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   ava.
 
   How many times must a girl watch Love & Basketball before she realizes that shit is just a movie?
 
   I mean, I’ve had my share of pick-up basketball games against the boys.
 
   I’ve had my share of athlete boyfriends.
 
   And I’ve had my share of breakups to makeups.
 
   Yet, there no was inkling of a Quincy involved.
 
   Being in my senior year at Lynstone University, it was a known fact that I would graduate and play professional ball; first in the states then most likely overseas since that was where the real money in women’s basketball was made. But it was also beginning to feel like a known fact that I would be doing it all as a single woman. It wasn’t like I was even looking for a relationship. But in the same, I wouldn’t mind if it somehow, some way found me.
 
   Between school and basketball, I was kept pretty busy so I really didn’t have much time for the boys anyway. But when I did have time, I surely didn’t wanna spend every minute of it watching Love & Basketball alone in my apartment.
 
   Of course while I spent my Friday night with popcorn and my favorite movie, my roommate/little sister Avery was spending it out on the town with some dude she probably just met during the week. Avery was completely opposite of me. She didn’t play sports, she loved getting all dolled up in dresses and heels even for a regular ass Tuesday, and she bounced between boyfriends more than I bounced my basketballs.
 
   I couldn’t knock her game though cause truth be told, I wished I was out too.
 
   The movie came to an end and I wiped my tears before I changed the channel to ESPN. They were giving a rundown of the players to watch from each college and I noticed my school was next up on the list. I figured they were gonna talk about Darrell Sims, one of my best guy friends, since he was considered the star of the team and team captain. But to my surprise, they brought up a little freshman they described as a Phenom. They bragged on and on about how good he was in high school and how he had the potential to take a starter’s spot. They cut to an interview with the little dude and even more surprisingly, he wasn’t little at all.
 
   He was...a freshman.
 
   A cute ass, kinda grown ass looking freshman.
 
   Hmph, must’ve been held back a few times.
 
   I knew most of the guys on the team because we shared practice facilities so I wasn’t sure how I had missed this...kid. My eyes were glued to the screen as they asked him about what he thought of the team so far, how he was enjoying college, and if he was gonna try to go pro after his freshman year. He gave a little laugh, flashing a smile that embarrassingly went straight to my southern half.
 
   Damn girl, you need some action.
 
   I don’t know why I was even wasting my time sweatin’ him through the television as if it was possible to give somebody so young the time of day. I mean, surely he was still caught up on chasing fast ass girls and building his playa resume. He wouldn’t even know what to do with a woman like me. A woman with goals, and dreams, and visions, and an actual life compared to the young broads who were busy trying to chase after him instead of chase after something of their own. 
 
   The screen cut to the next college and I let my thoughts of him cut right with it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
   College was the shit.
 
   I only had to be in class for a few hours out of the day, then spend a few hours at the court or in the weight room, and the rest of the day was mine. I had a feeling things would change once the season started but for now, college was feeling a little like heaven.
 
   I was just finishing up a workout session with the team, when I saw the girl’s basketball players heading our way. We crossed paths on occasion but I hardly ever paid them any mind cause keepin’ it real, a few of ‘em looked manlier than me. I gave a what’s-up nod to the few I was familiar with before I grabbed my towel to clean off the sweat I had worked up. 
 
   Since I was dead tired, I decided to find a seat in the bleachers next to some of my teammates who were still hanging around. We watched the girls do their warm-ups which were pretty similar to ours. A light jog, a few lay-up drills, and a few passing drills. One of the girls threw a bad pass and the ball flew into the bleachers right over my head.
 
   “Yo Miles, you better watch out up there,” yelled my boy Cam, before he gave a laugh. I shrugged him off and reached behind me to grab the ball, planning to pass it back to the court. Instead, I turned around right into a pair of titties that were squeezing against one of the familiar practice jerseys. When I looked up from her chest, I found a pair of scolding eyes and flat-lined lips.
 
   “Damn, you act like you’ve never seen boobs before. Give me the ball, bro.” I handed it to her before she strided back down the bleachers and onto the court. Once she was out of earshot, my teammates couldn’t wait to clown me.
 
   “Bruhhh, are you a virgin or somethin’? I swear you were on stuck for a minute straight lookin’ at her rack.”
 
   “Nah, man. I was just...reading her jersey.” That was easily the worst lie I could’ve came up with considering their practice jerseys were identical to ours.
 
   “Bullshit. Everybody knows Ava has some big ass titties. I bet she has to wear two or three sports bras a game.” All the boys laughed but my eyes were back on the girl I now knew was named Ava.
 
   She was gorgeous, with her long, red hair pulled back into a high ponytail accessorized with a Nike headband and a face so flawless you would’ve thought she was in one of those face wash commercials. I was sure a lot of her shape was muted by the baggy practice gear but there were still undeniable hints of an athletic but womanly frame. She looked nothing like the other girls I knew on the team.
 
   How the hell did I miss her? 
 
   I watched intently as she dribbled down the court, giving a little crossover before she set up the play for her team. She quickly realized how scrambled the defense was and dribbled right past her defender at the speed of light into an easy lay-up. It was a textbook move, but she did it with a finesse that only an experienced baller could do it.
 
   “Ava is the fuckin’ truth, man. I don’t know why she keeps actin’ like she doesn’t wanna talk to ya boy.”
 
   I didn’t wanna sound too thirsty for the details but I couldn’t help asking, “You tried to talk to her before?”
 
   “Hell yeah. A couple times. But ever since I messed with her little sister, she’s not feelin’ me.”
 
   Well duh.
 
   Instead of responding to Cam, I focused my attention back on Ava. She was hanging out at the three-point line with her hands on her knees and her ponytail slung against her shoulder while one of her teammates shot a pair of free throws. Even though the girl missed the first free throw, Ava still went in and gave her a pat on the back before pointing out to her teammates what defense they were gonna go into once the girl shot the second free throw. Every one of her teammates listened attentively and it was then that I knew just how in control she was.
 
   It was sexy as hell.
 
   “Miles, pick up your lip dude. You don’t stand a chance with Ava.”
 
   “Who said I wanted a chance with Ava?” Even though in my head I knew it was the truth, it was the last thing I wanted somebody like Cam to know. We were cool and all but it didn’t take long for me to recognize that he was a talker; meaning if he had any idea what I was even thinking, it would be campus news before I could make it home that night.
 
   “That drool hangin’ from your lip said it all.” I gave my lips a quick swipe and found out Cam was just fuckin’ with me. He laughed me off as he said, “Gullible ass. You got a lot to learn, freshman.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
   He was even cuter in person.
 
   But that was the thing.
 
   He wasn’t fine, or sexy, or handsome. He was cute, because that was the only thing you could call a little ass boy. Not that he was little in size, or presence, or hell anything for that matter. But he was…young.
 
   I was gathering my things from my locker when my coach called me into his office. I finished packing my duffle bag before I threw it over my shoulder and headed his way.
 
   “Sup, Coach?”
 
   “Have a seat, Ava.” I didn’t like his tone but I knew I didn’t do anything to be in trouble over so I did as he asked, plopping down in one of the chairs in front of his desk.
 
   “The Athletic Director is looking to do some promo shoots for the upcoming season. He needs a representative from our team and I thought I’d ask you since you’re our lone senior.” I wasn’t really a fan of the limelight. I was only there to get my degree and play ball. But since it felt like more of a favor, I replied, “Sure, I’ll do it.”
 
   “Great! I’ll get you the info at practice tomorrow. I’m sure they’ll be pairing you with one of the guys from the boy’s team but it shouldn’t be a problem. You’re pretty cool with most of them right?”
 
   Well, everybody except for that…kid.
 
   “Uh, yeah. Yeah, I know them. It’ll be fine,” I assured him. He quickly thanked me before sending me on my way. 
 
   I was already envisioning another night of Netflix and chill: solo edition, when I heard someone call out to me the second I stepped out of the locker room. I turned around and found the kid heading my way, changed out of his basketball clothes to a casual t-shirt and jeans, carrying a duffle bag of his own. 
 
   I’d be damned if he didn’t look good as hell in regular clothes. In just those short seconds of me noticing him, I was able to take in his creamy, milk chocolate skin, his face coated with stubble in all the right places, and his brilliantly-crafted lips as if his mother got to design them herself.
 
   He did a little jog to catch up to me and I tried to show how unenthused I was to talk to him even though my heart had started racing after catching a whiff of his freshly showered scent.
 
   “Can I help you?” He gave me a once-over and I rolled my eyes though I couldn’t deny the little hairs that suddenly wanted nothing to do with my skin.
 
   He gave a confident smirk before he rubbed his stubble while replying, “Actually you can. I was wondering if you could teach me that spin-move you used? That shit was lethal.” I knew the boys had stayed and watched most of practice, but I hadn’t considered the fact that he could’ve been watching me. And not just watching me to ogle me, but actually watching me for my skills.
 
   I readjusted my bag on my shoulder as I said, “I’m sure you can find it on YouTube or something.”
 
   “Damn superstar, you got it like that?” 
 
   “Don’t act all surprised that a girl can have a highlight tape. I earned that shit.” My artificial attitude was definitely working in my favor but his confidence didn’t seem to waver as he ran a hand over his mouth before flashing that beautiful smile I remembered from the interview. 
 
   “Let me guess, Gatorade Player of the Year? Ms. Basketball? All-American?”
 
   I shifted all of my weight to my right leg and crossed my arms over my chest before I said, “And the list goes on.” It wasn’t that I was cocky, but I had certainly worked hard to achieve those goals. 
 
   “Damn. I feel you, beautiful.”
 
   Beautiful?
 
   I know this little boy is not tryna run game on me.
 
   “Well, since you know where to find my moves, I’m gonna get going.” I was walking away, but I could hear the swish of his duffle bag against his jeans from behind me as he worked to catch up.
 
   “Wait up, ma. That wasn’t the only thing I wanted to ask you.” I stopped, but my heart kept going as it was busy swooning at his usage of the word “ma”. I would’ve sworn he was from the East Coast with how fluently the little word seemed to flow off of his tongue. 
 
   “What else? Wanna know how I keep my jump shot consistent? How I lock people down on defense? How I time my shot-blocking?”
 
   “No. I wanted to ask you if you were busy this weekend.”
 
   I know his little ass is not about to ask me on a date.
 
   I mean, I was just sure being the Phenom that he was, there were girls banging down his door left and right. What business did he have trying that shit with me?
 
   “Yep. I’m busy.”
 
   Liar.
 
   He looked legitimately disappointed as he replied, “Damn. I was gonna ask if you wanted to come hoop with us. We play pick-up ball on the weekends and I could surely use a sharpshooter like you on my squad.”
 
   So not only was he checking out my game, he respected it enough to want me on his team?
 
   Not in his line-up of women but his line-up of actual players?
 
   Suddenly, I wanted to make my fake busy-ness go away.
 
   “Oh. Umm...when do ya’ll play?” The question came out shaky as if I was nervous.
 
   Nervous for what?
 
   “Usually Saturday around noon or so.”
 
   I gave my ponytail a smoothing swipe before I said, “I may be free around then.” I tried to sound casual though my thoughts were all over the place. It was like no matter how hard I worked to keep control of the situation, none of it was actually in my hands. 
 
   “Cool. I’ll text you the location and everything.”
 
   “How are you gonna text me if you don’t have my number?” It wasn’t that I was purposely trying to offer it to him, but I knew it was impossible for me to get the details without him actually being able to get in touch with me. 
 
   “Aww damn, you’re right.” He made quick work of grabbing his phone from the pocket of his jeans before he typed in his passcode and handed it to me. “Plug in your number and I’ll add you to our little group chat or somethin’.” I did as he asked, not really sure of what I was getting myself into, before I handed his phone back to him.
 
   “Now can I get going?”
 
   He flashed me another smile before he politely replied, “For sure, ma. I’ll see you later.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
   I was trying my hardest not to use Ava’s phone number for my own selfish reasons. I did want her to play hoops with us but I also wanted to find out more about her, see what she was like, see what she looked like in something other than basketball shorts though she did look good as hell in ‘em.
 
   I could already tell Ava was a different breed by the way she seemed so unbothered during our little conversation. Most girls were just excited that I said a word to them but Ava could’ve cared less if I even looked her way, making her that much more attractive.
 
   I wanted her.
 
   I wasn’t sure how I was gonna get her but I knew it was gonna happen one way or another.
 
   Since I didn’t wanna give in and text her but I couldn’t go to sleep, I went to YouTube like she directed me to and typed her name in the search bar. A few different videos came up so I picked the one with the most views to watch. My eyes were glued to my handheld screen as I watched clips of Ava going to work on the basketball court in high school. She looked like a woman amongst girls as she blasted pass people to the rim, making girls fall with her crossover, and using the exact spin move I asked her about.
 
   I definitely had to add that to my game.
 
   Somehow, after watching the third video of her ballin’ out, I felt a text was justified.
 
   Yo, if your game now is anything like it was in high school, I’m officially a fan, ma.-Miles
 
   When ten minutes went past, I figured she must’ve already went to sleep. I busied myself with Instagram and Twitter until a text surprisingly came in.
 
   Ava: It’s actually gotten quite a bit better.
 
   I was getting ready to reply when another text came in.
 
   Ava: And what does this have to do with the group chat you were supposed to add me to?
 
   It was a fair question and honestly one that didn’t surprise me coming from her. 
 
   Miles: Just wanted you to know that I did my research like you told me to.
 
   I called it research but being able to watch her fine ass run circles around her competition was more of a treat than anything.
 
   Ava: Well did you find what you were looking for?
 
   Miles: That and more. Your crossover game is lit, beautiful.
 
   A little flirting wouldn’t hurt; right?
 
   Ava: Go ahead and take notes, kiddo.
 
   Kiddo?
 
   I thought about correcting her, letting her know that there wasn’t a kid bone left in my body. But instead I chose to avoid confrontation by replying: I got you. You can test me on them later.
 
   It was a shame how excited I was about there actually being a later. 
 
   Ava: Deal. Now go to bed.
 
   Miles: Can’t sleep.
 
   I was trying to prolong the conversation anyway I could.
 
   Ava: Not my problem. Goodnight little dude.
 
   I smiled to myself, finding her attitude so amusing. It was actually more of a turn-on than a turn-off though I was sure she didn’t care either way. 
 
   Miles: That’s messed up. I thought we were cool.
 
   Maybe guilt tripping her would get her to at least keep texting me. 
 
   Ava: I don’t even know you. 
 
   Even though the words read cold, I had a strong feeling she was smiling at her phone just like I was, waiting for my reply. 
 
   Miles: Doesn’t mean you can’t get to know me. ;)
 
   Ava: You’re funny. Goodnight, Miles.
 
   The small compliment was just enough to give me hope. So instead of continuing to nag her, I simply replied: Sweet dreams, ma
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
   Get your shit together, Ava.
 
   I cursed at myself for missing my third free throw in a row. Even though today was our day off, I found myself at the court working on my weakness; free throws. There was something about all eyes being on me, counting on me for one measly point that could actually be a game-changer, that kept me nervous about shooting them. So nervous that last season I shot a terrible 64% from the line.
 
   I had to get better.
 
   I took a deep breath and lined my feet up before taking a few dribbles and lifting the ball in the air. The ball was on my fingertips when I heard from afar, “There’s your problem.”
 
   Initially the voice startled me until I turned around and saw who it was.
 
   He was the real problem.
 
   Miles strolled over to me, looking as if he had just got done getting some work in himself. “You gotta keep your elbow in, ma. The ball follows the line you create. When your elbow is hanging out in no man’s land, you’re bound to fuck up.” Though I wasn’t sure if his advice was right or wrong, the fact that it was unsolicited irritated me. I mean, who did he think he was busting in on my alone time in the gym?
 
   I put the ball against my hip before I responded, “I know how to shoot free throws; thank you very much.”
 
   “Yet that was the one thing I never saw in any of your highlight tapes. We all have weaknesses, Ava.”
 
   “Oh yeah. Well then what’s yours?”
 
   He gave the cutest little smirk, the first time I noticed his dimples, before he replied, “Pretty baller chicks with bad ass attitudes.”
 
   Damn, I should’ve kept that one to myself.
 
   To be so young, Miles spoke with a maturity that even dudes my age couldn’t muster making me wonder if our age difference was something I could actually consider dealing with.
 
   Wait a minute.
 
   Why the hell am I even thinking about getting with this teenager?
 
   “Right. Anyway, if you would stop being a pest, I’d love to get back to my free throws that you think I’m not so good at.” I would’ve used anything as an excuse to escape his aura. But instead of getting away from me, he walked towards the basketball hoop, making himself comfortable on the left side of the basket.
 
   “I’ll get your rebounds.”
 
   “I can get my own rebounds, bro.”
 
   “I know you can. But if I get them for you, you can actually focus on the free throws you need to be swishin’. Let me help you, ma.”
 
   How could I possibly turn down his sweet little charm?
 
   And I mean, I was getting a little tired of chasing them down my damn self.
 
   Maybe putting him to work wasn’t such a bad idea.
 
   I performed my free throw ritual, lining my feet up and giving the ball a few dribbles. The ball was on my fingertips when Miles yelled, “Pause! Right there.” He jogged over to me, pushing my elbow in, before he jogged back to his spot near the hoop. I gave him a challenging look but shot the free throw from my adjusted position anyway. 
 
   It went in all net.
 
   “See, I told you, Ava. You aren’t the only one with some skills around here.” He grabbed the ball out of the net and threw it back to me.
 
   “Whatever dude. Just because you made it on ESPN does not prove anything. I need to see it for myself.” I quickly fired up another free throw, keeping my elbow in like Miles told me to, and the net hardly moved with how perfectly the ball went in.
 
   “I’ll let you see whatever you want, beautiful.” The courts were already quiet since it was only Miles and I in the facility, but I could’ve sworn in that moment, I could literally hear my own heartbeat. There was no mistaking the hint of flirtation in his statement and when I met his eyes, I immediately recognized that they matched his feelings, even from afar.
 
   I had diffuse the situation fast, so I went back to the only thing that kept me from taking advantage of his young ass. “I’m just sure the girls your age go nuts over a one-liner like that.”
 
   His face turned to one of confusion as he asked, “The girls my age? You say that like you and I aren’t the same age.”
 
   “Umm...we’re not. Like...not even close.” I was sure we weren’t really that far apart in age considering we were both in college but a few grade levels difference was plenty.
 
   “Well how old are you then?”
 
   “Twenty-one.”
 
   It was like a light bulb went off for him as he replied, “No wonder you’re so different.”
 
   Different?
 
   I don’t know why his opinion even mattered to me, but I immediately got offended.
 
   “What the hell is that suppose to mean?”
 
   He recognized my fire brewing and quickly corrected himself, “Not like that. I mean like your swag, the way you carry yourself; its just different, ma. I don’t know. I can’t explain it.” I really should’ve just let it go, but I couldn’t help wondering what exactly he meant.
 
   “Try.”
 
   He let out a little sigh, taking the few steps to be right in front of me before he said, “I guess I just think you’re dope as hell. I mean, for starters you can ball your ass off. You clearly have the respect of your teammates. And I mean, considering you’re here right now on your day off, you must have good work ethic. You’re sexy as fuck with that red hair of yours and you wear the hell out of a basketball uniform. Should I keep going?”
 
   I kind of wanted to be an asshole and say yeah, but I really couldn’t be mean to him after he laid all of that on the line.
 
   Especially the sexy-as-fuck part.
 
   And did he really have to be so close to me?
 
   I took a few steps away from him, giving the ball a few dribbles from my left hand to my right and back just to distract myself from his eyes. And his mouth. And the cute little way his nose flared up while he was waiting for answer. And the clear-as-day print in his basketball shorts down below.
 
   Is he upgrading to fine right before my very eyes?
 
