she only rolled her eyes as she stuck her hand out to me, watching as I secured one hand before asking, “Has it hit you yet?”  
 
    I peeked up to find her eyes over the top of my sunglasses, unsure of what she meant until she continued, “That you’re really done boxing forever?” 
 
    Hearing the words out loud still felt strange, and maybe not quite real yet. But considering I would’ve been on the same sort of post-fight break regardless of if I was calling it quits or not, I felt comfortable answering, “I’m only done competing professionally forever. I can still get in the ring and bounce around a little bit whenever I want to.”  
 
    “But are you... okay?” she asked with extra emphasis, hinting at the same worries she had expressed when she first interviewed me almost a year ago.  
 
    Back then, I probably wouldn’t have been. But so much had changed since then, I had grown so much since then. And while I wasn’t one hundred percent sure of what the long term would look like, it still felt fair for me to tell her, “Ask me again in a week or two. I might say I’m okay now, but I won’t know if I actually meant it ‘til this damn headache wears off.”  
 
    Bella pushed her lips out in sympathy, running her wrapped hand against my temple as she said, “I hope it does sooner than later.” 
 
    As I finished her other hand, I assured, “It will. Don’t even worry, B.” Then I helped her up from the stool before leading her over to the stairs of the ring while asking, “Now what you got for me? A little shuffle action? Or were you serious about that walk?” 
 
    I pulled the rope up to make it easier for her to climb in, following behind her and catching the sinister grin on her face when she answered, “Actually… I was thinking we could, maybe, put these ropes to use.”  
 
    My eyebrow piqued as I asked, “Oh yeah? How so?” And Bella surprised the hell out of me when she turned around and grabbed onto the top ropes before stepping back and tooting her ass up in the air.  
 
    “Oh damn. That’s what you on?” 
 
    She peeked over her shoulder, licking her lips before she answered, “It’s a shame we hadn’t done it before. But now that I’m confident we won’t have anyone popping in…” 
 
    “I got you,” I told her confidently, grabbing her from behind by the hips as I told her, “Baby girl’s been doing your body so good, Bella.” 
 
    “Well hopefully Daddy will do my body even better,” she replied, making me chuckle as I quickly got rid of my sunglasses, sweats, and boxers before pulling up the hem of her dress and helping her step out of her panties. 
 
    The sight alone was enough to have me hard as a rock. And when I ran a finger against Bella’s clit, I discovered she was even more ready than I was, her wetness in combination with the way she shivered in response to just a simple touch reminding me to tell her, “Hold on tight, aight? And let me know if I’m hurting you.” 
 
    “Princeton, will you quit being so nice and get inside of me already?” she growled, her demanding tone only making me harder as I aligned myself with her opening and glided in with an easy plunge that had me thinking the same thing she was. 
 
    It’s a shame we hadn’t done this before.  
 
    Finding a rhythm came easy, Bella using the ropes and extra grip from her hand wraps for leverage to throw that ass back at me like she wasn’t with child. But if she was going to take it there, I was more than happy to follow her lead, keeping a steady hand against her waist as I met her with strokes of my own that elicited a guttural grunt like something I had never heard from her before.  
 
    “Am I hurting you?” I asked, unable to stop things completely since Bella was still delivering.  
 
    But it made sense once she answered breathily, “No, that was a good grunt. Keep going.”  
 
    With her approval, I did just that, enjoying the sounds of her little cries of pleasure echoing off the walls of the gym, enjoying the extra moisture coating my dick with every stroke that gave some proof behind the whole “pregnancy pussy being the best” theory Brandin had once spoken of, enjoying having an intimate moment with my woman before two would become three.  
 
    While Bella was giving it just as good as any other time, I could tell it was catching up to her with how heavy she was breathing, her determination and enthusiasm truly deserving of more than just any ol’ orgasm. So I decided to give her that and more, straddling the line of gentle and rough as I ran a stiff finger against her swollen clit and delivered a stroke powerful enough to send her over the top.  
 
