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			Dear Reader, 

			I want to thank you immensely for supporting Black Odyssey Media and our ongoing efforts to spotlight the diverse narratives of blossoming and seasoned storytellers. With every manuscript we acquire, we believe that it took talent, discipline, and remarkable courage to construct that story, flesh out those characters, and prepare it for the world. Debut or seasoned, our authors are the real heroes and heroines in OUR story. For them, we are eternally grateful. 

			Whether you are new to Anna Black or Black Odyssey Media, we hope that you are here to stay. Our goal is to make a lasting impact in the publishing landscape, one step at a time and one book at a time. We also welcome your feedback and kindly ask that you leave a review. For upcoming releases, announcements, submission guidelines, etc., please be sure to visit our website at www.blackodyssey.net or scan the QR code below. And remember, no matter where you are in your journey, the best of both worlds begins now!
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			Shawanda “N’Tyse” Williams

			CEO & Founder, Black Odyssey Media, LLC
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			Prologue

			When Things Took an Awful Turn

			I went back and forth between my camera and the prep area in our spacious kitchen as I set up my camera to record another cooking video for my YouTube channel. I loved cooking and have been cooking since I was a young kid. That night, I felt inspired to share my stuffed chicken alfredo pasta shells. I had less than four thousand followers and was driven to make more dishes to grow my channel. Usually, Marcus would be home to film my episodes, but he was still out celebrating with family and friends. It was the night after the grand reopening of the hotel he had inherited. Of course, I was happy for him, but I had hung out with him and his crew too much the night before and was partied out.

			Depleted from the busy week and long-ass day, I decided to call it a night and go home to relax. However, after showering and pouring myself a glass of wine, I felt a burst of energy. So, instead of flopping down in front of the television, I decided to get started on a recipe I had finally perfected. I didn’t know where I got my passion for cooking; maybe it was because I loved to eat. 

			After filming, I put away the dinner we would enjoy the next day and cleaned up the kitchen. Once I refilled my glass, I settled on the sofa to wait for Marcus. We both graduated with our bachelor’s degrees a year ago, and his family now felt ready to give him possession of his first newly renovated property. A chef at heart, I constantly regretted my career choice. I allowed my mother, the dictator, to overrule my decisions by convincing me that culinary school could wait. Listening to my parents, I gave up on the dream I had since I was a little girl.

			I remember bouncing into the house with a flyer for a baking competition. I was about eleven years old and wanted to make strawberry cupcakes. I had never made anything other than blueberry cupcakes, my daddy’s favorite, but I tweaked the recipe myself and was sure my cupcakes with a strawberry cream cheese center would win. Classic cupcakes had swirled icing and decorated occasionally with sprinkles. I wanted to surprise the judges with a creamy center they would have never expected.

			“Momma! Momma! I need to go the grocery store!” I yelled, calling out for her as I rushed through the front door, waving the flyer. When I realized she was in the kitchen, I quickly dashed inside. “The community center is having a bake-off, and the winner can win a hundred dollars. I want to crush it,” I said, pushing the paper into her midsection. 

			“Slow down, child, and let me read this.” Momma took the flyer and scanned it with her eyes. Once she finished reading it, she looked at my face lit up and said, “Okay, but you better not waste our hard-earned money, chile.” Then, with a tender smile, she added, “And you betta crush them cupcakes.” 

			I bounced up and down with excitement. “I will. I promise.”

			Momma took me to the store and purchased all the ingredients. When we got home, I mixed up a small sample for us to test, adjusting my measurements just a little. Then we bit into the most perfect strawberry cupcakes the south side of Chicago had ever tasted. 

			Later, I helped my mother prepare dinner. Or more like I prepared dinner since I constantly suggested ways to improve the meal. 

			“Why don’t you just cook then, missy,” Momma said, stepping away from the stove. 

			I didn’t hesitate. Instead, I moved my tiny step stool closer to the stovetop and got to work. When I finished, my mother gave me a proud smile after her taste test.

			“Wow, ZeeZee, this is good. You’re a better cook than Momma,” she said, pulling me into a tight hug. “But can you please let your father think I did this?” she asked with a loving smile.

			“Of course,” I replied, smiling back at her, and she gave me a wink. 

			Later, I went on to win first place in the cupcake competition. From then, I cooked ninety percent of our meals, always looking online for recipes and whipping up my own signature dishes. By the time I turned sixteen, I was cooking for our family gatherings and had created sauces and spices that I sold at the local flea market and functions. 

			It felt so natural because I was living out what I was called to do. Things collapsed when it was time to talk about college. Culinary school was the only thing on my mind, but my mother didn’t share my dream. I sat arguing my points to my parents to the point where I lost my voice, and I finally gave in. I let them convince me that a business major would offer more financial security for my future. Well, it was mainly my mother because my dad had very few words to say. She convinced me that having a business degree would take me to limitless places that being a cook could not. Close to seventeen at the time and naïve, I trusted that my parents knew what was best for my life. So, I agreed to major in something that would benefit me in the long run versus pursuing something I loved.

			Fast forward to the end of what would have been my perfect beginning. I graduated and got an office job but felt empty in the workforce. I yearned for the kitchen. All I wanted to do was wake up and to cook something that would satisfy the stomach of others and put a smile on my face. Not experience the dread I felt every morning when my alarm went off. I hated going into a job that had me––a college graduate––in an essential entry-level position. Marc provided us with a nice living; therefore, I could have quit. I worked mainly because of my student loan debt due to going to college to get my degree, and going back to school and accumulating more student loans was crazy. Still, the fact remained that I wasn’t fulfilled.

			While sitting at my desk at work, thinking of what I would make for dinner, I jotted down a list of items I’d have to get before going home. After my shift, I grabbed my things and quickly headed for the bus stop. After a short bus and train ride, I was at the local grocery store two blocks from our place. I stuck to only buying a few items, not wanting to be weighed down on the short walk home with items I could get later with Marcus’s car. When I got home, I was surprised to find him there.

			“Hey, you. You’re home?” I said as he rushed over to help me with the bags.

			“Yes. I finally got my operations manager trained and won’t have to work sixteens anymore if I can help it,” he replied, placing the groceries on the island.

			“Well, I wish you had told me because you could have picked me up from the store.”

			“Sorry, babe, I wasn’t thinking,” he said, then came around to kiss my forehead and pull me into his arms. Tilting my head up, Marcus pressed his forehead against mine, something he always did. “How was your day?”

			I exhaled. “I don’t want to talk about it,” I replied, resting my head on his chest.

			“That bad?” he inquired.

			“No, the work is easy, but I sit there daydreaming all day about cooking and baking. I rush through my daily tasks just so I can write ideas for new creations in my notebook.”

			“It’s only been a little over five months. Give it more time, babes. You’ll get into a groove, and when you do, you won’t think about cooking so much,” he told me, then pulled back to give me a quick peck on the lips. 

			I opened my mouth to speak my truth about not wanting to think about cooking so much. However, I knew he was tired of hearing that same old song four or five times a week. So, I just hung my purse and jacket on the hooks near the entry door and then headed to the bedroom to change into something more comfortable. I took a few moments to shower because I knew I’d want to relax after cooking and cleaning the kitchen.

			During dinner, we had nonstop conversations about everything. Afterward, I cleared the table, and Marcus volunteered to clean things up for me. Of course, I didn’t decline his offer. I took my refill of white wine to the living room, set it on the end table, and went to my work bag to pull out my laptop before getting cozy on the sectional. I went to my favorite YouTube creators’ channels and watched their cooking videos until Marcus joined me. 

			Happy that he was home early, I did not stop him from doing all the things he knew to do to make me cum. Our bodies had a certain rhythm, always in sync, and I loved when we made love. Marcus knew how to please me; there was never a time he didn’t. Although I hated to face the next day, I went to sleep with a smile because, other than my career, all was good in my life.

			Six more months had passed, and my desire to attend culinary school hadn’t faded. I only wanted it more. I just had to figure out how to make it happen without creating more debt and stress for myself. While searching the internet, I came across a school in Atlanta that offered scholarship options for which I might qualify. After a bit more digging, I found more schools in different states. Feeling I was on to something, I started the grueling process of applying to those schools with hopes of being accepted and able to attend on a full scholarship. Four weeks later, my prayers were answered when I received a letter from a school in Columbia, Maryland, offering me a full scholarship. I was over the moon and couldn’t wait to share the news with Marcus, who had no idea I had been submitting applications. 

			That night after dinner, I slid the welcome letter over to him. With a big smile, I awaited his words of congratulations, but the reaction I received from him was not what I had anticipated. 

			“What?” he barked.

			“I got a full scholarship to attend culinary school in Maryland for thirteen months,” I announced excitedly, then again waited for him to join me in my enthusiasm. 

			Marcus looked at me for a moment, then laughed out loud. 

			“Why are you laughing?” I asked, confused.

			“Because this is some bullshit, Zee. Maryland? When did we start making life-changing plans without discussing them with each other first?” he barked.

			“Marc, it wasn’t like that. I wasn’t making plans behind your back. I was only trying to see if I could get into a school without us having to shell out any money. It’s time for me to go after my dreams. You know how bad I want this, how bad I need this. This wasn’t about you,” I confessed.

			He laughed even louder. “Nothing is ever about me or what I want or need. Fine, go and do you, Zee. Don’t let me stop you!” he spat, then stood up from the table and walked away.

			“Babe, you, of all people, know that cooking is my passion,” I shouted while running after him. “This is a golden opportunity. I thought you would be happy for me.”

			“It’s whatever, Zee. When are you leaving?” 

			Well, damn, I thought to myself. 

			“This isn’t the end of us, Marc. I’m just going away for about thirteen months, that’s all,” I said in a now somber tone.

			With a chuckle, he replied, “Call it how you wanna call it. Planning to be in an entirely different state for over a damn year without giving me a heads-up is bogus, Zee. I should have been in on your plans long ago. I should have been involved in this decision. How do you just decide this shit without me?” he barked before leaving the room. 

			I stood there contemplating what to do. I thought in my heart that he would be elated for me––that he would support me because he knew how much cooking meant to me, but that wasn’t the case. After that night, he started coming home later and later. We barely talked; we argued about everything, and our lovemaking was no longer passionate or intimate. If all of that wasn’t bad enough, two weeks before my scheduled departure, he asked me to put my things in storage before I left.

			“Why are you abandoning our relationship, Marc? I thought you loved me,” I cried. 

			I didn’t want our relationship to end. I wanted to come back to him.

			“I do love you, Zee, but just like you are trying to place yourself in life, I’m on that same shit. Thirteen months is a long time to be apart, and you didn’t even consult with me or consider how I would feel before you made that decision. Your selfishness has broken something in me, Zee,” he said, avoiding eye contact with me.

			“Marc, I can admit I am doing this solely for me, but never in a thousand years did I think you wouldn’t support me, or that our relationship would have to end because of it.”

			He let out a deep-throated chuckle. “Not telling me your plans gives me major pause, Zee. You say you wanted to do it on your own, but did it ever cross your mind that I could have paid for you to go to school? All you had to do was open your mouth and communicate to me what you wanted and how you were feeling, but you didn’t. Instead, you decided to be a selfish-ass person and decide what you needed to do for yourself without thinking what it would do to us. It’s like what I thought we had, we don’t. So, find time to pack up all  your things. I wish you well,” he said coldly before walking out the door. 

			My knees buckled, and I quickly grabbed the kitchen sink to keep from hitting the floor. I had no idea my leaving for school would end our relationship. I loved him so much and didn’t understand how he could just cut me off like that, as if what we had meant nothing to him. We had talked about marriage and kids. We were so in love and happy together. Now, we were nothing. 

			Once I called my mother and told her my situation, she arranged for a moving crew to come within the week to take my things and place them in a small storage unit. When I told my parents about my plans to quit my job and go to culinary school, my mother disagreed with my decision but spoke her peace and wished me well. 

			The short stay with my parents flew by quickly, and it was time to leave. As promised, my big sister, Zaria, was at my folks’ place at 4:00 a.m. to get me to Midway Airport for my flight. I kissed my parents goodbye and gave them tight hugs. Once in Zaria’s SUV, I texted Marcus again. I had texted and called him several times the night before, hoping we could reconcile before my departure, but he never replied or answered. My last text to him that morning read, I will never stop loving you. After three days went by with no response, I told myself to let him go despite my heart wanting to hold on.

			As my sister weaved in and out of traffic, I thought about the lesson I had learned from being in a relationship with Marcus: self-love, self-care, and unwavering things for oneself may be selfish to some, but at the end of all days, I belong to myself. I must always put my wants and needs first. How can I make someone else happy if I’m not completely happy?

			I was far from mad with Marcus. He had every right to feel all the feelings he experienced. The only thing I prayed and begged The Most High to do was to allow Marcus to forgive me one day. I loved him, but I loved me more. I had let my parents coax me into getting a business degree instead of going to culinary school for a business degree, but no longer would I deny myself the things I wanted in life. And I wasn’t going to let anyone stand in my way.

		

	
		
			Marcus Diaz-Coleman

			The Grand Reopening

			Squeezing Zamora’s hand tightly, I smiled at the crowd. After two decades of hotel/hospitality experience, I would own my first piece of property. Anyone else might have been thrilled about this, but I wanted to run out of the decorated lobby as fast as my legs would carry me. I did not want this for the rest of my life, but unfortunately, no one with ears heard me except Zee. She had told me throughout college that I should take a stand, but I couldn’t bring myself to let my parents down. I didn’t want this baton passed to me. However, being an only child, I was the only one in line to take over for my parents.

			Allow me to give you a little back history. My great-grandparents came to America decades ago from Venezuela with their five children, two brothers, their wives, and their kids. They came with everything they owned at the time and ended up purchasing a small hotel that only had twenty-five rooms. Since the place needed much work, the brothers lived on the property with their families while they did the renovations themselves. They utilized five of the rooms for their living quarters and made a nice profit over the first couple of years, putting them in a position to invest in another property and, over the years, even more properties. 

			By the time my uncle and mother were born, collectively, my family owned multiple hotels. After my uncle took over two locations, my mother stepped in to run the other two when my grandpa got ill. My grandpa had four properties when he died, so I grew up in a hotel environment. My mother maintained the hotels well with my grandmother’s and other relative’s support. When she met my dad at a brand conference in Austin, they grew close over a short period, and before long, he moved from Texas to Chicago to be with and marry my mother.

			My father was a brilliant engineer but changed careers to the hotel industry after they married. My parents now own four properties. A college graduate with a hospitality degree, my gift from them was a newly remodeled property I would own and run, yet something I had no interest in. Still, my mom guilted me into taking on the responsibility, stressing how much they had worked hard and sacrificed to be able to pass along to me a profitable property. So, I set aside my true desires for Intel to please them. I was honestly a tech geek, which oddly turned Zamora on. She was the only one who knew me better than anyone, and I loved her with all of my being. 

			She and I were the best of friends. No matter how bad of a day I had, laying eyes on her made everything better. What I loved most about Zee was her creativity. She turned our condo into a cozy home and would cook mouth-watering meals I would choose to eat over dining out at a 5-star restaurant any day. My baby could cook her ass off, but somehow, her greatest gift turned out to be our downfall. 

			One day, she announced that she was going to Maryland to attend culinary school. This news hit me from left field and caused my heart to stop for a second or two. If I can be honest, it wasn’t the fact that she didn’t include me in her decision that broke us up. It was more like jealousy––me being jealous of her daring to pursue her dreams while I still allowed the Colemans to control my future. I wanted to work with robots and build machines that would help improve our health and environment. I yearned to be in a lab working on better ways for our world to function, but I was too cowardly to speak my truth and go after what I wanted for my life. Now, I had to live with the harsh reality that I had lost the best woman in the world for me because of my issues with myself and not because she did what I was not courageous enough to do, which was follow her heart. 

			I missed her so much after she left but was too bullheaded to even talk to her. I was a fool to let her go, and when I finally admitted it to myself and got the nerve to want to reach out to her many months later, I saw a share on a mutual friend’s page that she was headed to New York for two months for some culinary experience. I smiled at the photo of her beautiful, bright smile and cocoa skin. Her hair was in a bushy, curly style that I thought was a perfect new look on her, and her slanted almond-shaped dark brown eyes shined. Her high cheekbones were a little chubbier, and her body had filled out a bit more––with plumper tits and rounder hips, but she was still beautiful. As my eyes traced the photo from her head to the strappy sandals on her feet, I let my fingers caress the screen for a moment. Then, breaking my own heart for a second time, I silently wished her well, not wanting to set her back from what she had more than likely already healed from––me.

		

	
		
			Zamora

			The Pregnancy Announcement

			I was standing in my kitchen wondering what I could whip up real fast. I wasn’t too hungry or looking to make anything heavy. I decided a cheese omelet with some fruit would be light. I placed my favorite frying pan on the gas burner and quickly grabbed the eggs and cheese. I grabbed my mixing bowl, whisk, salt, and pepper, and cracked open my eggs. I learned a long time ago to let the chill, off the eggs so they can cook evenly. It has become a habit over the years.  I set the beaten eggs to the side, chopped up some pineapples and strawberries, and then grated my cheddar cheese. Initially, my idea was to keep it simple, but I thought a loaded omelet sounded better, so I went for the Applewood chicken sausage and veggies. 

			After slicing and dicing, I coated my frying pan with a few drops of olive oil and tossed the chicken sausage in first. Before I could add my veggies, my cellphone rang, and it was my husband. I decided I’d buzz him back after I was done, but seconds later, he called again. I added my veggies to the pan and then answered.

			“Hello,” I said, placing him on speaker.

			“Zee, where are you?” he asked in a rush.

			“I’m home. Why?” I asked, wondering why he sounded so winded.

			“Listen, I got something to tell you, and I’m on my way. If someone comes by the house, don’t answer the door, okay.” I’ll be there in like fifteen minutes,” he added.

			I poured my eggs into the pan. “Why, what’s going on, Ev? What are you talking about?” I asked him, and then my doorbell chimed. “Hold on, someone is at the door.” I placed my spatula down on the counter and headed towards the door.

			“No, Zee, no, do not go to the door,” he yelled, but I was already at  the door. I looked through the peephole to see the back of a woman’s head, so I opened it. 

			“May I help you?” I asked. She turned to face me, holding her swollen belly.

			“Hi, I’m Terri, and I am pregnant with Evan’s son. Can we talk?” she asked politely. Stunned, I ignored Evan’s pleas not to speak to this stranger and hit the end button on my phone. It took me a minute to register the words that just came out of her mouth, and I blinked several times. “You are Zamora Watts?” she asked.

			I cleared my throat. “I am, and your name again. All I heard was pregnant with Evan’s son.”

			“Terri, Terri Madison. May I come in?” she asked, now rubbing her very pregnant mid-section.

			Taking a moment to process what was happening, I stepped aside and let her enter our home. Maybe that was a bad decision, but I needed to know what was happening under my simple nose. I had zero reasons to think that Evan was cheating, and to have made a baby made my stomach churn. 

			She stepped in and stood in the foyer, and I shut the door. I realized my omelet was smoking up my kitchen. “Oh shit,” I shouted, and ran to remove the pan from the burner. I turned the vent on high and fanned the air with my oven mitt. In the midst of a coughing fit, I noticed that Terri had followed me from the foyer into my kitchen. My floor plan was open, so she didn’t have to look hard to find me. I offered her a seat.

			“Thank you,” she said and hoisted herself onto a stool at the island.

			The smoke quickly began to clear, and I ignored my ringing phone because I knew it was my deceitful ass husband. “So, do you want to tell me why you’re here?”

			She placed her hand on top of her stomach. “Well, first, I didn’t want to do this like this, but I was tired of Evan lying to me about you and over his promises to leave you. I just thought it was time to tell you that he and I have been on and off for about a year, and I am currently six months pregnant.”

			Inside I was hotter than fish grease, but I didn’t leap across the counter and dive on this pregnant bitch. I knew that Evan was the problem, but she participated and deserved some smoke just as much. “Listen, Terri, I don’t know what you wanted to accomplish by coming to my home with this news. I don’t know you, and for all I know, you could be crazy, delusional, or a stalker. However, if what you are saying holds any truth, what do you want from me?”

			“I don’t want shit from you. I just want Evan to man the fuck up and be a part of my child’s life,” she shot back.

			“I’m sure he will because I know for sure he wants to be a dad, but again, what do you want from me? Do you want me to give my husband a divorce so you can be with him? Do you want me to say great, we are going to be co-parents? I want to know how you felt just an ounce of comfort with coming to my home and telling me this news alone?” I asked, knowing full well that I had no intention of putting my hands on her. Still, I wanted her heart to race at the same speed mine was racing after hearing a woman tell me that my gotdamn husband, the man that I built my life with, would do me so damn dirty by not only cheating on me but conceiving a child. 

			Evan and I had tried for close to three years to conceive, and now I was standing in my kitchen having a conversation with a woman that rode the fuck out of my husband’s dick and had the evidence growing in her womb. I wanted to tackle her ass. 

			“I don’t want anything from you,” she tried to say, and then Evan walked in. She looked at him, but I kept my eyes on her because if I had looked at him, I would have grabbed the knife that I had just chopped the veggies with and stabbed his ass.

			“Terri, why? I mean, really, you’d do this,” he said, and I could hear the panic in his voice.

			“Evan, I told you that I was done playing games, so here I am, and you need to tell Zamora the truth!” she demanded while pounding my kitchen island. 

			“Zee,” he said, and I felt him moving in closer.

			“Stop, Evan, stop. Please don’t take another step in my direction. Tell me, is this woman carrying your child?” I asked as calmly as I could.

			“Zee, please, let’s talk after she leaves,” he pleaded, and I could feel him coming closer.

			“Don’t you fucking take another step!” I yelled and reached for the knife on the counter. I knew he had stopped in his tracks. “Is it true?” I commanded.