   “Look, that’s all very...flattering to say the least, but do yourself a favor and save that energy for someone more on your level.” I was professing it more to keep myself at bay than him. I had to keep reminding myself that even though I was attracted to him – really, freakishly attracted to him – he wasn’t on my level.
 
   He seemed amused by my words as if he just knew it was bullshit. I watched as he confidently took the few steps to close the gap I had created between us. I couldn’t believe the way my heart decided to betray me, taking off at a pace so fast that I just knew it was going to burst any minute.
 
   He looked down on me, his face right above mine as he finally replied, “Ava, I don’t really think anyone can be any more on my level than you. But go ahead and deny yourself if you want to, ma.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
    
 
   “Love at first sight is just like...some urban legend, right?”
 
   “I don’t know if its an urban legend, but its definitely some of the bullshittiest bullshit I’ve ever heard. You mean to tell me somebody just looks at someone else and falls in love? Hell nah, bruh. Ain’t possible. Now if we edited that little phrase to something like love at first fuck; to me, that sounds more realistic.”
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at my boy Cam before I added, “True that. I’ve definitely fallen into something over some good cat a few times.”
 
   “See what I mean? But to get shot with Cupid’s arrow from the mere sight of somebody? Fuck that. No way, no how.”
 
   Cam was probably the last person I should’ve been asking but he was the only one around as I got my gear right for our little weekend pick-up game. Clearly thoughts of basketball were secondary as my first train of thought was steadily occupied by her. I literally couldn’t stop thinking about her even though she had basically turned down any chance I could have with her. I guess I was holding on to the fact that regardless of what her mouth said, her body language would almost always say something totally different.
 
   From the way she would lick her lips every time I made a pass at her to the way her breathing seemed to change anytime I got a little closer to her, I knew she was at least attracted to me. So I had a hard time figuring out why she was so caught up on the whole age thing.
 
   Was a two-year difference really that big of a deal?
 
   I knew I couldn’t force anything with her and quite frankly, that wasn’t my style. But I also couldn’t ignore the nagging feeling that I was gonna miss out on something if I fell back.
 
   I must’ve thought her up as she strolled in the gym looking her usual delectable self with a t-shirt turned tank that hung low on the sides giving a pretty clear view of the sports bra she was wearing. Her hair was in a low braid, different from the ponytail she usually wore when playing basketball, but still attractive. She had her duffle bag thrown over her shoulder as she approached Cam and I who were sitting on the outer edge of the court.
 
   “What’s up, guys? Where is everybody?”
 
   I could hardly look at her when I replied, “They should be here soon. You’re early, ma.”
 
   “Oh. Right.” She plopped down next to us before digging in her bag to get her shoes. I felt crazy as hell watching her do something as basic as taking her casual shoes off to trade them for her basketball shoes but I wanted to see if she would keep her perfection streak alive by having pretty…
 
   “Will you quit lookin’ at my damn toes? If you aren’t gonna rub ‘em or suck ‘em then you have no business with ‘em.” Cam started laughing his ass off and I tried to find the humor in it too though I would’ve loved to do both of the things she mentioned.
 
   “Ain’t nobody worried about your dogs, Ava. I was actually peepin’ that corn on your pinky toe.” She pulled her foot into arms reach, mortified, until she realized I was just fuckin’ with her. She picked up one of the shoes she had already taken off and launched it at me. Luckily, my quick reflexes helped me dodge it.
 
   That didn’t stop her from spewing, “Fucker.”
 
   I shrugged as I jokingly added, “On occasion.”
 
   Once she realized what I was implying, she rolled her eyes and went back to work on her shoes.
 
   In no time at all, the gym was packed with people; all dudes besides Ava. Apparently, I was the only one that was new to her game because once people figured out who she was, they all wanted her on their team. I had to quickly set the record straight that she was mine...I mean, she was gonna be on my team.
 
   The first game Ava played a little timid, probably still trying to get her feet wet. But by the third game, she was all in, wiping the floor with any dude that tried to guard her. I was happy that the task of guarding her wasn’t mine because after watching what she did to some pretty decent ballers, I was a little unsure of how well I would match up against her.
 
   There was a point when one of our games was tied twenty to twenty and the other team had the ball. A guy stole the ball from Ava and was dribbling down the court for what he thought was gonna be an easy lay-up to win the game until Ava showed up out of nowhere and blocked his shot clear into the bleachers. Her face remained unfazed but I couldn’t hold back the pride I felt so I gave her a hard smack on the ass as I yelled, “Good shit, ma!”
 
   I didn’t even realize what I had really done until she looked at me like I crazy. But then her initial what-the-hell face turned into a pretty little smirk before she put her hand on her ass and rubbed it in a soothing motion.
 
   “A little less umph next time; okay?”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
   After a long day on the court, made even longer by the watchful eye of Miles, I wanted nothing more than to kick back and watch TV for the rest of the day. But just as I got settled in for what was bound to turn into a nap since I had somehow made it under the covers, my phone chimed across the room. How I had managed to get all the way settled into bed with it out of arms reach was beyond me. I released a heavy sigh before I got out of my perfectly comfortable spot to get it, already a little mad at whoever made it go off in the first place.
 
   Miles: Yo Ava, not that I ever doubted your skills after watching you practice but uh… you got real talent, ma.
 
   Of course its him.
 
   Ava: Tell me something I don’t know.
 
   Miles: I bet you don’t know that my hand is busy trying to recall what your ass felt like when I smacked it. ;)
 
   The little butterflies in my stomach went nuts as I tried to think of something smart to say. Just when I came up with the perfectly clever response, Avery barged in my room.
 
   “Hey Ava. What are you doing?”
 
   There was no hiding my irritation as I replied, “What does it look like I’m doing, Avery?”
 
   “Well sorry to interrupt your…nothingness, but I wanted to ask you something.” I didn’t respond with permission but she continued on anyway, “You’re friends with some of the guys on the basketball team right?” I shook my head yes, unsure of where the conversation was going. “Do you happen to know that Miles kid?”
 
   Miles?
 
   What did Avery want with Miles?
 
   The Miles that was in my inbox?
 
   I swallowed the little ounce of jealousy that had surfaced from her just mentioning his name to reply, “I know him a little bit; why?”
 
   “Think you can give me a little shout-out? He’s fine as hell.” I really wasn’t surprised that Avery found him attractive because he was a good lookin’...little boy. But I also wasn’t exactly thrilled about it.
 
   “Umm...I don’t really know if he’s your type, Avery.” He seemed to have a little more sense than to ever deal with the likes of my half-brained sister.
 
   “My type? He’s fine. Fine is my type.”
 
   “Right. I’ll umm...see what I can do.” Avery gave me a thank-you smile before she sauntered out of my room, shutting the door behind her. Something about her interest in him put things back in perspective. I picked my phone back up and erased the message I had originally keyed to replace it with a new one.
 
   Ava: Well you better try your best to remember because it won’t be happening again.
 
    
 
   ←&→
 
   Why did I agree to this?
 
   Better question: What the hell does make-up and neat hair have to do with basketball?
 
   I never ever played a basketball game with my hair flat ironed down my back, so why were they choosing to go with that look over the more realistic ponytail and headband one?
 
   Ticket sales.
 
   I always heard low whispers about how I was the pretty girl of basketball but not until this moment was that made so apparent. I rolled my eyes at the mere thought of it, getting the stank face from the make-up artist that was busy trying to cover up my freckles.
 
   Oh well.
 
   “Ava, when you’re ready, you can meet us out on the court.” I shook my head in understanding and once they were done making me all...pretty, I headed to what I usually thought of as my sanctuary.
 
   As I approached the makeshift set, I could hear the camera already flashing and the photographer fawning over whoever he was shooting.
 
   “You are a natural, Miles!”
 
   Ugh, of course it’s him.
 
   I made the mistake of peeking beyond the lights and saw Miles flashing that brilliant ass smile while he dribbled the basketball from side-to-side. My eyes must’ve been sitting heavy because he turned my way, giving me a little wink, before he focused his attention back on the photographer.
 
   Jesus Christ.
 
   “Very, very good, Miles. Now let’s get Ava out here to do her solo shots.”
 
   I came out from my little hiding spot and was headed to the set when Miles came towards me, stopping right in front of me to sweep my hair behind my ear as he said, “I like your hair, ma.” 
 
   “Thanks,” I nonchalantly replied, as I tried to cool the rays that his little touch sent through my body. Just that little graze had me ready to renege on every conclusion I had came to about why we could never be. I proceeded past him as I originally intended to do, grabbing a basketball on my way.
 
   “Ava dear, I can already tell you’re a little tense. The camera reads it all so take a few deep breaths, get a few dribbles out and then we’ll get started.” My tension had nothing to do with the cameras, the lights, nor the photographer.
 
   It was all because he was watching.
 
   Get your shit together, Ava.
 
   I took the deep breaths as the photographer advised and gave him the nod that I was ready. In no time at all, the cameras were flashing and the photographer was fawning over me the same way he had been fawning over Miles. I finally felt confident in the situation until the photographer said, “Alright Miles, you get back out here so we can do some shots of the two of you together.”
 
   And of course, this fool Miles had the nerve to reply, “I like the sound of that.” He did a little jog back onto the set, snatching the basketball I was holding from me. “I believe this belongs to me.”
 
   I snatched it right back but not without a flash from the camera.
 
   “Perfect! I love it! Let’s keep that going. A little boys vs. girls rivalry.”
 
   Miles set himself up in a squatted defensive position and naturally, my competitive self squared up right with him, taking a few dribbles. When he swiped at the ball and missed, I couldn’t help but laugh while the camera went crazy capturing the brief moment.
 
   “Okay, you got me, ma. My turn.” I passed him the ball and he began to dribble. My eyes were locked in on the ball but when I took a swipe, I missed it but didn’t miss what was perfectly positioned behind it.
 
   Damn, he’s got it like that?
 
   Miles gave me a little smirk, before he said in a voice only I could hear, “Ava, if you wanted to touch my dick, all you had to do was ask.” I couldn’t help the blush that rushed to my already rosy pink cheeks thanks to the make-up. 
 
   “Shut the hell up, Miles. It was…an accident.”
 
   He took a few steps closer, invading all of my personal space to ask, “Well did you like your findings from that...accident?”
 
   “And that’s a wrap. Nice job you two.” I rushed off the set knowing Miles would be right on my toes, probably looking for an answer that I had no plans in giving him.
 
   I mean what was I really suppose to say?
 
   “Hell yeah, I liked my findings and I’m gonna ride those findings until no one can find them.”
 
   “Ava, hold up. Why are you runnin’ from me?”
 
   I kept my swift pace as I replied, “I’m not running.”
 
   “Jogging, power-walking, whatever you wanna call it. You’re tryna get away for no reason. I’m just fuckin’ with you, ma.”
 
   I didn’t stop my stride to throw over my shoulder, “Obviously.”
 
   “So why are you buggin’ like this? Can’t take a joke?” Of course, I could take a joke. The problem was that my body didn’t want it to be a joke.
 
   Like...not even a little bit.
 
   I finally stopped and turned to him, giving him my full attention, “I’m not buggin’.”
 
   “Well tell me exactly what you are doing then?”
 
   “I’m…I’m…,” what the hell am I doing again? Oh yeah! “I’m going to get my stuff so I can go home.”
 
   He reached down to grab my wrist, pulling me closer as he asked, “Can I come?”
 
   Oh little boy, you do not want those problems.
 
   “Matter of fact, yeah you can. I’m sure my little sister Avery would love to meet you.”
 
   Yes, Ava!
 
   Remind yourself why you can’t be with his fine ass!
 
   He took a step back, offended as he replied, “Wow. You’re gonna try to pawn me off on your little sister?” It was pathetic that using her was the only thing I could come up with as a way to get him to back up; as if I really wanted him to back up. 
 
   “She’s probably more your type. I’ll see you later.” I strolled into the girl’s locker room knowing that was the one place he couldn’t follow me.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
   I had lost my appetite.
 
   Sitting in the cafeteria designated for athletes and seeing Ava from afar, looking all giddy while having lunch with my teammate Darrell literally made me sick to my stomach.
 
   If she would’ve told me she and Darrell had something going on, I would’ve definitely fell back, but it had never seemed that way until now. I watched as she threw her head back in laughter from what was sure to be a corny ass joke. Darrell was just a cornball brotha period. He was team captain but only a halfway decent baller in my opinion. The media had a bad habit of comparing us since we played the same position and since they always chose me over him, I already knew he had a little beef with me though I was sure he would never admit it.
 
   Truth be told, there was no doubt in my mind that I would take his starting point.
 
   And now it looked as though I would be taking his girl too.
 
   I grabbed the tray of food I had only picked over, getting rid of it before I headed their way. The second I approached their table, Ava peeked up and gave me her little version of a death stare.
 
   “Yo Ava, what’s up? I didn’t know you and Darrell knew each other.”
 
   “Of course we know each other, Miles. We’re both seniors. We’ve practically grown up together,” Darrell replied with a little cornball ass chuckle like I had posed the statement to him and not the redhead sitting across from him.
 
   “Right.” I turned my body to Ava so that I could make it clear who I was talking to, “Hey ma, can I talk to you for a minute? I’ll make it quick.”
 
   “Ummm...we’re kinda in the middle of a conversation, Miles.”
 
   I had a strong feeling nothing about their conversation was that important so I remained persistent. “Two minutes. Please.” She rolled her eyes before she excused herself from the table and followed me outside of the cafeteria.
 
   “Now what do you want?”
 
   Beating around the bush wasn’t really my thing so I came straight out with it. “Why didn’t you tell me you and Darrell were kickin’ it? If I would’ve known that, I would’ve never came at you like that, beautiful.”
 
   She let out an annoyed sigh, crossing her arms over her chest and cocking her head to the side. “First of all, I doubt that. Second of all, maybe I didn’t tell you we were ‘kickin’ it’ because we’re not.”
 
   I shrugged, not fully believing her little spill. “Sure looks like it to me.”
 
   “Darrell and I are cool by default. I was eating alone and he...wait a minute, why am I explaining myself to you?”
 
   I could only smile, way too happy that she realized it before I could point it out. It could only be natural for her to start explaining herself if she was feelin’ me; if she cared about what I thought. Instead of taunting her for it like I should’ve done, I gently grabbed her hand, giving it a little swing before I let her know, “Your guess is as good as mine, ma. But now that you’ve cleared things up, just know I got next.”
 
   ←&→
 
   College day life was already the shit.
 
   But being introduced to college night life took my experience to the next level. I initially assumed there wouldn’t be a lot I could do since I wasn’t twenty-one, but off-campus house parties opened up a whole new can of worms.
 
   I had attended my share of house parties back in high school, but they were nothing compared to what I walked into with Cam. I could already tell he lived for this shit, while I on the other hand, preferred to be a little more observant before I just went balls to the wall. We walked through the crowd with Cam stoppin’ to dap up just about everybody we passed until we made it to the kitchen that was a little less crowded. Cam grabbed a drink for himself and handed one to me. I took a short sip and could immediately tell the alcohol to juice ratio was way off so I would have to take it slow if I wanted to last the whole night.
 
   “Mmm, you see who just walked in?” I looked to the door and saw a girl that surprisingly looked a little like Ava but was a few shades darker and missing the red hair.
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   Cam wrapped his arm around my shoulder, pulling me in to answer, “That would be Avery, Ava’s little sister.”
 
   Wait a minute.
 
   That’s who Ava was tryna hook me up with?
 
   I mean the girl was cute for sure but looked a little too high maintenance to be anywhere near my type. She must’ve made eye contact with Cam because she was already headed our way by the time I finished my second sip.
 
   “Cam baby, what’s up? How you been?”
 
   She gave Cam a hug with a lengthy little squeeze that I was sure he was just relishing in before he replied, “I’ve been good, Avery. And you?”
 
   “Oh, you know I’ve been amazing. Always always amazing. Now don’t be rude. Introduce me to your friend.”
 
   Or don’t.
 
   “This is my boy, Miles. Miles, this is Avery.” She gave me a non-discrete onceover that told me everything I needed to know about her.
 
   She was out here.
 
   Which was fine, that was her business, but I wanted no parts of it.
 
   “Nice to meet you, Avery.”
 
   “Even better to meet you, Miles. I hear you’re gonna take the team to the championship. Is that true?” She batted her eyelashes at me like I gave a damn about them fake shits.
 
   “Possibly.”
 
   “Well I’ll be front row at every game to cheer you on, baby. Don’t let me down.” I gave her the most pleasant nod I could come up with before she blew Cam a kiss and switched her ass away from us.
 
   Cam watched every step intently before he finally spoke up, “Got damn, she is bad.”
 
   I took a nonchalant sip of my drink then corrected him, “She’s aiight.”
 
   “Bruh, you must be blind or somethin’. Avery is easily the baddest chick on campus.” Avery had all the right attributes that could make her into the baddest chick on campus. Long hair, big tits, nice lips, decent ass, good shape, flawless skin. But in my opinion, her sister wore all that shit better.
 
   “I mean I guess if that’s what you’re into.”
 
   “Whatever, freshman.”
 
   We made our rounds through the party a few times before we settled against a wall. The vibe was cool and all, but I couldn’t help wondering how Ava was spending her Saturday night. Probably playing ball, or watching film, or...
 
   Maybe she was with another guy.
 
   Nah, fuck that.
 
   I pulled out my phone and decided to shoot her a text, hoping it would mess up any mood she could’ve been setting with whoever dude was.
 
   What’s up, ma? -Miles
 
   I was staring at my phone waiting for her reply when I was distracted by a pleasant, now kinda familiar voice nearby. Her words were coming out a little slurred and since she wasn’t exactly talking to me, I had trouble picking up everything she was saying.
 
   “Cam babyyy, can youuu...home? I can’t possiblyyy...like this.”
 
   “Avery quit bein’ a drama queen. You’re good.”
 
   “Noooo I’m...takeee me.”
 
   “You better ask Miles or somethin’. Matter of fact, he stays that way anyway so he can definitely take you.”
 
   Hold up, what?
 
   There was a little tap on my shoulder and I turned to Avery’s pleading eyes. “Miles, can you pleaseee give me a ride home? I had too much to drinkkk and it wouldn’t be safe for me to be behind the wheel.” She fell into me the second she finished her sentence so I knew she was definitely in bad shape, but I was still trying to figure out how the fuck I got put into it.
 
   I hardly even knew the girl and now I was just supposed to give her a ride home?
 
   I mean, it wasn’t my fault she chose to get fucked up.
 
   “Can’t do it, Avery. Sorry.”
 
   “Come on, Miles. She doesn’t live too far from you for real. And you wouldn’t be able to live with yourself if she did actually crash her whip.” Leave it to Cam to guilt trip me into some shit.
 
    “Where do you stay at, Avery?”
 
   “Four blocks from campus.” I couldn’t help noticing how coherent her reply came out. Considering I lived on campus and the party wasn’t far from campus, it really wasn’t that big of an inconvenience to drop her off. And maybe I’d be able to catch a glimpse of Ava since they lived together.
 
   “Fine. I’ll take you.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
   I wasn’t responding.
 
   Not because I didn’t want to but because I didn’t wanna get his hopes up.
 
   There was no way in hell I was gonna date a guy younger than me; simple as that. I didn’t know why it bothered me so much, but it did and I wasn’t going back on it no matter how good he looked or how his voice seemed to caress my skin, or how my heart was still racing from the fact that he had text me yet again.
 
   Do I sound as ridiculous as I feel?
 
   I turned to ESPN, hoping to catch a glimpse of the highlights from my dream baller bae Russell Westbrook’s game. Whenever people described how I played, they always said it resembled how he did which was definitely a compliment in my book. He was explosive, he had hops, his athleticism literally went unmatched and I had a strong feeling that all probably translated to other facets of his life. They were just getting ready to scroll to his picture in the line-up when there was a knock on the door.
 
   It was late so it scared me more than anything, especially since Avery - the only person who belonged here - had a key. I grabbed my keychain that had a can of pepper spray attached before I headed to the door. I took a deep breath as I cautiously cracked it open to a sight I was far from ready for.
 