    She immediately collapsed against the ropes as she continued to throb around me, giving me a nut I wasn’t even trying to get. And somehow I managed to pull out just in time to shoot my seed out onto the floor of the boxing ring as Bella rested against the ropes, working to catch her breath.  
 
    “Blood, sweat, tears, and now semen. This canvas has truly seen it all,” Bella said with an exhausted laugh, her forehead coated in sweat as she pulled her dress back down over her butt. 
 
    I was glad there were plenty of unused sweat towels nearby, allowing me to clean both the canvas and myself up as I explained, “Baby girl is sitting a little too low for me to feel comfortable cummin’ inside you, Bella.” 
 
    She nodded to agree. “Fair enough. But now I want tacos. They say spicy foods can help.”  
 
    “We can make that happen,” I told her as I put my boxers and sweats back on before giving her her panties back.   
 
    Well… trying to give her her panties back, though she insisted I just stuff them in my pocket since she was too tired to put them back on herself. And since I wasn’t one to argue about that, I followed her instructions before helping her out of the ring, stopping by the bathrooms so we could both do a better job of cleaning ourselves up and getting rid of Bella’s hand wraps, then making our way out of the gym to go get the tacos she had requested. 
 
    But we were barely a foot out of the door when Bella hissed, “Shit. Forgot my phone.”  
 
    “I’ll go get it,” I told her, making quick work of unlocking the doors I had just locked so I could retrieve it. But when I stepped back inside, things somehow already felt different since I wasn’t really sure of the next time I’d be here, and wasn’t exactly pressed to return any time soon.  
 
    The feeling was so foreign that I really didn’t know what to do with it, though I was forced to shake it off so that I could grab Bella’s phone and make it back out to her. And once I did, I found her already waiting by the car wearing sunglasses of her own which reminded me to put mine back on.  
 
    My walk to the car was accompanied by background music as Bella sang, “Here comes the Men in Black…,” making me laugh as I helped her inside before climbing into the driver’s seat. But once again, we hadn’t made it very far when Bella said, “Uhh... Princeton? I think you might need to turn around.” 
 
    “What your baby brain headass done forgot now?” I asked teasingly, already laughing to myself until I realized Bella hadn’t joined me. 
 
    And when I peeked over at her, I could see the pain etched in her face as she held a hand to her stomach and answered, “Nothing. But the hospital is in that direction and I’m pretty sure my water just broke.” 
 
    “Oh shit!” I shouted before remembering the advice I had read regarding this exact moment and telling her, “Aight, aight. Stay calm. We’re good. You’re good. I’m turning around. You just keep on breathing. Use your techniques.”  
 
    “Princeton, will you shut the fuck up and drive?!” she growled through clenched teeth, the pain transforming her into a whole new beast.  
 
    “I’m going as fast as I can!” I shouted back over her latest howl of pain.  
 
    But my yelling only made her burst into tears as she cried, “Why are you yelling at me?!” 
 
    “Cause you’re… nevermind. Call your mom. Or my mom. Or hell, somebody’s mom and tell ‘em where we’re headed. I’m gonna get us there as quickly and safely as possible, aight?” 
 
    “O-Kay,” she cried, giving exaggerated breaths as I just barely made it through a yellow light. 
 
    “Now we gotta keep track of the time between your contractions, right?” I asked, taking my eyes off the road for just a second when she hadn’t immediately replied to make sure she was still alright.  
 
    Her eyes were tight with another wave of pain as she pushed out, “Sorry. I was trying to send them a text, but it’s happening again.” 
 
    “So that was like, five minutes or so,” I guessed while also doing a quick estimate of how far we were from the hospital.  
 
    And I was glad we weren’t too far since Bella could only answer, “I don’t know. Just drive!”  
 
    With my hands tightening around the steering wheel, I pressed the gas pedal with as much force as I could without putting us in danger. And it seemed as if the road Gods were working in our favor, traffic light enough for me to maneuver around and get us to the hospital in record time.  
 