			“I, I, I, I’m not sure, I don’t know, but there is a possibility,” he answered.

			“A possibility, Evan, you got me fucked up,” she blasted, getting off her stool. “You better tell yo’ muthafuckin’ wife the truth!” she blasted.

			“You know what, Terri, you need to get the fuck up outta my house with this bullshit,” he said, now moving in her direction. They both started going back and forth, arguing, and I stood there watching my husband and his mistress argue.

			“Enough, enough, enough. Enough!” I yelled over them. They stopped, and both looked at me. “You, Ms. Terri, thank you for stopping by and telling me the news about your baby. Thank you for bringing me the truth about your affair with my husband. I’d like for you to leave now so Evan and I can talk,” I said, trying my best to keep it together. My world was crumbling by the moment, and I needed her gone, and I needed Evan to find somewhere to be until I could muster up the strength to talk about it.

			“This won’t be the last time you see me,” she said and headed for the door.

			“I’m sure that it won’t, but do me a favor and stay away from my home,” I spat at her back. 

			“Yeah, whatever bitch,” she said and made her exit.

			“Listen, Zee, baby, we need to,” he said, but I held up a hand.

			“Don’t, don’t fuckin say one word to me. You don’t get to say shit right now. I need you to pack a bag, and I will call you when I am ready to talk about this,” I said, trying to walk by him.

			“Zee, baby, I am so sorry, and I can’t leave you like this. We need to talk about this.”

			“Nooooooooo!” I yelled. I was so hurt and so heartbroken, and I could no longer hold back my tears. “I want to snatch your fuckin’ head off your shoulders right now, Ev, and you need to move the fuck around before I end up in jail for killing your selfish, lying, cheating ass. How could you, Evan? How fuckin’ could you make a baby with another woman? I mean fuck! Evan, fuck! All the infertility treatments that I have gone through, and not only do you have an affair, you make a baby,” I shouted. My face was drenched at that point, and I was yelling louder than I’d ever yelled in my life. It was the baby that had me torn apart more than the damn affair. “Now get the fuck out!” I knew he had to go into our bedroom to get his belongings, so I headed for the basement and slammed the door. I went for the bar that we had set up and I poured a shot of vodka. I threw it back and by the time I had my fourth one, I heard the alarm chime and figured he had left. 

			I climbed the stairs and was relieved that he had left. I set the alarm and went to clean my kitchen. I wanted so badly to turn back time and not answer my door or even let her in. I dragged myself to the shower, and all I did was cry. It didn’t take long for me to fall asleep after I drank some more vodka.

			I spent the next four days alone, and when Evan begged me to come home for more clothes, I let him. After he came out with a larger suitcase, I asked him, “Why? What did I not give you?”

			He sighed and let out a deep breath. “It was nothing that you did or didn’t do, Zee. It was my own bad decision, and I am sorry. I love you and I don’t want to be with her. This baby could be mine, I won’t lie, but I want us to get past this,” he said. The tears just began to fall from my eyes. I was humiliated and felt less of a woman and this woman was giving my husband something I was never able to give him. 

			“I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to move forward with you after this Ev.” 

			“We can try, I’ll go to counseling or do whatever you say, just please, Zee. I don’t love her.” 

			I heard him and I don’t know why I agreed to go to counseling, but I did. After the baby was born and it was confirmed that it was his, I tapped out. I thought I could work through it, but I couldn’t. Our thing remained complicated after that for a long time. We were getting a divorce, but still shared the same home and had an occasional rump in the sheets. I was just focused on opening my catering business and Evan had become my plus one. Not everyone knew what we were going through, so we kept it cordial. I no longer hated him, but I had no more love for him. 

			At times I just wish I had made different choices. If I had never chosen cooking over love. I just may have never gotten my heart broken.

		

	
		
			Marcus

			The Proposal

			“So, are you really going through with this marriage?” I asked my college friend Zack. We were out having drinks and celebrating my other childhood friend Malice’s birthday. 

			“Yeah, I am. I mean, I can’t let a woman like Shelby slip away. She is the coldest woman I have ever met, and I consider myself the lucky one to have her.”

			“Now that’s real love right there?” My other guy, Dre, added, and Zack chuckled, shaking his head lightly.

			“Nah, that’s playing it smart,” Zack replied and took his shot.

			“No, no, no, ma’fucka explain!” Malice said, taking his position to take a shot.

			“Please do, because I’m confused,” I added, and we all chuckled.

			“Calm down, calm down, allow me to explain,” he said and took a swig emptying the remaining contents of the beer bottle. He sat the bottle down and signaled the waitress, and I was sure Malice and Dre were just as anxious as I was to hear what he had to say. For a very long time, Zack was known as Zack the Mack, or Zack the Heart Attack. He was the love them and leave them type. His engagement announcement and quick wedding date was odd to us all.

			“My guy, just speak. The waitress will come,” Dre said to get this conversation going.

			“Okay, damn, the real is she checks all the boxes.”

			“What, what kind of bullshit is that?” Malice asked, and he took his last shot, sinking the eight ball, thus making him and myself the winner of another round of drinks.

			“No, no, fellas, straight up, she checks all of my boxes. Pretty as fuck, athletic, fun, and ambitious. She has two businesses and is about to launch her third. She is everything I want in a wife, and that love and passion bullshit will come later. I’m focused on building a solid future for us, and Shelby checks all of my boxes,” Zack explained. 

			I heard him, but I wanted love and passion along with the building. I didn’t want to marry someone that didn’t make me feel like Zamora had when we were together. I had been with so many after her, looking for someone just like her with zero luck. I was currently with Eliana. She was definitely a keeper, but I was still hesitant. Yes, we had some time in, close to two years, but I was still on the fence about taking us to the next level. I knew it was me.

			She was ambitious, had her shit together, and was moving in the right direction for success. Overall, I enjoyed us and enjoyed what we had, and I had love for her, but was it enough to wife her, I wondered as I listened to my friend give me his perspective on making a woman a wife.

			“Well, what works for you is what works for you, my guy, because Grace checks all of my boxes, but the passion and the love between us is what keeps me glued to her side. Now, you can build your marriage however you like, but man to man, love is the foundation of any marriage in my book. Loving the Most High first and then loving your woman is a gift, and all I can say is good luck with that,” Malice said.

			The server came over, and we raddled off orders before getting back to the conversation. “Yeah, that learning to love her doesn’t sound like a strong way to start out a marriage, man,” I added.

			“Well, I don’t do all that god this and god that, and I don’t even know if I’m capable of loving anyone as I love myself, so we are going to be the best partners and power couple that I know we will be. Love will come, I’m sure, but we both know we are a match, and we know that our union is not the norm, but love doesn’t guarantee a happy ending and love doesn’t always keep couples together. Y’all know, because the woman you loved, Marc,” he said pointing me out. Bounced what seven or eight years ago to pursue her cooking dreams,” he said, and I wanted to punch him in his throat. It was more my fault for letting her go, but I just looked at him and gave him my middle finger.

			“Your ass ain’t shit, dawg,” Dre joked, and we continued to laugh.

			“Whatever, Marc knows I’m telling the truth. Malice was smart to marry Grace, you met her and I don’t know what she put on your ass, but you’re in love like a bitch, she got yo’ ass whipped and you Dre’ just shut all the way up, because yo’ ass needs a steady gig with a woman before you can even entertain this conversation,” he added and we all laughed.

			“Dude, fuck you,” Dre returned.

			“First, watch your fuckin’ mouth about my wife. I don’t play about my rib, so don’t play with me about Grace. And secondly, you do what the fuck works for you. If checking all the fucking boxes and that bullshit is yo’ thang. Do that, but don’t be hating on what I got with my wife. If I go broke, at least I know she won’t be moving on to the next check all the boxes ma’fucka,” he said and sat his bottle down and walked away, and I was sure he was just going to the men’s room. He would never let any of us rattle him enough to leave.

			“Damn, Malice is too uptight about shit, man, he needs to bring that shit all the way down,” Zack said when Malice was out of earshot.

			“Nah, man, you asked for that shit with yo’ disrespectful ass. Telling a man he whipped because he just happens to love his wife is childish, man, damn. You need to grow the fuck up, fa’real!” Dre added and then polished off the rest of his beer.

			“Yes, and if Malice would have knocked yo’ ass out, you would have just been on the fuckin’ flo’ my dude, damn. Don’t be talkin’ shit about nobody’s spouse.”

			“Man, y’all know I don’t be meaning no harm, and it ain’t like I’m lying. Malice was a pimp, but when he met Grace, he changed. It must be something about big girls that hypnotizes a niggah,” he joked and picked up the drink the server left on the high tabletop. None of us laughed.

			“Idiot! Zack, you need to grow the fuck up,” Dre said, putting the empty bottle on the high-top table. He headed toward the men’s room.

			“Faaaaauuuccck yoooouuu!” Zack dragged out to Dre’s back.

			“Chill out, man, damn. On the real, stop cracking jokes. You are going to fuck around and find out with Malice. Just keep playing.” I sat, and he joined me.

			“So how are you and ya’ girl, Eliana? Now she is a dime fo’sho, fo’sho,” he said grinning and rubbing his palms together.

			“Ayyyeeee, watch yo’self my dude,” I warned.

			He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Aw’ight, aw’ight, man damn. I’m just fuckin’ wit’cha. But on the real, how is that shit working out for you?”

			“We are good, taking things slow. I mean, I’m feeling her, and at times, I think I love her. However, it’s like something is missing.”

			“Like what? She is gorgeous, on her business, and doesn’t blow your damn phone up every five minutes. Dude, you are in there.”

			“I know, it’s just Za—,” I was about to say, but he cut me off.

			“Don’t you fuckin’ say her name, damn, Marc, it’s been what damn near a damn decade, bro, and somehow, some way, yo’ black ass brings up Zamora. You got to let her ass go, and don’t sabotage this time. Eliana is good for you; don’t do her like all the last one man. Grab ahold of some damn happiness while you can,” he said, and Malice and Dre returned. We left the conversation at that and went back to beers and pool. We hung out for another couple more hours, and afterwards, I called Eliana. She was at her brand-new boutique still getting things set up for her grand opening, so we agreed to see each other the next day. I drove home with the conversations of my friends swirling around in my head and questioning myself. Was I really and truly ready to move on and plan the rest of my life with another woman? Was I over ZeeZee? No, but that didn’t matter. She and I would never be together again, so I had to make my thing official with Eli. She checked all the damn boxes, and I’d be a fool to let someone like her just slip away. She didn’t deserve more than me being a place card in her life with zero plans for a future with her. 

			I never understood why people did that to people. If you know you don’t want someone, leave and let them be free to find the person that does, I thought as I drove to my parents. Yes, I had a few beers and should have gone my black ass home, but whenever I made big decisions, I talked to my parents. 

			When I pulled up to the house it was dark, and I wondered if my parents had turned in early. I got out and instead of ringing the bell, I used my key. When I walked in, I walked into a familiar scene. My mom, two women and two small children sleeping on the sofa.

			 “Hola mamá, ¿cómo estás? ¿Traes tu trabajo a casa ahora?” I greeted my mom in Spanish. I knew she was a crusader, but I had not known her to bring any women or children to the house.

			“Hola hijo y esta fue una situación extrema. Pronto llegará un coche.” She explained that this case was special and there were basically no other options.

			“I came to talk to you and dad about something important.”

			“Your papa is downstairs. I will join you two soon,” she assured me. I headed down the steps. Not long after, my mom joined us. I told her that I was ready to commit to Eliana. My mom was quiet at first and then assured me that she only wanted what made me happy. Like me, I knew she longed for Zamora to be my wife, but that ship had sailed and I had to deal with that reality. It had been years since I had seen or even talked to her. Eliana was my present. 

			With my parents blessing, the next day I made arrangements to meet with her parents. They were over the moon when I told them that I wanted to propose. Her father had zero hesitation and quickly gave me his blessing. After her mom assured me that our wedding would be fabulous, I gave them farewells and headed to the jewelers. Banks Jewelers had always been my place to patronize for custom jewelry and two weeks later I had the ring. 

			I planned a private dinner at the hotel, and after dinner, I got on one knee and uttered ‘will you marry me’ to Elianna. The words I had on reserve for Zamora was recited to another woman and I had to coach myself to not cry for my failed relationship with ZeeZee, but to give my new fiance happy tears for our new journey. The future commitment to become husband and wife eventually. 

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Zamora

			Ten Years Later…

			I hate to admit it, but I was happy to bid my crew farewell. Although I was in Las Vegas mainly for a wedding, I extended my stay an additional four days. I planned to get some much-needed R&R and sample some of the desirable dishes I saw on Instagram. I was ready to give my mouth heavenly explosions of all the restaurants on my shortlist. On top of that, I was in no hurry to return home to tell my estranged husband that I was pregnant. I had been married for five years to a man who, after three years in, cheated on me and had a baby with someone else. 

			Yeah, my black ass stayed, believing the lie that it was only one time to salvage my circus of a marriage. He wanted a child, but I wanted to wait. Apparently, God was on my side because no matter how hard we tried, I didn’t get pregnant. We even went to the best doctors and fertility specialists, being told each time that we were both fine and to keep trying. We weren’t making any progress in healing our marriage, so I decided to ask for a divorce. Shortly after, I learned I had finally gotten pregnant. Pregnant? It wasn’t a question of how, but I was indeed pondering why. Why now, after I had mustered up the courage to tell Evan I wanted out?

			Do I take on the role of a single mother, or do I pretend I’m happy in a marriage that expired over two years ago? I can’t tell you exactly where we lost it; I just knew we had. I never wanted to see him again, let alone co-parent with him. However, the reality was that I wanted my baby. 

			I touched my lower abdomen, thinking of the life growing inside me. I was only two weeks pregnant, not far at all. I wished I hadn’t been so careless that night and let him enter my body. I was celebrating the grand opening of my catering company, The Z Spot, and Evan was there pretending to be a supportive husband to save face with our family and friends. We had indulged in good food and plenty of champagne, and before leaving the building, we turned up the heat in the kitchen, making love right there on the counter. Afterward, he drove us home, and we shared the night making love and behaving as if we were still a loving couple. When I woke up the following morning, he was gone. It was no surprise because he never diverted from his routine, so I knew he was at the barbershop. 

			Pulling my naked body from the bed, I went to relieve my aching bladder. As I listened to my business splatter into the porcelain bowl, memories of the night before flooded my head.

			“Shit! Fuck! Shit! Fuck! Fuck!” I said with my hands formed into tight fists on my plump thighs and eyes shut just as tightly as I could close them. I was mad at myself for having slept with the damn enemy. 

			After wiping, I immediately started the shower. I went to my sink, grabbed my electric toothbrush, brushed my teeth, gargled, and then washed my face before I stepped into the massive shower.  While under the stream of near-scalding water, I scolded myself for what I had done the night before with Ev. Damn, that was foolish, I couldn’t go back in time to make a wiser decision. 

			With all the baby-momma drama that involved trick-ass Terri, I was over Evan and his lies. During her entire pregnancy, our marriage was in limbo. Some days, I wanted to believe in Evan because he was so charming and good to me. After all, we’re only human and make mistakes. But then there were times when he would come home late, using the excuse of working late. Sometimes, he would pick a fight with me on purpose to have reason to storm out of the house and be gone for hours. Of course, he would say he just needed to blow off steam, but in my heart, I knew Terri had something to do with his actions. 

			Because I was so focused on getting my catering company up and running, Evan became that pot on the back burner, slow-cooking something you had to stir every now and then. The Z Spot was my only concern at that time, so I dealt with shit that I would have normally shut down. Fast forward to the birth of the other woman’s child. When we showed up to the appointment to take the paternity test, I took one look at that little boy and ran the hell up out of there. He chased me down with apology after apology.

			“We’re fucking done!” I spat after slowing and turning to him. “Your dick was so desperate to make a baby. Well, now you got a son, and we are fuckin’ done!” I yelled and stormed off. 

			I kept walking with no destination in mind because I hadn’t driven, but finally stopped to get an Uber. I didn’t go home, though. Instead, I went to my sister’s, who comforted me as always. When I finally made it home, he was there.

			“Can we talk?”

			“No, but you can find another place to live,” I said, heading towards the bedroom.

			“Zamora, please, just hear me out.”

			I blew out the air held captive in my chest, then slid my ass down onto the chaise in our bedroom. 

			“Speak!” I demanded, my heart racing at a speed I had become accustomed to ever since the affair and pregnancy were revealed to me. 

			“I know I lied in the beginning about the entire affair and baby, and I’m sorry. I know you don’t believe me, but Terri was just ass, a roll in the damn sheets. All physical, baby; nothing serious. That’s it, that’s all.  It happened, and I was wrong. But I never intended to get her pregnant. We didn’t get the test done today because I knew how upset you were, but I still don’t believe that baby is mine. Something is telling me shit is off with her.”

			I chuckled loudly. “Just ass, huh? Ass, Evan? My goofy-ass husband tells me a woman who he penetrated without a condom was just ass! Is that shit supposed to make me feel better about this bullshit of a marriage you threw away over some ass?” I yelled, fighting back the tears. 

			I didn’t want to cry another tear in front of his selfish, self-indulging ass. He didn’t deserve to see that type of emotion from me. He was a joke, and I did not want to show him my emotions or even give him any indication that I cared.

			“We’ve been way off, Zee,” he defended. I heard him, but I wanted to slap his cheating ass face. He had made foolish decisions that made shit even worse, so reminding me that things were not perfect did not lessen the blow to my damn heart.

			“You’re right about that. How did you think things would be between us when you’re keeping whores on the side, Ev? Then you vowed to get your shit together, but our minute of peace turned to war after your side piece showed up on our doorstep with her pregnancy announcement. Yes, since that day, we have been way the fuck off. But prior to the bitch ringing my damn doorbell and telling me that my husband was going to be a father, we were fine. Well, at least I thought we were fine because I believed your lying ass when you told me that you were not stepping out on me. Now, there’s a woman across town who has your child. So, if there is nothing else you got other than ‘I’m sorry’, we are done, and I really need you to be somewhere else right now,” I said, swiping at my tears.

			“Zee, we can get past this. I love you, and I don’t want to lose you. I never wanted her like I want you, please believe me. I don’t love her the way I love you. You are my wife. You are my wife, dammit! He yelled.

			“I was your wife,” I spat back, giving him the same level of energy. I was angry, and I no longer wanted to play his game or be a fool for love.

			“Listen, things are mad crazy right now. I know I hurt you, and I can tell you a million times I’m sorry, but before you totally give up on me…on us, can we try? Anything you want, say it,” he said tenderly, lowering his voice. He slowly moved closer to me, and I did not need him to touch me. I still had a thing for Evan, and I didn’t want to be a fool for him anymore.

			For a moment, he resembled the man I married. However, I was very aware of what the reality was with him. My stuck-on stupid days were damn done. His words were trash, and I no longer wanted him or to be married to him. I was over and done with it all.

			“I wanted a faithful husband, but I guess you were incapable of being that. There is absolutely nothing you can say or do to change my mind. I am fed up, tired, and exhausted with your bullshit. The manipulation will no longer work on me, Ev. You have destroyed all hope for us and this damn marriage. We are over, and I won’t say it again!” I declared and then stood up.

			I waited for him to say something, and when he didn’t, I headed into the bathroom and shut the door. I had no more words for him, and he apparently had none for me.

			Instead of leaving our marital home, Evan moved into the guest room. After our first court hearing, we started going to marriage counseling at the request of the judge. However, when the test results came back that Evan was indeed the baby’s father, I knew there was no coming back from that. No way could I be the stepmother to a child that was born outside of my marriage. True, he was an innocent child, but I wanted nothing to do with him or his scumbag parents. 

			Evan and I had finally agreed to divorce, but that one night had me in a damn situation with him. What’s going to happen now after I tell him that I’m pregnant? I wondered as I wheeled my suitcase down the hall to the elevator. 

			It was time to bid Las Vegas farewell and return to my business and failed marriage. When I got to the airport, I made my way to the departure gate. I was more than two hours early since I had left the hotel at checkout time, and my flight was not scheduled to depart for another four-plus hours. To pass the time, I pulled out my tablet and opened the Audible app to start my next book. Minutes later, I began to feel sleepy and knew it was the pregnancy, especially since I had a very restful night. 

			I decided to find another seat near a wall so I could secure my bags against the wall. I used my neck pillow to get more comfortable. After putting the pillow around my neck and placing the small travel blanket, I pulled from my oversized handbag over the upper portion of my body. I went back to listening and snoozing until an alert from my phone jolted me. It was a text message from the airline informing me that my flight would be delayed an hour. Not bothered by that one hour, I settled back into my book and quickly dosed off again, but about thirty minutes later, another alert woke me. Seeing the word delayed again on the screen, I opened the app to see how long it would be. Another hour?! 

			Realizing I had no control over the flight’s departure, I adjusted myself in the seat and continued to get a few more z’s. The attendant’s loud voice over the speaker was the next thing to awaken me. When she announced the flight was now canceled and there were no more flights going to Chicago that evening, I hurried to throw my items into my bag. I had a crucial meeting with a potential client who was referred to me for an engagement party and possible wedding, and I had to get my black ass home. I hurried to the counter but not faster than five or six others. So, I stood there in the line, anxiously waiting for my turn. When the clerk gave me a wave to come to the desk, I moved quickly as if someone from behind me was going the damn line.

			“Please tell me you can get me out tonight…even if it’s on another airline. I have a very, very important meeting in the morning, and I can’t miss it. I mean, this is crucial,” I tried to convey with no stress, but the truth was I was stressing.

			“Ma’am, I’m sorry, but all flights to Chicago have been canceled due to the weather. I’ll be happy to rebook you on the earliest flight we have in the morning,” she politely offered.