   Avery...and Miles?
 
   Avery hit me with her fake drunk smile before she said, “Heyyyy sis. Sorry if I woke you but I couldn’t find my key. Or did you take it from me, Milesy?”
 
   Milesy?
 
   What the hell is that all about?
 
   I looked to Miles for answers and he appeared to be just as confused as I was.
 
   “Why would I take your keys, Avery?”
 
   “Maybe to solidify a chance of seeing me later. Trust me, I’ve had guys do much crazier things,” she replied with a flirty little wink before she finally brought her not really that drunk ass into the apartment. There was a stiff silence between Miles and I, neither of us really knowing how to proceed. I wanted to be mad but I couldn’t be because if I was mad that only meant I cared and I had no business caring about the likes of Miles.
 
   “Well… I see you found her after all.”
 
   He immediately got defensive. “It’s not even like that, Ava. I just wanted to make sure she got home safely.”
 
   “I’m sure it was the least you could do after what you probably got from her.” It was no secret to me that Avery had quite the sexual track record. It wouldn’t have surprised me if Miles took advantage of that fact. Hell, what man wouldn’t?
 
   “Got from her? I didn’t get anything from that girl. Not because she didn’t offer but because I didn’t want it, ma.” 
 
   Damn if that two letter title doesn’t make my heart flutter every time.
 
   “No reason to lie about it, Miles. I know how she is and can pretty much assume how you are. Match made in heaven.”
 
   He gave a little laugh, taking a step closer before he said in a low tone, “You really think you know it all, don’t you?” He was so close that I had to look up to find his eyes. I was deemed tall for a girl at five foot nine but Miles still had me beat by at least six inches.
 
   With a challenging look, I quickly corrected him, “I don’t think I know it all, I know I know it all.”
 
   “Well tell me something, what do you know about this?” I didn’t recognize what he was talking about until he bent his head and pressed his lips to mine sending all types of hallelujahs through my limbs.
 
   It was a simple kiss.
 
   A perfect first kiss.
 
   A... what the hell am I talking about?
 
   He stepped back, wiping his lips of my lip gloss with a smile before he said, “Goodnight Ava.”
 
   ←&→
 
   My lips tingled for a week straight.
 
   Anytime I licked them, moisturized them, put them to a bottle of Gatorade, I was reminded of the kiss.
 
   I had kissed on plenty of occasions, but none of them - literally not one - ever made me see stars the way that basic ass kiss did. And the fact that he just strolled away all casually like it was no big deal left me extremely flustered. I mean, who did he think he was showing up at my apartment door all late at night with my sister and then leaving with a kiss from me? 
 
   We were supposed to be playing pick-up ball today, but suddenly nothing looked right. Every t-shirt I put on fit weird. Every ponytail I put my hair in didn’t sit right on my head. And I couldn’t find a pair of crew socks that actually matched for the life of me.
 
   Girl, you gotta chill.
 
   Why was I really so fazed by a little kiss from a little ass boy?
 
   Probably because he wasn’t a little ass boy.
 
   From the chisel in his jawline down to the little hint of a goatee, he was far from boyish in looks but that age…that teen ass age.
 
   Ugh.
 
   I reminded myself that it was my decision not to go there with him, settling with whatever I already had on - mismatched socks included - and headed out of the door. The court was only a few blocks away so I opted to walk instead of drive, giving me a moment to calm my nerves about seeing him, but more importantly psyche myself out of the fact that he could pretty much get it by this point.
 
   That’s gotta be the drought talkin’.
 
   When I made it to the court, there were already a few other guys there so naturally I gravitated towards them instead of Miles who was sitting alone adjusting his ankle brace. They all gave their what’s-up but mostly ignored me, too engaged in the conversation they were already having when I walked up. I sat on the ground, changing out of my walking shoes to my basketball shoes, before I got up to do a little warm-up. I could literally feel him watching me as I shot a few close-rang jump shots just to get my form right. I tried my best to focus on shooting the basketball, but his gaze felt so heavy against my back that I had to turn around.
 
   And boy did I regret doing that.
 
   He flashed that amazing smile at me, like he just knew he was the shit, before giving me a wink. I quickly turned back around and tried to resume shooting but my limbs literally felt weaker causing me to air ball. I heard him chuckle and turned around to give him the stink-eye but again...mistake.
 
   He’s so damn cute.
 
   My second look caused him to head my way, the absolute last thing I needed to be happening right now. But since I couldn’t let him know that, I took a deep breath and faced him straight up.
 
   “What’s up with the air ball, ma? That’s so unlike you,” he said with a laugh, as he took the ball from me and dribbled from hand-to-hand.
 
   “Everybody makes mistakes. Kinda like the one I made when I let you kiss me.”
 
   He picked up the ball, putting it to his side. “Ava, who do you think you’re foolin’? You couldn’t even say what’s up to ya boy cause you were still thinking about that shit. Don’t worry though, I’ve been thinking about it too. Well, thinking about how much I wanna do it again...and again...and again.” I rolled my eyes, snatching the ball from him the way he had taken it from me, eliciting a laugh. “It’s cool though, Ava. I’ll wait. Whenever you’re ready sweetheart, just say the word.”
 
   I mimicked his hand-to-hand dribbling as I expressed, “We don’t even speak the same language, Miles.” 
 
   “I gotta disagree with that one, ma. I mean...I love basketball. You love basketball. I love pretty girls with attitudes. What are you? A pretty girl with an attitude. I love big titties. You have big titties. What’d you call it? A match made in heaven?” I literally mushed his face, unable to hold back my laugh.
 
   “What the hell ever, dude. I came to play basketball, not to be harassed.”
 
   He tugged at my basketball shorts, causing me to stumble back as he said, “Oh, I’ll harass you alright.”
 
   “Miles!” I shrieked, accidentally causing a scene in front of all the boys. I didn’t want them to mistake me for being the girl trying to get chose by hanging around all guys but I also couldn’t help the natural flirtation that came with being around Miles no matter how much I tried to fight it.
 
   “What?...Alright fine. Just know when Coach Ava calls my number, I’ll be ready to play.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
   First game jitters had turned me into an insomniac.
 
   Even though it was only an exhibition game, the pressure from the media’s hype surrounding me was starting to become overwhelming. It didn’t help that my big brother Bryson was coming off of a pro-championship in his rookie season. My whole reason for choosing to attend Lynstone University instead of the University of California was so that I wouldn’t fall in his shadow. Now I had to work even harder to make a statement.
 
   But my statement certainly wasn’t gonna be made without a decent night’s rest.
 
   I tossed and turned, watching a run of late night infomercials. Stuff that I would never actually buy was beginning to look more and more appealing so I knew I needed to find another way to occupy my time.
 
   Maybe that pretty little redhead is up to keep me company.
 
   Even though it was late, I really had nothing to lose in texting her. If she was up, she’d text me back. If she was sleep, she’d see it in the morning. I grabbed my phone off the nightstand and within a few taps my text was sent.
 
   Miles: You up, ma?
 
   I watched the infomercial for what they called the world’s stickiest duct tape, Stuct Tape, until a reply finally came in.
 
   Ava: No.
 
   I couldn’t help but laugh at her snide little response. 
 
   Miles: Ava, quit playin’. If you weren’t up, you wouldn’t have texted back. What you doin’?
 
   Ava: Sleepin’.
 
   Miles: How do you sleep? T-shirt and shorts? Bra and panties? Footie pajamas?
 
   Ava: Nothing.
 
   Damn.
 
   How the hell did she manage to be sexy even through a one-word text?
 
   Miles: Lemme see.
 
   I waited a few minutes for a smart ass reply and was surprised when I actually received a picture message instead. I couldn’t get it open fast enough and when I did…
 
   This silly ass girl.
 
   Instead of the nude I expected, it was a picture of her middle finger.
 
   Miles: Very funny, Ava. Now quit playin’ and send me somethin’ for real.
 
   I waited a little while longer until another picture message eventually came in. I had to tilt my head to the side to figure out what it was but when I did...got damn. I was staring at the screen damn near drooling from the sight of her cleavage until another picture came in with the caption, “Got em!” I opened it up and found out that what I received wasn’t her cleavage, but actually the crack of her arm smashed together.
 
   Miles: You play wayyyy too much.
 
   Ava: Just trying to keep up with you, kid. But seriously, I’m sleep. So goodnight.
 
   Since she was already in a playful mood, I decided to push my limits.
 
   Miles: Last time I told you goodnight, it came with a kiss. How can I make that happen again?
 
   I anxiously waited for a reply and when it finally came, I caught myself laughing again.
 
   Ava: ZzZzZzzzzz…
 
   Miles: Yo, you’re goofy as hell, ma.
 
   Ava: No, I’m sleepy as hell.
 
   Miles: Right. I won’t keep you up as long as you promise to dream about me.
 
   Ava: GOOD. NIGHT. MILES.
 
   I replied with a kissy face emoji and literally laughed my way to sleep when she replied with the emoji of the chick with her arms crossed in an X, blocking me.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
   I was already going back on my word.
 
   Only partially but enough for me to recognize that something was really going on.
 
   I wasn’t supposed to give Miles the opportunity to even think he had a chance with me. Yet, here I was, responding to his little flirty ass texts all late at night, hoping I’d coincidentally run into him at our practice facilities, actually nervous for him about his first game. I called myself empathizing but knew I was only capable of empathizing because I actually kinda liked him.
 
   There really wasn’t anything not to like about him. I mean, he was handsome...too handsome for his own damn good really. He was humble which actually surprised me considering the ego people in his position usually had. And since he was a basketball player like me, he already had his own understanding of the unorthodox scheduling, the random fans in random places, and the commitment it took to be the best. OH, and I already knew his height extended to places I couldn’t regularly see.
 
   Though I wish I could.
 
   What would sex with Miles even be like?
 
   Was he more of a giver or a taker?
 
   Would I call him Baby or Daddy?
 
   Probably Baby.
 
   Wait a minute...why am I just assuming I’m gonna have sex with him?
 
   All these thoughts were flying while I got dressed for his game; the game I would’ve been going to anyway to support the boys, but now had an even greater reason to attend. Instead of the basketball shorts I usually preferred, I threw on jeans...like ones that fit in all the right places. I paired them with one of my favorite shirts that tied into a knot at the bottom putting just a little bit of my tummy on display and a pair of low-top white converse. I undid the braid my hair had been in for most of the day, giving the loose waves it had created a little toss before letting them fall over my shoulder. I was just giving my lip gloss a touch-up when Avery barged in unannounced as usual. Before she said anything, she gave me a once-over that made me roll my eyes, already annoyed by her presence.
 
   “You look...cute. Where are you going, Ava?”
 
   I didn’t pay her much mind as I nonchalantly replied, “Basketball game.”
 
   “Dressed like that? Aren’t you supposed to wear a uniform or something?” Apparently the smart gene had skipped right over her. Either that, or her temporary blonde highlights were starting to wear on her brain.
 
   “I’m not playing in it, idiot. I’m just going to watch.”
 
   “Oh. Oh, you’re going to the boy’s game. That is today isn’t it? Wait for me, I’m coming with.”
 
   Hell no.
 
   There was no way I was letting my little sister tag along on what was slowly turning into a little mission of mine. 
 
   “No you’re not. I’m meeting up with some girls from the team.”
 
   A little white lie wasn’t gonna hurt her.
 
   She didn’t seem convinced as she replied, “So what? Now you can’t have a plus one around your teammates?” I had to think of something quick to divert her interest. 
 
   “Matter of fact, maybe you should come. I’m sure a few of the girls would love to get a piece of you.” Though I was cool with the girls who liked girls on my team, Avery was practically a homophobe.
 
   “Ew! On second thought, I’ll just catch the next one.”
 
   Thank goodness.
 
   ←&→
 
   My heart pounded as I nervously waited for Miles to come out of the locker room. He didn’t know I was there, probably hadn’t even recognized me in the crowd, but for some reason I felt the need to tell him good game. I mean, he did have a good game. An excellent game. But at the same time, I knew my nerves were present for a reason.
 
   The door flew open and I braced myself only to find out that it was Cam and not Miles. He licked his lips, which probably worked on every other girl he came across except for me. Cam was cute, sure, but his ego was out of this world.
 
   Well that, and he fucked my sister.
 
   “Ava, you’re lookin’ good girl. What are you doin’ out here?”
 
   What was I doing out there? Showing up without a warning was risky enough but now I hadn’t even been careful enough to not get caught.
 
   I had to cover things up quick.
 
   “I’m ummm...waiting on someone.”
 
   “Waiting on someone? Who Darrell?”
 
   Darrell?
 
   Why does everybody think I have something going on with Darrell?
 
   “Ummm…. not quite.”
 
   He observed me for a few short seconds before it looked as though a light bulb went off in his head. “Hold on, don’t tell me you’re out here waiting for the freshman?”
 
   Shit.
 
   Cam was the last person who needed even a hint that something was up between Miles and I. It was like once he knew, everybody knew. 
 
   “No, Cam. Damn. Get out of my business.”
 
   He laughed before he said, “So that must mean yes since you got all defensive.”
 
   Shit, again.
 
   Instead of fully engaging in that conversation, I decided to divert his attention elsewhere. Just like Avery, Cam wasn’t exactly the smartest in the bunch.
 
   “Anyway, I’m sure your fan club is waiting for you in the lobby.”
 
   “You know what? You’re probably right. I’ll check you later, A,” he said, stopping to pat me on the shoulder on his exit.
 
   Arrogant ass.
 
   I watched him disappear out of sight and was getting ready to assume my original position when I felt a body close behind me, causing me to gasp.
 
   “Ma, where’d you get all this ass from?” I turned around, taking a step back so that I could actually look at him. 
 
   All of him.
 
   Something about the way he expressed his observation made me confident enough to reply, “It’s always been there; just muted by those baggy ass basketball shorts. And is that really how you greet a woman?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ava. I guess it just...caught me off guard. To be real, you being right here period caught me off guard. Kinda thought I was dreaming.”
 
   “Is that your way of admitting that I’m in your dreams?”
 
   He licked his lips, and unlike the time Cam did it, Miles’s went straight to my inner thighs. “Every damn night, beautiful. I guess until I can make it happen for real, I just gotta imagine the shit.” Naturally, I wondered if his imagination was as vivid as mine. Because the way I saw it was very live and in color.
 
   “Hmmm… well what if I told you, you didn’t have to imagine anymore? That you could... have the real thing?” I wasn’t even sure what I was offering but I knew I wanted something beyond what was already, inevitably, happening between us.
 
   “I’d probably have to call you a liar, ma.” 
 
   “I’m for real, Miles. I’m... ready to uhhh... put you in the game.” Internally, I smacked myself in the forehead for being so corny.
 
   Put you in the game, Ava?
 
   Really?
 
   You’re too old to not be more clever than that!
 
   He finally seemed convinced, stroking the hair on his chin that looked a little fuller than before. “Oh word? What kinda game are we talkin’ though? Like a, I wanna sit down, get to know you, maybe go on a date or two game or a, I’ve been needing to get one off since I met you so let’s make it happen game?” As far as I was concerned, either would do. But instead of trying to figure it out for myself, I put it in his hands.
 
   “I’ll leave that up to you.” Maybe his viewpoint on how he saw us would change how I saw him. I mean, if he just wanted to fuck, I could handle that accordingly. But if he was looking for something a little more, kinda like I was, then I would know exactly how he felt about me.
 
   “My decision would probably include both but I don’t wanna disrespect you, ma. So let’s just go with game 1.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles. 
 
    
 
   I really didn’t know it was possible for Ava to make herself even more attractive to me, but watching her go to work on the court had me ready to snatch her up during halftime. Of course I knew she was good, but seeing her play for real, in a real game, was damn near hypnotizing. She glided up and down the court with ease, literally making the other girls scared to guard her, too afraid that she would embarrass them with a crossover. And she was something like a pest on defense, causing the other team to turn the ball over left and right.
 
   When she finally did get a break from game action during a timeout, I worked my hardest to send her some vibes so that she would look my way. She took a long sip from her water bottle, keeping her eyes locked in on her coach before she flashed them at me for a split second. I didn’t even get a chance to do something silly but I could see the hint of a smile in the corner of her lips now that she knew I was there.
 
   They returned to game action and I couldn’t ignore the swell in my chest as I watched Ava go in for a lay-up, get fouled, and still make the shot.
 
   “And one! Let’s go, Ava!”
 
   Even though I was trying to be low-key, not wanting to distract other people from the game with my presence, I couldn’t help but be excited for her. When she got up, she received shoulder bumps and high fives from her teammates then she headed to the free throw line. She did her little ritual, taking a couple dribbles, before lifting the ball in a shooting position. She paused for a moment, pulled her elbow in, and then sank the shot with ease. Once it went in, she flashed her eyes at me again with a little smirk and I mouthed, “I told you so.”
 
   As soon as the game was over, I rushed down to the court, hoping to catch up with her. After sifting through the quickly forming crowd, I found her signing autographs and taking pictures with a group of little girl ballers. I knew exactly how this part of the game went and though I was usually one that liked to get off the court before the crowd even formed, she was making time for the ones that aspired to be just like her.
 
   Fuckin’ perfect.
 
   I waited in the background until the group eventually dwindled down. 
 
   “Yo, can I get an autograph or somethin’, superstar?”
 
   She gave me a little laugh before she wiped the sweat from her face with the inside of her jersey, “I should be asking you the same thing.”
 
   “Nah, todays about you, beautiful. You balled out, ma.” I was just sure her stat line looked all-star worthy.
 
   “I did what I can; that’s all. Thanks for coming though.”
 
   “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, Ava. But how about you go shower up and I’ll take you to grab a little celebratory bite to eat at the dining hall. My treat.” She laughed me off, unconsciously signing another autograph before leaning in to smile for a picture.
 
   “Miles, the dining hall doesn’t exactly count as treating. I get those meals for free just like you.”
 
   “Ain’t nothin’ wrong with being a little frugal. But I mean I guess if you’re tryna go five star, we could go to like...McDonald’s or somethin’.” She immediately swatted me on the shoulder, causing those around us to laugh though they weren’t exactly sure what was going on.
 
   “Miles!”
 
   “Alright, I’m messin’ with you. How about we go to that new Mexican joint? I heard its bomb.” Though Mexican food was known to give me a run for my money on the toilet, I was willing to take that risk for her. 
 
   “I’m cool with that. Give me ten minutes and I’ll be right out.” I gave her the nod to get her ass on and she jogged towards the locker room but not before stopping to give a few more autographs.
 
   ←&→ 
 
   “I would let you have a sip of my margarita or somethin’ but... you’re too young,” Ava said teasingly, as she snacked on chips and salsa. 
 
   She was making her lime and tequila flavored icee look hella good but I proudly took a long swig of my water before I replied, “Go ahead and tear up your liver if you want to, ma. I’m good on that.” 
 
   She sank back in the booth across from me, crossing her arms over her chest.
 
   “Ohhh so now you’re gonna guilt trip me cause you can’t drink in public? Jealous much?” I wasn’t jealous by any means, but I couldn’t help picking up on her little note about our age difference. I wasn’t quite to the annoyed point with Ava thinking of me as her junior but I knew I had to make things clear sooner than later. Even though she was giving us a chance, she steadily dropped hints like that minor detail was still on her mind.
 
   “Nah, you can do what you want. Just know all that too young shit will be coming to a stop real soon.” 
 
   She seemed amused as she challenged me with, “And how are you possibly gonna get that too young shit to stop? I mean, you’ll always be younger than me, Miles.” Though it was a fact that she’d always reign supreme age-wise, I could pretty much guarantee she hadn’t been with someone who knew how to take care of a woman in the bedroom like I did; age be damned.
 
   “I can show you better than I can tell you, ma. But you’re not ready for all that just yet.” Since Ava and I were just beginning the ‘get to know each other’ stage, I really didn’t wanna subject her to that side of me just yet, no matter how tempting it was. 
 