    The car was barely in park when I hopped out and rounded the front to help Bella do the same. But not even the sunglasses were enough to stop someone from recognizing me, the obvious emergency doing nothing to deter the guy from shouting, “Hey! You’re The...” 
 
    “Not now, homie. Can you get me a wheelchair? My girl is ready to rock and roll.”  
 
    “Absolutely!” he shouted, springing into action as I guided Bella out of the car. 
 
    With a hand against her stomach, she groaned, “Princeton, it hurtssss…,” just as the guy returned with the wheelchair. 
 
    I lowered her into it while reminding her, “You can do this, Bella. You were built for this.” 
 
    “No the fuck I wasn’t!” she shouted as I wheeled her in before one of the nurses took over.  
 
    Still, I was able to keep pace, damn near jogging next to them as I told her, “Well even if you don’t think so, I’m here to help. I got your back, love.”  
 
    Through her tears, she nodded before the nurses started asking us both a series of questions, things quickly becoming a blur as they prepared her for delivery after seeing how far dilated she already was. But even in what felt like complete chaos, I knew it was time for me to really show up for Bella the same way she had always done for me.  
 
    We were in this together.  
 
    & 
 
    Zuri Princess Lattimore.  
 
    Seven pounds, eight ounces, and nineteen inches of absolute perfection.  
 
    She was literally the most beautiful thing I had ever seen; so pure, so angelic, so… ours. And while she might not have been a part of our plans at the time of conception, she was already the best thing that had ever happened to me - they were the best thing that had ever happened to me.  
 
    Bella had held it down like a true champ, making labor look like a breeze outside of cussing out everyone involved. But now that it was all over, she looked just as angelic as our daughter, in a much-deserved deep sleep as I kept eyes on the both of them.  
 
    I wasn’t alone; my mom, Bella’s parents, Gina, and my play relatives in Tony, Little Tony, Brandin, and Denise all taking turns coming in and out of our suite to welcome the latest addition to our family. But now that Bella and the baby had been resting comfortably for a good while, I decided to go check on them. Though I wished I hadn’t once I saw who had joined them. 
 
    “Fuck are you doing here, man?” I growled, stepping up to the man who I had once saw as a hero. But now he just looked… defeated; better than he had been the last time I saw him, but still a shell of himself compared to what he used to be.  
 
    He wasn’t in the wheelchair anymore, getting around with a walker instead. But his condition still didn’t stop me from being offended by his presence on what was supposed to be a joyous occasion, though Tony tried to talk some chill into me, putting a hand to my chest when he said, “P, relax. He’s not here to start any trouble. He just wants to talk to you.”  
 
    Instead of addressing the person he was talking about, I kept my attention on Tony when I asked, “Talk about what? I ain’t got shit to say to him.” 
 
    This time it was my mother putting a hand to my shoulder, prompting me to turn her way as she said, “Princeton, it’s okay. Just go talk to your father.” 
 
    I was surprised to hear her even acknowledge his existence, surprised to see her encouraging the conversation with someone who had done her so wrong. But if she could find it in her heart to even be in the same room with him without flipping out, I could respect her wishes, releasing a heavy sigh as I nodded towards the hallway for more privacy.  
 
    Leading the way with long strides, I turned around to find my father struggling with each step, a sight that honestly tore at me since he had always been so active - so agile. But I refused to get caught up in sympathy for a man who had never shown me any, keeping my face neutral as I rested with my back against the wall and waited to hear what he had to say. 
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised when he started with, “I saw your fight.”  
 
    “So that’s what you’re here for? You came up to the hospital on the day my daughter was born just to talk shit about my fight with Scotty?” I asked, peeling off the wall to leave since I knew there was no way in hell I was entertaining that conversation.  
 
    But before I could step away, he replied, “Actually, I came to tell you how proud I am of you, son.”  
 
    The words damn near sounded like a different language coming from his lips, my lifelong investment in hearing them naturally making me tense up in response as he continued, “And I admire your decision to step away from the sport on your own two feet. Do something that many of us didn’t have the pleasure nor good sense to do.”   
 