			“You gotta be kidding me. I can’t wait until tomorrow. I have samples to make and need to be home tonight to prepare dishes for tomorrow,” I cried. I knew my commitments did not matter or didn’t mean a damn thing to the lovely attendant, but the human in me reacted like we humans do. I didn’t know if it was my hormones, but I was on the verge of tears. 

			“Please, ma’am, let me see what’s available for first thing tomorrow,” the ticket agent offered and started stroking the keys on her keyboard.

			After handing over my ID, she pecked at the keyboard and then told me that her earliest flight was 7:10 a.m. I nodded, agreeing, even though I was pissed. What could I do? I’d have to email my client to explain and reschedule. I hoped she would agree. 

			As the agent placed the new ticket in my hand, I heard someone call my name behind me. Involuntarily, my eyes closed because that was a voice that my heart and my ears would never forget. I took a deep breath and then exhaled, and I turned to see him. 

			“Marcus,” I whispered, my eyes locking on my first love. 

			My knees grew weak, and I involuntarily posted my weak body against the counter to catch myself.

			“Ma’am, I need to help the next person in line,” the agent said with a sense of urgency in her voice. 

			I gave her a look but knew I needed to move so she could do her job. So, I quickly gathered my belongings and started walking in Marcus’s direction, wondering what our first words would be to each other in over a decade of seeing each other.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Marcus

			We did our final walk-through of the new potential property that morning. It was luxurious, and even though it was located near the strip but not on it, the numbers over the previous five years were outstanding. A significant overhaul was done three years ago, and it was turn-key. It would be a considerable investment for my family, but we were ready. Since the younger generation of Díaz were retiring their parents, my cousins wanted to expand and invest in more ventures other than hotels, and I was on board. I admit that I went into this business kicking and screaming, but after eleven-plus years, I found a way to balance hospitality and my desire to make robotics. 

			I had opened a shop selling gadgets and parts to people like me so that they could build whatever their imaginations were inspired to create. I found a way to satisfy my geek needs while generating millions with my now five properties. My parents, of course, still owned four, but I had the one I inherited and the new built I did on my own. It’s more of a boutique property. With only fifteen villas, it’s located near the lake and has great amenities and a stellar staff. It has made more than the projected budget in the last two years, and I couldn’t be prouder of myself.

			After telling my cousins that I would meet them in the lobby in an hour, I headed to my room to change out of my business attire into something more comfortable for the flight. I was returning home to my busy life with the hotels, my gadget store, and my fiancée Eliana. She was the perfect choice for me, and even though my mother didn’t care for her like I hoped she would, she was better than the twenty-plus countless women that I had used in my past to fill the void of losing Zamora. I could finally say I found love again. She was gorgeous, smart, and made me happy…well, to a certain extent. I still missed many things about Zamora, but holding on to the past only made me sad and regretful. I finally gave love a chance and tried to welcome the new happiness.

			After some resistance, I gave Eliana a chance, and after two years, I grew to care for her deeply. It’s strange, though. I desire and enjoy her when I’m around her, but when I’m away from her, I don’t miss her. Still, she makes me happy. She is sexy and ambitious, works in the fashion industry, and runs her own business. Sometimes, I think she is too well put together for me. 

			She’s a good woman, no doubt, but fun, she is not. She is always scheduled––“let’s stick to the agenda” type of energy. We don’t sleep in on Sundays or eat popcorn while sitting on the couch watching movies. 

			There I go, comparing her to Zee again. Shit, no woman has measured up to my Zee. 

			“Let it go, Marc. You and Zee are history,” I said aloud to myself, then stepped into my sweatpants. 

			After putting on my hoodie and sneakers, I changed out my jewelry and reached for my phone to text my family to check their status. When they replied they were already in the lobby, I grabbed my gear and headed out. We rolled out the double doors and waited for our car. The Denali pulled up, and we climbed in while the driver loaded our bags.

			Once we arrived at the airport and reached our gate, we sat conversing in Spanish, my first language taught by my mother. I was anxious to review the numbers again to see if this would be a good move for us. With four properties in Chicago, someone would have to be there to oversee this considerable investment. Since I was the eldest, the task would most likely fall on me, and I immediately decided it would be a no for me. 

			After the second delay alert, my cousins returned from talking with the agents about our flight.

			“Let me call the hotel and check their availability in case we have to stay,” one of my cousins said. 

			While he was placing the call, I received a text from Eliana.

			Eli: Don’t forget the catering appointment is at ten.

			Me: Got you. No worries. The Z Spot, correct?

			Eli: Yes, and have a safe flight. I love you. Call me when you land.

			Me: Will do. Love you back. 

			A few minutes after our text exchange, I received another notification…this one alerting me the flight had been canceled. My cousins and I decided we would rebook online instead of standing in the long line already formed in front of the ticket counter. Not wanting to have to answer any emails once I got back to the hotel, I told my cousins to go ahead so I could take care of business while I was still in the mood, promising to catch up with them later. 

			As they left the terminal, I returned my attention to the task at hand…until I heard a voice that broke my focus and instantly gave me butterflies. When I looked up, I saw the long braids of a woman that hung down her back and did not cover her swollen backside. Fuller, yes, but I knew that ass. I shut my eyes and concentrated on the sound of her midwestern accent that I was all too familiar with. I knew it was her. If it wasn’t, this woman had to be her doppelganger. I hurried and gathered my shit because I had to be right there when she turned around. I had to see her face.

			I approached the counter and stopped several feet behind her. As I watched her take out her wallet to put her ID back inside, the anticipation became too much for me.  

			 “Zamora?” 

			She turned to me, and my heart nearly stopped. My mouth went dry, and my eyes blinked uncontrollably. They had to be playing some cruel trick. Suddenly, I felt strange, unlike myself, as I gazed at her.

			“Marcus,” she whispered loud enough for me to hear my name escape her sweet-looking lips. 

			It took every bit of restraint in my 6’3” body to keep from pulling this woman into my arms and kissing her like I’d missed her for ten long years. Thank God we were in a public place. We were interrupted by the clerk, who asked her to allow the next customer to step to the counter, and when she moved, she came closer in my direction.

			“I can’t believe it’s you, Zee. What are you doing in Vegas? You look so beautiful… I mean, fantastic. You’re glowing. You look radiant,” I said, stumbling over my words like a nervous teen.

			She smiled. “Thank you. Can we?” she asked, pointing towards empty seats nearby. 

			The gate area had grown relatively empty since the cancellation notice.

			“Of course,” I agreed, and we went to sit in a couple of vacant seats.

			“Well, I came here for my friend Megan’s wedding on Saturday. They left on Sunday, but I decided to stay and sample some good food. And you? How are you here in Sin City?”

			“Wow, it’s so crazy to see you. I ummmmmm…” I intentionally dragged out my response. I feared that if I talked fast, our conversation would end much too soon. “Been here for about four days surveying a property that my family and I may buy. I was headed back home today, but I guess we are stuck here another night,” I responded nervously.

			“Yeah, and this is so fucked up because I have a major appointment in the morning, and with all of these cancelations, I may be stuck sleeping in this airport tonight,” she said, looking down at her phone.

			“No, I have a spot, and you are more than welcome to stay with me.”

			“A spot? I thought you said you were here on business.”

			“Not a crib but a hotel suite. The place I’m looking to buy is holding me a suite, and it’s enough room for the both of us. So, if all the hotels are sold out, you are welcome to come with me. We can get some grub and catch up.”

			“Are you sure? I mean, I don’t want to impose, Marc. I’ll be okay here, or I can check back into the hotel I was in,” she said, then frowned. “Damn!” 

			“What? What is it?” I inquired with concern. 

			“I can get my room back, but the rate is three times higher,” she said, connecting her brows together with a look of defeat. 

			“Zee, please don’t do that. When I say I got you, I got you. Now, come on. Let me call us a car,” I said, standing and extending my hand.

			“Thank you, Marc. I really appreciate it. Can you give me a second to email my client so I can inform her of this news?” she asked. 

			“Sure,” I replied. “I’ll run to the bathroom while you’re doing that. Can I leave my things here with you?” I asked.

			“Of course you can. I’ll watch it,” she answered, with her eyes glued to her mobile device. 

			I walked off to the men’s room, and by the time I returned, she looked ready to go. After retrieving our checked luggage from the baggage claim area, we proceeded to the pick-up spot outside of the airport. The car pulled up within ten minutes, and I opened the door for her to get in. Not much was said during the ride, but we exchanged many glances. Once at the hotel, I got a key to a new suite, and as soon as we entered the door, she headed straight to the bathroom. I called my cousins to let them know I made it back to the hotel and declined their dinner invite, promising to fill them in later regarding why I would be absent. 

			“Again, I really appreciate this, Marcus,” she said while exiting the bathroom. “You can certainly take the bed in there. I’ll sleep out here on the sofa,” she foolishly insisted, and that was not going to ride with me. 

			“Nonsense. You know I’m a gentleman. The bed is all yours.”

			“Marc, no, you are nice enough to put me up in this beautiful suite. The couch is fine.”

			“Zee, we aren’t going to argue or debate about this. Now go and freshen up for dinner, and I’ll do the same. Then we can go to one of these fancy restaurants around here and talk. I mean, it’s been over ten years. I’m sure there is a lot we can catch up on.” 

			She nodded, and I smiled. I wanted to know every detail about her life during our time apart, and I would stay up all night listening if that’s what it took. Before we left the room, I made a mental note, not to mention Eliana.

			We made small talk over dinner––nothing big. Feeling she was a bit reserved about her current situation, I held back on the current events in my life with my future bride. We talked about family and friends but only a little about ourselves. After the meal, I ordered a drink, but she declined to join me with a cocktail or glass or wine. That was strange because I knew her to be a cocktail or wine queen. 

			“You don’t drink anymore?” I asked.

			“I do. Just not tonight.”

			“So, you’re going to make me drink alone?”

			She stared, looked down, and then let out a breath. “Okay, one glass of Merlot. Then we should head back. We have an early morning flight and I have to prepare for my new client after I land. I can’t be nursing a hangover tomorrow.”

			“A hangover, not you, Ms. Wine Princess, but one drink is perfect,” I said and waved over to our server. 

			I ordered her a glass and ordered myself another before closing out our tab. 

			We rode back with little to no conversation, and if I hadn’t been engaged, the night would have gone entirely differently. I would have expressed that seeing her again was like a dream. I would have probed her personal life and asked if she was single or seeing someone, but I did not want to open myself up to the same line of questioning. My prayers were answered when she didn’t ask about my romantic situation. If she had, I would have lied through my damn teeth. It’s not that I was ashamed of Eliana. I just didn’t want her to know I was giving what belonged to her to another woman. 

			After we both showered, we agreed to call it a night. I wondered why we didn’t talk about the breakup. I guess neither of us wanted to revisit that story. I wanted to tell her that I was sorry but didn’t think it would make much of a difference to her now—ten years later. 
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			Once our flight landed, we met at baggage claim. I grabbed my luggage first, then waited for her bag. When she leaned in for it, I stepped in and snatched it off the conveyor belt before she had a chance. 

			“Thank you,” she said, looking up at me with a smile. I remembered that smile and instantly knew how much I missed it. Her smile had an effect on me, and I easily smiled back at her. 

			“No problem,” I said with a nod, and then we headed for the doors. 

			Once outside, I noticed my car had arrived. 

			“I can get you where you need to go,” I offered, hoping she’d say yes and I’d have a few more moments with her, but to my disappointment, she declined.

			“Thanks, but my sister will be here shortly.”

			“Okay,” I said, then stood there gazing at her. 

			“Well, it was nice seeing you, Marc. Take care of yourself,” she finally said and turned to leave. I did not want this to be it, so I called her name.

			“Zee, wait!” I called out and was happy she paused. 

			She stopped and turned back to face me. 

			“Listen, the way I ended things was fucked up, and I’m so sorry baby,” I blurted out. 

			I couldn’t let her walk away, not knowing how I felt. I was a fool to let her get away.

			She held up a hand. “We’re not doing this right now, Marcus. I didn’t bring it up because I do not want to discuss that. This is certainly not a good time or place to talk about any of that.”

			“I know it’s not, baby, and neither did I, but I need you to understand that leaving you was the biggest mistake of my life. I’m sorry I let my ego, anger, jealousy, and personal issues force you out of my life. I messed up. Please tell me that you forgive me.”

			She swiped at her face, catching a tear as it fell from her eye. “I do forgive you, Marcus, and I did it a long time ago. If I hadn’t, there was no way I could have been anywhere near you yesterday.”

			I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding in. 

			“Thank you, and I know it may be too late, but I never stopped thinking of you.” I paused to consider what I wanted to say next and decided it would be best to use the opportunity that had presented itself to let her know. “And I never stopped loving you,” I confessed. 

			Suddenly, a loud horn sounded behind her, interrupting us.

			She turned her head to look over her shoulder. 

			“That’s my sister,” she said, looking back at me. “I appreciate you saying what you said. Things are complicated, and my love for you is still there and strong, but I had to bury that and move on with my life.” 

			The horn blared again, her sister called out her name from the passenger seat, and a man exited the driver’s seat. 

			“I must go, Marcus. I have an important client today, and I can’t be late,” she said, backing away. “Take care, and maybe we can talk later.”

			“Call the hotel,” I yelled. “The number is still the same!” 

			I prayed that she heard me as a man I assumed was her sister’s husband tossed her luggage into the back of the black SUV. I watched him get back inside, and within seconds, she was gone. I headed to my car, and the driver took my luggage from my hands. Once I was settled in the backseat, thoughts of Zamora came rushing back. 

			Damn, Marc, what were you thinking telling her that you still love her? You just got engaged! What if Zee shows up at the hotel wanting to revisit that brief conversation and possibly reunite? What will I say? How can I tell her that I’m engaged? Will that break her heart all over again? 

			“Shit!” I said, my thoughts interrupted by my ringing phone. When I pulled it from my jacket pocket, I saw it was Eliana and let out a long, exaggerated sigh. 

			“Eli, what’s up? I just landed.”

			“Not much, just doing some party planning. I have a couple of appointments today. Will you make it to join me?”

			“I wish I could, but I must get to the hotel. With the canceled flight yesterday, I have to make sure everything is everything. I’ll have to catch up with you later.”

			I heard her let out a disappointed sigh. “I didn’t expect to plan this engagement party alone, Marcus. I mean, you’re busy with everything but me.”

			“Eli, I just landed, baby. Can we please not have a back-and-forth right now? I wanted a small party at my hotel, but you wanted something more elaborate. So, I told you to do your thang.”

			“Yes, but I still wanted you to be present. Don’t worry about it. I got this! Later!” she said, then disconnected the call. 

			I should be ashamed to say I was relieved she cut our conversation short, but I wasn’t up to debating with her. Seeing Zamora had messed me all the way up. I needed time to regain my focus and try to forget I saw her again.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Zamora

			“Was that Marcus?” Zaria asked as soon as I closed my door.

			“Yup, that was definitely Marcus,” I said and exhaled.

			Turning almost entirely around in her seat to face me in the back seat, she asked, “Oh, my goodness, did you sneak out of town with him?”

			“No, and turn your ass around. We ran into each other yesterday in Vegas when our flight was canceled.”

			“And?” she inquired right before the driver’s side door opened and her husband slid in behind the steering wheel. 

			“And I’ll tell you later, but absolutely nothing happened. So, stop them damn wheels that are turning in your nosey-ass head.”

			“I’ll let you off the hook for now, but I want to know everything, and you better tell me the truth, missy,” she said. 

			As we pulled away from the curb, I looked back at Marcus standing there, his words ringing in my ears. 

			He never stopped loving me. What in the hell is that supposed to do for me now? Why would he say that to me after we’ve been apart for so damn long? Why did I allow him to revisit our past? Why did I even take Marcus up on his offer to let me stay in his hotel room when I had an entire gotdamn situation of my own going on? I’m going through a divorce and have a whole baby inside of me, for goodness’ sake.

			All kinds of emotions were stirring inside me, and I hated it. I had moved on and left my past with him way behind. Knowing I was pregnant, I still refused to go near Marcus.

			He could’ve saved his breath telling me to call him at his hotel, I thought as Zaria and her husband were having a conversation of their own in the front seat. I tried to refocus my thinking on the sample dishes I would prepare for my potential new client that afternoon. 

			Enough with the thoughts of Marcus’s “fine as all get out” caramel skin-toned ass, I told myself, but as hard as I tried, it wasn’t easy to do. 

			Over six damn glorious feet tall, he had matured in the last ten years. No more messy curls. He now sported a clean-cut, low-tapered fade and a beautiful, full, well-maintained beard and mustache. His shoulders were broader, his waist slimmer, and an eight-pack replaced the six-pack I used to love running my hands across. 

			Damn! I bit down on the corner of my lip. He looked damn delicious. How my horny ass kept it all the way together last night, I do not know. 

			I didn’t bother to inquire whether he was romantically involved with anyone. I did not want to know if he was loving on someone new, and I did not want to open the door for him to ask about my love life.

			I had no desire to share that I was married to a man who didn’t love or respect me enough to keep his penis in his pants, and to add insult to injury, he made a baby outside of our marriage. I didn’t want to admit to Marcus that during one night of wine-induced weakness, I foolishly laid with him and got pregnant after three years of trying with no success. No, I did not want to share that information and look like a fool. My eyes watered, and I knew my hormones were to blame for me becoming emotional. While blinking back my tears, I asked the Father for strength. 

			When my sister’s husband, Josh, pulled up to my house, I blew out a tiny breath. I didn’t know if Evan would be there since he hadn’t completely moved out, and from the looks of it, he was making no effort to move. Whether he was there or not, I was in no mood to cross paths with his ass. My sister got out of the car to hug me while Josh grabbed my bags from the trunk. They offered to walk me inside, and I didn’t say no. If Evan were home, they would be there to help me avoid having an unwanted conversation with him. Although I had come to terms with our situation, I still didn’t like him much. And the way the pregnancy had my hormones so out of whack, he’d be stabbed to death if he said the wrong thing. 

			I called out his name after stepping inside the doorway. Having entered through the front door, I didn’t know if his vehicle was in the garage. I was relieved once a few seconds passed without a reply, which meant he wasn’t home. I dropped my purse and keys on the counter, and Josh offered to haul my luggage up the steps. 

			“Thanks so much for picking me up,” I told Zaria. “I have to change and head over to make some samples for a potential client.”

			“What’s the occasion?” she asked.

			“I believe it’s an engagement party. Since I was supposed to be home yesterday, nothing was marinated last night. So, I must hurry. If I get there within the hour, I’ll have at least three hours to marinate and get my sides together.”

			“We’ll get out of your hair, Zee, but you better call me later to fill me in on this Marcus reunion,” she said as Josh descended the stairs.

			“I’ll call you, but it was no reunion. I have a lot going on, but plans to see Marc again don’t exist.”

			“Whatever, liar. Call me later,” she said, leaning in to hug me one last time. 

			After locking the door behind them, I raced upstairs, changed my clothes, and left to head to my catering company. Once I arrived, I got to work. Before going to Vegas, I had stocked everything I needed in the fridge and freezer for this appointment. The first thing I did was my thawing process, and after an hour, all the meat was seasoned and marinating. Her menu requests were fish, chicken, steak, garlic mashed potatoes, Cajun rice, mixed vegetables, and fluffy dinner rolls, which all would be a walk in the park to prepare. Dessert was not a request because she had already hired a baker. 

			Four o’clock was approaching fast, but I was ready to wow this potential client. Since I had time, I whipped up some gravy and honey butter, ready to impress. When the entry door chimed, I quickly removed my apron and went to greet Ms. Spencer. I wore a confident smile as I closed the distance between us with an outstretched arm. 

			“Ms. Spencer, I’m Zamora. It is so nice to meet you.”

			“Likewise. I am so sorry we couldn’t meet yesterday.”

			“Me too. I went out of town for a few days, and there were flight delays. Yadda, yadda, yadda. But thank you for agreeing to move our appointment to today.”

			“No problem. I heard you could burn, and although I’d love to have sushi and a vegan menu, I don’t want to disappoint my guests.”

			“You didn’t mention you were vegan,” I said. 

			“Because I won’t be eating at the party. I can’t risk getting bloated or looking a mess in my dress.”

			“So you won’t be sampling my food?” I asked, confused.

			“No. I hoped to attend this appointment with my fiancé, but he had travel troubles like you and couldn’t make it. However, the way it smells so good up in here, you’re hired.”

			“Wait, you’re hiring me based on the aroma of my food?” I asked, wanting to ensure I heard her right. 

			“To be honest, my future mother-in-law recommended you, and there’s no way I would not listen to the woman who gave birth to my man.”

			“So, I’m hired?” I asked again, and she gave me another verbal confirmation.

			“Yes, you are, but can you box up your samples so I can take them home to my fiancé? He will gladly make them disappear.”

			I nodded and then disappeared to the back to pack up her samples. I was sure to send the gravy and honey butter. We chatted a little more when I returned to the front, and she assured me that I would get an email with the date and headcount so I could quote her a price. I was so excited because this would be my biggest job since I opened. 

			After she left, I got busy cleaning up, the whole time trying not to think of Marcus, but his words were on repeat in my mind like a scratched record. 

			“I never stopped loving you,” I said out loud. 

			Part of me wanted to show up at his hotel to ask him for another chance and to be a father to my child, but the more I thought about it, the more foolish I felt. 

			“Get over it, Zamora. Marcus is your past, and single motherhood is your future,” I told myself. 

			Once I finished cleaning my kitchen, I logged into my computer to check my calendar. With business picking up, I knew I would have to hire more people soon to keep up with the demand. So, I took the time to post an ad on several job sites. Before I shut down my computer, my notifications alerted me of an email from Eliana Spencer. I had a month to prepare for their seventy-five guests, and I replied that I would have a solid quote for her by the end of the next day. She then responded, telling me that her fiancé loved every morsel of the food. I smiled before replying to tell him thank you. Then I closed my laptop, placed it in my bag, secured the place, and headed home. During the drive, I fought hard not to think of Marcus, but it seemed a losing battle. 