   “I’m not ready? What do you mean I’m not ready?”
 
   “Don’t make it even harder for me to keep my hands to myself by acting like you wanna go there. Let’s just play the game how it’s suppose to be played.” She observed me for a long time forcing me to ask, “What’s that look about, ma?”
 
   “I guess I just never expected you to be such a... rule follower.”
 
   “Trust me, I’m only going by protocol cause I wanna do right by you. If you were any other girl, we would’ve been there done that.” It wasn’t like I was out here boning chicks left and right, but it also didn’t take much for me to convince them that I deserved it.
 
   She took a long sip of her margarita, licking the excess off her lips before she said, “Well, although I appreciate your politeness, sometimes it’s alright to just...go for it.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t believe what was happening but I knew it was real.
 
   In no time at all, the bill was paid with our entrees in to-go boxes and we were dashing through the streets, trying to get to my apartment as soon as possible. Miles kept his hand on my leg the whole drive, using stoplights to tease me by skimming it up and down my thigh. Even that little gesture was enough to get me fired up, ready for whatever our night would turn into.
 
   When we finally did make it to my apartment, Miles parked his car in the lot reserved for guests before we both hopped out and started running towards my apartment. He chased me all the way to the door with tickles and made me fumble my keys when he held me from behind and started kissing me on my neck.
 
   “We’ll never make it in if you don’t quit.”
 
   He didn’t stop his pursuit as he responded, “Hallway it is then.”
 
   “Miles!”
 
   “Alright, alright. Hurry up though, ma. My hands have a mind of their own,” he said, smacking my ass as I bent over to pick up my keys. I giggled, dropping them again on purpose. “Ava... quit playin’.”
 
   “Anxious much?”
 
   “Anxious is an understatement. Now open this damn door before I ram through it like a SWAT team.” I laughed him off, turning the lock over and opening the door. Since it was the weekend, I expected it to be empty. But low and behold, Avery was sitting right on the couch with the lamp on reading a magazine.
 
   Buzz kill.
 
   “Sissyyy, you didn’t tell me we were expecting company. I would’ve at least put a bra on. Or maybe not,” Avery said with a ridiculously high-pitched laugh. “Hey Miles.”
 
   I was a little happy when he responded with an unenthusiastic, “Sup, Avery?”
 
   All eyes were on me as they both waited for an explanation of what was going on. And what was I really supposed to say? 
 
   Miles is here to blow my back out. See ya!
 
   “Miles was just coming by to... help me analyze my game film. Isn’t that right, Miles?” I could only hope he would go along with my lie. 
 
   “Nah, I was gonna analyze that...” I elbowed him before he could finish, “I mean, yeah. Yeah the film. Right.”
 
   “Anything for the love of the game I suppose.” Avery went back to reading her magazine and I dragged Miles to my bedroom, shutting and locking the door behind us. The sexual energy I came into the house with was long gone so when he tried to reignite the flame by kissing me on my neck the way he did at the door, I pushed him away.
 
   “What’s wrong, ma?”
 
   “I can’t have sex with you with my sister sitting right there in the living room.” Though there was a hallway of distance and the door was locked, it still just didn’t feel right.
 
   “Why not? You’re grown as hell. You think she doesn’t know you have sex?” He was speaking of it so simply but I knew things were a lot more complicated for me than they probably seemed to him. I plopped on the bed, hoping the cushiony feel would help me relax.
 
   “Of course she knows, Miles. It’s just... I don’t really want her in my business like that.”
 
   He made himself comfortable next to me before questioning, “In your business? Or in our business?” The fact that we even had business was plenty. To start sharing that business with someone like Avery was almost as bad as Cam knowing. 
 
   “Both. This is still very... new.”
 
   “So what you’re saying is you don’t want your little sister to know we’re actually feelin’ each other? That I’m not actually here on a basketball call, but on a call to fuck you outta your mind like you claimed you wanted me to? I mean, you do realize she’ll find out eventually right?” I could hear a bit of angst in his voice so I had to reassure him that I was serious about what we were doing even though I still wasn’t all the way comfortable with it quite yet.
 
   “Of course. Just... not right now, okay?” 
 
   He rose from the bed, heading straight for the door but not before tossing over his shoulder, “Whatever you say, ma.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
   I was in a funk.
 
   The whole shit with Ava was still weirding me out. 
 
   I was glad she was giving us a chance, but it seemed like we were doing a version with limited features. I could hang out with her, talk to her, even kiss her on occasion. But everything else was off-limits as if I had to upgrade my subscription.  
 
   After the time we almost had sex, it was as though she was tip-toeing around to ensure we wouldn’t get caught together. The problem was, we weren’t exactly doing anything wrong. I mean, I liked her. She liked me. We were both in college. What was the issue? 
 
   I was racking my brain on ways to normalize things when my phone vibrated against the coffee table. I quickly snatched it off to stop the annoying rumble and saw it was a FaceTime call from my big brother Bryson. He was in season just like me, but whenever he had free time, he made sure to get in touch.
 
   “Little bro, what’s up man? You ready for the big day?” From his background, I could tell he was shopping at one of those private boutique-type stores that only exclusive celebrities could get into. 
 
   Ha, my brother’s a celebrity…
 
   “What big day?” I knew nobody was getting married anytime soon, so I had no idea what he was talking about. 
 
   “What do you mean, what big day? The big game, foo!” The game was something I tried not to think about too much. Well, it wasn’t that I tried not to think about it, but my mind just seemed so occupied trying to keep up with Ava.
 
   “Oh yeah. Yeah, I’m ready,” I replied, but apparently not convincingly enough.
 
   He popped a squat on one of those plush, fancy ottomans so that he could take a good look at me. “Something wrong with you?”
 
   I shrugged. “Nah, I’m straight.”
 
   “Bro, don’t tell a story. I know you and you look…I don’t know; down.” Ever since our mom had passed away, Bryson had pretty much taken on that parental role while our father dealt with his heartbreak. He had watch me grow up from a different perspective and could often depict my emotions before I even had them figured out.
              “I’m good, Bryson. For real.”
 
   “Is it a girl?” He asked it jokingly.
 
   “No.” 
              Again, I wasn’t convincing enough. “Yes it is. I can tell by the way you said it. What’s her name, Miles? Is she fine?” He was settling in for story time, so I knew I had to tell him the truth.
 
   “Her name is Ava and she’s finer than fine, man. She’s a hooper too.” Those two traits alone made her the closest thing to perfect. 
 
   “A hooper? Wait a minute, you’re talking about Ava that plays for Lynstone? Red hair, big titties?” His excitement caught me off guard. Actually, the fact that he even knew who I was talking about caught me off guard. But I also knew Ava had made a name for herself in the college hoops scene. He had probably caught some highlights of her on ESPN.
 
   “Aye, chill man. That’s my girl you’re talking about.” Though we weren’t exactly official, it still felt like she was mine already.
 
   “My bad, my bad. She’s like my age though. How’d you pull that?” He had no idea how hard it had been to convince her to take a chance on us. He didn’t need to know either.
 
   “What can I say? I got the juice.”
              He had the proudest look on his face as he said, “Ahh look at you, man. I mean, you’ve always had an old soul, but now you’re really growing up. She’s a good look for sure.” In my opinion, she was far more than a good look. 
 
   She was it.
 
   “Yeah, I know. She’s just been buggin’ a little bit about our age difference.” 
 
   “Oh yeah? Not use to dating somebody younger than her, huh?” I shook my head yes. “Well, you’re just gonna have to show her how old you really are. Feel me?” He didn’t have to go into details for me to catch his drift. 
 
   “Just waiting for the opportunity, bro.” If it was up to me, she would’ve found out the day we ran into Avery. Now that she was taking her sweet little time with everything, I wasn’t sure when next time would actually present itself.
 
   “Don’t wait for the opportunity, make the opportunity. If she wants you like you think she does, she’ll definitely be down.”
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
   How many times must a girl watch Love & Basketball before she realizes that shit is just a movie?
 
   I had given up on keeping count once I made it past the thousandth time and was grateful that my DVD hadn’t began to skip. I knew the movie like the back of my hand; every word, every scene, every argument, every make-up. Hell, I could sing you the background music that nobody is really even supposed to be paying attention to. But it was my thing, my vice, my...dream. Maybe not all of the movie-made drama but the love...the basketball love.
 
   My mind instantly drifted to still shots of Miles on the court.
 
   I paused the movie, feeling the need to cure my suddenly dry mouth and wash away those crazy thoughts with some water...or maybe Gatorade...or maybe even some of the ready-made margarita I kept stocked in the fridge.
 
   Damn, Miles again.
 
   With his young ass.
 
   I really wished I would’ve been able to capitalize on all the shit he was talkin’ about how good he was gonna... do me. My legs got a little weak from just the thought of it. 
 
   For some reason, I didn’t doubt his skills regardless of his age. I was just sure he had plenty of experience from the girls who threw it at him knowing what his future held. And if he could work what he was carrying even a little bit, he would definitely show me a good time.
 
   The margarita was definitely a much better choice.
 
   I poured a glass of it over ice, taking a few sips before topping it off again. I didn’t have a game for another 3 days so it wasn’t a big deal to have a little drink. Miles on the other hand had a huge game tomorrow. It was the first of its caliber; primetime national television slot on a huge network against the number two ranked team. I knew how important it was for him to show out and do well, and that alone made the nerves surface.
 
   Why am I thinking about him so much?
 
   The margarita gave me the brightest idea to send him a text. I mean, why do all this thinking if I could actually tell him my thoughts?
 
   Ava: I know you’re probably busy zoning out, but I just wanted to tell you good luck tomorrow. :)
 
   I sat at the kitchen table, taking a few more sips as I waited for a reply.
 
   Miles: ‘Preciate it, ma. What are you still doin’ up?
 
   I didn’t even realize the time but I definitely felt lame as hell responding, Watching a movie.
 
   Miles: Alone?
 
   Ava: LoL of course, Miles. Who else would I be watching it with?
 
   Miles: Just askin’. Want some company?
 
   Since Avery was out on the town as usual, I was actually considering it for a short moment. But I quickly realized that it wouldn’t be fair to have him come over for my own selfish reasons knowing he had something more important to be thinking about.
 
   Ava: Miles, you have a big game tomorrow. You need to be focusing up.
 
   Miles: I actually think I’m too focused. Maybe you can help me relax. ;)
 
   I didn’t need to hear him say it nor see his face to know what he was talking about. He was trying to pick up where we had left off.
 
   Finish what we started.
 
   Fuck me outta my mind.
 
   I stared at my phone for so long, taking sip after sip as I contemplated how to answer. I didn’t wanna sound super thirsty for the D but...damn it had been a long time and the tequila wasn’t making that any better.
 
   I put my cup down to type and sent the only logical response I could come up with.
 
   Ava: I can try. :)
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles. 
 
    
 
   “Hi.”
 
   The look in Ava’s eyes as she leaned against the frame of her front door, the little blush of her skin as she looked me up and down, and the sweet scent of her body wash told me everything I needed to know.
 
   She got it.
 
   She felt my vibes, she understood what I was talking about, and she was down.
 
   Fuckin’ perfect.
 
   “What’s up, ma? You gonna let me in or somethin’?”
 
   She gave a little laugh as she crossed her arms over her chest, “Depends. I mean… I don’t wanna waste my time if I’m not gonna get what I want.” Her eyes drifted off as she spoke so I knew she was only teasing, but I still felt the need to lay it out there.
 
   “Well if your wants are anywhere near the same as mine, you have nothing to worry about.”
 
   “And if they’re not?”
 
   “Then I need to take my ass back home and take a cold shower.” She laughed as she made room in the doorway for me to come in. I purposely grazed her chest as I walked past, taking note of the fact that I could feel her nipples right through her shirt.
 
   I waited for her to shut and lock the door then followed her to where I remembered the kitchen being during my first visit as she threw over her shoulder, “You want anything to drink? Water? Gatorade?”
 
   “Nah, I’m good.”
 
   “You sure? How about something to eat?”
 
   I could appreciate the hospitality but I really wanted to get to the point of my little visit so I answered, “Yeah, I’ll take something to eat. How about a Hot ‘N Ready Ava on a platter?”
 
   She slammed the refrigerator door shut, holding some fruity-looking drink in her hand as she said, “Shut up, Miles.”
 
   “You have the perfect thing to shut me up, Ava. Use it.”
 
   “As intriguing as that sounds, I’m not that easy,” she replied, as she sauntered to the living room and plopped down on the couch, causing her oversized t-shirt to ride up quite a bit. Lucky for me, she didn’t seem to care. I peeked at the screen as she pressed play with the remote.
 
   “Love & Basketball. Why am I not surprised?” She rolled her eyes, crossing her legs up under her and putting her lacey black panties on full display. She still didn’t seem bothered as she engrossed herself back in the movie. I engrossed myself in trying to figure out how to get things started without coming off as a dick.
 
   I mean, she wanted it too, right?
 
   Of course she wanted it; she said she wanted it.
 
   Was she trying to back out?
 
   I definitely wasn’t gonna press her about it and truth be told, I was cool with just chillin’ if that’s what she wanted to do. Our time would…
 
   “It’s kind of hot in here, huh?” She questioned, as she pulled her t-shirt over her head and tossed it to the floor leaving her in nothing but her bra and panties. My mouth went dry as I took in every ounce of woman she was putting on display; things I never got to see, like the little basketball tattoo dawning her pelvis and things I always wondered what they looked like up close like her big ass titties. They were damn near falling out of the bra that didn’t match her panties but looked just as sexy.
 
   “Ava….”
 
   “Hm?” Her little mischievous smile told me she knew exactly what she was doing.
 
   I knew I wouldn’t be able to contain myself much longer so even though my breath was mostly taken away, I was able to pipe out, “I need you to say it. I need you to say yes.” 
 
   “Yes? Yes, as in yes I consent to have sex with you? Or yes, as in yes you are taking way too long, get your ass over here?”
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
    
 
   I giggled.
 
   Then I bit my lip, squeezed my legs and giggled a little more.
 
   I knew I was awake, but my eyes weren’t opening because I was too busy feeling something. Something warm; no hot, it was definitely hot, and moist and…
 
   Damn, what is that?
 
   I peeled my eyes open and looked straight down to where the sensation was coming from. He peeked up at me, lifting just enough to give me a little smile, before he went back to work licking, and nibbling, and sucking places that hadn’t been touched in that way in ages. My eyes closed on their own as I let his tongue do the talking. It wasn’t long before my body tensed up and released with a liquidy round of applause for his dedication.
 
   Miles rose from the bed, wiping his face and licking his fingers as he said, “Breakfast of Champions.” He was still naked from the night before and just the sight of him had me ready to skip out on every responsibility I had for the day.
 
   “Is that right?”
 
   He crawled up to me, hovering right over my face as he answered, “That’s right, ma. So when they ask me after I hit this game winner tonight, I’m gonna say, ‘No Wheaties, bruh. Just some good ass, nutritional ass pussy.’” I gave him a little push, causing him to tumble onto the bed next to me. 
 
   “You better not say that!”
 
   “I was just joking with you, beautiful. Can’t let everybody in on my little secret.”
 
   He was resting on his elbow with all eyes on me and strangely enough, I was the one embarrassed about making eye contact. After last night, I knew he would never look at me the same, but I didn’t wanna give him the impression that all I wanted to be was fuck-buddies. Being honest with myself, the fact that we had undeniable chemistry beforehand was what made it all the better.
 
   “Well, you should probably get going, huh?”
 
   “Probably? Yes. Do I want to? No. Are you making that any easier with your sexy ass? Hell no,” he answered, as he stroked my thigh that was tangled in the comforter.
 
   “Game time, baby. Not even nutritional ass pussy comes before that.”
 
   “Says who?”
 
   “Miles…”
 
   “Alright fine, but don’t you wanna...check and see if Avery is out there first or somethin’?” I was surprised that he even considered her. I mean, if I was anything near the cheerleader I assumed I sounded like last night, she already knew and knew it well.
 
   “Not really.”
 
   He seemed surprised by my reply. “Oh, so you’re...cool then?” It wasn’t that I was cool, I just didn’t care because caring meant I may not be able to experience that again. There was no way in hell I was chancing it.
 
   “I’m cool. But let me put some clothes on so I can at least walk you to the door.”
 
   ←&→
 
   Proud was an understatement.
 
   Watching Miles lead his team to victory over one of the top programs in the nation literally made my heart bloom with pride. I caught the game on TV because I just knew my nerves would be a wreck if I was actually there and I didn’t wanna be a distraction though I kinda hoped I was on his mind at least a little bit.
 
   I turned the channel to ESPN so I could catch the postgame interviews. Sure enough, it was next on the scroll bar. The screen flashed over to Miles and Cam sitting at a table with mics in front of them. The interviewers asked them both basic questions about the game, and I tensed up when one asked, “Miles, you had a triple-double tonight; the first of your career here at Lynstone University. The people wanna know; what did you have for breakfast?”
 
   Miles flashed that oh-so-perfect smile as he replied, “That’s confidential information, but I can guarantee you I’ll be having it before every game from now on.”
 
   My goodness.
 
   He wasn’t even looking at the interviewer; he was looking straight into the camera which really felt like he was looking straight at me.
 
   My thighs clenched on their own.
 
   Thankfully, the interview went back to the basics before cutting to the highlights from a different basketball game. I turned the TV off and headed to my room, picking up my phone out of habit more than anything, knowing it was probably dry as usual.
 
   To everyone’s disbelief, nobody was checkin’ for me like that. Nobody was blowing my phone up for small talk, nobody was sending the dreadful “what’s up with me and you” text, there were no DMs on Twitter, no messages on Facebook; nothing. I assumed people talked about me on their own but nobody was trying me...well nobody but him.
 
   He was a persistent little... no, let me stop myself. Nothing about him was little.
 
   And I mean nothing.
 
   My phone buzzed in my hand just before I went into a daydream about his dick.
 
   Miles: Ma, the PreGame Ritual is official.
 
   Speakin’ of the devil’s dick...
 
   I had no idea what he was talking about so I replied: PreGame Ritual?
 
   Miles: Yes. I have to taste you before my games. Shits like a magic potion or somethin’.
 
   Ava: OMG. A magic potion?! Stopppp.
 
   Miles: :). You watch the game?
 
   I don’t know why it was even a question but I replied: I did.
 
   Miles: Well then you know that shit is magic. Need to bottle some up for away games too.
 
   Ava: Shut up!
 
   Miles: LoL I’m fuckin’ with you, ma. Call you when I get home.
 
   Lord, if I didn’t feel like a middle school girl, giddy with the idea of arguing about who should hang up first. Or just laying there listening to each other breath and then falling asleep on the phone with him.
 
   And I call him young.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
    
 
   You ever just get a random gut feeling that something isn’t right?
 
   That something is off...somewhere, though nothing in your immediate vision stands out?
 
   That was me as I tried to focus on the play my coach was writing up. The game was tied and the crowd was loud but my head...my head was too busy trying to figure out what my gut was trying to tell me. I glanced around the crowd and though most of the faces were blurred, one stood out clear as day.
 
   Erica.
 
   What the hell was she doing here as if she belonged anywhere near me?
 
   You know the whole “fall into somethin’ over a piece of cat” thing?
 
   That was essentially Erica and I.
 
   Did I love her?
 
   Hell no.
 
   Was I willing to tell her I did so that she would continue to make my toes curl?
 
   Hell yeah.
 
   Call me immature, but she did what she did so well that I could look past just about everything else about her. She was the college girl that jumped on me before I even graduated high school. The one that tried to “claim her spot” before anybody else could even get a good look at me. And my dumb ass fell for it, feeling like a king having a girl like her chasing after me. When I announced what school I was attending, she transferred and enrolled immediately. I even took her to my prom, showing her off like a trophy to my boys. But then I got to college, and realized there were hundreds of Erica’s - better Erica’s - and dumped her. She acted like she didn’t give a damn, like I was the one missing out on her.  I mean, her pussy was good but definitely replaceable and to be honest, she had nothing...nothing on Ava.
 