    Having his approval of my retirement wasn’t something I needed, wasn’t something that would’ve changed my mind if he happened to feel otherwise. But I would’ve been lying if I said I didn’t appreciate having him on my side for a change, even if I wasn’t one hundred percent sure where it was coming from.   
 
    Still, instead of intervening with any response, I let him keep talking, caught completely off-guard when I saw tears welling up in his eyes as he said, “At first, it hurt not to be there. But being able to watch you fight from afar and just appreciate the boxer you’ve become, the man you’ve become… it was a beautiful thing, Prince. And now to see you moving on, starting a family of your own with Bella, becoming a father… I’m just glad you turned out so much better than me; in spite of me. And I’m sorry for trying to get in the way of the happiness you deserve, sorry for trying to gain my happiness back through you when you should’ve been experiencing your own.” 
 
    I could only nod, tempted to pinch myself just to make sure this wasn’t a dream. But once I saw the tear finally drop from his eye, I knew it was real as I pulled him into a hug; something we didn’t do often, but felt appropriate for the occasion. And when I stepped away, I asked, “Do you wanna see her?” watching the way his expression turned confused before I explained, “The baby?”  
 
    With a wave of his hand, he replied, “Oh no. I’d hate to disturb that firecracker Bella. You found yourself a good match cause that girl is one tough cookie.” 
 
    Since I knew that better than anybody, especially after watching her bring our child into the world like a boss, I could only chuckle as I told him, “She’s asleep. We can just peek in real quick.”  
 
    His eyes turned from pained to excited before I led the way back down the hall, catching surprised looks from the rest of my fam in the waiting room as we continued towards the suite. And after peeking inside to assure Bella was still resting, I pushed the door open to let my father follow me inside, catching the gasp he inhaled the second he laid eyes on my princess who was stretching out in the warmer.  
 
    “Wow. She’s beautiful, Prince. And look at those strong fists…” he whispered, making me shake my head though I shouldn’t have been surprised that he had taken notice. 
 
    Still, I was sure to tell him, “Chill, man. My baby girl will have options.” 
 
    He nodded in understanding, putting a hand to my shoulder to offer, “Congratulations, Prince.” 
 
    While I hadn’t truly done a lot of the heavy-lifting to make it happen, my heart still swelled with pride when I told him, “Thanks, Pops.” Then we shared in a quiet moment, both staring in awe as baby girl did a whole bunch of nothing that somehow looked like everything in my eyes; details I’d cherish for the rest of my life and I was sure my father would too.  
 
    Unfortunately, the moment of everything feeling as close to right in the world couldn’t last forever, cut short by my father saying, “Well I’m gonna get on my way. But whenever you’re ready to get back in the gym for old time sakes…” 
 
    I had a feeling his offer had less to do with actual training and more to do with a fresh start of the relationship we maybe should’ve had all along. And with that on my heart, I tried not to get too caught up in the emotions of the moment, instead replying with a noncommittal, “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    Once again, he nodded, making his way out of the room as he tossed over his shoulder, “Be sure to give Bella my well wishes when she wakes up. And tell her I have an apology waiting for her too whenever she’s ready to hear it.” 
 
    I could only imagine how she would feel about that since apologizing to her felt just as if not more important than the one he had given me. But I quickly realized I’d be finding out sooner than later when, after seeing my pops out of the room, I turned around to find Bella stirring from her sleep to ask, “Was that who I think it was?” 
 
    “It was. He stopped by to... apologize, say congratulations, give the praise I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life to hear,” I replied as I made my way over to her bed, sitting on the edge as she sat up to meet me halfway.  
 
    Even with all she had been through in the last twenty-four hours, she was still quick to put a hand to my back, rubbing it soothingly when she asked, “Are you okay? Is Lucinda okay?”  
 
    While it was still a surprise to me that she had stayed so calm - and maybe a conversation I’d need to have with her another time - I knew her role had played a huge part in my decision when I explained, “She was actually the one who encouraged me to hear him out. And I figured if she could get past it even for a moment, I could too.” 
 