			What am I going to do? I was in no position to pursue anything with this man, especially with me still married and carrying Evan’s child. I wished I could have a drink to numb me a bit from the sadness I felt, but the glass of wine I had with Marcus was enough. Even though I couldn’t stand the sight of Evan, I already loved my baby. Therefore, I had to take care of myself during this pregnancy. And that meant no stress, no booze, and no Marcus. 

			After my shower and a quick dinner I threw together, I called my mother to check on her and my dad before calling Zaria. She was so sure I was lying when I told her nothing sexual happened between me and Marcus, but after the twentieth time I said it, she finally accepted that I was telling the truth. 

			When I expressed to her that I wished my situation was different so I could have pounced on him, she snickered and replied, “I bet. Now, when are you going to tell Evan about your bundle?”

			“Soon. I don’t want to, but I know I have to. The thought of co-parenting with Ev for the next eighteen years makes me sicker to my stomach than the morning sickness I’m experiencing.”

			“It’s early, Zee. You have options.”

			“Really, Zar? You know me, and you know that would never be an option for me. You may not believe in the Most High, but I do. Divorcing is hard enough for me. So, please don’t ever say that shit to me again!” I shot at her.

			“You’re right, Zee, and I’m sorry. I promise not to say that again. You and I have different views, but I meant no disrespect.”

			“Thank you. Getting pregnant wasn’t in the plan after things went south with my marriage. I believe this baby is in His plan, not my own. So, I’d never consider aborting my child or giving it up for adoption. This baby is a part of me. No matter how bad the timing is, it is what it is. I’m not bitter or sad about it. I’m happy. Yes, Evan is the last man that I’d like to co-parent with, but there was a time when I tried to have a baby with him. I don’t know the Most High’s plans, Zar, but Abba is still the head of my life. No matter how many times I stumble, I repent and keep striving to do my best.”

			“As you should, Lil Sis. I don’t have to believe in what you spiritually believe, but I will never stop supporting and loving you. No matter what choices you make for yourself, I’ll support you. I’m happy that I’m going to be an auntie.”

			“Thanks, and after I tell Evan, I’ll tell Momma and Daddy. It’s still sinking in. I was a bit sad at first, but not anymore.”

			“We got your back, Zee. This baby will be loved and adored.”

			“Absolutely,” I agreed and then yawned. 

			“Well, I’ll let you go. You know I’m always a phone call away.”

			“I do, and I love you, Zar.”

			“Love you, too, Zee. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

			“Okay, goodnight,” I said, yawning again. 

			After we ended our call, I headed to bed, and as soon as I shut my eyes, I heard the garage door going up. I tried to tune out the noise of Evan moving around the house, but my eyes opened when I heard him coming closer to my room. Seconds later, there was a light tap on the door. 

			“You have to be kidding me,” I mumbled, sitting up in my bed. “Come in,” I called out as I leaned over to turn on the lamp.

			When the door opened, Evan stood there looking like he had been in a fight. Worry hit me quickly, and I sprung up from the bed. 

			“Ev, what on earth happened to you?”

			“I’m okay, Zee. I just had a scuffle with a man Terri is now seeing,” he said, moving over to the chaise that anchored the foot of the bed.

			“What? I thought you and Terri were moving in together. What in the hell, Evan?” I asked, confused.

			“I lied, okay. I lied about the DNA test results. I never tested her kid. I met her son’s real father tonight, and let’s just say things ended badly. I’m sorry for everything I put you through, Zamora. I know we can’t go back, and I know there is no starting over for us. But I need more time here at the house. I need to stay here in the guest room until I find a place.” 

			I froze. I wanted to say hell no, but I stood in silence. 

			“I’m not asking you to take me back. I just need to regroup,” he expressed.

			“Well, I’m glad you understand that there is no getting back together for us. And you lied, Evan! Why would you lie to me about being that kid’s…?” 

			I paused. He was what he was––a cheater and a liar––and why he lied wouldn’t change how I felt. So, at that moment, I decided not to withhold my pregnancy from him any longer. 

			“You know what, none of that matters because I have my own baby to worry about.” 

			“Come again. What do you mean by that?” Evan asked, his brows threaded together in confusion.

			“I’m pregnant,” I uttered softly.

			He leaned in closer with an even more confused expression. “What?”

			“I’m pregnant. I was trying to find the right time to tell you.”

			He inched closer with a pleasant look of surprise on his bruised face. “Are you serious, Zee? You’re having my baby?”

			My eyes welled as I nodded my head and sat down on the edge of the bed. 

			“How far along?” he quizzed, reaching to touch my tummy. 

			I involuntarily flinched, and he quickly drew back.

			“Two, maybe three weeks. It happened the last time we were together.”

			He stood there staring down at me. “You’re serious?” he asked again with an inquisitive look.

			I wiped the tears from my cheeks with the back of my hand. “Yes, Evan, I am.”

			He sat beside me and didn’t speak for a moment. 

			“That’s great news, baby. I mean, this is a good thing. Maybe we can work on us. This baby could be what saves our marriage,” he said, looking at me with glossy eyes.

			 His words were heartfelt, but my thoughts were  hell no. 

			Shaking my head from side to side, I replied, “Evan, this pregnancy doesn’t change anything with us. We are not an option. You can stay here as long as you need because this house is in both of our names, but please don’t talk to me about rekindling our marriage. We must figure out this co-parenting thing, but I still want a divorce. The damage is too much. I forgave you, but I don’t want you back, Evan. The drama with the other woman took too much out of me, and you don’t deserve me anymore. You broke us,” I expressed, sniffling.

			He swiped away some of his falling tears and gave me a vigorous nod. 

			“I understand, and we will work it out for the sake of our baby. I wasn’t the best husband, but I vow to be a great dad.”

			“I believe you will be, Evan. Just please keep the drama with Terri away from this house.”

			“No worries, Zee. That’s a done deal,” he said, holding his hands up in mock surrender. 

			“Thank you, and please don’t make me regret this decision to let you stay here longer. And understand we have to decide on either selling this house or me refinancing and taking your name off before this bundle arrives.”

			“I’m aware. It’s whatever you want from here on out.”

			“Perfect. Now I must sleep. This baby is sucking the life out of me already,” I said with a yawn before standing. 

			He followed my lead and stood up, too.

			“I can only imagine. I’ll be here for you for whatever you need, Zee. You won’t have to go through this pregnancy alone,” he said, opening his arms. 

			This time, I didn’t flinch. The idea of Evan holding me or even touching me again repulsed me, but I let him give me a tight squeeze. It felt familiar and comforting, so I allowed him to hold me for a few brief moments. And for the first time in a long while, I believed him.

			“Thanks, Evan.”

			“Anything for you, Zee. Goodnight,” he said.

			“Goodnight,” I told him as he exited my room. 

			I wanted to process the events that had occurred in the last seventy-two hours of my life, but my exhausted pregnant body was asleep within minutes after Evan vacated my room.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Marcus

			“After inspecting the last four rooms, I’m going to head out,” I told my assistant general manager. 

			Even though I owned the property, I was still the general manager and on the premises more than I wanted to be. We were shorthanded that Sunday, so I had to roll up my sleeves and help with laundry and room inspections. It kept me busy and my mind off Zamora. Since parting ways, I could not stop thinking of her and was anticipating her visit. However, days had passed, and she hadn’t shown her beautiful face.

			A part of me was relieved because I was in no position to rekindle any relationship with her. Yet, another part of me was yearning to see her again. I didn’t know what I would say or even do at this point. All I knew was that I wanted to be in her presence. 

			Maybe I should have asked about her love life and told her the truth about mine. Better yet, I should never have told her I still loved her. If she decided to show up, I would have to come clean about being engaged. I’d have to admit it was a knee-jerk reaction to seeing her again. But that didn’t hold any truth, or did it? Damn! I loved Eliana. She was my future, and Zamora was my past…but I wished I could reverse the two. 

			I wished Eliana was my past and Zamora was my future. I mean, damn, how was I in love with that woman all over again? I cared for Eliana and wanted to marry her, but I didn’t have the same passion for her as I had for Zamora. What could I do now, though? I couldn’t kick Eliana to the curb. It wouldn’t be fair to break her heart when she hadn’t done anything but love me. I hated that I even considered breaking things off with Eliana to run back to Zamora. How did that one encounter have me rethinking all the plans I had made with Eliana? Ever since that day when I watched her ride off, I felt confused, unsure, and on edge. 

			I returned to the front desk after checking the last room on my list, and after a brief conversation with my front desk agent, I headed to my office. I had a couple of invoices to tackle before leaving for the day. As soon as I knocked out the small pile of invoices and powered off my computer, my cell phone rang. It was my mother FaceTiming me. I quickly answered her call. She and I were close, and even when I was in no mood to talk, I would always answer if I was free. 

			“Hey, beautiful.”

			“Hey, son. How are you, handsome?”

			“I’m well, Mom. Just working as always. Is everything good?”

			“All is well. I just wanted to make sure you and Eliana were still coming for dinner,” she replied.

			“As far as I know, yes, ma’am. I had to work a bit, but I’m leaving now. I’m sure Eli will be ready when I make it to my place.”

			“Okay, but the last two Sundays, you were solo. So, I’m making sure my son still has a fiancée.”

			“According to the emails I keep getting for this engagement party, we are still a couple,” I said and laughed.

			“Well, we are here to help, son. We know how expensive things can get, so let us know if you need help,” she offered.

			“I know, Mom, and I’m good. If ever I’m not, I know to reach out.”

			“Okay, son, I’ll see you two soon,” she said, ending the call. 

			I finished up, and once inside my SUV, I called Eliana, only to get her voicemail. By the time I made it to my place, she had finally called back.

			“Hey, baby, are you close?” I asked. “I’m sorry, but I won’t be able to have dinner tonight with your folks. It’s my girlfriend, Cameron, dad’s birthday, and she is throwing him a big surprise party. You know if I miss it, I’ll never hear the end of it. I am so sorry I didn’t tell you, bae, but it completely slipped my mind,” she quickly explained.

			“Eli, for real?” I asked, irritated. “It’s been weeks since we’ve had dinner with my parents and yours. Why are your weekends suddenly fiancée free? I can’t remember the last time we shared the same damn bed, Eli. What the hell is really going on?” I questioned. 

			Our relationship had transformed into drive-by kisses, quick lunches, and no time spent. We didn’t live together, so I didn’t see her every day, and sleepovers were damn near nonexistent lately. I had to admit things were not what one would consider perfect.

			“I know, I know, and again, I am so sorry, babe. I just have a lot going on right now with work and planning our party. I have a to-do list that is longer than my legs, but I’m trying my best to juggle everything on my plate,” she expressed, sounding drained. 

			Eliana was an ambitious gown designer. She had busted her ass for years to launch her brand, and I was proud of her. Although her boutique was small, her client list was growing by the day. 

			I changed my tone, giving her some grace because I knew my gripes partly had to do with my thoughts of Zamora. Lately, anything Eliana would do wrong greatly irritated me, and it was only because foolish thoughts of Zamora were clouding my mind. 

			“I get it, sweetheart. I know you’re busy hustling, but yo’ man misses you.”

			“And I miss my man. I promise I will come by after having brunch with my mom tomorrow and give you the rest of my day.”

			“Why don’t I meet you and your mom for brunch.”

			“Because all we’ll be discussing are plans for the engagement party and wedding. Since I’m her first daughter to get married, it’s a huge deal for her, and I don’t want you to be bored, babe. I’ll see you right after.”

			Not happy with that answer, I let out a sigh but agreed. 

			After we got off the phone, I made my way to my parents’ house, where I was greeted with love, hugs, and the aroma of my mother’s version of soul and Venezuelan food. After explaining to my mother why Eliana was absent again, she rolled her eyes and told me to go and pour myself a drink while she and my aunts set the table. I had a huge family, and we always got together for family gatherings a few times during the month.

			It was always a fun time with my family––good eats, never-ending drinks, spades, dancing, and laughs. Zamora used to love to join me. My family loved her, but I knew they didn’t care much for Eliana, who was a different breed. She was more reserved and not a shit-talking, dancing machine like Zee. Zamora would help make to-go plates, put away the food, and clean up the kitchen, but Eliana stayed close to me like she was scared to be with my family without me right beside her. Maybe she didn’t feel comfortable with how rowdy my family could be. Her family was nowhere near as large as mine, and our get-togethers at her folks’ place were always intimate––with only her mom and dad, never with friends and family. There was never a cookout or holiday gathering. My family was the type to drop it like it’s hot, pop lock, start a soul train line, or have dance-offs in the basement. I missed Zamora and the fun I had with her family, too. But, again, she was my past, and Eliana was my present and future.

			Man, I have to shake this shit off and get back to focusing on the woman who I plan to spend the rest of my life with.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Zamora

			It was the day before Ms. Spencer’s engagement party, and I was at my catering spot checking my inventory. Through the back-and-forth conversations with Eliana, she decided to have a buffet-style dinner because it would be easier. I had hired two new staff members but would use an additional four from a temp agency to help out the following evening. My two new employees came that evening to assist with preparing the food, and by the time we called it a night, it was close to midnight. I was grateful the event started at eight the next evening so I could sleep in a bit. 

			Approaching my ninth week of pregnancy, I could feel my body changing. Standing wasn’t difficult yet, but Evan insisted I sit as much as possible. He even purchased a sturdy stool for me to use at my place of business. I guess the day before my largest gig was a bit of a strain on my body because I felt more tired than usual, and my stomach started cramping slightly. Then, when I wiped myself after using the bathroom, I saw a little pink on the tissue. I contacted my doctor immediately and was advised to take it easy until I could see her again. She also told me to go to the ER if the cramps got more intense.

			On the day of the party, I had to push through the cramping discomfort I was occasionally having. Once it was time to load up and transport, my crew did most of the legwork while I sat and gave instructions. By eight o’clock, we were ready for the many guests who had already arrived. I stayed in the kitchen area, delegating while my crew did a superb job. The music was loud, and people were having a great time. Then the music stopped, and I heard someone on the microphone introduce the couple. When I heard Marcus’s name, I jetted out of the kitchen to make sure it was my Marcus. There he was on stage, adorned in his tuxedo and standing next to Eliana in her gorgeous silver gown. Both were dressed to kill. 

			Suddenly, I lost my footing and hit the floor. I welled in pain, getting the guests’ attention, and it didn’t take long for the couple to rush from the stage to see what the commotion was all about. I was on my side, waving my arm like a maniac at everyone who tried to aid me. The pain was so intense that I did not want to be touched. I heard Eliana’s voice asking if I was okay, but I knew my moans, groans, and deep breaths should have been more than enough confirmation that I wasn’t. 

			“Marc, help turn her over onto her back,” Eliana ordered in a panic, and then I felt his touch.

			By then, both of my hands were clutching my lower abdomen as I continued to moan, and I could not control my labored breathing. 

			“Zee?” he said, his eyes wide. 

			I knew he was just as shocked to see me as I was to learn he was my client’s fiancé. 

			“It hurts. It hurts so bad. Please call 911,” I managed to say between breaths as another sharp pain hit me. 

			The pain was excruciating, and I felt the seat of my pants get wet with warm liquid as if I had pissed myself. My body shook as tears rolled down the sides of my head, landing in my ears and wetting my hair.

			“Call 911!” I heard him yell. 

			Eliana quickly got up from the floor and was off. I wasn’t sure if she was going for a phone to call for help or noticed how he had looked at me. I hoped it was the former. When he took my hand, I squeezed his tightly. 

			“I got you, Zee. Don’t worry, I’m here,” he assured me.

			“Marc, I’m pregnant,” I whispered, looking him in the eyes. 

			The look on his beautiful face was one of both concern and shock. I wanted to say more, but the cramps and pain were so severe all I could do was hold my stomach with my free hand and moan in pain. Before long, Eliana was back to assist Marcus with keeping me calm. It seemed like hours before the paramedics arrived. 

			Once on the gurney, I apologized to the couple for interrupting their affair. Both assured me all was good and wished me the best. I was wheeled out, hoping my staff would be capable of making sure the rest of the night went well without me. Before the ambulance pulled off, the event coordinator, Leila, rushed out with my purse and told me that she would handle everything for me. I thanked her, and she gave her well wishes after asking the paramedic which hospital they were taking me to. 

			By the time we reached the hospital, I no longer felt the horrible cramping I had experienced after my fall. With the assistance of the nursing staff, I changed out of my filthy uniform and into a hospital gown. The blood had dried on my inner thighs, but I could still feel some moisture between my legs. As the doctor started her examination, which included an ultrasound, she asked me several questions to try and assess my condition. She then applied a glob of gel and pressed the doppler to my lower abdomen, sliding it across my stomach while listening for the heartbeat. Nothing. I silently prayed she would find it, but after a few long, quiet moments, she still had not. Giving me a glimmer of hope, she insisted on doing a vaginal ultrasound before giving her final diagnosis. 

			I was so scared that my body shook uncontrollably. I didn’t want to think the worst, but somehow, I knew I had lost my baby. Sure, I didn’t want to be with Evan, and the idea of co-parenting with him was an awful thought at first, but not one single solitary moment did I not want my baby.

			After five minutes of my lower region being probed, the doctor gazed at me with a look that said the news was nothing good. Before she could open her mouth, the sounds that escaped my body let the whole emergency room floor know I had lost my baby. 

			“Mrs. Watts, I am so sorry,” she said after she stood from the wheeled stool and removed her gloves.

			“No…no…no…no…no,” I cried aloud. 

			“I’ll give you a few moments alone, and I’ll be back soon. We will have to do a dilate and curettage, or what’s known as a D&C procedure. Afterward, I’d like to keep you overnight to be monitored and check on you tomorrow before discharging you. We have an amazing staff here, and if you’d like, I can set up an appointment for you to talk to someone if you need to before I release you,” she said, giving my hand a tight squeeze. 

			Speechless, I gave her a slight nod. 

			“Would you like me to call anyone? Your husband, perhaps? You shouldn’t be alone right now,” the doctor offered.

			I covered my face with both hands as I shook my head from side to side. I had to tell Evan, but I didn’t want him there. My parents and sister would only come and fuss over me. I just wanted to be alone to process what had happened. So many questions plagued my mind. Did I wish this on myself, or did my Father in Heaven take the baby from me because of my bitterness toward Evan? Was I not deserving to have a child? I had many questions and would pray to Abba for all the answers, but His comfort was what I needed first to get through this heartbreaking loss. 

			The doctor returned after the nurses cleaned me, got me into a fresh gown, and changed the bed sheets. She asked about my pain levels. I was slightly uncomfortable, but my heart ached more than my stomach and vagina. Still, I accepted when she offered something for the pain. She also said if I needed something to help me sleep, she would give it to me. I nodded in response, and she vacated my space, closing the curtains behind her. A few moments later, the nurse came with pain relievers and told me that they would have a room for me soon. Again, I nodded.

			Not even a minute after she left, she returned to inform me that my husband was there and asked if I wanted him to come back. I froze, wondering who had called Evan. Maybe it was Leila or one of my staff who had reached out, but I did not want him there with me. I wanted to have time and space to grieve alone, not hear how brokenhearted he was about a baby he hadn’t bonded with. The morning sickness, fatigue, and flutters I had felt in my stomach confirmed I was nesting a baby. Then boom, that was no longer my reality. I knew I was being selfish, but I wanted this night to pray, cry, and process it all. Everyone else could feel whatever they wanted to feel tomorrow. Despite wanting to be alone, I gave her a slight nod, indicating she could allow him to join me. Moments later, I was blinking to make sure the meds didn’t have me hallucinating as he walked in.  When I realized I wasn’t, I smiled a little. 

			“Come on in,” I said.

			Still dressed in his tux, he looked like a gorgeous masterpiece. 

			“May I?” he asked, gesturing to the chair as he approached slowly.

			“Of course, and thank you for coming. I didn’t expect to see you here. How did you even know which hospital I was in?”

			“Our event planner told me. The question is, why didn’t you tell me you were pregnant?” he asked softly. “We talked for hours that night, Zee, and not once did you say you were pregnant or married.”

			“I didn’t think you needed to know that, Marc. I mean, why would that even concern you? We randomly ran into each other at the airport, and I certainly didn’t think we would see each other again after Vegas. And it’s not like you mentioned you were engaged to me.”

			“You’re right. Neither of us was forthcoming with our current situations. That night, I wanted to tell you so badly, but I enjoyed our reunion, Zee. Still, I should have said something, and I am sorry.”

			“I’m sorry, too. I should have said what it was, but like you, I was also enjoying our reunion and didn’t want to bore you with all the bullshit going on in my world. Plus, I thought we’d go our separate ways and return to our lives once we got back here. I didn’t expect you to say what you said outside the airport. Since that day, it’s been on my mind, but now that I know you’re getting married, none of it matters now.”

			He rubbed his temples, took a deep breath, and dropped his head. 

			“I guess it doesn’t. No matter how I feel about you, the reality is that I’m engaged, and you’re pregnant with your husband’s child. I’m just here to check on you because I’ll always be concerned about your well-being, Zee. I wanted to make sure you and your baby are okay,” he stated sincerely.

			My eyes welled, and I let out a few moans from the pain. While releasing the hurt I felt inside, I told him the entire truth about what was going on in my life. 

			“Marc, I’m getting a divorce, and unfortunately, there is no baby anymore. I lost my baby tonight and am still trying to process it,” I shared through my tears.

			“Oooohhhh, baby, I’m so sorry,” he said, rising from the chair and coming closer to my bed. 

			He grabbed my hand, and I didn’t resist as he pulled me into his strong arms. By the time I finished sobbing, his tux was wet with my tears.