   My eyes cut over to my adorable redhead in a spot in the student section I had convinced her to take. She was laughing as she gave the dude next to her a push to his chest that looked a little too flirty for my liking. He was all smiles as he threw his arm over her shoulder and pulled her in closer to him.
 
   What the…*URHHHHH*
 
   Damn.
 
   Game time.
 
   I had no idea what my coach wanted us to do but I couldn’t help wondering if my gut wasn’t telling me about Erica after all.
 
   Maybe it was actually talking about Ava.
 
   ←&→
 
   We lost.
 
   And though I wasn’t quite into the whole, “one play cost us the game” thing, I knew it was my fault.
 
   I had the shot.
 
   I took the shot.
 
   I missed the shot.
 
   I should’ve cared a little more, but my entire focus was on figuring out who the hell it was next to Ava at the game. He was unfamiliar and though familiarity probably wouldn’t have changed my mind about wanting to kick his ass, maybe she did have a real explanation for it. Like he was a long lost cousin or some shit.
 
   After the postgame speech from my coach, I didn’t even bother taking a shower; just jetted out of the locker room in hopes of catching up with Ava before she headed home.
 
   I jogged up the stairs and glided through the hoards of people, ignoring the fans asking for autographs and pictures in search of my girl. When I finally saw her in the distance, I came to an abrupt stop because of her company.
 
   Avery and...Erica?
 
   They couldn’t possibly know each other could they?
 
   As I thought on it longer, it certainly wouldn’t surprise me if Avery and Erica were friends. They were one in the same and birds of a feather flock together. But just how close were Ava and Erica? Did she already know Erica and I dated? Did she just find out and that’s why she didn’t stop the dude from putting his hands all over her?
 
   I was mad about that shit all over again.
 
   I looked around their group and didn’t see the dude which only relieved me so much considering it wasn’t hard to exchange numbers. He probably said his good-byes before I even made it up here.
 
   Bruh, you are trippin’.
 
   I refocused, agreeing to sign a few of the autographs people were asking for. Somehow a few turned into what felt like hundreds and by the time I was done, Ava, Erica, and Avery were long gone.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
    
 
   I was never too fond of the dorms, but the visit felt necessary.
 
   Miles had missed the game-winning shot; a first for his career at Lynstone and I knew the hurt that came along with it. To have such an opportunity in your hands and blow it was like a stab to the gut that you had to live with until the opportunity presented itself again. But until then, you were labeled.
 
   You weren’t clutch.
 
   You couldn’t handle the pressure.
 
   You cost the team the game.
 
   It wasn’t fair and I needed him to know that, especially since his career was just beginning. There would be plenty more games and plenty more opportunities to prove himself. There was nothing for him to hang his head about.
 
   I knocked on the door of his dorm room, hoping the hood of my jacket was a good enough disguise even though my blazing red hair was hanging out on one side. I was just getting ready to knock again when the door cracked open to a shirtless Miles, holding a Gatorade in his free hand.
 
   He must’ve just known my mouth was gonna go dry at the sight of him.
 
   Focus, Ava!
 
   “Hey, I just wanted to make sure you were...okay...after the loss.” It was hard for me to speak with my eyes glued to his chest even though they really wanted to dip a little lower to the basketball shorts hanging low on his waist.
 
   “Yeah, I’m straight. Thanks.” He took a long gulp of the Gatorade while his eyes stayed on me, urging me to make a point of my visit. Something about his demeanor was off but I attributed it to the loss.
 
   “Can I come in?”
 
   “If you want to.”
 
   Okay, he’s taking the loss a lot harder than he said he was.
 
   I followed him inside, and we sat on his couch with the TV serving as our background for at least three minutes straight before I broke the silence. “Miles, it’s just a game. Life goes on.”
 
   “Not trippin’ about the game, ma. Told you that.”
 
   “Well, what is it then?”
 
   He finished off his Gatorade, setting the empty bottle on the end table before he casually tossed out, “Who was that dude at the game?”
 
   “Dude at the game? What dude at the game?”
 
   His demeanor turned a lot less casual as he responded, “Oh, so now you don’t know him? He sure seemed to know you very well, puttin’ his arm around you and shit.” I tried to recall who he was talking about and nothing stood out in my recent memory.
 
   Dude at the game…
 
   Dude at the game…
 
   Dude at the….ohhhh.
 
   “Oh, you’re talking about Justin? He’s like...my kid brother, or somethin’. He’s a freshman like you. Plays on the football team. You don’t know him?” It was kind of a right of passage for the incoming freshman of color, especially athletes, to know each other.
 
   “I don’t need his resume, ma.”
 
   “Wait a minute...are you jealous?
 
   He shrugged before he picked up the remote to change the channel to ESPN. “No I’m not jealous, ma. I just didn’t like that shit. I mean, you don’t even let me touch you like that in public, but you lettin’ whatever the fuck his name is do it all willy-nilly.” There were so many different points to his argument that I had to pick which one to address first.
 
   “What are you talking about? We went out to eat together not too long ago.”
 
   He turned his attention to me, grabbing my hands to express, “Touch you, ma. Show you affection. Let everybody know you’re mine.”
 
   His statement sounded a little too possessive, so I couldn’t help asking, “Oh so that’s what this is about? You wanna stake your claim on me?”
 
   He let out a long sigh. “No, ma. Don’t twist it like that. I just don’t appreciate seeing other dudes touchin’ on the girl I’m...courting.” I could hear his sincerity and it almost made me feel bad even though we weren’t quite official and I wasn’t really doing anything wrong.
 
   “Well I apologize if it made you uncomfortable but it was completely harmless I swear.” He released my hands, falling back against the couch.
 
   “Ava, nothing is harmless when it comes to girls like you. That’s how they get you; come in on some friendly shit then next thing you know they’re tryna fuck. Don’t be naive.” He was giving me advice; dropping knowledge as if he was wise beyond his years.
 
   “Is that what you did? Came in on some friendly shit when you really wanted to fuck?” I questioned, teasingly.
 
   “Nah, you already knew what this was, ma. I wanted you. All of you. The pussy was just a bonus.”
 
   “Miles!” I shrieked, smacking him on the shoulder.
 
   “What? I’m for real, ma. And I don’t share. So you better let kid brother or whatever the fuck you called him know before I do.” I could only laugh, flattered by his demeanor. “What’s so funny?”
 
   “You. Your little...non-jealousy. It’s cute.”
 
   “Whatever, ma.” I didn’t think twice before I crawled onto his lap, straddling his legs even though they were spread wide. I stared right into his eyes, feeling a little giddy as he asked, “What are you doin’, Ava?”
 
   “I have a game tomorrow...an away game.” He pretended like he didn’t catch my drift though I was sure he knew exactly what was coming next.
 
   “Yeah….”
 
   “And I... nevermind. I’m being ridiculous.” I was getting ready to crawl off of his lap but his hands locked on my thighs, keeping me in place.
 
   “Ma, must I remind you that you’re grown as fuck. If you want some dick, just ask for it.”
 
   How he constantly made me feel like the younger one I wasn’t sure, but that didn’t stop me from placing an order for the PreGame Ritual.
 
   ←&→
 
   Good luck, ma.
 
   Damnnn, Ava. You crossed the fuck outta her.
 
   Yeahhh, baby! 10/10 from the free throw line. That’s my girl.
 
   Good game, boo. I’m so proud of you. Text me when you can.
 
   I miss you, ma. Can’t wait ‘til you get back.
 
   I sat in the locker room after our victory, grinning from ear-to-ear for multiple reasons. The PreGame Ritual wasn’t bullshit. I played the game of my life. And Miles was freakin’ adorable with his texts even though he knew I wouldn’t see them until after the game.
 
   I sat on one of the benches, shooting a quick reply: Thanks, Miles. I kinda-sorta-in-a-way-maybe miss you too. I’ll call you on the bus.
 
   His reply seemed to come instantly as if he already had it typed out.
 
   Miles: You sure you wanna do that? Don’t wanna get you in trouble for moanin’ if I start talkin’ dirty. ;)
 
   Ava: You are SO crazy.
 
   Miles: Matter of fact, send me a pic of somethin’ to hold me over ‘til you get back.
 
   I looked around before I pulled my shirt up and snapped a quick pic of my basketball tattoo before I sent it off and headed to the bus.
 
   Miles: Damn, I know EXACTLY where that’s at too. Now my dick is hard. Thanks a lot, ma.
 
   Ava: You’re welcome. See you soon. :)
 
   The bus ride was only a couple hours but I wanted to go home and freshen up before I met up with Miles for a little night cap. I walked into my apartment and it smelled like burnt hair and oil sheen spray. I heard some cackling coming from the back and had a pretty good idea who it was.
 
   Avery and her dumb ass friend.
 
   I didn’t have anything against Erica, it was just that she and Avery were grossly alike. They were most likely getting primed and prepped for a night out on the town. It used to sound intriguing, but now I wanted nothing more than to spend the night in the arms of my - not my, but kinda like my - man.
 
   I walked past Avery’s bedroom door, not bothering to announce myself. As I was passing by, I caught the tail-end of their conversation.
 
   “Girl, you know that’s my man. Why are you still sweatin’ him?”
 
   “Ummm probably because he dumped your ass preparing for an upgrade...meaning me.”
 
   “Whatever. I heard he’s been chasing after one of those basketball bitches anyway.”
 
   “Gross. They’re all ugly...or gay. He’ll come to his senses when he sees me tonight.”
 
   “You don’t know Miles like I do, Avery. He’s smarter than he looks. I don’t even know if he’ll be there tonight.”
 
   Hold on.
 
   They’re talking about Miles?
 
   Erica dated Miles?
 
   “And you’re saying I’m not smart, Erica? Look, I know you’re still a little salty about missin’ your meal ticket, but hey...I gotta eat too.”
 
   “You are sooo lucky I like you, bitch.”
 
   I didn’t wanna overreact so instead of busting in on their little girl’s party, I continued on to my room. I took a quick shower, threw on some clothes and headed out before Avery could even notice I was there.
 
   On the short drive to Miles’s dorm, I tried to ignore the urge to overthink this new information. It shouldn’t have been a big deal that Miles dated Erica but I couldn’t fathom the idea of him being legitimately attracted to her and to me. We were totally different. Like...totally different. Where I was relatively tall for a girl, she was damn near a midget. She had normal black hair to my fire red hair. I had a little curve to me but Erica was all curves. She was the nail appointment, hair appointment, wax appointment every week type of girl, while I had three hairstyles; ponytail, down, and a bun with the occasional braid if I was feeling fancy.
 
   Maybe Miles was more into the high maintenance type of girls. The type that needed him to wait on them hand and foot. The type that planned on living off of his future money instead of having something for themselves. The type that called or texted every five minutes.
 
   That damn sure wasn’t me.
 
   With an attitude, I knocked on Miles’s door. I could feel the thud of some trap music playing inside along with some random chatter. When the door was finally answered, it wasn’t Miles. It was Cam with a girl tucked under his arm.
 
   No surprise.
 
   “Well if it isn’t our little superstar. Good game tonight, baby.”
 
   “Don’t call me that. Where’s Miles?”
 
   “So now you are really lookin’ for the freshman huh?” I rolled my eyes. “I’m fuckin’ with you, Ava. He’s in the back.” I shimmied past him into the dorm which was packed with people; some I knew, some I didn’t. I was expecting to spend a quiet night celebrating alone with Miles so the crowd definitely caught me off guard. I made my way down the hall to his room and just as I was getting ready to enter, a girl was making her way out with a smile.
 
   What the fuck?
 
   Miles’s face lit up the second he saw me and I wished I could share in his elation. “There’s my girl. Been waitin’ all night for you to get here.” I quickly noticed that he was dressed in going out clothes while I had on a pair of Nike leggings and a Lynstone hoodie.
 
   “What’s going on, Miles? What’s with the people?”
 
   “They’re just pre-gaming, ma. We’re getting ready to head out to the birthday bash.”
 
   We’re?
 
   Birthday bash?
 
   The high from my game was completely blown.
 
   “And you were gonna tell me all of this when?”
 
   “I figured you knew. Everybody who’s anybody is going.” Apparently, I was far removed from the loop. I mean, of course I remembered going to shit like that in my early college days. But now, it sounded like way too much work.
 
   “If I would’ve known that, I would’ve never came over.”
 
   He seemed confused as he asked, “Why not? You’re not going?”
 
   “Does it look like I’m going? I came over here to chill...with you. But clearly you have other plans.” I tried not to sound bitter but I was. I had been looking forward to cuddling through the night, maybe watching a movie and pretending that it wasn’t gonna lead to other stuff that I was more than down for.
 
   “My bad for assuming, ma. You can’t just go home and get dressed right quick?” Of course, I could’ve done that. But I really wasn’t interested in spending my night bumping around with a bunch of strangers. 
 
   “No, Miles. And besides, I’m way past the party-it-up, birthday bash stage.” I watched from the door as he put on a few small pieces of jewelry and sprayed on the cologne I had grown to love.
 
   “Ava, you’re only 21. No way you’re that far past.” So maybe I wasn’t as old as I acted, but that was besides the point.
 
   “Anyway, I’m going home. Have fun.”
 
   He grabbed me by the arm before I could make it too far. “Wait, ma. If you don’t want me to go, I won’t. I’ll stay home and chill with you if that’s what you wanna do.” I would’ve felt like an ass keeping him from doing what he wanted to do, even if I was putting myself up for sacrifice. I mean, he was young and this was exactly how he was supposed to be spending this time of his life.
 
   Who was I to hold him back from that?
 
   I plastered on a smile to assure him, “No. It’s fine. Go out. I’ll just...see you later.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
    
 
   I should’ve stayed home with Ava.
 
   That’s all I kept thinking as I watched everybody scurry around me, hardly paying each other any mind because they were too wrapped up in showing off for social media. Selfie for Instagram, Snapchat videos; it was hella annoying watching everybody brag about where they were instead of actually enjoying being there.
 
   Just as I was getting ready to take a break from the crowd, I was sandwiched by two girls with one grinding in front of me and the other grazing my ass. I looked down and would’ve swore it was Ava if she had red hair. But since it looked so much like her without actually being her, I knew exactly who it was. I turned my head to get a glance at who was behind me and had to look way down to find Erica.
 
   What the hell are they doing?
 
   I tried to get out from between them but got caught with a crowd forming around us and cheering us on. Somehow, Cam made his way over to us with his phone in his hand, most likely recording the whole thing.
 
   “That’s my dawg! Got two of the baddest on ‘em!” I rolled my eyes before I tried to escape again. “Hell nah, bruh. You better enjoy it while you can!” Avery turned around and snaked her way down my body, making sure to stop with her head right by my dick as she shook her ass left and right against the ground. Any other day, it would’ve been a dream come true to have two fine ass girls dancing on me. But tonight, it was practically a nightmare; especially with the two particular girls that were involved.
 
   “Yo, my Snapchat is going nuts with people watchin’ this shit!”
 
   Damn, he uploaded it already?
 
   I turned my attention back to the girls and would’ve been kiddin’ myself if I didn’t acknowledge the fact that Avery was working with a little somethin’. Her eyes read a little differently than Ava’s though. While Ava was all basketball and seriousness in a sexy way, Avery was straight sex; like she just knew she could fuck me if she wanted to...and she did want to even though I dated her homegirl/accomplice first.
 
   Fuckin’ slide.
 
   The song switched over - thank goodness - and I was finally able to break free. I thought I was making a clean exit until Avery stepped right in front of me.
 
   “Where are you going, baby? We’re just getting started.”
 
   “Chill with that, Avery. You’re lucky I danced with you once.”
 
   She acted all surprised when she said, “Damn. What’s the attitude about? You sure didn’t seem to mind when I had my ass on you.”
 
   I quickly corrected her, “Actually, I did mind. I just didn’t wanna embarrass you. So if you wanna keep your lucky streak alive, I suggest you move out of my way.”
 
   She moved to the side but as I was walking away she yelled, “You’ll never have all of her attention. All she cares about is basketball. All she’ll ever care about is basketball.”
 
   Wait what?
 
   I had assumed that she still didn’t know much about the relationship between Ava and I, but apparently I was wrong. I didn’t wanna give her any satisfaction so I threw back, “Well lucky for me, I care a lot about basketball too.”
 
   ←&→
 
   She was mad.
 
   She tried to play it off, tried to act unbothered, but I knew her well enough to know she wasn’t exactly happy to see me when I crashed her solo workout. I could pretty much assume she had saw the video of her sister and I on Snapchat but I wasn’t gonna out myself for no reason.
 
   “No breaks for you, huh?”
 
   “Practice makes perfect,” She replied as she shot what was probably her hundredth three-pointer. I jogged to grab the rebound.
 
   “I missed you last night.”
 
   She wouldn’t even look at me, just tossed out, “Hmph. That’s funny.”
 
   “Funny? Funny how?” I questioned, as I threw the ball back to her.
 
   “I didn’t think it was possible for you to miss me with my…” she shot another three-pointer and it went in all net just like the one before it. “sister’s ass all in your face.”
 
   So it was definitely the video causing her little attitude. I jogged to grab the rebound once again before tossing the ball back to her.
 
   “It was just a dance, ma.”
 
   This time instead of shooting it, she put the ball against her hip, “And you called me naive. Well let me let you in on a little secret. You know the whole friendly banter shit you claim dudes be on to fuck; you just met the female equivalent. And trust me, I know my sister. She was on a mission.”
 
   It made perfect sense, but I had to make my intentions crystal clear. “I’m not sweatin’ your sister and you know that.”
 
   She shrugged me off. “I don’t know anything, Miles. I mean, you didn’t exactly stop her.”
 
   “Oh, so what’d you want me to do? Push her off of me?” She looked unfazed like the idea of me doing just that was exactly what she wanted. I walked a few steps closer to her and was grateful that she didn’t back away meaning things were at least repairable. “Listen, ma. I understand how things may have looked in that stupid ass video but I promise you, it was nothing more than a dance. To be real, I didn’t even wanna dance with her; it just kinda happened that way. But I promise you have nothing to worry about, ma. I’m all yours.” She dropped the ball, letting it roll away as she crossed her arms over her chest and shifted all of her weight to one side, causing her ponytail to swing.
 
   “Also funny, considering Avery wasn’t the only one involved. How come you didn’t tell me Erica was your ex?”
 
   Damn, she knows about her too?
 
   You couldn’t really see Erica in the video since she was in the back and more than a foot shorter than me so I was surprised that she even recognized her.
 
   I shrugged as I answered, “Didn’t think it mattered I guess.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t it matter? Of course it matters! Ugh, I swear you can be so immature sometimes.” Now that was where I had to draw the line. Nothing about how I handled the situation was immature. In fact, it seemed as if she wanted me to take the more immature route of causing a scene instead of making it out of the situation with no real harm done.
 
   “Immature? Don’t tell me you’re back on that bullshit again.”
 
   “Well don’t act so...juvenile and I won’t have to be back on that bullshit again.”
 
   I could tell she was just trying to taunt me, letting out whatever anger she had built up overnight. So as calmly as I could, I came back with, “It’s cool to be mad. Do what you gotta do. But what you won’t do is disrespect me in the process. I’m not some child, ma.”
 
   She had the nerve to shrug me off again. “Could’ve fooled me.”
 
   Alright, that’s enough.
 
   “I’m out, man. I don’t have to deal with this shit.” There was really no reason to be a part of the conversation if she wasn’t gonna listen to me anyway.
 
   “Fine! Leave! It’s better that way anyway!” She was completely out of character and it kinda tripped me out.
 
   I mean, was this the real Ava?
 
   Had I missed the signs for her crazy?
 