    Bella nodded before we both snapped our heads back towards the warmer in response to Baby Z letting out the slightest whimper, our joint panic quickly turning into a joint laugh once we realized how paranoid we already were. And as I went to go check on her just to be sure, Bella rested with her legs hanging from the bed, a look of amazement in her eyes when she gushed, “We really pulled it off, Princeton. We’re... parents now.” 
 
    “The coolest parents alive,” I told her with a smile as I wrapped Zuri in her blanket then swooped her up in my arms, being especially careful with her head and neck like the nurse had reminded me to.  
 
    She felt so tiny in my hands, though I knew she wouldn’t be this size forever. And it was clear Bella felt the same way, pulling out her phone to snap a picture for us to look back on later as she said, “Awwww look at you. Already trying to win Father of the Year.” 
 
    My smile was borderline arrogant as I half-way joked, “Winning is what I do, B. I told you, I got champion tatted on me for a reason. My little princess here just gave it new meaning.” 
 
    As if she knew I was talking about her, Zuri’s eyes cracked open just slightly, that in combination with her mother saying, “Well you’ll always be our champion, Princeton Lattimore,” enough to give me chills, feeling like the official kickoff for this new chapter in my life.  
 
    Because while I had always valued being a champion for the public, being a champion in the boxing world, it meant a thousand times more to me to be considered a champion in the eyes of the two I loved most.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    -Round Twelve- 
 
      
 
    Bella 
 
    Everything looked different.  
 
    My breasts were a lot heavier, a lot fuller, requiring me to replace most of my bras even though my steady milk flow and Zuri’s appetite kept me in a nursing one more often than not. My hips had widened to the point that skirts, dresses, and leggings were truly my only options since getting into any of my old jeans was an absolute joke. The skin of my stomach was loose and stretchy, tinted with stretchmarks my special serum regimen hadn’t been able to save me from. My hair had grown past my shoulders overnight, my lips were fuller than any lip kit could create artificially, and I felt every bit of being a new mother in my tired, hazy eyes.  
 
    But I was happy, and my baby was happy, and my bigger baby was the happiest of all as he hovered over the bed in his suit cooing back and forth with his daughter, turning her hands into fists when he teased, “Come on. Put your dukes up, Z. Gimme your best shot.”  
 
    I giggled as I returned my gaze back to the mirror, trying to appreciate the changes motherhood had brought about; the changes that Princeton claimed to adore even though he hadn’t been able to do so much as touch me for the past six weeks. But all of that was getting ready to change, our first night out without the baby sure to be filled with lots of laugh and lots of touching.  
 
    And probably lots of tears because I hated to leave my baby girl behind. 
 
    But I needed this break, needed this night. And even if he wouldn’t admit it, I knew Princeton needed it too. One last opportunity to be “The Prince” for his fans and colleagues with his nomination for Fighter of the Year at the annual professional sports awards ceremony.  
 
    I had received an invitation of my own, invited to be a part of the media crew covering the event. But even without true maternity leave, I wasn’t quite ready to go back to that life just yet, enjoying the warm moments of being a mother and spending time with Princeton far too much to start splitting time between the two.  
 
    In fact, one of my favorite things as of late was to watch him embrace his new role as daddy, watch the way her little smiles only made him smile bigger, seeing the ways he’d react with amusement whenever she’d surprise him with something new - no matter how disgusting -, witness the way he’d spring into action each time she cried even if it was only to bring her to me. He was already panning out to be an amazing father, a true champion of all things. And even when he wasn’t one hundred percent sure of what he was doing, he always found a way to make it work.  
 
    Those fresh memories had me admiring him from behind as I made my way into the bedroom, smiling at the both of them when I sat on the bed next to where they were playing to slip my heels on. And my smile only grew wider once Princeton noticed me and bragged, “Dangggg, Zuri. Look at your mama.” 
 
    I was blushing big time as I stood back up, running a hand along the fabric around my stomach and hips as I asked, “Do I really look okay? Cause I feel… partial.” 
 