			“I’m sorry,” I said, rubbing a hand over his jacket.

			“Zee, please, no apologies needed. I am so sorry. Where is your husband? Does he know? Why isn’t he here with you? Do I need to make any phone calls for you? Tell me what you need, and I’ll do whatever,” he offered. 

			Before I could reply, two nurses pushed the draped curtains back and entered. 

			“Mrs. Watts, your room is ready, and we’re here to take you up. Are you ready?”

			 “I am, but can I have a few more moments?” I replied. “I know visiting hours must be over,” I added, being familiar with hospital rules.

			“No, it’s okay,” the other nurse said. “Given the circumstances, your husband is allowed to stay overnight. He can follow us up.” 

			Neither of us bothered to let them know he was not my husband, and ten minutes later, Marcus was sitting on the edge of the chair next to the bed in my room. Recognizing that look on his face, I decided to share more with him about my situation. If I didn’t, I knew he would drive himself crazy from worrying.

			“Marc, I’m in the process of getting a divorce. Evan and I aren’t together, and the baby was one of those emotional moments before he moved out. Well, he was supposed to move out, but that changed. Getting pregnant wasn’t in our plans after shit went left. Initially, when I told him, he thought the baby would be the cure for our toxic marriage, but too much damage had been done. I still wanted to go through with the divorce. 

			“Only my staff and you know I’m here,” I continued. “And before you came, I didn’t want to see anyone tonight. I just needed a moment to process my feelings about it. I wanted this baby, and even though I didn’t jump for joy the day I found out I was pregnant, I grew more excited about it with each day that went by. I didn’t want to be a single mother, but I’ve always wanted to be a mom. 

			“You’ve known me many years and know I am a believer. So, I know things don’t always go as we want them to, but I needed to talk with Him…” I said, pointing up towards the ceiling, “…to understand how I keep losing everything I fall in love with.”

			Before I could finish, his phone rang. He pulled it from his jacket pocket but didn’t answer it. After he returned to his pocket, it continued to ring repeatedly. 

			“Marc, take your call. Don’t be that guy. Step out and talk to her. You don’t have to tell her you’re here with me, but don’t just ignore her calls.” 

			He nodded, stood, and stepped outside my room. Out of habit, my hands roamed to my belly, and I quickly grabbed the bed rails. I shut my eyes tightly and began praying, repeating the words ‘strength’ and ‘understanding’ until my heart stopped racing. Seconds later, he walked back in.

			“Hey, I need to head out soon. I know our history is officially black history, but we can be friends, Zee. I still and always will care about you and your well-being.” 

			He took my hand, and I squeezed his tight. I missed him more than words and wished we had never parted. Now, he was promised to another woman. 

			“I’d like us to be friends, Marc, and I wish you all the best. I really hate that my whole situation happened on your special night.”

			“No worries. It gave some excitement to the night and will always be memorable.”

			“Yeah,” I said and lowered my head.

			Placing his forefinger underneath my chin, he lifted it. “No one will know about your loss, Zee. I won’t tell anyone.”

			Squeezing his hand even tighter, I let my tears fall freely. “Thank you, Marc.”

			“Anytime, Zee. I’m going to sit here a little bit longer, and I want you to try and get some sleep.” 

			I nodded and agreed. He somehow figured out how to dim the lights and then took a seat. I reclined my bed and finally dozed off after a brief cry. 

			When I woke up the following day, the chair was empty, but I thanked the Most High for sending Marcus to help me feel somewhat better. Now I had to face the music and call my family because I needed clothes to go home in since mine were soiled. As soon as I heard my sister’s voice, all the emotions I thought I had under control came resurfaced. I knew then I would need time to heal from this loss.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Marcus

			I whispered her name to make sure she was asleep. When she didn’t reply, I stood close to her bed and lightly caressed her face. She was beautiful, with her cocoa-brown skin, dark brows, and full lashes. A few pimple scars left dots on her smooth skin, but she was still gorgeous in my eyes. Despite Zee’s natural curls looking untamed and frizzy from being pinned up under her chef’s hat, she still looked perfect to me. I wanted to stay all night by her bedside, but I had to head to Eliana’s place to explain why I had to leave immediately after the toast. 

			From the moment I saw Zamora lying on the floor until the ambulance was no longer in sight, I couldn’t stop thinking about her and wondered if she was okay. Still, I went back inside and did what a good man should do for the woman they don’t want to hurt; I smiled and celebrated the rest of our engagement party with our family and friends. After the final toast, I excused myself to get some air, and when I stepped outside, I saw Leila, our event planner, loading some things into the back of her SUV.

			“Crazy night, huh?” she said when she noticed my presence.

			“It most certainly was,” I agreed. 

			“The way you looked at Zamora while aiding her––do you know her?”

			I turned to look her in the eye. “No, I do not. I was just concerned,” I replied, not wanting anyone to know our history.

			“Okay. Well, if you want to check on her tomorrow, she’s at Mercy. The paramedics confirmed that’s where they were taking her,” she informed me, then walked away before I could reply. 

			She went back inside, and I went to tell Eliana that I would meet her back at her place. She tried to question where I was going, but I backed away with a hand gesture to say I’d tell her later. Once in my car, I headed towards the hospital. When I arrived, the lady posted at the desk in the emergency room eyed me like a stripper ready to perform. 

			“I’m here to see a woman who was brought in by ambulance about three hours ago. She’s pregnant, and––” 

			“Name,” she said, cutting me off while still eyeing me like a piece of meat on a grill.

			“Zamora,” I began, and she cut me off again.

			“Watts. Zamora Watts. She’s still here, Mr. Watts. Your wife is resting, but we can take you back to join her.”

			I’m happy she didn’t allow me to say Hill, Zamora’s maiden name. I certainly wasn’t going to correct her if it meant I could see Zamora. 

			“Thanks so much. I had an eventful night and got here as soon as I could.” 

			“No worries, Mr. Watts,” she said, flashing a bright smile. 

			Zamora was not only pregnant but married. I had a mind to turn and leave, but if they thought I was her husband, that meant he wasn’t there. I waited by the desk until they finally led me back. She looked drained but still beautiful. I told myself to focus on being a friend. 

			After she invited me in, I sat down in the chair near the bed. We talked, and she told me the truth about her situation. I fought to keep my emotions in check, but what I wanted to do was hold her close and tell her all the things that would make her current fucked-up situation be something better than what it was. I wanted to take away her pain, but that was an impossible task at the moment. Only time would heal this devastating night. Before she finally fell asleep, I assured her that I would be there for whatever she needed. 

			On the walk to my vehicle, I wished I could stay and be there for Zamora when she woke, but I had to head to Eliana’s. When I got there and stepped inside the front door, a roomful of wrapped gifts greeted me. I wondered why an engagement was such a hyped affair that folks felt they had to give gifts. Falling back onto the sofa in exhaustion, I rested my forearm over my head as I shut my eyes.

			“How is she?” Eliana asked, standing in the darkness.

			Her question surprised me. I didn’t think she would consider for a second that I went to the hospital to check on Zamora. Still, I didn’t lie. 

			“She’s the best she can be considering.”

			“Your mother referred her to me, Marcus. Should I be worried?”

			“My mom referred her?” I replied, shocked by that revelation. 

			I had no idea and wasn’t sure why my mother didn’t tell me. I most certainly would be having a conversation with her to see what her reason behind it was.

			“Yes. Now, should I be worried?” she asked again. 

			“Why would you be, Eli?”

			“I’m no fool. I saw how you looked at her, and then you left our engagement party before it was over to be there for her at the hospital. Who is she? An ex? A side chick? Do I need to fire her?” she demanded.

			I let out a breath because I knew Eliana was not the one to be played or played with. She was an intelligent woman and very observant. 

			“That’s not necessary. I just wanted to check on her. Like any decent human being, I was concerned, but she is my past. You are my future and who I want to be with. She and I are nothing. Again, I only wanted to check on her. That’s it, that’s all,” I said with extra bass, wanting to get my point across and hopefully avoid going back and forth with her.

			“Good,” Eliana said, then approached me seductively and began planting kisses on my face. 

			Despite not being in the mood to make love to her, I wanted to keep the peace. So, I gave in and let our bodies indulge in some overdue pleasures. We rocked and rolled, our bodies intertwined for two rounds before she collapsed and fell into a deep sleep. I enjoyed our physical connection, but my heart wasn’t in it. Eliana pleased me enough; I’d never lie about that. However, my heart and soul were tied to Zamora. I had moved on physically from her but not emotionally. I felt foolish for proposing to Eliana without being totally over my past. But I had to live with my decisions, and that meant staying with Eliana. I had asked her to marry me, and I couldn’t break her heart. Somehow, I needed to figure out how to get over Zamora and go through with the choice I had made. 

			[image: ]

			When I woke up the next morning, the other side of the bed was vacant. I glanced at the clock on the nightstand; it was a little after ten o’clock. While sitting with my legs dangling over the side of the bed, my first thought was Zamora. I wanted to call and check on her, but I didn’t get her number before leaving the hospital. I stood, headed into the bathroom, and started the shower, adjusting the water’s temperature before relieving my bladder. After showering and doing the rest of my grooming routine, I threw on a pair of joggers and a T-shirt. I smelled food as I made my way downstairs to the dining room, and as soon as I sat, Eliana walked in with a dish of food.

			“Morning, babe,” she said, placing a plate of breakfast in front of me.

			“Good morning, baby. Everything smells so delicious, but I know you didn’t cook this,” I replied, ready to dig in.

			“You know I didn’t. When I heard you moving around, I put in a quick order, and it arrived seconds before you finished getting dressed,” she said and sat across from me without a plate for herself. 

			Eliana was vegan, but she ordered me breakfast from time to time from a local breakfast spot near her place on the mornings she had to be gone before me. Since it was a Sunday morning, I felt there were more conversations to be had about Zamora and me because she had that look of curiosity on her face––the look I hated. I had no problem answering her questions, but I had zero intentions of telling her the truth about Zamora. I’d do my best to assure her that we were good and my relationship with Zamora was history.

			Focused on the dish before me, I chewed my food while doing a silent countdown for her to speak. Things went a bit too smooth last night, and I knew Eli too well to even think that would be the end of it. As soon as I reached for my glass to take a swallow of my orange juice, she cleared her throat.

			“Our engagement party was beautiful yet eventful with the emergency involving your ex. We need to talk about it more, don’t you think?” she asked with a twinge of attitude. 

			I dropped the fork on my plate. I had hoped that I made myself clear the night before. I wasn’t the type of person who liked to argue or have debates about the same things repeatedly. So, why did we have to have another conversation about what I thought we resolved the night before? 

			“What?” I asked, looking at her with my brows raised. I tried to keep my frustrations at bay. 

			“Why didn’t you tell me you were racing off to see her when you left? Don’t you think I had a right to know where you were going?”

			I rubbed my hand over my head with irritation. 

			“Because I didn’t want to answer a thousand questions from you before going. You would have wanted to know why, and no matter what I said, no reason would have been good enough. So, I went. I made sure she was well and came right home to you. I love you; I’m marrying you. We’re good, Eli. Don’t make this Zamora thing a thing when it’s nothing,” I vented, took a sip of my drink, and then picked up my fork to continue eating my breakfast before my eggs got cold.

			“Okay. I guess she can still provide the catering services for our wedding if there is nothing I need to be concerned about. The food at the party was perfection, according to our guests, and with your mother insisting she is the best choice, I will move forward with her as our caterer.”

			“Great,” I said with a nod while chewing a mouthful of food. “She is the best person for the job, and I want our wedding to be as close to perfect as possible.”

			To oppose would imply there was something to be concerned about, so I just agreed.  There was no turning back the clock, so I had to let go of my fantasies of being back with Zamora and focus on moving forward with Eliana. 

			After discussing other highlights of our engagement party, I went upstairs to make a call to check on my hotel while she cleared the table. When I returned to the dining room, Eliana was nowhere to be found. I walked through the kitchen and downstairs to the basement, where I found her loading some laundry into the washing machine.

			“So, what’s the plan for the rest of our day? Chores? I mean, I can help, but I don’t do dishes,” I kidded, stepping closer to her. 

			She turned to face me. “Is that right? Well, I have a chore for you, all right,” she teased, sliding the spaghetti strap off her shoulder.

			“Then let me get busy,” I said, pulling her into my arms. 

			We kissed, and it didn’t take long before we were rocking with the washing machine on the spin cycle. After a quick round, we headed back to the bedroom for more lovemaking, conversation, and then a short nap. When I woke up, she was nowhere to be found again. Thinking she had gone back down to the basement to put the clothes in the dryer, I picked up the television remote, cued one of the movies from our watch list, and waited for her to return. 

			It was taking Eliana much longer than I thought it should, so I went downstairs to hurry her up. I opened the door to the basement but paused before descending the stairs when I heard her on the phone. 

			“Look, Ross, stop blowing up my damn phone. I have moved on. Don’t make me block you!” she barked, then chuckled softly. 

			I stood at the top of the steps and listened to her go back and forth with this clown. Something inside of me believed she enjoyed this “come-back-to-me-girl” nonsense. Everyone knows that threatening to block someone instead of just blocking them is a foolish game people play to keep entertaining their exes. 

			“Whatever, negro. I gotta go before he wakes up. And for the last time, stop calling and texting me,” she blasted. 

			Before ending the call, she did her flirty giggle, which let me know she loved the attention from her ex. I had no time nor the energy to address the bullshit, though. 

			I quietly closed the door and turned to head over to her wet bar. After pouring myself a drink, I headed back upstairs. I had no intention of asking any questions about Ross or why she was still talking to him. I got comfy on the love seat at the foot of her bed and grabbed the remote. By the time she made it back to her bedroom, I was feeling mellow. That one glass of Crown Royal on ice made me feel nice.

			“Baby, you ready?” she asked excitedly, grabbing a blanket from the hall closet before joining me on the sofa.

			“I am,” I replied. “But what are movies without snacks? Where’s the popcorn and candy?” 

			“Honey, you know I don’t eat all that crap,” she protested.

			“Well, I do. So get me snacks, lady, or I opt for my place,” I responded playfully. 

			“Okay, okay! I’ll DoorDash you some snacks, greedy,” she teased. 

			Eliana was cute, and I did enjoy her energy. However, I still missed Zamora’s laugh and witty sense of humor.

			“That works for me. As a matter of fact, …” I said, getting up and grabbing my phone from the nightstand, “…let me order my snacks because your choices be whack,” I said, laughing as I flopped down beside her. 

			“All lies! But if you plan on getting the type of junk food you like, we’re going to have to move this downstairs to the basement because you are not getting crumbs all over my bedroom, sir.”

			“Cool, and I’m down with that. Besides, I don’t want to have to strain my eyes watching this little ass TV,” I joked, then pressed the icon to open the food delivery app. 

			After filling my online cart with snacks that would require me to put in overtime at the gym, I placed my order, and we relocated to the basement. She also placed an order, but her “snack” choices consisted of sushi rolls, celery, carrots, and ranch dip. I was not mad at her for keeping it healthy, but she never let loose and had a cheat night. Zamora would make all kinds of snacks and desserts. Even though we had to put in an extra ten minutes on the treadmill to work off the calories, it was worth it to enjoy good junk food during movie time. 

			By the time our orders arrived, we were able to agree on which movie to watch first. I pressed play while shaking my head at Eliana’s sparkling water on the table. Taking a sip of my Crown Royal, I reminded myself not to think about Zamora. 

			While watching the movie, I pretended not to notice her phone going off and her repeatedly ignoring it. After that movie ended, I went to the bathroom before starting the next. When I came out, I saw her quickly shove her phone down into the side of the cushion. Instead of addressing it, I told her that I was going home.

			“Why? I thought we were going to watch another movie?” she whined. 

			I won’t lie; she was adorable, but her phone was a distraction. I didn’t want to be that guy who tripped over their girl’s phone going off, questioning who was calling and demanding to see the call log. Whatever she had going on would eventually come to the surface if she was living foul.

			“That was the plan, but I’m going to go ahead and head out,” I said, leaning in to kiss her.

			She tried to convince me to stay, but I just told her that I needed to get some orders in for the hotel and finish up some reconciliations for work. After a few moments of trying to change my mind, she gave in, and I headed upstairs to gather my things. She kissed me at the door, and I held on to the slick-ass comment that danced on the tip of my tongue about whomever she was conversing with via text during our movie. My comment would have led to an exchange of words, and I was not in the mood.

			As I walked to my ride, I hit the button on my fob to unlock my doors, and laughed to myself. She’s playing silly-ass games, I thought  as I opened the back door and tossed my bag onto the seat. Once I was inside my car, a feeling washed over me. I missed Zamora. I missed her and wanted to talk to her. I questioned if I was ready to marry Eliana or if I should see if Zamora and I could start over. I hated that I ran into her. Being close to her awakened dormant feelings that I thought were gone. Knowing everything she was going through made me want to be there to comfort her and show her how wonderful she truly is.

			Halfway home, I called my mother. She and Zamora always kept in contact, and I needed her number. I also wanted to know why my mother thought connecting the two without letting them know who the other was, was a good idea.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Zamora

			When I opened my eyes and saw I was still in the hospital, the reality hit me that last night wasn’t a dream. I lost my baby. I immediately started to sob, but my crying was interrupted by my need to relieve my bladder. So, I threw back the covers and headed to the bathroom, walking with blurred vision and shaky legs. I held on to the wall rail with one hand while using my other hand to push down the hospital-issued panties and pad, so I could sit on the toilet. Looking down, I realized I had on a soiled pad, but there wasn’t another one in the bathroom for me to change it. I sat there for a few moments and got myself together, drying my face with my gown before pressing the call button for the nurse. I began to pray for strength. I needed the Holy Spirit to strengthen me to move forward because, at that moment, I didn’t have a clue why the Father had taken my baby from me. When the nurse finally came in, she was kind and even helped me back into my bed. 

			“The doctor will be in to talk to you in about an hour, and the breakfast menu is there on the nightstand. Be a good patient and make your selections,” she said with a dimpled smile.

			“I don’t want to eat,” I replied dryly. 

			“I know, Mrs. Watts, but you need to eat something, even if it’s only something light. If you display any abnormal behavior, these doctors will try to make you look crazy,” the nurse said and winked. “I’m sure you’d rather be home with your family than in here with them making you sicker than you are,” she added with a tiny laugh. 

			I knew exactly where she was coming from. Nowadays, many doctors are more concerned about how much they can bill the patient and insurance companies than about caring for the person. 

			I picked up the menu and ordered breakfast, even though I knew I wouldn’t eat it. The doctor came in shortly after I had finished playing with my food. I assured her that I was mentally okay to go home, and she informed me that she would process my discharge papers. 

			After another crying spell, I pulled myself together the best I could and called my sister.

			“Hey, Zee,” she answered with a lively pitch. 

			Not wanting to ruin her day with my situation, I took a few deep breaths and tried to sound as casual as possible.

			“Hey, big sis. Is this a good time?”

			“It’s a perfect time. I just finished my spin class and showered. Now that I’m energized, I’m thinking about giving Josh some early afternoon head,” she shared.

			I covered my face with my palms and shook it. I did not want to ruin her high with my unfortunate news, but I needed her. I would tell my parents and Evan later. Right now, I just needed my sister. 

			“Wow! Well, as amazing as all those things sound, Big Nasty, I am at Mercy in the city and need you to pick me up if you can,” I said, getting straight to it.

			“At Mercy? Sis, are you okay? When did you go to Mercy? Last we talked, you had an engagement party to cater. What happened?” she rattled off quickly with concern. 

			“I should be released soon, sis. Just come, and I’ll talk to you when you get here.”

			“Zee, I can’t drive on pins and needles. Now tell me what in the hell is going on? Are you okay?” she asked again, sounding even more  worried.

			 “No, I’m not okay, sis,” I replied, my eyes welling up. “I’m not. I lost my baby and I need you.” Repeating those words caused tears to spill from my eyes and roll down my cheeks. “Please just come, sis. I’m getting released soon and haven’t talked to Ev, Mama, or Dad. Just come right away, please. Okay?” 

			As much as I tried to control my waterworks, I couldn’t.

			“Of course. Hang tight, lil sis. I’m on my way,” she confirmed and ended the call. 

			When I put my phone down, I allowed myself to cry while wondering if I would ever get over the loss of my baby. I finally calmed down after a few minutes and dried my face with the napkins on the table that once housed my breakfast tray. 

			The door opened after a soft tap, and it was the doctor with my discharge papers. As I scribbled my initials and signature on all the highlighted spaces, she stressed again that I could talk to someone if I needed to and suggested I follow up with my OB-GYN in six weeks. She assured me that I could take my time vacating the room, and it hit me that I needed something to wear. I quickly called my sister, and even though she was en route, she said she’d run to the nearest store to grab something for me to wear. When she walked in with a Target bag, I smiled. 

			“Thank you,” I told her.

			“Anytime, lil sis,” she said, smiling back. 

			Within seconds, she was holding me, and I did all I could not to cry again. Again, I was unsuccessful. 

			“His will, will always be done,” I said through tears. 

			My sister, who was a non-believer, didn’t reply. Over the years, I had tried to show her the truth in the Messiah and our Elohim, but she was her own person. Still, I loved her without judgment.

			“Have you talked to Evan? Does he know, sis? Why isn’t he here?” she inquired, frowning.

			“No, I didn’t tell him, Zar. Not yet. I had to process this first and make peace with it, but I wish with every bone in my body this wasn’t real. For years, Ev and I tried to conceive with no success. Then he cheats and allegedly gets another woman pregnant, destroying us. Then we shared one night after months of not having sex, and boom––we made a baby. Now, here I am, Zar. My baby is gone. I…I…I don’t understand. This may have been my last chance to be a mother, be married, or even fall in love again. Damn, what have I done so wrong in my thirty-plus years to have lost the love of my life, my baby, and be played by Evan’s goofy, cheating ass?” I cried.