   Apparently her crazy rubbed off a little on me, as the only reply I came up with was, “I bet that’s how you really feel too. It’s cool though. Maybe I’ll give your sister a call after all.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
    
 
   Fuck him.
 
   Fuck...him.
 
   FUCK him.
 
   I wish I knew a different language so I could profess my hate for Miles with an accent or at least a twang. Not only had he been practically seduced by my bird-brain sister, he had the nerve to mention her out of spite.
 
   Such a little boy move.
 
   I was literally fuming as I pounded out a set on the bench press. We weren’t even supposed to be lifting heavy during the season, but I begged one of the strength training interns to come spot me so I could blow off the steam Miles created. The video was plenty, but his little one-liner about actually calling that blood-related broad took the cake.
 
   Like...he didn’t really mean that shit, did he?
 
   Of course he did; why else would he have said it?
 
   Don’t arguments usually bring out the truths?
 
   Ugh, boys are stupid.
 
   I racked the weights as the cute-in-a-weird-boy-band-kinda-way intern, Parker, looked down at me with confusion. It wasn’t until then that I realized my thoughts were actually being said out loud.
 
   “Pay me no mind. I’m just rambling.”
 
   He gave a little laugh. “Right. You should probably hit the cold tub...and maybe stop by the counselor’s office too.”
 
   “Didn’t I say, pay me no mind? And you better not tell Coach about this.” My finger was in his face, turning his pale skin to a deep shade of red.
 
   “Trust me, I’d be in more trouble than you, Ava.” I felt a little bad for the kid, taking advantage of his role as an up-and-comer and embarrassing him practically to a sweat.
 
   “Right. My bad, Parker.” 
 
   Suddenly, a crazy...no ludicrous idea came to my head. It was a long shot, but taking shots had never been something I backed down from. “Hey Parker, are you going to the game tonight?”
 
   He was busy cleaning off the equipment we used, trying to put things back into place as he responded, “The boys game? Of course I am.”
 
   “Good. I’m coming with you.”
 
   ←&→
 
   I flicked Parker’s lettuce cut hair to the side as I gazed into his eyes, pretending to actually be interested in him. It was a timeout, so I knew Miles would be looking for me even in our current state and this was exactly the sight I wanted him to see. Me, not giving a damn about him...or my sister. But instead in Parker’s face, with his pond-blue eyes and rosy cheeks from my little touch.
 
   “Ava, I know you’re seeing him. We all know.”
 
   Damnit.
 
   “What are you talking about, Parker?”
 
   “Miles. I heard you guys fighting earlier and I’ve seen enough of your hushed, flirty conversations by the locker rooms to know that you’re using me to make him jealous right now. The self-talk earlier pretty much solidified that.”
 
   So it was obvious but I couldn’t help challenging the little dweeb, “Then why haven’t you stopped me?”
 
   “You’re like one of the coolest chicks on campus; why would I stop you?”
 
   Good point.
 
   “Right. Well play along for two...more….”
 
   *Urhhhh*
 
   I peeked down to the court and caught Miles’s eyes just as he was casting them down to the ground in frustration.
 
   Success.
 
   I didn’t want him to have a bad game; I would’ve never wished something like that on him. But...fuck him.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
    
 
   Ava was playing with fire.
 
   She knew exactly what she was doing coming to the game - my game - with another guy. She tried to rub it in by laughing at all his corny little jokes, playing with his hair, and rubbing on his non-existent muscles. And even though ol’ boy was loving the attention, I knew it was all part of her little ploy to get my attention.
 
   And she got it.
 
   Of course she got it.
 
   It was amazing that even with the daggers we had thrown at each other, I wasn’t even mad anymore. I really just wanted to get back in her good graces and move on.
 
   Once the game was over and won with no help of mine, I rushed to the locker room to send her a text.
 
   Miles: Paging Petty Crocker. ;)
 
   By the time I made it out of the shower, she had sent a reply.
 
   Ava: Fuck off, Miles.
 
   Miles: I know you didn’t think I’d get jealous over you playing with the poor man’s Justin Bieber, right?
 
   I got dressed and was walking out of the locker room while reading her latest reply.
 
   Ava: Parker is a nice guy. Something you know nothing about.
 
   That stopped me dead in my tracks. She knew good and damn well I had been nothing but good to her. 
 
   Miles: Oh, now I’m not a nice guy cause I... nevermind. Can we stop fighting? I don’t want your dumbass sister...no offense. I want my redheaded baby back. The baller chick with the bad ass attitude. Emphasis on bad ass.
 
   I knew this fight would only last as long as I let it. She couldn’t deny me forever.
 
   Ava: You really think its that easy?
 
   Miles: As easy as you make it, ma. I don’t like this feeling. I’m sorry.
 
   Ava: Apologies over text mean nothing. Prove it.
 
   ←&→
 
   I was buried inside of her before she could fight me over it.
 
   I’d be damned if her little attitude didn’t turn me on; if seeing her with another guy didn’t make me want her even more, make me feel the need to claim her as mine even if we were in the privacy of her apartment. I had her draped over the footboard of her bed while I stroked her from behind, with a goal of making her hit foreign notes.
 
   As long as I can last…
 
   “Fuckkkk Miles. I’m about to…” She shuddered under me through her climax as I rode the wave with her until I reached my own, collapsing on top of her. We hadn’t even made it out of our clothes; just enough for me to get to her and let her know what was up. She scooted to the bathroom with her pants still around one ankle as I pulled off the condom to toss in the trash. I found a set of fast food napkins on her nightstand and used those to clean up, throwing them on top of the condom as she made her way back into the room.
 
   “Well that was...interesting,” she said, as she made her way to the bed. The way her t-shirt rode up when she sat down forced me to join her. I laid out next to her, making room for her to fall in the crook of my arm.
 
   Perfect fit.
 
   “So I take it you accept my apology?”
 
   She shrugged as she replied, “It was a good start.”
 
   “A good start? You’ll have to wait at least 10 minutes if that was just a good start.”
 
   “I’m kidding, Miles. It was...I missed it. Too bad I don’t have a game tomorrow. It would’ve came in handy.” I pulled her in closer, giving her a little kiss to her forehead.
 
   “Selfish ass. I lay some good dick on you and what do you do? Imagine how you could use it for your own good.” She immediately sat up to look at me.
 
   “Hey! You started the PreGame Ritual; not me.”
 
   “And I don’t regret it either. Get you, babe.”
 
   She made a sucking sound with the back of her teeth as she said, “I don’t like babe. I prefer ma. It... does something to me.”
 
   “Something like, get you all hot and bothered?”
 
   She climbed on top of me, straddling my body to respond, “More than hot. Far beyond bothered.”
 
   “Well in that case, let’s continue that apology….ma.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
    
 
   “Why are you walking like that?”
 
   Leave it to Avery to try and ruin my bliss after a night of making up with Miles. Everything about it, from the minute he arrived to the minute he left early this morning was too close to perfect, so I wasn’t really surprised that Avery had picked up on it one way or another.
 
   “Like what?” I asked, as I grabbed a banana from the fruit basket on the counter, popping it open and taking a bite. She eyed me from her seat at the kitchen table, with a magazine and a bowl of granola in front of her.
 
   “Like...I don’t know. Like you have a stick up your ass or somethin’? Did you get hurt in a game?”
 
   “If you paid any attention to my games, you would know.” It was no secret that Avery’s attendance was purely to socialize, not to actually watch me play. I could honestly care less if she was there or not but I was pretty sure my parents made her come since they couldn’t be there every game.
 
   “Well did you? I mean your walk is kinda…”
 
   “Kinda what? Kinda limpy? A little stank perhaps? Little girl, if you had any idea what caused this walk, you’d probably be on the first thing smoking to get it for yourself. But guess what? You. Can’t. Have it.”
 
   I felt childish as hell waiting for Avery to pick up on what I meant. She was a little slow when it came to putting hints together so her reaction was super delayed.
 
   “Wait a minute. It’s from..?”
              I didn’t even let her finish, making the duty my own. “Yes. From having sex. With Miles to be exact.” I don’t know why I felt the need to rub it in her face but I was ready to stake my claim even though she had to have picked up on what was going on by now.
 
   Maybe she really is that slow...
 
   “Ava…”
 
   “What? Now that you know, now that I’ve made things crystal clear for you from my own mouth, you can stay out of my damn business and find some of your own. Miles is mine. Got it?”
 
   “But he…” The fact that we were even having this conversation was plenty, but then she decided to use her whiney voice, the one that had always gotten her what she wanted growing up, annoying the hell out of me.
 
   “I don’t wanna hear it, Avery. If you have a problem with Miles and I being together...Well to be honest, I don’t really care. So back the hell up.” I was heading out of the kitchen but I could hear her behind me as she stood up from her seat at the table, smacking her hands down causing her bowl of granola to take a little jump.
 
   “Well you should probably know he’s been messin’ around on you...asshole!” I was trying not to pay her any mind but the way she said it, with such a vengeance, in the heat of the moment had me concerned. I trusted Miles, but he was young, so it wasn’t impossible for him to think he could pull off something on the side. But it also could’ve very well been Avery just trying to get in my head.
 
   I went with the latter, as I threw back, “You don’t wear jealousy well, chick.”
 
   “I’m not jealous.” I could hear the pout in her voice, telling me everything I needed to know.
 
   “Then what’s your motive? Can’t stand to see me happy with someone for a change? I mean, what’s in it for you? It’s not like he wants you.” Miles had made it clear time and time again that he had no interest in Avery nor anyone similar to her. I guess she hadn’t caught on to that picture just yet.
 
   She glided her tongue across her teeth, clearly working hard to come up with a rebuttal I could already tell would be some bullshit. It took her so long that I thought our conversation was over so I started walking out of the kitchen again. She didn’t let me get too far before she finally threw out, “Just because you let him hit it does not mean he’s committing.”
 
   “Exactly why you need to stay the hell out of my business instead of speculating like you know shit. You literally have no idea what’s going on between Miles and I and more likely than not, it’s gonna stay that way until I want you to know anything. Keep your ass on the sideline where you belong.”
 
   I started my trek to the bedroom again but not before she spit out a strong, “Fuck you, Ava.” 
 
   I turned my attention back to her, making sure to wear a smile as I reminded her, “Sorry, but I’ve already been fucked.”
 
   ←&→
 
   He wasn’t there.
 
   He didn’t have an away game, didn’t say anything about having plans, and he wasn’t there.
 
   The whole game I kept looking around the crowd, thinking maybe he had decided to switch from his normal seat for the hell of it.
 
   But no... he just didn’t come.
 
   And of course I couldn’t help wondering if Avery’s words actually had some truth to them. Maybe his little side chick was so distracting that he had forgotten about my game.
 
   Forgotten about me.
 
   I felt pathetic as hell as I considered showing up to his dorm demanding answers, or blowing up his phone to figure out his whereabouts, or even stalking his social media accounts trying to put together clues like a damn private investigator.
 
   Definitely the least invasive method.
 
   I dug in the side pocket of my duffle bag, grabbing my phone to do a little research but just as I was getting ready to open my Facebook app, the screen of my phone showed an incoming call.
 
   Mommy.
 
   I quickly tried to adjust my attitude and my tone as I clicked the screen to connect the call.
 
   “Heyyy Mommy.”
 
   “Baby girl, what’s going on with you? Your dad and I watched the game and you looked a little lost out there. You okay?”
 
   Leave it to Mommy to waste no time getting straight to the point. Truth be told, I played like shit and even though we won, nothing about it felt good.
 
   But of course I couldn’t let her know that so I replied, “Yeahhh...yeah I’m good. Just had an off day I guess.”
 
   “An off day? That doesn’t even sound like you. Are you sure you’re okay? I talked to your sister and she said you’ve been seeing some boy…”
 
   Fuckin’ hater.
 
   This was exactly why I didn’t tell her what was going on in the first place. She was always running her damn mouth to somebody.
 
   “On occasion I suppose.” There was no way in hell I was giving her all of the details of the situation.
 
   “On occasion? Alright, something’s definitely going on with you. Are you having boy problems?”
 
   Damnit.
 
   There was no more hiding it, so I honestly replied, “That’s exactly what it is; a boy problem.”
 
   “What’s that little emphasis on boy about?”
 
   Are we playing 21 questions?
 
   “He’s a baby mom. A freshman.”
 
   “And you are stating that fun fact because...?”
 
   I sighed as I tried to explain, “I’m too old to be…”
 
   She quickly cut me off and I could literally picture her saying, “First of all, you are too young to already start saying you’re too old for anything. Second of all, love doesn’t have an age limit. Actually, I take that back; it does...legally...but you guys are both in college. So what’s the big deal?”
 
   “It’s not a big deal, Mommy. It’s just...I don’t know. I guess I just catch myself torn about the whole thing.” I couldn’t help but wonder if Miles felt like he was missing out on those normal freshman year experiences by doing whatever we called ourselves doing. I mean, he couldn’t be free if he was too busy being tied down to me.
 
   “There’s nothing to be torn about, baby girl. You like him. He’s affecting your mood so you’re obviously invested in some way. Have some fun for a change.”
 
   “I have fun, Mom.”
 
   “Not enough. You’ve always been so serious, even when you were a little girl. But you don’t get twenty-one back, Ava. Make it worth your while. And if you make a mistake...well...fuck it.”
 
   “Mom!” I couldn’t help but laugh since Mommy hardly ever cussed. I guess she really needed to make her point this time around.
 
   “What? I’m serious. Life goes on whether you live it or not. And whoever this little dude is must’ve brought you a dose of something good otherwise you wouldn’t be sweatin’ whatever mistake he made.” It sounded like she was talking about sex but I damn sure wasn’t gonna go there, so instead I gave her the real; what had actually soured my mood.
 
   “He didn’t come to my game, Mommy.” I sounded like a child but hell, with her I could be exactly that.
 
   I was exactly that.
 
   “So you wait it out. Give him a chance to explain himself. And if it’s not what you wanna hear, you act accordingly. But you at least need to give him a shot at making things right.” The way she explained it made it sound so logical, almost making me question why I had started off trippin’ in the first place.
 
   “Yeah I guess you’re right.”
 
   “Of course I am. Now don’t worry, I’ll tell your dad you were on your period or something.”
 
   So clutch.
 
   “Thanks, Mommy. I’ll talk to you soon. Love you.”
 
   “Love you more, baby girl. And you tell that young man if he messes up again, he’ll have to deal with me.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
    
 
   I was pacing back and forth in front of Ava’s building, knowing my explanation would require an in-person visit. And not even like that, but I knew it would be harder for her to believe me over the phone or via text. So I waited and waited, until I eventually saw her approaching the building with her duffle bag draped over her shoulder and her hair covered with a hood. I didn’t see the game but I did watch the highlights and since Ava wasn’t apart of them, I figured she must not have played as well as usual. She wasn’t paying much attention, not even realizing I was there until I called out to her, her head flying up in surprise the second she realized it was me.
 
   “Hey, ma. I’m sorry I didn’t make it to your game today. It’s a long story.”
 
   “I have time.” She crossed her arms over her chest in her usual attitude-stained stance. I was just happy that instead of ignoring me, she was actually giving me the opportunity to explain myself.
 
   “Well... my brother was in town. Not here in town, but the big city so I drove up to see him, planning to only spend a few hours up there and then come back in time for your game. But then a few hours turned into more, and my phone died so I couldn’t at least let you know I wasn’t gonna make it, and I would’ve used Bryson’s phone but I couldn’t remember your number. So I flew back down the freeway as quickly as I could so that I could meet you here and tell you all of this.” She stared at me for a long time, an uncomfortably long time, so long that I almost started adding extra details to the story. But then she took a few steps closer to me and planted the sweetest of kisses on my lips, letting it linger long enough to let me know things might actually be okay.
 
   She pulled back, poking a finger at my chest as she said, “Don’t let it happen again, Miles. I played like shit and I’m blaming you.”
 
   “I’ll take that, ma. I just hope you let me make it up to you.” She unlocked and opened the door, grabbing my hand to pull me in with her.
 
   “Oh, you’ll definitely be earning this one.”
 
   ←&→
 
   “Ava, if we watch this got damn movie one more time, I swear I’m gonna crack the DVD in half.”
 
   “You wouldn’t dare!” She yelled, as she dimmed the lights in my living room and pressed play on the DVD player. All of my roommates were out on the town since it was a Friday night. And though I was sure they were having a good time, I certainly couldn’t imagine my night being any more perfect.
 
   Well, besides if we could watch something other than Love & Basketball.
 
   But that was Ava, living through Monica Wright’s basketball career as if she didn’t have one of her own to focuson. 
 
   I suppose that made me Quincy McCall.
 
   Quincy was cool and all but I damn sure wasn’t about to declare for the draft only to be a bench player for a currently subpar team.
 
   The movie played on though I was hardly paying it any attention. My focus was completely on Ava as she snuggled closer against my chest, her red ponytail teasing my chin. When I did take a peek at the screen, I watched as Monica Wright entered her prom uncomfortable as hell in a dress and heels. I could pretty much picture Ava being the same exact way.
 
   “Ava, you went to prom with Spalding huh?” I teased.
 
   “No, asshole. I actually went to the prom with Austin.” Apparently, I looked as confused as I felt so she continued on, “You know... Duke... Pelicans... Clippers. Ring a bell?” It was then that I realized she was talking about Doc’s son; one of the up-and-coming sharpshooters in the league.
 
   “Wow. A first rounder. Why am I not surprised?”
 
   “You should be. We were just friends and since neither one of us really wanted to distract ourselves from basketball with worrying about finding a date, we just went with each other.”
 
   Of course Ava told the nonchalant version so I couldn’t help asking, “No happily ever after like Monica and Quincy huh?”
 
   “Hell no. That was just the homie. Still is. I’m actually going up there to catch one of his games in a couple weeks.”
              “You mean ‘we’re’ going up there to catch one of his games in a couple weeks? Fuck all that homie shit.” She sat up just to laugh right in my face.
 
   “My goodness, Miles. You can’t possibly be that jealous.”
 
   “Never jealous, just very protective of what’s mine. And you are mine, Ava. Period.” Whether she realized it or not, I was in deep. And now that she was finally letting go of her inhibitions about dating me, I could go even harder.
 
   She gave a sexy little smirk as she said, “Sounds a little possessive, don’t you think?”
 
   “Call it what you want, ma. But I don’t want there to be any confusion about the rekindling of flames going on. Ain’t no dude letting go of you that easily. And I’m sure you look even better now than you did back then. He’s probably got all types of shit planned for your little visit.” She laughed again even though I was being dead ass serious.
 
   “Miles, you are crazy. You literally have nothing to worry about. Hell, if anything, I’m the one that should be worried about you.” 
 
   “Worried about me? Worried for what?”
 
   “Mr. High School Superstar, now College Superstar. I’m just sure the girls are waiting for you to quit playin’ with me.” It was no secret that I had been turning down hella girls since Ava and I started talking, but I certainly didn’t plan on stopping anytime soon. All of them put together didn’t even measure up to half the woman Ava was.
 
   “That won’t be happening anytime soon, ma. I mean, you’d really have to do some fucked up shit to get rid of me. I’m like infatuated with you or somethin’. I mean I literally think about you all day long. And not even on some crazy, deranged shit though that’s probably how I sound.” It was still scary to think about, let alone talk about.
 
   She quickly reassured me, “You don’t sound crazy at all, Miles. That was actually very sweet of you.”
 
   “Damn, now you probably think I’m some soft mothafucka huh?”
 
   She laughed before she said, “No, I think I made the right decision by giving us a chance.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
    
 
   I couldn’t believe I was down to the last three games of my collegiate career.
 
   And only one of them was guaranteed.
 
   We had to make it through two more rounds of the tournament to get to the championship game and though our chances were pretty good, my nerves remained frazzled. I was pretty sure I would have a professional basketball career but that was hardly my focus.
 
   I wanted a championship.
 
   The big trophy.
 