    It wasn’t that the dress looked ugly on me, nor was it ill-fitted. But being that it was my first time really dressing up since well before Zuri was born, I felt… not as confident as I wanted to be.  
 
    Still, Princeton somehow managed to remove all doubt when he licked his lips, looking down at me with the most lustful glare in his eyes as he whispered, “You lookin’ like you want me to put another baby in you tonight. Take that how you will.”  
 
    Instead of accepting what sounded like an offer, I only shook my head with a grin, turning my attention to Zuri when I said, “We got so lucky with this cool and calm cutie pie. I’d hate to press our luck and make a wild child.” 
 
    “Then you need to go change outta that dress into something else, cause little P.J. is already in my nuts doing warm-ups,” he replied, making me gasp as he followed up with a laugh that made me smack him against the chest before I picked Zuri up to take her downstairs to her grandma. 
 
    Over my shoulder, I was still sure to tell him, “You’re disgusting.” 
 
    But he only laughed again as he explained, “You make me that way, B. I mean, come on. Look at you. Snapback game outta this world.” 
 
    “More like Spanx game outta this world…” I muttered as we joined Princeton’s mother in the living room, her arms stretched wide as she sang, “Give her here. Give her here. I’ve been thinking about these cuddles all day!” 
 
    I snuck a kiss against her chubby cheek before I gently laid her into Lucinda’s arms, watching the way her wide open eyes started taking in the new face. And it was that small reaction that had me wondering if this was a bad idea after all, gnawing on my lip when I asked, “Are you sure you’re okay keeping her tonight? I can just stay home if you have other things you need to do.”  
 
    Of course, Lucinda immediately brushed me off. “Oh Bella, will you quit your worrying? Me and the princess are gonna have us a good ol’ time.”  
 
    “Well there’s plenty of breastmilk in the freezer. She’ll probably be hungry again within the next hour. And she’s been having trouble burping after the bottle since she’s so used to the boob, but if you…” 
 
    I couldn’t even finish my spiel before Lucinda cut me off to ask, “Bella, you see that big man standing next to you? I did that. This isn’t my first time to the rodeo, sweetheart.” 
 
    “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I’m just… nervous. The thought of being away from her for most of the night is already driving me crazy,” I admitted, Princeton wrapping an arm around my shoulder to comfort me as if he could already sense the tears were next to come.  
 
    But they stayed in the ducts long enough to hear Lucinda reply, “I understand. But you two deserve the break. Go on and have a good time. And bring grandma back a trophy.” 
 
    “Ahh we’ll see about that,” Princeton said, dropping a kiss on my forehead before pulling away to do the same on his mother’s and his daughter’s. Then he proudly escorted me outside to the car before I could come up with another excuse to stay. Though once we were inside, he made a point to show his appreciation for my antics when he said, “Watching you go into protective mama bear-mode is like… indescribably sexy, B.” 
 
    “Well it doesn’t feel as good as it looks,” I groaned, peeking back towards the house as if I could already hear Zuri’s little cries in the distance even though I knew she was in good hands. 
 
    Princeton was sure to remind me I was in good hands as well, latching his heavy palm to my thigh as he said, “You make everything look good, Bella. MILF season like a mothafucka.” 
 
    “Oh whatever,” I replied with a laugh before we fell into a comfortable silence, the warmth of his fingertips grazing my skin enough to keep me at peace as we prepared for what was sure to be a chaotic event with all the press around.  
 
    But it was clear I was the only one concerned about what was to come, Princeton’s mind taking a trip to the past as he said, “Last time we were in a backseat like this, we were all over each other like some horny ass teenagers.” 
 
    “I also got pregnant that night,” I reminded him, shaking my head at the memory even if it had turned into the beautiful blessing that was our baby girl.  
 
    Of course Princeton wasn’t fazed by my reminder, leaning over to land a kiss against my neck when he growled, “Back then, you were lookin’ like a snack. But tonight, you’re lookin’ like a whole ass meal.”  
 