			“Stop it. Don’t say shit like that, Zee. You will fall in love again, get married again, and have kids. I don’t believe in your so-called God, but if He is real, He will come through for you because you are an amazing person who serves and praises Him. Don’t feel defeated. The universe is not cruel to good people. You give good, so good will come back to you. That is what I believe, lil sis,” she said sincerely. 

			Even though she didn’t believe in my Abba, she gave credit to the universe. I appreciated her for being there for me.

			“Just like you believe in the universe and science, I believe in Yah. So, I know you’re right. I have to continue to pray for understanding. Why did this happen to me? Why did I run into Marcus in Vegas? I tried to be a great wife, but Evan broke my heart. Now, the only man I have ever truly loved is getting married.”

			“Come on, lil sis. Let’s get you dressed so we can get out of here,” she said with eyes that let me know she sympathized with my pain.

			[image: ]

			Once we made it to my house, Zaria stayed with me for a few hours to make sure I was okay. During our drive back, I decided I would go to my parents the next day to tell them the news. I just didn’t feel up to it that day. After my sister left, I waited for Evan to come home so I could talk to him, but by midnight, I called it a night. 

			As soon as I was settled in my bed, thoughts of him invaded my mind––thoughts I tried hard to keep at bay. A sense of overwhelming loneliness engulfed my mind and body. I closed my eyes tight and prayed for the Most High to erase the yearning for Marcus from my thoughts and heart, but my prayers weren’t answered. My mind, body, and soul were weak for him. I still ached for him despite knowing he now belonged to another woman, and we had zero chance of getting back together. Yet here I was in a loveless marriage with a man who didn’t give a damn about me, and I lost my baby. Why was this my punishment when I was true to the relationship?

			“Damn!” I yelled, wanting to hit something to ease the aggravation I felt. 

			I had to admit I had made poor decisions. I left Marcus when I could have stayed, especially since he would’ve helped me pay for school if I had asked. Then, I married Evan when I knew I was in love with the idea of marriage and not truly in love with him. Truth is, I never trusted him. Evan had always been an outgoing socialite who loved entertaining others, and I knew that included entertaining other women. I guess I tried to fool myself into believing I could one day love him as deeply as I loved Marcus. 

			Damn, I still love Marcus. But why, when I know he’ll be getting married in thirteen months?? 

			I hopped out of bed and got on my knees. I prayed to the Father to remove any feelings I had for Marcus, then climbed back into bed. Before I drifted off to sleep, I heard the front door and the sound of Evan disarming and then resetting the alarm system. I glanced at the clock; it was 2:29 a.m. I didn’t care where he had been or what he had been doing. Unbothered, I shut my eyes and prayed for sleep.
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			The following morning, I woke up later than usual, and I wasn’t surprised because I went to bed extremely late. I was grateful I had no appointments or obligations that day, but my staff went in to work because they had a heavy clean-up from the engagement party that Saturday. I assured them I would be back before our scheduled contracts that Thursday. Physically, I felt good, but emotionally, I was destroyed, and I welcomed the cries and breakdowns so I could grow stronger.

			That evening, I cooked dinner and waited for Evan to come home so I could tell him about the baby. Again, he didn’t walk through the door until after midnight. I didn’t want to talk about it that late, but he needed to know, and I honestly wanted him out of the house. So, I went to his door and tapped.

			“Zee, it’s late, and I have an early morning,” he gripped, irritated by my interruption. 

			“So do I, but this is important,” I countered. 

			I heard him release an annoying breath before saying, “Come in.”

			Wanting to get this over with, I quickly pushed open the door and moved in the dark until I was standing by his bed. 

			“I wanted to tell you last night, but you came home late.”

			He chuckled. “You want to comment about me coming home late after your ass didn’t come home at all Saturday night? I’m just matching your energy. I thought we could share this space respectfully, but if you want to pull all-nighters out in these streets, so can I,” he served back.

			I couldn’t get angry; I didn’t call to let him know anything that night. So, he had good reason to feel the way he did. Even though he didn’t reach out to me, I could understand his point. 

			“Look, Ev, I wasn’t out Saturday night whoring or living my life like it was golden at some lounge or nightclub. I was at Mercy. I lost our baby that night and was too distraught to call you, and last night, I was too exhausted to get up and talk to you by the time you finally came home.”

			 “You what? What happened?” he inquired with what sounded like genuine concern mixed with disbelief.

			“I was on a job. I felt discomfort and was rushed to the ER. After the examination, the doctor told me the baby was gone. They kept me overnight.”

			“Why didn’t you call me, Zamora? What in the fucking hell?!” he roared. “Why did you go through that alone? Why did you think for a damn second that I wouldn’t want to be there?

			“I don’t know. I wasn’t thinking about you or how you would feel. I was beyond devastated and had a lot of questions for the Most High. I just needed to feel it and process it alone,” I answered and then said, “You can’t continue to stay here. You have to figure something else out, or I’ll go. This setup is no longer working for me, Evan. This is not a life I want for myself, and I don’t want things to get ugly between us now that there is no baby.”

			He rubbed his hand over the top of his head and then down his face. “I’m saddened and sorry we lost our baby, Zee, and I mean that on everything,” he expressed, then lowered his head. “But I suggest you figure something out because I’m not going anywhere. I want to keep the house. I need more time and won’t be rushed to vacate!” he declared.

			Stunned but certainly not surprised, I replied, “Okay, I’ll be out soon. Goodnight.” 

			Pissed, I vacated the guest room and marched to the main room. I paced for a few moments, and then it hit me that I was no longer pregnant. So, I went for the wine. I poured a glass of red, drank it in one gulp, refilled it, and went to my bedroom with the bottle in hand. After polishing off the whole bottle, I dropped to my knees and prayed. My Father was all-knowing. Even through my heavy sobs, I knew the holy spirit would intervene for me. With that thought in mind, I fell into a deep wine-induced sleep.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Marcus

			My mother didn’t answer my calls the night before, but I didn’t sweat it. I felt the conversation I wanted to have with her needed to be had in person. So, after my third call attempt, I put my phone down and focused on the road. I tried with all my being not to think of Zamora, but it was like memories were hitting me one after another. I thought about the day we met. It was our senior year of high school, and she was working with a local catering company. I was hanging around my family’s hotel, helping here and there like always, and we collided while she was transporting empty pans back to the kitchen. 

			Grateful neither of us were injured by the stainless-steel pans flying everywhere, we both frowned at the crumbs of food that soiled the carpet. Her head tilted down towards the floor, and I felt horrible because I had bumped into her. 

			“I’m so sorry,” I said, collecting the pans from the floor and restacking them as quickly as possible. 

			Looking defeated, she shook her head.

			“You should watch where you’re going, dude,” she huffed and began cleaning up the food that had fallen out of the pans using her bare hands. “I could lose my job. I have very little time to restock the food.” 

			“Listen, just take these. I’ll clean up this mess,” I said, pushing the pans in her direction.

			She scowled, stood up, took the pans, and hurried off. Once I cleaned the area, I went to the front desk to inquire what time the event would end. that space was reserved for. When they said 10 p.m. would be the end time, I popped in around 9:45 and watched the crowd grow smaller. I scanned the room, and when I spotted her again, I focused on her because she moved around the room swiftly, working like a busy, dedicated employee. She showed how true she was to her job; I instantly admired that. After everything was broken down and cleaned, I stayed within a small distance of her and her coworkers as they exited the building. I rushed out. I had no idea if she had her own wheels or if her man would pull up next, but I didn’t want to risk never seeing her again.

			“Can I talk to you,” I asked, interrupting her and a couple of her coworker’s conversations. All eyes landed on me, and then I cleared my throat. Even though it was awkward, I did not back down. “I’m sorry for the interruptions, ladies,” I added with a smile, and they all smiled at me before giving us a little space. 

			“Not bad, Zamora,” one of her co-workers said as she eyed me, walking away slowly. 

			“What’s up?” she asked casually. I tried to detect what vibe she was giving, but I knew nothing about her, so I just made my move.

			“I know this may be a little strange, but I wanted to talk to you before you left.”

			She looked me in the eyes with a look of curiousness on her face. “Why and about what? Did you want to apologize again for knocking the pans out of my hands?” she asked, that time giving me a slight smile.

			I smiled back, “Yes, I do, and I would also like to introduce myself. My name is Marcus, and I am so sorry for bumping into you earlier. I wasn’t watching where I was going, and I just want you to know how truly sorry I am,” I expressed with sincerities’ and then held my breath. I stared her in the eyes, hoping she’d accept my apology that time, because she didn’t care one tiny bit about my apology earlier that evening.

			Now smiling brighter, she spoke through her pretty glossed lips. “All is forgiven, Marcus, and I am Zamora. Everybody calls me Zee.”

			“Zamora, a beautiful name for a beautiful girl. It is so awesome to meet you.”

			“Thank you, and it’s nice to meet you too.”

			We both stared quietly for a brief moment, and then I snapped back to my mission. “I know this may be odd because we just met, but I’d like to see you again. I mean, if you don’t have a boyfriend. If you do and say no, I’ll live with that.”

			A cute, shy grin formed on her face. “I don’t have a boyfriend, and I’d like to see you again, Marcus.”

			“Can I have your number?” I asked nervously.

			“Sure,” she answered, and then a loud horn blasted from behind us in the hotel’s circular drive. I patted my front and back pockets for my cell, and it wasn’t on me. She looked over her shoulder and then back at me. “That’s my dad, and I gotta go, Marcus. Maybe I’ll see you again,” she said, backing away and proceeding to the car.

			“Call the hotel. My parents own this place, and I’m always here; call and ask for me or leave your number if I’m not around. I promise I’ll call you.” I said in a rush, and she looked up at the sign. 

			“I will,” she said and then got into her dad’s minivan. I watched the girl of my dreams roll away and hoped she’d call.

			I walked back into the lobby and went to the front desk first and chatted a bit with the night staff before getting on the elevator and riding up to the penthouse. It was what the industry called manager’s quarters, but it was home to me. It was a spacious three-bedroom, three-and-a-half-bathroom penthouse with amazing views. My parents would always say they’d turn it into a sellable suite once they bought a home, but from the looks of it, they’d never leave. I got off the elevator, and my parents both greeted me with smiles. “Marc, you were down there pretty late tonight. Did you manage not to get into any trouble,” my mom asked before taking a sip of her ginger tea. 

			“Mom, I’m not a kid anymore, and you still ask me that question daily. I mean, I set off the sprinklers, one maybe ten times doesn’t make me a menace,” I joked and kissed her on the forehead and then flopped down on the sofa next to my dad. His eyes were on the soccer game on the tube, and he wasn’t drinking tea.

			“Listen, your troublesome days are not long behind you, Mr. Let’s steal a bottle of liquor from the hotel bar and go into a vacant room to hang out with my friends,” she reminded me. Yes, that had just happened during the last school year after the homecoming dance, but I did the time for my crime, and I didn’t want to keep being reminded of my foolish choices. 

			“All accurate, but one more year, I’ll be out of here and away at school, so my every move can’t be detected.” Hotel living was for the birds because every staff member knew me, and since we were downtown, a car took me and picked me up from school. I hardly had any friends over, and to get from under my parent’s thumb was like mission impossible. My parents wanted me to know all things hospitality, so I knew everything that I could possibly know about the property we lived in and the others that we owned.

			“I don’t know why you want to waste our money on college when you know everything about the business, son. Going to college to get a degree to do the exact thing that you can do without spending a ton of money makes absolutely zero sense,” my father said, getting up to pour himself another whiskey on the rocks. That was his drink.

			“Dad, I told you that I want to go for technology; that’s not a waste of money,” I said for the millionth time. 

			“Again, a waste of money when we have several properties that will someday be yours,” he said and sat. 

			“Your father is right, Marc. These properties are a lot of work, son, and we are depending on you and your cousins to step up. We are ready to travel and live our lives.”

			“What about my life,” I mumbled.

			“What, huh, what was that?” my mom asked, rising from her relaxed position on the sofa and giving me a look.

			“Nothing,” I said and stood to head to my room.

			“I didn’t think so. This family has worked our fingers to the bone to get where we are and to give you youngster a great life and a good future,” she started in her Spanish accent even though she was born right here in the U.S.A. but she sounded like all of the women in my family. I did not want to hear tonight’s lecture about how our people came to this country and started from the bottom, so I interrupted. 

			“Mom, Mom, please, it’s late. Relax and enjoy your tea, okay? I promise I won’t bring shame to the family name, like Cousin Sean or Uncle Ramos. I love y’all goodnight,” I said and went to my room. There wasn’t anything wrong with my parents wanting this life for me. I knew they meant well and only wanted to give their children a better life than they had. That is why I have four flat screens and every game system known to man in my room. I had built four computers on my own, and I was the IT guy for our family’s properties, but that wasn’t good enough for them.

			They wanted me to own and manage five-star hotels, which sounded great when I was a kid, but once I had a robotics class back in the seventh grade, I wanted absolutely nothing else to do with hotels or hospitality. 

			I went into my bathroom and started the water to shower. As soon as I got in, thoughts of Zamora burned my brain, and my lower part stiffened. I was still a virgin, but my hand and I were in a relationship back then, so I imagined what it would be like to kiss her glossed pink lips, and I erupted quicker than I had ever had before. My heart raced, and I wondered how in the world just that one brief thought of her made me explode that fast. I cleaned up, dried my skin, and put on a pair of sweats. I powered on my game system for a little while to distract my thoughts of Zamora. 

			Once I was in bed, I fought the urge to touch myself again, and I’d hang around the lobby from sunup to sundown to wait for her call. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Zamora

			When I woke the following day, the house was eerily quiet. I headed to the bathroom, and as soon as I pulled down my panties to pee, the soiled pad reminded me that I was no longer pregnant. Though crust was in the corners of my eyes, tears still managed to fall as I disposed of it. I wiped myself and saw a dark shade of brown on the tissue, which meant the bleeding would stop soon. I would be grateful when it did; one less reminder of my loss. After starting the shower, I stood in front of the mirror and cried while brushing my teeth. My lashes were gone, except for the couple hanging on for dear life. I reached for the lash foam to take them out of their misery and was glad the water was still hot by the time I finally got in the shower. 

			After finishing my daily routine of getting ready, I went to the kitchen to brew a cup of coffee. When I thought of how I had stopped drinking coffee when I found out I was pregnant, it brought me to tears again. Maybe I should talk to someone, I thought to myself. Then I reminded myself it was only four days ago that it had happened, so maybe I wasn’t doing too bad. Not having much of an appetite, I made myself a light breakfast that consisted of a toasted croissant and fried egg topped with a slice of gouda. 

			Sitting at the island eating, I wondered what would be next for me. I had to get out of Evan’s space sooner rather than later. We had nothing left, so I had no reason to be there. I didn’t want to go to my parents. As much as I enjoyed their love and support, I knew they would smother me with it. My big sister wasn’t an option. She lived in an atheist home, and imposing on my friends was a negative. So, I needed to find a place to rent ASAP. I just wanted to grieve alone. Then Marcus came to my mind. He told me to reach out if I needed anything, and I needed a place to stay. He and his family owned several hotels, so I’m sure he would give me a reasonable rate on a room for a few months until I found something of my own. 

			Once I finished my breakfast, I went to the bedroom for my phone. I didn’t know if he would be at the hotel, but it was my only shot since I didn’t have a direct number for him. After stalling to gather my words, I hit send and pressed the buttons to get to the front desk. When she answered, I froze.

			Back in the Day

			When Marcus and I first met

			“Hi, I…I…hello, my name is Zamora, and I’m looking for Marcus,” I said nervously.

			It had taken me a week to call him finally. It wasn’t because I didn’t want to; it was because I never had a moment alone after the school year ended. My parents were retired, and my big sister, Zaria, had moved out over two years ago. So, I was stuck helping my parents with things that needed to be done. If I wasn’t at my part-time catering job, I was at the grocery store or church with Momma, at home cooking for my parents, or working in the yard with my daddy. I was so consumed with my parents that I couldn’t wait until the school year started again. 

			Finally, my parents had decided to go to dinner and the movies. That was the first time I had the house to myself since the night I met Marcus. I was nervous and scared he wouldn’t remember me, and when she answered, I fumbled over my words.

			“Yes, Marcus is around here somewhere. Hold on a moment, please,” she told me. Then I heard Gerald Levert’s music on the line. I hummed along while waiting.

			“Thank you for holding. This is Marcus. How can I help you?” he said, sounding so professional, unlike the teen I had met a week and a day ago.

			“Hi, Marcus. I know you may not remember me, but this is Zamora. We met

			“Zamora, yes!” he said, cutting me off. “Hey, hey. Hold on, okay? Do not hang up.” 

			Before I could respond, I was back on hold, humming to Sade’s “Cherish the Day.” 

			“Hey, Zamora, are you there?” he asked, returning to the line sounding winded.

			“Yes, I’m here. Are you okay?”

			Letting out a breath, he replied, “Yes. I just sprinted to an empty office that no one uses so I can talk to you privately.”

			“Oh, okay. Well, do you need a minute to catch your breath?”

			“I’m good. I’m good,” he assured me, and soon, his breathing slowed. “What took you so long to call me? I didn’t leave this building. I’ve been taking two-minute showers and eating in the lobby, waiting for you to call.” 

			I chuckled because I knew he was exaggerating. 

			“I’ve been swamped. Plus, I don’t have a cell phone yet, and since school is out, my parents are around a lot. So, I hardly get any time alone.”

			“I feel you. I’m around my folks often, too, because work is home, and home is work.” 

			“What is it like to live in a fancy hotel?” I asked excitedly. 

			“Home, I guess. I’ve never stopped to think about it. I’ve watched it grow and change over the years. The hotel industry has just been my life.”

			We ended up talking for hours, and he invited me to a movie. When I heard my parents coming in, he made sure I had his cell phone number, and I rushed to greet my parents. After they filled me in on their evening out, I asked if I could go to the movies that Tuesday.

			“I don’t see why not. Who’s going? Courtney, Arianna, and Mia?” my mother said, naming my girlfriends.

			I swallowed hard, lowered my head, and replied, “No. I wanted to go with Marcus.” 

			“Marcus who?” my daddy questioned.

			“Marcus Diaz-Coleman,” I said softly.

			“Zee, who is that?” my mother asked. “A boy from school? We don’t know any Diaz-Colemans. Do you, honey?” she asked my dad.

			“He isn’t from school,” I said, lifting my head. “He’s a boy I met last week when I was working downtown with Mama’s Kitchen. He was nice, Ma, and he asked me out to the movies. Can I please go?” I asked, waiting to be told no.

			“Was that the young man you were talking to when we picked you up from work?” my dad asked.

			I looked him straight in the face and decided to be honest. I knew I was only sixteen and hadn’t had any boyfriends like Zaria, so I understood why date talk coming from me was strange. 

			“Yes, Daddy, that was him. We kinda ran into each other when I was working, and he came out to introduce himself before you pulled up. I just want to hang out with him. I won’t be out late or anything like that,” I added, nearly begging for their permission. 

			My parents looked at each other, and then a smile grew on my mother’s face. 

			“Of course, you can go. It’s fine as  long as he comes by early enough to meet us.”

			“For real?” I asked, bursting as I leaped from my chair.

			“Yes, you may go,” my father confirmed. 

			“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I celebrated, giving them both hugs and kisses. “Do I have permission to call him?” I asked, and my mother nodded yes while continuing to smile.

			I walked out of the living room, and before I could hit the bottom step, I heard my father say, “I told you she likes boys.”

			“Indeed, you did,” my mother replied. 

			What they said gave me pause, but I was too excited to tell Marcus we had a date to question it. So, I hurried to my room to call him.

			Present Day…

			I had the same nerves I had back then I experienced now when I asked for him.

			“Yes, Mr. Coleman is in. One moment, ma’am,” she said, and I was placed on hold. 

			This time, it was Jhene Aiko’s “While We’re Young” playing. As I listened to the words, tears came to my eyes because there was a time in my life when I felt these lyrics for Marcus. It was like the song was never-ending. It pricked my heart more and more, and I got emotional because I missed him and what we had so much at that very moment. 

			Fear overtook me, and I quickly ended the call. I put my phone down and let out a loud cry that was a mixture of all the emotions I had bottled up inside of me. It was everything from our initial breakup.  How could he have been so angry with me for going after my dreams? When we were together, I wanted to prove to myself that I could do it without anyone’s help. But now I knew I didn’t have to back then when I had a good man like Marcus in my corner. 

			I fell on my knees and cried out to the Father, repenting for everything again. As if He hadn’t forgiven me already, I wanted Him to know I truly meant it. I prayed for everything to be renewed––to heal from my losses and move on from the marriage I didn’t consult Him about first. I released it all to the Father. 

			When I got up from the floor, I released a deep breath and went to the bathroom to clean my face. Then I returned to the kitchen and sat at my island, still in deep thought. I wanted answers as to what to do next. A minute later, my phone rang. The caller ID read Royalty Inn and Suites. I already knew who it was, so I answered.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Marcus

			By the time I sat down at my desk to take the call that had been holding for me, the light was no longer blinking. A long-winded guest had held me up with their complaining about our breakfast staff needing to be re-trained on cooking over-easy eggs. I wanted to yell, “Just don’t eat the damn eggs,” but that would have been unprofessional. So, I let him continue to bore me with egg-cooking techniques to keep the yoke runny and warm. After I gave him and the wife free breakfast vouchers for the rest of their stay, the old man was satisfied enough to leave the front desk. 