   And I was gonna do everything in my power to get it even if that meant later, longer hours in the gym. The gym had practically been my second home since high school so I was more than comfortable in it. What I wasn’t exactly comfortable with was the idea of Miles and I both getting in deep with hardly any chance of an actual future together. I mean, I’d be graduating soon and going off to who knows where to play pro ball while he’d only be approaching his second year of college. The whole long-distance thing didn’t even sound appealing and with as much temptation that would be surrounding Miles on a daily, there was no way I was gonna set myself up to get my heart broken.
 
   My heart.
 
   How the hell had my heart managed to get involved in any of this?
 
   I was supposed to just be having fun, enjoying the company, but instead I had fallen in love with the only guy who actually embraced my bad ass attitude. The only guy who had ever managed to kiss me into a stupor. The only guy who could turn me on just as much with clothes on as he did without them. And the only guy who understood my heavy commitment to basketball because he had the exact same one.
 
   Everything about us screamed perfect.
 
   Well everything except our age difference and that key detail had finally come back to haunt me.
 
   The crazy part about it was, even though I knew all of this, I called myself being selfish and not breaking things off with him just yet. I could’ve very well called it quits early and given him a chance to find something new, but we were still new, still fresh, still exciting. I wasn’t ready to let go but I knew I’d have to eventually.
 
   For his sake.
 
   ←&→
 
   Miles had officially gone off his rocker. Not that I was ashamed of a little public action but his latest quest had taken things to the next level.
 
   “Sex in the equipment room? Are you crazy? There’s gotta be all types of cameras in there.” I was hanging out by the locker rooms with Miles for a bit before he got ready for his game and of course that was what he had managed to come up with.
 
   “We’ll keep the lights off. Come on, ma. I need you. PreGame Ritual.”
 
   “No, PreGame Ritual is at a place with a bed, or at least a couch.”
 
   Hell, I’d even settle for a carpeted floor.
 
   “I’ll make it quick, ma. I promise. I just...this is a big game. I need all odds in my favor, including this and your fine ass in the stands cheering me on.” I could see the nerves in his eyes but I still couldn’t put myself in such a compromising situation. It would be just my luck that my coach walks in, or a teammate, or even somebody like Parker.
 
   “I got you on one out of two, Miles”
 
   “Ava…. please.”
 
   Where the hell did these cute ass puppy dog eyes come from?
 
   “Miles, we…”
 
   “Please, ma.” he said, with a little kiss and nibble to my collarbone. Combine that with the begging, and the puppy dog eyes and suddenly I was easily convinced.
 
   “Fine, Miles. But if we get caught, I’m….”
 
   He cut me off. “We won’t get caught as long as you’re quiet, ma. Now let’s go.” I let out a nervous breath as he guided me down the hall before looking both ways and damn near shoving us into the equipment room. Since it was completely dark, I ran right into a rack of basketballs causing them to tip over.
 
   “Shit! I told you, you gotta be quiet, Ava,” Miles said with a whisper as he awkwardly used his hands to find me. “Listen. If you take a few steps back, the Dr. Dish shooting machine should be right there.” He held my hand as I did what he said and sure enough, my ass bumped right into it. Once Miles heard the bump, he gave a little laugh before grabbing me by my hips and hoisting me on top of the machine. He slid in between my legs and began kissing me with an urgency that practically made me forget where we were.
 
   I mean, my eyes were closed in ecstasy anyway.
 
   Miles had one hand under my shirt, caressing my nipple through my bra while the other one worked to take off my leggings. I balanced myself long enough to give a little lift while he yanked them down my legs to my ankles so I could kick them off. Simultaneous with my leggings hitting the floor, I heard the distinct rip of a condom being opened.
 
   “Oh, so you just knew I was gonna say yes, huh?”
 
   “No. I just knew I wanted to be prepared in the event that you actually did,” he said with a sexy little laugh that went straight to my exposed lower half. I leaned back against the shooting machine to give him better access.
 
   Leave it to me to be on top of the machine that I practically use daily bustin’ it wide open.
 
   His mouth was hot as he kissed from my toes, to my calf, and down my thigh before he found what he was looking for. There was a hesitance to his moves and I could assume that even in the dark, he was searching for my eyes to make sure I was okay. He was courteous like that, always making sure I was comfortable with whatever we were doing before we did it.
 
   But to make things very clear, I grabbed the back of his head and gently guided it to its intended destination.
 
                 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
    
 
   One more game.
 
   We had to win one more game to solidify our spot in the championship. Since I was only a freshman and would have a few cracks at it, it really wasn’t a huge deal if we didn’t accomplish the ultimate goal. 
 
   Hell, I was just happy to have made it as far as we did. 
 
   Ava, on the other hand, had trouble thinking about anything other than the championship. It made sense considering she was a Senior so this was ultimately her last shot at it, but I wished she would just calm her ass down and recognize that it was out of her hands. She had already done everything she could control, now she just had to wait and see how God would play it out. 
 
   With both of our teams in the Final Four, ESPN wanted to do a joint story about our respective programs. Since Ava was the star player on her team and I was pretty popular on the boy’s team, we got chosen to do the main interview. People who knew us as individuals pretty much knew we were together, but we hadn’t quite gone public with it by choice. The last thing we needed was the whole world in our business while we tried to figure things out for ourselves.
 
   Well, while Ava tried to figure things out. 
 
   There was no confusion on my end from the first time I laid eyes on her. 
 
   Ava was everything; literally everything I could’ve dreamed about wanting in a girl. 
 
   I loved her. 
 
   And even though I hadn’t actually told her how I felt to that extent, there was certainly no denying it internally. Even watching her now, as she smiled for the cameras and answered the interviewer’s questions, my heart felt full as hell; fuller than it had ever felt before. 
 
   The cameras cut off and the interviewer invited me to the set to join Ava. 
 
   “Alright you two, so I’m gonna ask you guys a couple of questions about the boys versus girls rivalry here at Lynstone. Are you ready?” I turned to Ava, giving her a little wink just to fuck with her, before we both agreed to it. The cameraman signaled a countdown from five to one.
 
   “Ava. Miles. The people want to know. Who would win in a girls versus boys matchup?” 
 
   Ava laughed, before answering, “We’d give them a run for their money, but I don’t think we have anything to combat their dunks. So the boys would probably win. Unfortunately.” I smiled, shaking my head in agreeance, surprised that she actually admitted the truth. 
 
   “What about you two one-on-one? No dunks allowed.” 
 
   “Oh that’s different! I’d kick his a... butt.”
 
   The interviewer turned his attention to me and asked, “Miles, is that true?”
 
   “What can I say? The girl is good. You’ve seen her play. She’s an assassin on the court.” Ava blushed at my little compliment probably more than she even realized. And of course, the cameras picked up everything.
 
   “Wait a minute, you guys are sure being friendly about this. Is there something we don’t know about?”
 
   I turned to Ava, giving her a smile and she started giggling as I said, “Ava, is there something the people don’t know about?”
 
   “I don’t think so, Miles. What do you think?” She was playing right along, making the interviewer raise his eyebrow with skepticism. 
 
   “Nope. Don’t think so. Next question.”
 
   “So you two aren’t dating?” I looked back at Ava, giving her the eye to take this one. I wasn’t exactly sure how she was gonna answer, but I was down to go along with whatever she came up with.
 
   “Dating is such a relative term. Isn’t it, Miles?”
 
   “Very relative, Ava.”
 
   The interviewer looked between us with a giddy smile before asking the cameraman to cut the shot.
 
   “This interview has my sweet tooth on fire! Who would’ve thought you two were dating?! I mean, how is it even possible that there’s not a blogger or journalist out there covering you two?”
 
   Dude was way too excited, but I had no problem blowing his high.
 
   “That’s because there’s nothing to cover. We aren’t some Lifetime movie or corny romance novel. We’re kickin’ it. And you’re gonna respect that. Got it?” I could see the wheels that had began turning in his head slow down but not completely.
 
   “Absolutely. But we are certainly using the footage that we already have. And you do understand once this is out, people will speculate right?” In the age of social media and instant access to everyone’s life, I was sure people would do more than just speculate. They’d probably have memes of pictures from the interview with #relationshipgoals or some other bullshit.
 
   “People can take it how they want to and we’ll handle that accordingly. But we were just having a little fun. I mean, you can only do so many of these things before you’re forced to make them interesting on your own.” The interviewer shook his head, completely understanding my stance. 
 
   “Good answer. Like you’ve been trained. Big bro been giving you some tips?”
 
   I offered him a smile before I replied, “I can’t confirm or deny that. Now are we all done here?”
 
   “Yep. Just let the photographer get a few promo shots and we’ll get you two lovebirds out of here.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
    
 
   It blew up.
 
   And though we were pretty sure that would happen - had came up with a plan for when it happened -, there was literally no preparing for the whirlwind that came along with the ESPN interview dropping. My phone had literally been ringing off the hook for two days straight from different media outlets asking the obvious question, with the latest coming in the form of a text message from an unknown number.
 
   Are you and Miles dating?
 
   Since I didn’t know the number, I really wasn’t obligated to reply. But I did anyway with a simple, Tune in to support the Lynstone Tigers in our semi-finals games this week. :)
 
   According to Miles’s big brother Bryson, you were supposed to always divert the attention to something else. Give something without giving anything. But as I clicked on the link to an article Miles had sent me earlier in the day, I realized that that particular strategy certainly wasn’t working.
 
   Can you say Love & Basketball?
 
   We literally...like literally thought these sorts of things only happened in movies but boy were we wrong. I mean, how cute is Bryson’s little brother? And ya’ll know how much we love Bryson around here. But anyway, these two gave us all the puppy love vibes during their interview for ESPN (linked below).
 
   The commentary was followed up with a little gallery of pictures that I had scolded Miles about sharing on plenty of occasions.
 
   “But they’re on Snapchat. People can only see them once, then they’re erased.”
 
   Yeah right.
 
   I scrolled through the pictures as if I had never seen them before, and there was no denying how adorable we looked.
 
   I mean, the one of him kissing my cheek and me all giggly faced was like...sickening cute.
 
   And the one of us after one of my games with him looking all proud.
 
   And then the one of his lips against my basketball tattoo that was actually the screensaver on my phone.
 
   They were mostly private little moments; shit we probably should’ve kept to ourselves but didn’t. And now we were paying the price for it.
 
   I mean, how was I supposed to focus on the task of a championship when that was now the last thing on people’s mind when they thought of me?
 
   Now I was just the basketball chick who dated Bryson’s little brother and looked cute doing it.
 
   Hopefully we were already on the 14th minute of 15.
 
   ←&→
 
   “Ma, you’re practically famous now. You do know that right?”
 
   The disguises Miles and I were wearing while we shared dinner at our favorite little Mexican spot was surely the first clue that something related to fame was happening. That and the fact that the owner gave us access to a private little booth at the very back of the restaurant reserved for special guests.
 
   “You’re saying that as if I haven’t always been famous. People know me, Miles.” I had surely experienced my share of the spotlight, but being the top story across various blog sites was taking things to a whole new level.
 
   “No, they think they know you. I know you.” 
 
   I took a bite of the cheesy rice and beans I’d be paying for later before I asked, “So tell me then, what do you know about me?”
 
   “I know you have a semi-unhealthy addiction to peanut butter, you never match the polish on your nails with the polish on your toes, you talk in your sleep, and your killer crossover stole my heart.” That last little note made me laugh.
 
   “Stole your heart huh? One little basketball move was all it took?”
 
   “Well not exactly….” he said, with the most mischievous grin.
 
   “Anyway! Did you hear the latest headline about us? How I apparently gave you a tour of campus and much more, convincing you to come here?” There had been so many headlines about Miles and I, but that one certainly took the cake.
 
   “Hell, I wish that was true. Do I need to clear the air or are you okay?” I could appreciate Miles’s willingness to diffuse the situation, but I knew very well that statements made from those involved hardly ever stopped the speculation. In fact, the media had a way of twisting what the person involved did actually say in a way to fit whatever headline they wanted.
 
   “I actually thought that one was kind of funny. Let them think what they wanna think. The less we invest in their ideas, the quicker they’re forced to stop talking about us; right?”
 
   “Yeah. I guess I’m just...I’m tired of doing this low-key shit. I wanna be with my girl all the way, show her off, grab her ass and kiss her in public without having to worry about paparazzi and all that other shit.” I knew exactly what Miles meant, but I also knew it was practically impossible at the moment.
 
   “Me and you both, Miles. But for now, we have to play this the right way so we don’t get distracted. It’s hard enough already.”
 
   “No, hard is looking at you with this fake ass stage-worthy brown wig when I’m use to your red. Hard is wanting to be front row at your game but purposely laying low so the media doesn’t get their couple sighting fix. Hard is being forced into strategy in regards to my damn relationship. I just wanna be...normal. I mean, it’s not like people don’t know.”
 
   I quickly corrected him, “They think they know.”
 
   “No. They know. And if they don’t, I’m gonna let ‘em know.”
 
   “Miles, I thought we agreed to lay low at least until after the championship games?”
 
   “Fuck all that.”
 
   There was no hiding my attitude as I responded, “Oh, so now you’re just gonna be reckless with it?”
              “What’s so reckless about letting the world know I’m in love with the girl of my dreams who just so happens to be one of the coldest, if not the coldest, women’s basketball player on the planet?” His confession stunned me. I mean, of course we were having fun, and I felt something for him too. But he was actually in love with me? I wore the shock on my face for so long that he continued on, “That’s right, Ava. I am in love with you. And I don’t really care what anyone has to say about it because guess what? This...between you and I...is real. Not the headlines, not the speculation, but this. Right here.” I felt every ounce of passion he was releasing. In fact, it landed so heavily, I had a hard time coming up with a response. 
 
   “Miles, I…”
 
   “No, Ava. Don’t say anything. Just know that I meant what I said and not a single one of those bloggers is stoppin’ that.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
    
 
   My heart broke for her.
 
   Watching the other team jump up and down in celebration while Ava just laid out in the middle of the court felt like a kick to my chest, as if I was the one that lost the game.
 
   But I guess that’s how this love shit worked.
 
   When they felt legitimate happiness, so did you. And when they felt legitimate pain, you shared that burden as well.
 
   I wanted to run out on the court and hold her; ease some of the pain she had to feel from falling short, but I knew that was probably the last thing she wanted from me. It would surely be the photo-op of the century as far as the bloggers were concerned so I was forced to stay in my lane on the sidelines.
 
   I watched as a teammate went and helped Ava off the court then escorted her to the locker room. I hopped down from the bleachers and followed them, staying a few steps behind until we were completely out of sight.
 
   “Ava, baby. You okay?”
 
   She turned to me, her eyes soaked with tears, as she replied, “Do I look okay? What a stupid fuckin’ question.” She kept walking as her team and coaches walked around her, but I pulled her from the crowd.
 
   “My bad, I just…”
 
   “No, you can just get the fuck outta my face. How about that?”
 
   “Ma, I know you’re…”
 
   “You don’t know shit, Miles! So just stop it, alright? Look, thanks for coming but I gotta go.” She wiped her face before turning and jogging to the locker room.
 
   I knew it would be awhile before she would come back out, but that was the least of my worries.
 
   I had to make sure she was okay.
 
   So I waited.
 
   And waited.
 
   And waited, until just about every member of the team and coaching staff had walked out. Every time someone new would come out, I’d always ask about Ava and all they could do was shrug their shoulders as if they had no idea what was going on with her.
 
   When there seemed to be no one left in the locker room but her, I barged in, not caring about surely breaking some sort of law. I had to walk through a few rows of lockers before I found her sitting on the floor leaned against a locker and staring into space. Her expression was blank as she just stared and stared and stared, not even acknowledging that I was there though I was right in front of her.
 
   I plopped down next to her and threw my arm over her shoulder, pulling her into my chest. She laid there for a few minutes before she finally said, “This hurts. So bad.”
 
   “I know, ma. But it’s not the end of the world.”
 
   “Its the end of my world, Miles. I was right there. We were so close. Maybe if I would’ve just…” I had to cut her off. There was no way in hell I was gonna let her beat herself up about it.
 
   “No, ma. It doesn’t work like that. No would’ve, could’ve, should’ve’s. You gave it all you had and that’s all you had control of.”
 
   “That’s what they usually say to losers.”
 
   It was weird as hell to hear Ava all down on herself when it came to basketball but I quickly reassured her, “Ma, you aren’t a loser by any means. Your team came up short but you balled the hell out; all season long. Hell, all career long. Now it’s time to focus on getting to the next level.” Ava had definitely played her way into the top spot of the draft. If anybody passed up on her because of this loss, they’d be a fool.
 
   “Yeah, if anybody wants me on the next level. Second place isn’t exactly a resume-builder.”
 
   “That’s where you’re wrong, ma. Second place is still ahead of a lot of people. Shit, second place still gets a trophy.”
 
   She shrugged me off. “Yeah, a weak ass second place trophy.”
 
   “Ava…”
              “What? And what are you doing coming into the girl’s locker room anyway?” She finally looked at me with her bloodshot red eyes. Hopefully the trainer had some Visine on deck to help her out before she had to get in front of the cameras.
 
   “Had to make sure my girl was straight. Now get up so you can go knock-out your post-game interview then I can get you home and make you feel better.” I helped her off the floor and she dusted off her sweatpants before grabbing her duffle bug.
 
   “Such an opportunist.”
 
   “Nah, this was on the agenda win, lose, or draw. I got a big game tomorrow and uhh…. a brotha needs his good luck charm.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
    
 
   Thank God for make-up.
 
   I didn’t wear it often, but it was definitely coming in handy today considering my eyes were damn near swollen from crying. Even though Miles did make me feel better, he also spent a good portion of the night wiping my tears that seemed to flow endlessly.
 
   I was still in disbelief that my college career was completely over but I tried to divert my attention elsewhere by getting hyped for Miles. Even with the game being high-stakes, I convinced myself to go regardless of the nerves I felt about it.
 
   At least one of us has a chance of coming out on top.
 
   I sat by myself in the student section though I hardly felt alone with everyone congratulating me on a good season. It was good to hear though it still felt far from the truth.
 
   But again...I wasn’t here for that.
 
   This was about Miles.
 
   He better ball out.
 
   I watched him go through warm-ups with a light air to his moves. He seemed totally unfazed by the overflowing crowd, even taking the opportunity to wave at me like he didn’t have more important things to focus on.
 
   Such a kid.
 
   In a good way though.
 
   Where someone like me felt the pressure of the moment, he embraced the energy and used it for his own good.
 
   Who would’ve thought he’d be the one teaching me stuff?
 
   All I could do was smile and watch, laughing to myself when he missed a shot then immediately looked at me. I gave him a scolding look and he started laughing as well. It was crazy how we had gotten to the point where we didn’t even need words to communicate.
 
   I felt him and he felt me, no matter the audience.
 
   So when one of the sports broadcasters pulled me out of the crowd to ask for an interview, I knew I wasn’t gonna shy away from the pesky questions about Miles and I. It was natural, pure, nothing to be ashamed of. There was no reason to cringe at the ‘boyfriend’ title because that’s exactly who Miles was.
 
   Even though we hadn’t been together that long, he honestly felt like even more than that. He was my confidant, never shying away from righting my wrong. He gave me energy when I felt like the well was running dry. He gave me life...and love, in a way I had never felt before.
 
   And let’s not even talk about the sex.
 
   “Ava, congrats on an outstanding season. I know last night was hard, but we’re glad to see you’ve bounced back already.”
 
   Not exactly.
 
   “Doing as best as I can. Losing that game was...tough. But I’m glad to be able to support the boy’s squad tonight.”
 
   “Is there someone in particular that you’re here to support?”
 
   So pesky.
 
   I brightened my smile as I replied, “Of course. We all know that.”
 
   “So can we officially call you and Miles an item?”
 