    “Princeton!” I screeched, annoyed as I suddenly felt self-conscious about my boobs that were threatening to pop out of the top of my dress and the little pudge that showed now that I was sitting down.  
 
    But I quickly realized my annoyance wasn’t warranted when Princeton explained, “That’s a compliment, Bella. Means you look good enough to eat. And trust me, your boy is starving.” 
 
    “Mmmhmm, whatever you say…” I told him with a roll of my eyes as I crossed my arms over my chest. 
 
    Though Princeton didn’t let me pout for long, tugging my arms apart as he said, “I’m for real, B. You look amazing. Straight up.” 
 
    My lips were still pushed out when I peeked over at him and caught his gaze sitting right between my cleavage, enough to make me blush when I replied, “Well thank you. You don’t look too bad yourself, Mr. Lattimore.” 
 
    “Nah, you’re definitely the star of this show. Fuck that award, I’ve already won tonight by having you on my arm.” 
 
    My little grin transformed into a full-on smile as I turned his way to gush, “Wow. This campaign you have going for P.J. is off to a great start.” 
 
    He looked prouder than ever when he straightened the front of his suit jacket and said, “Oh yeah? Well just wait until you hear my acceptance speech.” 
 
    “That’s if you even win,” I teased, knowing it really wasn’t even a question if he would since he was by far the best of those nominated.  
 
    And he knew it too, his arrogant grin wildly attractive when he said, “Come on now, Bella. I’ve been at this shit for my whole life. If I’m not Fighter of the Year, the Russians must’ve rigged the votes.” 
 
    The hearty laugh I let out in response felt painfully good, just the thing I needed to remind me a night away from the baby wasn’t the worst thing in the world, especially since it would be spent with the love of my life. And even though I hadn’t always been sure about what the future held for us, I felt excited about the prospects when I replied, “Welp… guess we’ll just have to wait and see what happens.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Princeton 
 
    I was nervous. 
 
    I rarely got nervous for anything, was rarely fazed by the big crowds and flashing lights. But my palms were growing sweatier and sweatier by the second as I watched the videos showing highlights for each nominee in my category, listening intently to the crowd’s reaction to each until mine popped up on the screen.  
 
    To my surprise, the crowd grew much louder, the clips they chose to include in my video only making me smile in appreciation since they all already felt like distant memories. But I could tell some of it was new to Bella the way she watched in awe as if she was surprised to find out I was actually as good as my record said I was.  
 
    When the video came to an end, my nerves returned full-fledged, my hands clammy as Bella pulled one into her lap and gave it a reassuring squeeze as if she could sense my anxiety. But before I could express my gratitude with anything more than a nod, the sound of the card being ripped open put me on freeze as the woman announced, “And the award for Fighter of the Year goes to… “The Prince”!”  
 
    Bella’s eyes shot my way with excitement as she popped up from her seat at the same time I did, all eyes on us when I landed a quick kiss on her lips before proceeding towards the stage to the rhythm of house music blended with a steady applause. And on my walk, I was greeted with handshakes and daps from some of my favorite names in sports, being sure to take it all in as I climbed the few short steps to accept my award.   
 
    With the trophy in my hand and the spotlight in my eyes, I waited for the crowd to calm down before I released the breath I didn’t even realize I was holding in straight into the mic and said, “Wow. This is truly an honor. First, I have to thank God for every blessing he’s tossed my way, but especially for getting me up after that shot Scotty landed in the fifth round.”  
 
    The resounding laughter that followed helped to calm me just slightly as I continued, “To my family, my extended family, my boxing family, you know it’s all love. To the fans who held me down for my entire career and still continue to show love even now that I’ve decided to move on to something new, I appreciate you more than you know.” 
 
    There were a few hoots and hollers from up top to show the exact love I had just spoken about. But I could only focus on them for a short second before I turned my attention towards where I had just come from to finish, “And last but certainly not least, to my Bella, the true champion in our house who just recently gave me the greatest gift of all in our beautiful baby girl; thank you. Thank you for your love, your support, your encouragement, your wisdom, your gift of written word. Thank you for always seeing me for me.” 
 