			I was anxious to return to my office because I had gotten a glimpse of her name on the caller ID, but my heart dropped when I saw she had hung up. I went back to the front desk and snatched up the phone to check the caller ID. Instantly, I remembered the seven digits as I realized she still had a 312-area code. After telling my front desk manager not to disturb me unless the building was on fire, I returned to my office, shut my door, sat at my desk, and quickly dialed her number. The phone rang five times. I was afraid she wouldn’t answer, but then, I heard her voice. 

			“Hey, Marcus,” she said softly. 

			I could hear the sadness in her voice, but considering the recent events in her life, I wasn’t surprised.

			“Hey, how are things? I’m sorry to keep you holding so long, but you must remember the stories I’ve told you about complaining-ass guests.”

			She laughed lightly. “And I remember how we said we’d never be those guests.”

			“Exactly. How are you holding up, babe?” I asked with genuine concern. “Mentally, physically…you can talk to me, Zee.” 

			“I’m just doing the best I can, Marc. I mean, I have moments when I can accept it because I know Abba is good and has His reasons. Then, there are times when I scream to the top of my lungs. It’s up and down, but at this very moment, I feel better.”

			“I’m happy to hear that, Zee, and if you need anything––a getaway, spa day, or just need to pack a bag and come to the hotel for some time alone, I can arrange that.”

			“I know, Marcus. That’s why I called you. After telling Evan about the miscarriage, he expressed wanting the house and wanting me out. I don’t give a damn about him wanting this house. It holds too many bad memories for me, and honestly, I want to leave as soon as I can. So, I was wondering if you could put me at one of your hotels for a discounted rate. It will only be for a couple of months until I can settle my divorce or find a rental. I’m willing to pay. I just need to get out of this place. I can’t stand to be here another night,” she cried. 

			“Zee, please don’t cry, and of course. Get dressed and meet me at Royalty. And if you need help packing and moving, I can get someone to help you with that. No worries, okay? Just come now, and we can talk in person. I’ll get you all squared away.”

			“Thank you, Marc. I’ll be there in about three hours. I need to check on my business first, and then I’ll be on my way.”

			“I’ll be here waiting for you,” I told her. 

			After we ended the call, I quickly sprang into action. I tracked down my two housekeeping managers and supervisors. Once I told them what I needed, they immediately got two of the housekeeping staff members and got busy preparing the penthouse for Zamora’s arrival. It only took them an hour and a half to clear the dust and freshen up the space that hadn’t been occupied in four years. It was where I had spent my childhood, and although my family had plans to put it back in the inventory to rent, we never did. 

			After thoroughly inspecting the penthouse, I headed back to my office and saw I had a message from Zamora. She would be arriving a little later because she had some things that needed to be taken care of at her place of business. I decided to text her from my cell phone, assuming the number she had called me from was her cell phone. When she replied, I knew I had assumed right. 

			I went back to manager mode, and before long, it was after five. I checked my phone–– nothing from Zamora. Just when I was about to dial her, I got a call on my radio. 

			“Boss, come to the desk. She’s here,” my front desk agent said, sounding annoyed. 

			“Copy. On my way,” I replied, wondering the reason for her tone. 

			As I approached the lobby, I noticed Eliana standing there, and my heart damn near stopped. She never stops by, so what in the hell prompted this visit? I told myself to keep cool as I walked toward her. 

			“Hey, baby,” I said, pulling her in for a hug and quick peck, not wanting her lipstick on my lips. 

			“Hey, I know you’re working hard, so I decided to bring you some dinner,” she said, holding up a bag from a restaurant I had never heard of. 

			I was a Chicago native and knew all the bomb food spots, so I was sure I did not want what she had in that bag. 

			“Baby, you know we have a full kitchen, and I eat here,” I reminded her.

			“I know, but can we talk in your office?” she asked while side-eyeing my three front desk agents. 

			They were nosey, for sure, so I agreed. When I closed the door, she continued. 

			“So here is what I’m thinking, babe. We should meal prep together on Sundays. I know you love your meats, and I’m down with the protein. But now that we are getting married, I think you should cut out starches. I mean, I can give you all the meat and veggies you want, but no more carbs and starches,” she announced cheerfully. 

			“Woman, are you crazy? Have you lost your mind? Since when do we suggest or even tell each other what to eat? I respect your clean eating, baby, but we are not doing this, okay? If I do what you say and stop eating the things my mother loves to cook for me, I’ll be a dead man anyway. So, no, there will be no changes to Marc’s diet.”

			“Honey, don’t say that. I’m going to be your wife, and as your wife, I want you to live a long life,” she whined, pouting. 

			“Eli, I can’t with you right now, baby. I’m working and want to get out of here at a decent hour tonight, so take your meatless, carb-less, starchless food home and enjoy it, babe. I’m going to grab something here before the kitchen closes, and I’ll be by your place tonight,” I calmly said, but I was cussing her out in Spanish in my head. 

			Before she could grab the bag, my phone buzzed, and when I saw the text from Zamora saying she was pulling up, I tried hard not to panic. Not wanting them to see each other, I told Eliana to have a seat and wait for me to come back. At first, she protested, saying she was going to leave. But when I said I would try whatever was in the bag if she allowed me to take care of something out front, she agreed and sat down. 

			I raced to meet Zamora in the lobby and walked her into the lounge. After helping her onto a seat at the bar, I asked her to give me ten minutes to finish up, and she obliged. I told my bartender that she was my guest and to give her whatever she wanted. Then I excused myself. When I made it back to the front desk to head to my office, Eliana was walking out. 

			“Babe, I asked you to wait in my office,” I said, wondering why it was so difficult for her to do as told sometimes.

			“Like you at times, your office is boring,” she said, then moved to the trash can and tossed the package. “Eat whatever you like. Just make sure I’m your sole beneficiary,” she added before walking off. Before exiting the lobby, she made a dramatic stop and turned back to me. “I hope to see you later, fiancé,” she spat and bounced out the door. 

			I turned to my staff, who turned their heads in a different direction as if they were not all up in my business. I let out a deep breath, rushed to my office, and headed straight for my wet bar. One ball of ice and whiskey like my father. Then, I got myself together to show Zamora to her temporary home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Zamora

			As I sipped my wine while sitting at the bar, I begged my aching heart to stop racing. Seeing Marcus again made my stomach flutter, and I started having second thoughts about allowing him to put me up. I took a gulp, swallowed, and released a long breath to get my hormones and nerves in check. I focused on the beautiful jazz playing and the smooth Pinot Noir I was sipping on. Scanning the room, I observed couples who clearly loved each other. Or maybe they were just feeling each other for that night. The women wore bright smiles, and the men displayed looks of loving lust. It was good to see. I thought about when I would be out at a restaurant watching couples who didn’t even talk to each other while having dinner. 

			I’ve catered some events where I wanted to yell at people to put their damn phones down and socialize in the flesh. I have been to beautiful upscale homes where the husband or wife did their best to connect with their mate, only for things to turn into a full-blown argument because the unwilling partner would find something wrong with the person putting in the effort to make it work. It would always break my heart because most of the time, the person always trying typically ends up hurting the most in the end, such as with Evan and me. During our marriage, I thought I gave myself to him the same way I had given myself to Marcus. So why didn’t my efforts have the same good effect on Evan? The answer is because he ain’t me, Zee, I heard my mind say in Marcus’s voice. 

			“Are you okay?” he asked.

			“Huh? Oh yeah…I’m sorry,” I answered, snapping out of my thoughts.

			“You good, Zee?”

			“Yes, I’m fine. I didn’t see you approach,” I said, then polished off the rest of my wine and placed my empty glass on the bar.

			 “It’s all good,” he replied, sitting on the bar stool next to me. “Are you ready to see your place?”

			I smiled. “I am, but maybe you should give me the rate first so I can make sure I can afford to stay here. I have a new business, and when I started it, I didn’t know I would be getting a divorce and on my own,” I expressed, fighting back my tears.

			“I’m sure. Look, you don’t have to worry about rates because I’m not taking a dime from you. Now come on, beautiful. Let’s go check out your new place,” he said, pulling me off the stool. 

			I thanked the bartender and followed Marcus to the elevators. After we stepped inside, he put the key in the slot and hit the button. I kept it together as we rode up to a familiar place. I had been on that elevator countless times when we were together. Finally, we stopped, and I already knew we were on the penthouse floor. I had chilled, danced, and watched more movies there than I could count––all with Marcus. 

			“Come on,” he said with an outstretched hand.

			Placing my hand in his, I said, “Marcus, no, no, no. I need a room. I just need a corner…you know, a tiny space to regroup.”

			“I will not take no for an answer, Zee. This place has been sitting empty for some time now, and it is yours for as long as you need it.”

			“Marc, no,” I said again, looking around. “This is too much.” 

			Every shade was open, the beautiful view greeting me. Being there felt like a dream.

			“As I said, no charge,” he added.

			“Absolutely not. I have to pay something,” I countered.

			“I have an idea,” he said, smiling.

			“What’s that?”

			“Teach my staff some new mouthwatering dishes. Oh, and help them with making over-easy eggs. Please, baby, please,” he said, playfully doing a scene from Do the Right Thing while chuckling.

			“Over-easy eggs? If they can’t make that, they all need to be fired,” I returned with a little laugh. 

			“Exactly! I had to listen to a guest for damn near a half hour about how their eggs weren’t prepared right. So, revamp my menu with some five-star dishes, and your stay is rent-free.”

			“I’ll agree to that if you can keep in mind that I have a catering business to run.”

			“Zee, I’d never want you to put your business on the back burner. It’s no rush, just in your spare time. It’s time to improve the restaurant, and I couldn’t think of anyone better to trust to get the job done. So, do we have a deal?” he asked, both palms pressed together in front of his face like he was praying for me to answer yes.

			I looked around at the furnished space with its breathtaking view and smiled. I needed this. 

			“Deal and I think your parents had great taste.  I’d like to add my own touches if that’s alright with you.”

			“Babe, you can do whatever you like to the place,” he replied, and I leaped into his arms.

			“Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I said, sniffling. 

			I didn’t want to cry again, but I was so grateful and happy that I didn’t have to stress about getting out of that house. He held me for a few moments until I relaxed in his arms.

			“It’s going to be okay, you know,” he said and softly kissed the top of my head.

			“I know,” I agreed while stepping back from his embrace. “I just have to push forward because life be lif’in,” I said, swiping at my tears. 

			He went over to the counter, grabbed a napkin, and handed it to me. 

			“Thanks,” I said, wiping my face.

			“Would you like a quick tour?” he offered.

			“Nah, not tonight. I’m exhausted. Besides, I’ve been here hundreds of times, so I pretty much know the layout.”

			“Well, when my parents moved out, I lived here for a spell. So, the master is different, and my old room is a guest room now.”

			“I’m okay with the guest room,” I told him.

			“No, the master is nicer,” he suggested.

			I nodded. “Yeah, but that bed needs to go just like this furniture. I don’t want to sleep in your love nest,” I joked. 

			“Nooooooo. There were no ladies in that bed.”

			“Liar,” I teased.

			“I’m serious. Do you think I wanted women to know I lived here? During that time when I was smashing, it was never here,” he defended with that sincere look I remembered. 

			Marcus was never the type to lie to me, even about small things.

			“Okay, I believe you, man,” I said, and we both laughed.  

			Before leaving the suite, he promised to have the balcony cleaned for me in a couple of days since the housekeeping staff didn’t have time to do it before I arrived. The cleanliness of the balcony was the least of my worries. I had a place to lay my head and that was all that mattered. 

			Once we hit the bottom floor, he put the key card in my hand and walked me out. When the valet pulled up with my car, he gave me a long, tight hug.

			“Thank you for everything, Marc. I’ve been through a lot and need this fresh start.” 

			“You’re welcome, Zee. By the time you get back, the old furnishings will be out of the way so you can have your way with the place.”

			“I appreciate it. No disrespect to your taste in furniture, but I want a more modern vibe.” 

			“Hey, I get it. I’m not offended,” he responded with a smile.

			“Good. Oh, and can you send me a screenshot of your current menu? I want to play around with some ideas.”

			“Absolutely. I’m excited. I am sure you will come up with something amazing.”

			“I know a lot of your old favorites, so I promise I won’t disappoint you,” I said while walking around the front of my car to get into the driver’s seat.

			“Drive safely, and text to let me know when you get home,” he said. 

			I smiled and gave him a final wave. Forget about cloud nine; I was on cloud one hundred. I felt refreshed at the chance to get a brand-new start on life. I wasn’t sure how I would manage being around Marcus, but I would have to accept that our ship had sailed. He was now engaged to marry a woman who loved him just as much as I did. 

			The next couple of days, I juggled packing, overseeing my catering company, and coming up with new menu ideas for the hotel. By the end of the second week, I was completely moved out of Evan’s place. I was still unpacking and setting up the penthouse after the new furnishings arrived. I was adjusting better than I thought I would. Thoughts of losing my baby still brought me to tears, but I prayed my way through those moments of sadness. 

			The first night I slept in the master bedroom, I could have sworn I smelled Marcus’s scent, even though the bed was covered in brand-new linens, and he hadn’t slept there in years. The space that was once Marcus’ room and where I had lost my virginity was now a beautiful guest room. The room did not look the same with all the changes, but I could still remember the countless times we shared kissing and playing there. Some nights, I would go in there, sit on the armless chair, close my eyes, and let my mind go back in time with thoughts of all the moments we had in that space. It was where Marcus turned me into a woman, and it would always and forever be my favorite space.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			Eliana

			The games people play and the lies they tell. Did you think you could keep something like this from me? Not opening your mouth to mention you spent time with our caterer, your ex, over two weeks ago. Do you think I’m naïve or stupid? Bitch, I’m from the streets! And trust, y’all don’t want to play me. Zamora, your basic, Bobby Flay wannabe ass will not walk back into my fiancé’s life and ruin things for me, I thought to myself while pulling up to Marcus’s place. 

			I had worked too hard to transform my life and had invested too much in our relationship, and I wasn’t about to allow them to rekindle what they once had. I was there to confront Marcus and give him a chance to tell me what was going on. 

			I sat in my Mercedes AM GLE 63 S Coupe and took a few cleansing breaths. I didn’t want to tell him that I knew, but the feeling of being played for a fool was driving me insane. The day I went to the hotel to take him dinner, I did as he said and sat in his office waiting for him. Little did he know and thanks to the cameras in his office, I saw him escorting her to the bar. Maybe he didn’t think I would pay attention to the cameras, but it was indeed sloppy work on his part. When I walked out of there, I made sure to park close enough to see how long she would be there. Sure, it could have been innocent, but two hours was too long for any engaged man to be socializing with his ex––the ex who he said meant nothing to him. What I witnessed when she left seemed to be anything but innocent. 

			I looked on as he walked her out and held her in his arms. It took every bit of my restraint not to jump out and cause a scene. If I had, he probably would have tried to make it seem like it wasn’t what I thought and that I was the insecure one. So, instead, I pulled off once he walked back inside, telling myself that I would deal with him later. 

			Later was now, and I needed answers. After getting out of my car, I walked up the slated walkway, keyed in the door code, and let myself in. I smelled food and heard him in the kitchen on the phone, so I slowly approached.

			“Don’t be nervous. I’m sure your ideas are brilliant, and I can’t wait to see what you came up with,” he said, holding his cell phone between his shoulder and ear. 

			I cleared my throat, and he looked up from the chopping board. 

			“Aye, let me hit you back,” he said. 

			Before he could disconnect the call, I saw the letter Z on his phone’s display. I blew out a deep breath and set my purse on the high back stool next to where I stood. 

			“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” I said while walking over to the sink to wash my hands.

			“I didn’t know you were coming by,” he replied and went back to chopping the veggies.

			“I didn’t know I had to call first,” I countered as I snatched a paper towel from the roll.

			“You don’t, but you normally do. So, what’s up with the pop-up visit? That’s not how we do things, Eli,” he said calmly. 

			I didn’t detect any attitude in his tone, but that question agitated me. 

			“Really? I didn’t know we had to call ahead now. Nor did I know we were secretly hanging out with exes without informing one another. If so, I didn’t get that memo.”

			He put the knife down, grabbed the towel from the counter, and wiped his hands. 

			“Yeah, the same way I didn’t get the memo on not blocking exes since you can’t seem to block yours,” he countered, catching me off guard. 

			Yes, I was still communicating with my ex, but that was my little game. Marcus never seemed to give two shits about Ross contacting me, always acting like the secure one who trusted me. So, since Marcus allowed me to do what I wanted, I did exactly that. 

			“Ross is blocked,” I lied to his face. 

			“Whatever,” he said with a chuckle and went to the fridge. 

			He grabbed a beer, twisted off the cap, and tossed it onto the island. I went around and took a seat on a stool, then asked the question that had been itching my tongue since the night I saw him with her. 

			“What’s going on with you and the caterer?” I inquired, getting back to the reason why I came. 

			He put his beer down and picked up the knife. 

			“Nothing is going on with me and Zamora,” he answered serenely.

			“You gonna stand there and lie to my face, Marc? I saw you with that bitch!” I blasted.

			He laughed and shook his head. 

			“So you think I’m funny? You think I’m a damn joke?”

			“The way you are acting right now is funny as fuck, and if you want to talk to me about Zamora, you will watch your mouth and talk to me like a lady. All that yelling and shit is gonna get your feelings hurt,” he said. 

			I wanted to jump on top of that damn island and roundhouse kick his ass across the left side of his head. 

			Instead, I snickered, shook my head, and said through gritted teeth, “What business did your ex have at your hotel the other week?”

			“Zamora and I are working on a new menu for the hotel. She is revamping the menu and will be teaching my cooks the new menu items. That is it,” he replied, looking me in the eyes.

			Not believing him, I burst into laughter. When his expression didn’t change, I stopped laughing. 

			“Are you serious, Marc? That’s what you got for me? I saw you walk her to the bar when you told me to stay in your damn office. I sat outside for over two hours and watched you hold this woman like you hold me when you finally walked her outside. And this is about a damn menu? That’s some bullshit!” I spat. 

			Seeming unbothered, he turned a burner on under a frying pan and sprinkled a few drops of olive oil into it.

			“That is what it is, Eli. If you don’t believe me, that’s a you problem, because I don’t have any other words to convince you. Zamora and I have known each other for several years, and she has some other personal issues going on. The hug was friendly; there is nothing more to it,” he said dismissively, and my mouth fell open. 

			I wanted to cuss and make more fuss, but where would that get me? 

			“Well, I got what I came for,” I said, getting up and grabbing my purse. “I have zero choice right now but to believe you, but understand, I’m no fool. If I hadn’t signed that contract, I’d fire her. So, you make sure that whatever y’all got going on stays platonic. Because if I find out otherwise, you and I are done,” I threatened before storming out. 

			I was hotter than fish grease. The nerve of him to treat me that way, and that look on his face––I wanted to slap the shit out of him. After getting in my car, I pulled out my vape pen. I had to calm myself down. He wanted to treat me like I was the other woman and wasn’t owed an explanation for him spending time with that bitch. I pulled out my phone and sent a text. 

			Me: R U free? I need 2 see U.

			Rush: Always for u. At the shop with my last client. Come through.

			Me: On my way.

			I pulled out of Marcus’s driveway and drove to my real man’s place. I hated that I felt jealous of the cook. No way did I want her ruining my plans with Marcus, who was my plan A. If she thought she could just pop back into his life and take him from me, she had another damn thing coming, that’s for sure. Marcus was an easy target. If he and the caterer still had some buried feelings, it could fuck things up for me, and I wasn’t having it.

			No, I didn’t love, love Marcus, but I was starting to like him more than I did before. He was a better opportunity for me. I had been with Ross, aka Rush, for years. Rush dibbled and dabbled in this, that, and everything. He wasn’t into any heavy illegal shit––not that I knew of, anyway. At the same time, he had never been that nine-to-five type of man, and I wanted the finer things. I had spent five years rebranding Eliana. I had a passport I wanted to fill with stamps and stuff I wanted to experience, and this negro thought going to Memphis to the casino was doing it big. I had a champagne taste and was knee-deep in credit card debt, but once Marcus and I married,  my money problems would be a thing of the past. 

			Marcus was not only loaded, but he was also classy and fine. I loved how he was educated and respectful, and he didn’t talk crazy to me like Rush. No, Marcus treated me like the woman I envisioned myself to be someday if I could ever shake free of Rush and my hood mentality. The only thing Rush had on Marcus was the way he fucked, and to be honest, he still held my heart. I had loved Rush for as long as I could remember. 

			When I met Marcus at his hotel during a women’s conference that I was attending, I thought he was a nice guy. He asked me to stick around after the conference, and I did. That’s when I learned he owned the place. As I sat across from him, listening to him tell me about his family business, the wheels in my head started turning. 

			When he walked me out, he asked to see me again, and without hesitating, I agreed. By date number four, I knew he was feeling me. So, I came up with the plan to make him mine and get half of what I could. I told Rush about him, and liking what he heard, he was quick to go along with it. I wanted to call it off a few times because Marcus was so charming, loving, and considerate, but his sensual lover side translated to boredom for me. 

			There was no grit or grime in the bedroom. For a girl who is used to getting flipped, sucked, and fucked senseless, Marcus’s bedroom skills rated a 4 on my scale of 1-10.  Every now and then I would climax. No anal, no oral, and if I had ever opened my mouth to speak on a threesome, I knew he would have ended our relationship. But I was willing to sacrifice my orgasms if it meant I would be pampered and get to live the posh lifestyle I deserved. I’d just have to creep every once in a while to get my fantasies fulfilled with Rush.

			My phone rang. When I saw it was Marcus, I didn’t answer. He then texted me, but I didn’t check it until I pulled into the back of Rush’s tattoo shop. Grabbing my phone from its holder, I read his message: Hey you. I know ur upset, but I love you, Eli. I wouldn’t lie to you. I’d never hurt you. Pls believe me.