   “As if you guys haven’t convinced everyone of that already,” I said with a laugh. “Miles and I are dating; yes. But tonight isn’t about that. It’s about watching him lead the boy’s team to a championship; right?”
 
   “Absolutely! We appreciate your time and good luck in the draft next week!”
 
   “Thank you very much.” The cameraman’s light went off and I shook hands with the broadcaster before heading back to the stands.
 
   In no time at all, the national anthem was sung and the game was tipped off.
 
    
 
   ←&→
 
   I was jealous.
 
   Flamingly jealous.
 
   So jealous I was plotting ways on how I could ruin the moment without it looking planned out.
 
   Miles was holding the championship trophy near and dear like a newborn baby with his team all crowded around him in matching championship shirts and hats. I really did want to rush the court like some of the other students had, but instead I just watched proudly from afar since my emotions were still extremely tender from the night before.
 
   And besides, if I got too close to him I’d be tempted to snatch the trophy and run.
 
   Or at least knock it out of his hand.
 
   On accident.
 
   The same broadcaster that interviewed me was now the emcee as the team was ushered to the makeshift stage in the middle of the court.
 
   “We would like to congratulate the Lynstone Tigers on being the 2015 Men’s College Basketball Champions.” The crowd went nuts with cheers. “But, we still have one more trophy to give out tonight; the award for MVP of the game. And that goes to...your very own freshman Phenom, Miles Harris!” I couldn’t help cheering along with the crowd as I watched Miles pass the championship trophy to a coach before squeezing through the crowd of his teammates to the front of the stage and accepting his MVP award. He raised it above his head as his teammates gave him pats on the back and though it made me even more jealous, I managed to be happy for him.
 
   But then he took the mic.
 
   And I instantly got nervous because that certainly wasn’t part of the program.
 
   “Really quick; I’d like to dedicate this trophy to my girl Ava. You’re the real MVP, ma.”
 
   Oh. My. God.
 
   The crowd started gushing and cheering and I even looked up just in time to see myself on the jumbotron, blushing my ass off.
 
   “Love you, ma.”
 
   The crowd let out a synchronized “Awwwww” and all I could do was smile.
 
   I mean, leave it to Miles to use his unforgettable moment to make my day brighter.
 
   “I love you too,” I said out loud as though he could hear me. But of course it didn’t take my actual words for him to know what I said.
 
   He felt it.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
                 
 
   “No, Ava. I refuse to watch this shit.”
 
   I don’t know what Ava was thinking even bringing that DVD over to my crib after the game. While all my teammates were out partying it up, I was at home with my girl whining to me about why we should watch that damn movie for the billionth time. 
 
   And I wouldn’t have had it any other way.
 
   “But Miles, you know its my favorite.” I snatched her up, positioning her right between my legs on the bed.
 
   I kissed along her neckline as I told her, “Well, when you win a championship, we can do your favorite shit. Tonight is mine, Ava.” 
 
   She smacked the back of her teeth, turning to me with a stank face. “Too soon, Miles. Way too soon.” I quickly pulled her back into my embrace. 
 
   “I’m sorry, ma. I didn’t mean it like that. I just…can we do something else? Please?” 
 
   “Fine. What do you wanna do then Mr. MVP?”
              “How about we try something new?” I asked, as I took a few nibbles on her ear.
 
   Her breathing pattern was beginning to change from my quest, but she still replied clearly, “New like what?”
 
   “Like a… post-game ritual,” I said, capitalizing my words with kisses to her collarbone.
 
   I could hear the hint of tease in her voice as she responded, “Seriously, Miles? Post-game ritual? Must I remind you, you’re grown as hell. If you want some pussy just ask for it.” I laughed to myself, remembering the time I had used an identical line. 
              “So now I’m grown as hell, huh? What happened to all that too young shit?” I had been looking forward to this moment for a long time. The moment I could finally call her out on what she had thankfully changed her mind about. Instead of waiting for an answer, I slid from under her, letting her land on her back so that I could climb on top of her. The way she looked up at me with a smile warmed me completely. 
 
   “Flew outta the window the second you… mmm… started doing that.” My kisses became more intense now that I had full access to all of her.
              I kissed my way down her body as I asked, “So you like my young ass, huh?”
 
   “Mmmhmm. Love you.”
 
   “You love me?” I asked, continuing my quest of kissing every inch of her.
 
   “I love you. I love…me…some…you.” She punctuated each of my kisses with her profession of love, turning me on even more.
 
   “Tell me again.”
 
   “I… shitttt…” I didn’t even let her get it out before I started kissing and licking the inside of her upper thighs. Still, I urged her to get it out.
 
   “Tell me, Ava. Tell me you love me.” I had her fired up, antsy for me to touch where I really should’ve been a long time ago instead of wasting our time even discussing that movie.
 
   “I love you, Miles.”
 
   I’ll never get tired of hearing that shit.
 
   “Good. Now let’s keep it that way.”
 
   ←&→
 
   It was her night.
 
   Draft night.
 
   The night she had been working for since she was a little baby baller.
 
   And I couldn’t be more proud to be by her side; especially when she was looking like she was.
 
   Fuckin’ perfect.
 
   The custom-made designer dress clung to every inch of her frame, lifted high in the front but hanging low in the back, giving the perfect view of her athletic ass. And of course she chose red, giving straight Jessica Rabbit vibes but with more sophistication.
 
   I had been dressed for at least an hour, chopping it up with her cool ass mom, while a team prepped and primed her for the slew of cameras that were bound to come her way once she was announced as the number one pick. It was really no secret after the season she had, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t a nervous wreck.
 
   “I’m gonna bust this dress wide open if we don’t get out of here soon.” 
              “Just relax, baby. You look gorgeous,” Ava’s mom chimed in, as she adjusted her own hair in the mirror.
 
   “Easy for you to say, Mom. You get to wear a comfortable dress instead of being shoved into fabric like me.” I knew Ava was struggling wearing clothes that actually fit. She was use to baggy basketball clothes or nothing at all; no in between.
 
   Just how I liked it.
              “She’s right, Ava. You look so beautiful, ma. Too beautiful for your own good really.” Now that everybody knew she was mine, I wasn’t expecting to have any run-ins. But I stayed ready for somebody to try her regardless.
 
   Her mom wrapped an arm around my shoulder, “See, Ava. And you were talking about him being too young. He’s the perfect gentleman.”
 
   “Ohhh, so you were talking to Moms about me huh?” I teased.
              Her mom pulled me in tighter, “Honey, you had her in a rut like I’ve never seen; blaming her bad games on you and all. But that’s how I knew she loved you. Ava doesn’t let a lot of people affect her when it comes to basketball.”
 
   “I know that feeling all too well and being perfectly honest, she did the same for me.”
 
   Ava rolled her eyes, trying to hide the blush that rushed to her cheeks. “Enough with the sap. Let’s get downstairs and get this thing over with.”
 
   With Ava on one arm and her mom on the other, I escorted them both down the hall and to the elevator that took us to the holding place for the draftees. Once we made it to ground level, we followed the signs to a room filled with reporters all trying to get quotes before the draft actually began.
 
   “Good luck, baby girl,” her mom said, as she gave her a light kiss on the cheek.
 
   “Thanks, Mama. Don’t act all crazy when they announce my name, alright?”
 
   “Oh chile, I’ve waited too long for this moment not to act crazy. I’m talkin’, ‘That’s my baby!’ crazy.”
 
   Ava’s face was mortified as she replied, “Oh my God! You better not!”
 
   “I’m kidding. Geeeez. I won’t ruin it for you, Ava. I promise. Now your father on the other hand…”
              “Oh God, I didn’t even get a chance to warn him!”
 
   Her mom quickly reassured her, “It’s okay, I’ll tell him.”
 
   “Good luck, ma. Don’t fall.”
 
   “Asshole. I won’t.” I gave her a little kiss of my own and was heading to the main room when she called out to me. “Hey Miles!” I turned back around and found her wearing the shiest smile. “Thanks again…for coming.”
 
   “Wouldn’t miss it for the world, ma.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
   I couldn’t breathe.
 
   I wasn’t sure if it was the dress limiting my oxygen intake or the fact that I was nervous beyond reason, but it literally felt like nothing was flowing. 
 
   After doing interview after interview, it was finally show time. My legs felt like noodles as they introduced the draftees by college. Lynstone was a good middle man alphabetically, so I at least didn’t have to come out first. All I had to do was smile, give a little wave, and make it to my table. 
 
   You got this, Ava.
 
   Once my name was called, I took a limited deep breath and followed the line around the room up to my table. The lights were hot against my skin and so bright that I could hardly see in front of me. The cheers were loud though the room didn’t seem completely at capacity. I guess people were just happy to see me. 
 
   After walking the equivalent of a runway, I finally located the table of my family and friends, Miles included. He stood up to pull out my chair, giving me a light kiss on the cheek before I sat down. Though my dad wasn’t too happy about the act, my mom practically had tears welling up in her eyes.
 
   “Sis, you have to let me get that dress when you’re done wearing it.”
 
   Of course Avery could only focus on the fashion aspect. At least something other than my man was catching her interest.
 
   “Consider it yours, Avery.” I was glad we had rebounded from our little cat fight and had actually began to grow closer from the situation. Once she understood that she didn’t stand a chance with Miles, it really didn’t take long for her to move on. 
 
   “Welcome to the 2015 Draft. We are so excited to welcome this new class of draftees and we wish all of you ladies the best of luck. Now, without further ado, I’m pleased to announce with the first pick in this year’s draft, the Los Angeles Sparks have selected…” My heart was a drumroll on its on. I watched intently as the commissioner ripped open a tiny envelope like this was the Oscars or one of those other fancy award shows. 
 
   “Ava Daniels!” I immediately started clapping until I realized…
 
   Oh shit.
 
   That’s me!
 
   I stood up, trying to hold back the tears as I smoothed out my dress. I took the few steps from my seat over to my mom to give her the biggest hug. I found my dad and gave him a kiss on the cheek. Then I found Miles, who looked more excited than me about the announcement.
 
   “Congratulations, ma.” Instead of responding, I planted a lingering kiss on his lips.
 
   I couldn’t have written the moment any better myself.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
   My smile wasn’t working.
 
   Everything about it felt fake, forced, something I hardly expected.
 
   It was literally the happiest day of Ava’s life. She went first in the draft as she always imagined it. But I had the hardest time matching her bliss for my own selfish reasons.
 
   Since the LA Sparks came into the draft with the number one pick, I always assumed that’s where she would go meaning we would only be an hour or two away from each other.
 
   But then the unimaginable happened.
 
   The LA Sparks traded her to the Atlanta Dream. Seeing her holding up the jersey of a team that was clear across the country gave me the craziest mix of emotions. I was beyond ecstatic to see her dream manifest, but I wasn’t sure what her leaving the state was going to mean for us.
 
   Were we gonna try the whole long distance thing?
 
   Or had our relationship simply ran its course?
 
   It was all so confusing and though I tried to hide it as we took a million pictures and accepted even more congratulations, I could tell Ava had picked up on it. Once we made it back to our hotel room, she dug right in.
 
   “Miles, what’s the matter with you?”
 
   I shrugged as I draped my suit jacket over the back of a couch in our suite. “Nothin’, ma. Just thinking about some things.”
 
   She had a hint of humor to her tone as she asked, “What kind of things?”
 
   “Us things.”
 
   She crossed her arms over her chest before prying deeper. “I’m gonna need a little more than that, Miles. Tell me what’s going on.”
 
   I didn’t wanna get too deep into things, so I tried to make it sound like less of a big deal as I responded, “I guess I just never imagined you going anywhere else but LA.”
 
   “Me neither but I knew it was always a possibility. That’s just how the league works.” It was certainly nothing new to me, but that still didn’t mean I liked it.
 
   “Yeah I know. But I... nevermind. Let’s just celebrate the night.” I plopped down on the bed and started taking off my shoes and she sat down right next to me.
 
   “No, Miles. What are you thinking?”
 
   I knew it was the last thing I should’ve been bringing up, but I wasn’t very fond of storytelling. So instead of bullshittin’, I turned to her and politely insisted, “Ma...can we not go there tonight? I don’t wanna ruin this for you.”
 
   Her face twisted in confusion as she questioned, “Ruin? Now you definitely have to tell me what’s going on.”
 
   Don’t do it, bruh.
 
   Don’t do it.
 
   Shit.
 
   “Fine, Ava. If you’re going all the way to Atlanta, what does that mean...for us?”
 
   I felt pathetic as hell asking, especially when I received her nonchalant ass response of, “I... don’t know. I guess I hadn’t even thought about that.”
 
   “Right. Which is why we don’t need to go there tonight.” I scooted to the headboard of the bed, not bothering with my slacks or my untucked dress shirt. And of course she followed me up.
 
   “Well it’s already brought up now.”
 
   I remained stoic. “Still don’t have to go there.”
 
   “Miles…” 
 
   “What, ma? I’m tryna save us from this conversation but you’re steady askin’ for it.” I really didn’t wanna fight, I didn’t wanna ruin her day, and I certainly didn’t wanna come to any bad conclusions. 
              “What did you expect me to do? Sit down and shut up? Let you be all...fake happy for me?”
 
   “Fake happy? What are you talkin’ about, Ava? I am happy for you. I’m just not happy about what this could mean for us.”
 
   Everything about her body language appeared withdrawn as she quietly said, “Maybe there isn’t…. an us.”
 
   Even though she spoke it sweetly and softly, that didn’t mean I was gonna sweep it under the rug. “Excuse me?”
 
   “Miles, you’re young. You have your whole career ahead of you. I get it. I’m not gonna hold you back from that.” I couldn’t believe she had the nerve to bring up my age again like that really had anything to do with this conversation.
 
   “Hold me back? Yo, you are for real buggin’ right now. Like where is this even coming from?” 
 
   She turned away from me, only offering me her back as she spoke, “I’ve been thinking about this for a little while now and I… I guess I’m just trying to make this whole thing easier on us. You know?”
              “No, I don’t know, Ava.”
              She peeked over her shoulder, catching my eyes, before quickly turning back away. Even from that little glimpse, I could tell she was struggling with what she really wanted to say. The silence lingered for a few moments before she finally spoke, “Miles, look. I wanna thank you...for everything. I mean these past couple months have been…”
 
   I cut her off, “Why the fuck does this feel like a break-up speech?”
 
   She finally turned back my way and I could clearly see the tears that had formed in her eyes. “I guess in a way, it is. I mean, you don’t think we could really pull the whole long distance thing off, do you? You’ll be here, doing your whole college thing and I’ll be clear across the country doing the exact opposite.” 
              I scooted closer to her, grabbing her hands as I told her, “So what? What does that have to do with anything? When you love someone, you do what you gotta do to make it work, adversities included. Why are you giving up so easily?”
 
   “Because this… this isn’t about love for me, Miles. This is about life; reality.” It was as though our love and her life weren’t intertwined. For me, I couldn’t do one without the other. But for her, I was just a… moment. 
 
   “Well apparently your reality is a lot different than mine. I’m out of here.” I hopped off of the bed, snatching my shoes off the ground on my way out of the room. She grabbed me by my arm just as my hand landed on the doorknob.
 
   “Miles, wait!”
 
   “No, Ava. I’ve already been waiting, all this time, for you to see how down for you I am; how much I care about you, how much I love you. But to know you’re willing to throw all that shit away...just like that? Nah, ma. I’m out.” She tried to hang on to my arm, but I still managed to snatch away and leave. I could hear her sobbing through the door and though it pained me to hear her crying - hurt me to the core -, turning back to get the same conclusion would’ve just hurt us both even more.
 
   I had to go.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   ava.
 
   I sat in my room confused - bewildered really - on how things had gotten to this point. One minute we were smiling for the seemingly endless pictures as a couple; a couple truly, madly, and deeply in love. And by that night, we were done?
 
   For a moment it made no sense, but that was only because I wasn’t willing to admit my fault.
 
   I fucked up.
 
   Terribly.
 
   Even though I had already been thinking about our future on my own, it definitely wasn’t fair for me to jump to conclusions. And now that the damage was already done, there was really no way for me to mend things. I mean, how do you tell someone, “On second thought, let’s give this long distance thing a try” after you’ve already ripped their heart to shreds?
 
   Damn, I’ve ruined him.
 
   There was no way he’d invest in loving another girl now that he had his heartbroken. At least that’s usually how guys worked. All it took was one girl to mess up his heart for everybody. Now every girl after me would get the stank treatment, forced with the terrible predicament of trying to get him to change his mind about women.
 
   Fuck her.
 
   Just the thought of another girl getting close to him annoyed the shit out of me.
 
   I didn’t want there to be another girl.
 
   I wanted him for myself.
 
   But again...selfish.
 
   How dare I try to stand in the way of him finding the love of his life?
 
   You are the love of his life, Ava.
 
   Got damnit, stop talking to yourself.
 
   Thoughts of Miles were completely distracting me from the task at hand; packing up all of my stuff to move to Atlanta. Well actually, directing other people to pack my stuff for me. The league had already given me the perk of hired help for my big move.
 
   But certain things I wanted to touch on my own, pack on my own, like the framed schedule poster from my final collegiate basketball season. The one Miles and I had flirted our way through before I even realized it was legit flirting. The picture that was taken a few shots before I had touched his dick for the first time.
 
   Damn, I’ll definitely miss that.
 
   Hell, I’d miss everything about him.
 
   His calm to every one of my storms. His picture-perfect smile. The way he called me, “Ma”. The way he... damn, the way he loved the hell out of me before either one of us admitted it.
 
   But I had to let him go.
 
   For his own good.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   miles.
 
    
 
   “Bro, I mean...I know Ava is fine and all, but you’re still down over the break-up?”
 
   Leave it to Bryson to downplay what I felt, like his ass wasn’t trippin’ over a girl that wasn’t even his. We were sharing dinner at his crib that I finally had a chance to visit now that the season was over. But nothing about being on what most would consider a vacation felt right.
 
   “Bryson, you’re the last person that should be talkin’ about being down over a break-up. You been down for a minute over that Lexi girl and ya’ll were just friends.”
 
   He bit the inside of his cheek, his usual reaction to someone striking a nerve, before he calmly replied, “Lexi is different though. She’s like...I can’t even explain it.”
 
   “Trust me bro, I know the feeling. Its completely unexplainable but you can’t help how you feel.” It was driving me nuts that I couldn’t shake Ava no matter how much I tried. I mean, I even went as far as talking - yes, just talking - to other girls, but none of them were as interesting as Ava, or as fine as her, or as smart as her, or...
 
   “Right. Exactly that. And for the record, Lexi has always been a work-in-progress.”
 
   I grabbed another slice of pizza from the counter as I reminded him, “Yeah, her working on her relationship with Jaden while you’re working on breaking up their happy ass home.” He instantly tensed up.
 
   “Bro, chill. Ain’t nobody breaking up happy homes. I’m just...you’ll see.” I had no idea what Bryson had in mind, but I knew it couldn’t be anything good.
 
   “Don’t do anything stupid, man. It’s not worth it.”
 
   “Oh, so you’re tellin’ me you wouldn’t do whatever it takes to get Ava back?” I brushed him off, knowing our situations were nowhere near similar.
 
   “That’s different. Ava and I just broke up. You and Lexi were never really a thing.”
 
   “See. That’s not true. We dated. It was awhile ago, but we dated for a little bit.”
 
   “Whatever. All I know is I want my girl back and I’ma get her one way or another.” I wasn’t sure how I was gonna do it, but it had to happen. It wasn’t like I just wanted her, but I needed her. I wasn’t the same without her. I wasn’t... me.
 
   “Newsflash: she broke up with you, not the other way around. Ain’t no gettin’ that back.” It was a tall task for sure, but it wasn’t impossible. 
 
   “That’s why you’re in the predicament you are now, chasing after taken women cause you don’t know how to finesse. You really need to be taking notes, big bro.”
 
   He didn’t seem completely convinced, but he still offered, “Whatever, Miles. I’ll believe it when I see it.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




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