    I could tell she was getting ready to cry, but she managed to hold it in by blowing me a kiss instead. One I accepted with a wink before lifting my trophy into the air to say, “Appreciate the award. Y’all have a good night.”  
 
    The same applause and house music carried me towards backstage, though I didn’t disappear fully without catching one last glimpse of Bella who was still wearing the proudest smirk. And I honestly couldn’t wait to get back out to her, trying not to be too annoyed by the pictures and media session that followed my acceptance speech, especially now that I had a new appreciation for the work the journalists, writers, and reporters put in behind the scenes. But my generic, quote-friendly answers came to a halt once the energy in the room shifted, my eyes shooting towards the source who called herself trying to be discrete by ducking off in a corner.  
 
    Of course I didn’t let her stay under the radar, getting her attention when after finishing my response for another journalist, I called, “You. In the back.” 
 
    “Me?” she asked with a finger pointed to her chest, gnawing on her lip once she watched me nod. And while I knew she wasn’t here for work, I was especially amused when she easily put on that hat to say, “You’ve been officially retired for just about two months now. What’s been your favorite part?” 
 
    There was no use in even trying to hold back my smile when I answered, “Well, there’s a few things I’ve come to enjoy; mainly eating whatever the hell I want. But I also appreciate the peace of mind that’s come with not having to worry about who’s coming after my title next, being able to truly enjoy the fruits of my labor, and spending lots of time with the two ladies who have my heart.”  
 
    I wasn’t at all surprised to see her blushing as the press coordinator swooped in to announce, “That’s all the time we have. Our next winner will be taking questions in approximately seven minutes.” And the second I got from behind the mic, I made a beeline to Bella, wrapping her in an embrace to ask, “How’d I do?” 
 
    She was all smiles when she gushed, “You were amazing, Princeton. And you definitely went up a few points in the polls with that speech.”  
 
    “Well you know what would make this night even more amazing?” I asked, watching the way her eyes responded with question before I continued, “If you finally let me put a ring on it.” 
 
    Her eyes immediately went from softened to shocked as she inhaled a sharp gasp, pulling away to ask, “Oh my… are you serious?” 
 
    I was already digging in my pocket for the ring box that had been burning a hole through my pocket all night when I told her, “So serious, B. I mean, I’ve only been holding onto this ring for months now.” 
 
    “Shut up!” she squealed, smacking a hand to my chest then using it to cover her mouth as she watched me drop to one knee. 
 
    But even when I was down there, I couldn’t help teasing, “What? It’s the truth,” before I popped the ring box open to add, “But it’s also true that I would be honored if you’d be my wife, Bella Stevenson.” 
 
    The whole room went still once they realized what was happening, even the latest award recipient tuned in from the podium as Bella rocked back and forth on her heels with her lip pulled between her teeth, her delay adding an extra layer of pressure to the moment. But I would’ve sworn it was only me and her in the room when she finally answered, “I think I like Bella Lattimore better.” 
 
    “Is that a “yes”?” I asked for full clarity, watching her nod enthusiastically before swooping her up into a hug.  
 
    The room erupted into cheers and camera flashes that I ignored long enough to put Bella back down on her feet so that I could actually put the ring on her finger. But once it was secured, I was quick to pull her into another embrace, stealing a kiss that really had the cameras going crazy.  
 
    Somehow, even with all the commotion we were causing, Bella’s eyes were only split between me and her new ring as she gushed, “I see you really weren’t kidding about applying that champion title to everything.” 
 
    While I had taken on the task of being a champion long before I really even knew what it meant, I found that it held more value - had more purpose - when those same principles were used towards life outside of twelve rounds in the boxing ring. And though I still wasn’t sure what the next step in my career would look like, there was no doubt in my mind that I’d be able to take on whatever it was when I told Bella, “Now that I got you and Zuri in my corner, I’m practically unstoppable.”  
 
      
 
    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 In His Corner playlist on Spotify! 
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