			I did believe him, but that didn’t stop me from powering off my phone and tossing it into my purse. I needed this night of fun. I knew before I even got there that I was in for a night full of drinking, smoking, sucking, fucking, and eating some hood-ass food. I wanted more than ever to leave this lifestyle behind me entirely, but in my case, you can take this girl out of the hood but not the hood out of this girl. I’d go back to my prim and proper ways the next day. Tonight, I was going to let Rush fuck away all of my insecurities about that pot-stirring bitch. 

			When I walked in, the music was bumping that old cut “Heaven Must Be Like This”, and I knew the vibe from the kush in the air. Rush forbade his techs and clients to smoke during their services, but there were always a host of regulars hanging around in the side room, which was furnished with worn-out sofas, bar stools, and a tiny bar that somehow stayed stock. Rush had the largest booth right in front, so he saw me as soon as I walked in. 

			“Lock up that front doe, baby,” he said. 

			After doing what he said, I moved in his direction, and he paused from carving a tattoo into some sistah’s right ass cheek. It was a cute butterfly with multiple colors. 

			“Let me taste them lips,” he said with a crooked smirk. 

			Rush was so fucking sexy. Even at forty, he still was fit, and his chocolate-ass skin was painted with more art than an average guy’s. I think his dick and thighs were the only places on his body not covered with ink. 

			Leaning in, I gave him a slow lingering kiss, and when I pulled back, he licked his lips. 

			“I’ll be finished with this in about thirty minutes. So, go relax, baby. Daddy will be done soon,” he said before turning his attention back to her plump ass. 

			After entering the side room, I spoke to the peeps that I knew and nodded to the two chicks that I didn’t. I suddenly thought I should’ve left my overpriced handbag in Rush’s booth. Fresh dressed in one of my fabulous outfits, I didn’t want one of them to think they could try to get me for my bag. Then again, I was with Rush, so them whores knew better. Once I fixed a drink, I went with my first thought and took my purse back to the front. Rush chuckled as he watched me put my engagement ring inside the zippered pocket and place it under the cabinet where he kept his supplies.

			“What?” I said. “I can read the room.” 

			“I feel you, and it’s all good. But they already know, boo. Never will you have to ever worry about shit with me,” he expressed while still focusing on the body art he was finishing up.

			“I know,” I said and went back into the side room where they were up dancing to an old house track, jumping and hopping around like they were in their twenties. 

			After an hour, Rush was showing his last client out. Then he locked up, set the alarm, and checked to make sure the camera was recording the front door, back door, basement door entrance, and our vehicles parked out back. Grabbing my hand, he pulled me up from his booth chair. 

			“I fuckin’ missed you,” he said, grabbing me by the neck. 

			“You know I missed you, too.”

			“Is that right? Well, grab yo’ bag and come upstairs to show me how much,” he said. 

			Instead, my hot ass fell to my knees, feeling good from the few mixed drinks I had while waiting for him to finish working. I had been craving him, and he didn’t stop me. We ended up fucking and sucking right there on his worktable. By the time we were done, I needed his help standing. He guided me to the upper level of his building, and as soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out like a light.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Marcus

			Despite having called and texted Eliana several times, I didn’t get a response and could only assume she was very upset with me. So, I decided to go by her place the next morning before heading to work. I didn’t want her to be mad at me for something that was nothing. No, I didn’t tell her that Zamora was staying in my family’s penthouse, but I figured she would never know since she rarely came to the hotel. I had to assure her there wasn’t anything going on with Zamora and me. Now, if she asked me if I wanted something with Zamora, I would have to lie through my teeth. I couldn’t explain in words how Zamora was my fit, and if I tried, it would make no sense to a sane person.

			Eliana was a smart, vibrant, edgy, gorgeous woman who carried herself like a diva––usually not the type I’d go for. However, she had this sophistication that attracted me, and when I sat down and had a real conversation with her, she was more down-to-earth than I expected. She was not only intelligent and ambitious, but we also shared many of the same interests. I admit my feelings for her were nothing like those I carried for Zamora, but I told myself they would grow with time.

			Eliana supported my business endeavors, cheering me on when I expressed wanting to open a hotel in Vegas and even saying she would move there if that’s what I wanted. That sealed the deal, and I proposed. That she would leave the Windy City with me showed she had my back, so I had to make it right with her. I thought the perfect way to do that was to take Eliana with me to the meeting with Zamora so she could see it was strictly business between us. 

			I pulled up in front of her building and hit the remote to open her garage. When I saw her vehicle wasn’t there, I parked and dialed her again. Once again, my call went to voicemail. I shut the garage door, exited my car, and entered her condo. After checking her bedroom, I noticed her bed was still made, which meant she hadn’t slept there the night before. I immediately sent her a text. 

			Where are you? I’m sorry, babes. Call me. 

			Thirty minutes later, I still hadn’t received a response. I was set to meet Zamora in an hour but didn’t want to go without Eliana with me. So, I called Zamora. 

			“Hey, hey, hey,” she sang, answering after the third ring. 

			That was a corny thing we used to say when we called each other, and I couldn’t help but smile at the thought. 

			“Hey, hey, hey,” I sang back.

			“Okay, before you come, don’t eat a morsel of breakfast. Your staff and I are not only going to present you with the new menu but also let you sample a few of the dishes. So, come prepared to indulge in some deliciousness,” she said excitedly.

			I squeezed the bridge of my nose and blew out a deep breath. “Zamora, thank you so much for all your hard work, but I need to reschedule for tomorrow if that’s okay. Eli and I have a slight…” I paused, not wanting to share my situation with Eliana. So, I continued by saying, “Would it be possible to do this tomorrow?”

			“Yeah, yeah, sure,” she replied, sounding slightly disappointed. “We can do it tomorrow, but it has to be in the evening because I have a breakfast and brunch gig. Does six o’clock work for you? Wait, that will be peak time. What about Friday around ten again after your breakfast crowd and before your lunch rush?” 

			Just as I was about to agree to the time, I heard Eliana coming through the front door.

			“I’m sure ten will be perfect. Let me call you back,” I said, abruptly ending our call. 

			My fiancée walked in looking like a hot mess. With her hair mangled and carrying her shoes and handbag, she stumbled down the steps of her entryway. 

			“Eli,” I said, and her head quickly snapped in the direction of my voice.

			“Marc, baby, what…what…what are you doing here?”

			Since she seemed surprised by my presence, I figured she hadn’t parked inside her garage, or else she would have seen my car.

			“Oh, so I need to call first?” I returned. 

			Dropping her shoes and bag, she raced to the half bath on that level. I immediately heard the sound of vomiting, rushed in to help her, and found her hugging the toilet. I wondered what the hell she had done because Eliana didn’t drink. When she stood and stumbled into the sink, I wondered how she had even driven her car in that state. But what made me look at her even more strangely was when I noticed she wasn’t wearing her ring. 

			“Where’s your ring?” I asked softly as she wiped her hands with the towel after washing them and then placed it up to her face while walking past me.

			“In my bag, and keep your voice down,” she said, struggling to climb the steps. “I just need my bed. We can talk later. Let yourself out.” 

			I looked at her bag but decided not to go in it. I looked out the window, but her Mercedes was not in the driveway. I ran up the steps, but I was too late. She was lying on top of the covers, out like a light. I grabbed the throw from the sofa, covered her with it, and went back downstairs with a million thoughts going through my mind. What’s really going on with my woman? Since I had never seen her intoxicated before, I wanted to stick around to make sure she would be okay. So, I went to the basement to watch television but checked on her every hour. She finally woke up at seven that evening. 

			“You’re still here?” she said, sitting up in the bed. 

			I was browsing social media on my phone while lounging on the sofa.

			“Of course, I’m still here, Eli. My soon-to-be wife came home this morning unrecognizable. So, out of concern, I stayed to make sure you were okay,” I said as she got up and walked into the bathroom. 

			I sat there for twenty minutes while she brushed, gargled, and showered. She came out wearing a pair of leggings and a T-shirt. Her hair was pulled back, and her beautiful face looked worried and stressed. 

			“What did you do last night?” I asked.

			“I was upset, hurt, and felt dismissed, so I hung out with some friends last night.”

			“What kind of friends let you get drunk like you did, and who brought you home? Where is your car?”

			“Really, Marc? You got all these damn questions, but none of them pertains to why I went out drinking to the point where I needed a ride home this morning. You have no idea what you did to me!” she yelled.

			“I do, babe. I know I made you feel uneasy, and I apologize, Eli. I want you to be comfortable and secure, so I came this morning so you can be included in my business with Zamora. I don’t care what you did last night. I love you and want you to know I got it. You had legit concerns, and I was an asshole to brush you off about it. We’re meeting on Friday to discuss the menu changes, and I want you to be there with me. I’m sorry for how I made you feel, Eli. Those were not my intentions,” I said. 

			She approached me and straddled herself over my lap. 

			“And I’m sorry for how I reacted, Marcus. I know you love me, and I’m sorry about last night,” she cried.

			“No, you don’t owe me any apologies. I should have been upfront,” I said, refraining from telling her about Zamora staying in the penthouse. I knew if I told her, it would surely send her running.

			“I love you, Marc, and I want to be there with you on Friday,” she said. 

			We started kissing, but when I reached to caress her breast, she shut me down. 

			“Baby, you know I don’t normally drink, and if you get on top of me the way I’m feeling right now, I may blow chunks.”

			I laughed. “Okay. Well, at least let me take you to get your car.”

			“Babe, no. I don’t feel like driving. Not right now. I’ll get it later.”

			“Can you at least put on your ring?” I asked.

			“Now that I can do,” she said and stood up to go downstairs. 

			I sat there waiting for her to return. After a few minutes, I called her name, but she didn’t answer. I went to the top of the stairs and called her name again. Again, there was silence. When I jogged down the steps, I found the house empty. Puzzled, I pulled out my phone to call her but was sent straight to voicemail. 

			This bullshit is too much for me, I thought to myself while grabbing my keys from the counter. Eliana has a lot of explaining to do. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Zamora

			I kissed my mom and sister goodbye, and then I headed for my ride. We had a beautiful brunch and great conversation. I was happy to be getting back to some kind of normal. My mom kept asking me over and over how I was, and I kept reassuring her that I was okay. I hadn’t seen them since the day I went over to tell them the sad news about losing their first grandchild, and I knew my mom just wanted to pull me into her lap and hold me until my pain went away.

			Before I could leave the parking lot, my sister called my phone, and I hit the accept button on the screen to take her call. “What’s up?” I answered. I had just walked away from her and my mother less than six minutes ago, so I had a feeling she was calling to gossip about something that she did not want to discuss in front of our mother.

			“Have you left yet?”

			“Yes, pulling out of the parking lot, now.”

			“What do you got going on for the rest of the day?”

			“Nothing too much, a little more packing and I may move a few more boxes to the hotel, why?” I questioned.

			“I just need a little more outdoor time. I am not ready to go home,” she said.

			“What, you not wanting to hurry home to, Josh. What gives?”

			“Are you heading home?” she returned instead of answering my question.

			“I am, sis, but what’s up?” I inquired.

			“I’ll meet you at your place,” she replied. Whatever she had to say or wanted to talk about wasn’t going to happen on that call, so I decided to wait.

			“Okay, sis, drive safe,” I said.

			“Wait, do you have liquor?” she asked in a rush.

			“Ummmm, I’m sure Ev has plenty, but I’m sure it’s dark liquor.”

			“Fuck, I need a cocktail, so I’ll be there after I stop.”

			“Okay, see you soon.” 

			I hung up, wondering what in the world this chick had to lay on me now. Zar was the absolute opposite of me. I believed in the Word, the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit, but she believed in science. I was careful, and she was carefree. When I got home, I was more than anxious to hear what was on her mind. 

			I went to my bedroom to change into some loungewear, and then grabbed a box to throw more of my clothes in. I honestly hated moving, and was thankful that there was not a hard move-out date to get the rest of my things. Evan and I were as normal and pleasant as we could be. Seeing him daily made me anxious because he’d try to talk about starting over or just trying it one more time. I’d shut that shit all the way down. 

			He tried to ease up in my bed two nights before, and I slapped his face so damn hard that I had to apologize to him. He claimed that it wasn’t intentional because he was drunk. He said that he was trying to go to bed and forgot that his bed was in the guest room. He seemed sincere, but I did not believe his ass. I just told myself that I needed to get out of there sooner than later. 

			After I slid the filled box to the side, I went for another box, and then my doorbell chimed. I knew it was my sister, so I rushed down to let her in. When I opened the door, she had two bags in hand. I grabbed one and shut the door when she walked past.

			“Damn, Zar, how many cocktails are you planning to make?”

			“As many as I can, you hear me,” she said, heading towards the kitchen. We both put the bags on the counter and immediately began to remove the contents.

			She had limes, salt, tequila, vodka, cranberry, mango, and strawberry juice. She quickly washed her hands, tossed the limes into the sink, squirted a little dish soap, and washed them. She tossed them into the dish rack on the counter and then went for the cutting board and a knife. I sat and just let her move around without words as she filled two glasses with ice from the fridge dispenser and made vodka and mango for me and vodka and strawberry for her. She sat, took a gulp, and then blew out a breath.

			I was so anxious to hear what the hell it was, and as soon as I lifted my drink to my lips and took a swallow, she finally spoke. “I want to have an open marriage, but I don’t know how to tell Josh.”

			Her words made me spit out the contents of my drink. “Now what?” I asked, clearly confused. First, why did she think it was okay to talk to me of all people, and how could she desire anyone other than her husband?

			“I love Josh, Zee-Zee on everything I do, but I am bored. This monogamous setup is so damn stupid,” she said and downed her drink. She got up, made a refill for herself, and then topped my glass off before she sat down.

			I made an adult decision not to choke her with my beliefs and hear her out. I took a cleansing breath and then asked, “Sis, tell me, what exactly do you mean? And I want you to keep it real. I won’t judge you,” I express, praying that my always-got-to-try-to-be-righteous self-dealt with her as my sister and friend. 

			“I just see other men that I find attractive, and I want to share a little time with. I don’t love Josh any less, but I want to do something different some of the time with men that enjoy different things,” she said.

			“Like?” I quizzed.

			“Playing pool, going to the casino or just going to a lounge to drink and step to a couple of songs. Josh is an amazing husband and provider. He is always present and makes it all right, but he has transformed into this, ‘You go on baby, I’m just going to chill here at home.’ I am so bored sis, and when I step out and hang out in the presence of other men who want to vibe like me, I want them to be in my life, in my circle. I want Josh for all he offers, but I want to share time with other men who enjoy the things that I can’t enjoy with Josh,” she expressed and then took a swallow of her drink.

			“So, are you sexually attracted to any of these other men?”

			She paused, took a sip, and answered. “I can answer honestly and say yes, but I’m not at the point where I want any parts of that. It would destroy my heart if Josh wanted to be intimate with another woman. I just honestly want to date other men without any guilt. I don’t want to keep secrets from Josh, nor do I want to hurt him. I just like the vibe and the attention when I’m out. I love flirting, but I also love Josh.”

			I could feel what she was saying, and I was so relieved that she didn’t have a desire to sleep around with other men behind her husband’s back. I polished off my drink and gave her the soundest advice that I could muster up. “Listen, I know that you love Josh and you also miss the fun side of him. I just think that you need to be honest and share with him how much you miss the things that y’all used to enjoy together. Be honest in letting him know how you feel and give him the opportunity to fix it.

			“Let him know the things that you need to be happy, and if he doesn’t budge, let him know that you will be making new friends, and some might be male. Just don’t be dishonest and disloyal. 

			“I’ve never loved Evan as deeply as I loved Marcus, but I had mad love and respect for our marriage and for him to betray me hurts so much more than the love loss. I would have given him a divorce and his out if he had just said he was no longer happy with me, sis. The pain that Evan put me through was more about the betrayal because I trusted him, so don’t betray Josh, just talk to him and be real, and let him know what it is. Don’t make him suffer later because of your selfish actions. No one deserves that bullshit.”

			She nodded. “You’re right, and I don’t want to hurt, Josh. That man has been too good to me, but the last year and change, he has just fallen off his game, and I need something to keep me excited,” she expressed. She got up to refill her glass, and I didn’t reject her refill. I had to be there, and the tipsier I got, the less preachy I’d be. 

			She ended up staying late to help me pack more of my things and load them into my SUV. By the time she left, she was a bit more sober, and she made sure she called me when she got in. Before I was about to call it a night, I heard the garage door open, and I knew it was Evan. I cringed because I wished I had gone to sleep before he got in. He had gotten so bold that he’d walk around the house talking to women on speakerphone as if I cared. 

			He’d do annoying shit like leave a mess in the kitchen after he’d have friends over like I was his gotdamn maid. Some nights, he didn’t come home, which didn’t bother me one bit, and I was happy to be moving on, and I couldn’t wait to be gone for good.  

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Eliana

			My heart was thumping so hard I thought I would have a heart attack right there in my doorway, landing while searching my purse pocket for my 5-carat ring. It wasn’t there! I fished for my phone, powered it on, and requested an Uber, putting Rush’s address as the destination. Luckily, I didn’t have to wait long because there was a driver in the area. Rush was the only person who could have it, and that bitch was breaking all the rules pulling this stupid shit. As soon as I shut the Uber door, I called him. 

			“Damn, Rush! What tha fuck, bro? Why would you take my ring?”

			He laughed and replied, “Because you need to know who is in control.”

			I wanted to blast on him, but I stayed calm. 

			“I know the rules, Daddy, but stunts like this will get my ass dumped. This man is my cash cow. At least five years of being married to him will set us all the way up, but you doing dumb shit is going to fuck it all up. So, chill the fuck out, or we’re going to end up with nothing. I’m spending every dime and using every resource to pull this off. So, stop doing stupid shit, Rush. Damn! For this to work, you are my crazy-ass ex, okay? We need to stay in character to carry out this damn mission. Why in the fuck do I have to explain this to your ass?”

			He let out a sigh. “You right, lil momma, and yo’ man apologizes. I was being an ass and thought it was funny,” he chuckled lightly. “I’ll meet you at the gate.”

			“Bye,” I said and hung up furious. 

			When my Uber pulled up to the gate, I got out and walked over to where he was waiting. He opened the gate and tried to kiss me, but I dodged his attempt. 

			“My ring,” I demanded, extending my left hand with my palm up. 

			Smirking, he shook his head and pulled the ring out of the front pocket of his jeans. He took a few moments before finally placing it in my hand. I took it and then hit the button on my car’s key fob to unlock the doors.

			“That wasn’t cool. Again, I’m sorry,” he said, grinning as I climbed into the seat of my Mercedes.

			“You’re right. It wasn’t,” I said and slammed my door shut. 

			After cranking the engine, I backed the hell out of there. I had to figure something out, or Rush was going to blow this for me. All the shit I went through with Rush, and he could never provide the lifestyle Marcus would. Yes, he had a King Kong dick, but that didn’t account for shit. I had to get my head back in the game and get Marcus on board with leaving Chicago and relocating to Las Vegas, or I would have to kill Rush. It would probably be the only way I’d be able to get away from him for good. 

			I called Marcus back-to-back, but he didn’t answer. I figured he had gone to his place after noticing I had left, so I drove straight there. When I let myself in, I found him watching TV on the sofa.

			“I can explain,” I whispered.

			“I’m listening,” he said, not even looking in my direction and in a tone that let me know I was treading on thin ice.

			“I freaked out. I thought my ring was in my bag, but it wasn’t there when I went downstairs to get it. I panicked. All I wanted to do was get to the parking garage where my car was parked. Last night, I was upset and hurt. So, I called Monica and asked her to meet me at Passion’s. I thought about calling off the engagement, so I took off the ring and put it in the console. I don’t drink, baby. You know that. I had one glass of wine there. Monica knew I was upset, so she suggested we go to her place to talk. When we got there, she kept pouring me glass after glass after glass of wine while we were talking. Hell, I lost count and ended up passing out. Then, when I finally woke up, she had left a note saying she had an important meeting this morning. Not wanting to wait for her to get back, I decided to catch an Uber home. By the time I got home, I was so sick that all I could do was vomit and try to sleep it off. I’m so sorry, Marcus,” I said, breaking down into tears. “Thinking I had lost my ring scared the shit out of me, and last night, I certainly didn’t make good choices. I’m sorry, baby,” I added, crying harder. 

			Hell, I was putting on such a performance that I was falling for my own act. 

			“Eli, I love you, too,” Marcus said, standing up to embrace me. “And I’m sorry for making you feel insecure. I promise you nothing going on with me and Zamora. There is nothing left for her. I am with you, baby,” he said, and I honestly believed him. 

			For the first time since it all started, I felt bad because I was the only fraud in the room. I loved the lifestyle he could provide for me, not him. Sometimes, I wondered how I could be so heartless. I knew the man who opened himself up to love me would choke me dead if he ever learned my motive. So, I could never let that happen.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Zamora

			It had been a few days since I last saw Marcus, and I don’t know if I was more eager to share the new menu ideas or see him. I also wanted him to come up to the penthouse after the meeting to see what I had done with the place. I thought the changes I made were nice; I just hoped he liked them. 

			That morning, I woke up bright and early and took my time dressing. I was feeling much better, overjoyed to be out of the house that Evan and I had shared. He called me wanting to know where I was and how I found a place so fast, but I owed him nothing. So, he didn’t get any answers out of me. Evan was pretty much out of my system; I didn’t even miss him. As for the baby, I still had my moments, but I knew it would hurt less and less in time. 

			Wanting to make sure everything was perfect, I made it down to the kitchen an hour early. Marcus would get to sample each dish, and I hoped he liked the menu additions as much as I did. With twenty minutes left before he was supposed to arrive, I went upstairs to freshen my make-up and do a mirror check. I looked slimmer than just days ago, but I guessed it was to be expected since I was no longer pregnant. I fought back the tears, refusing to have another mini breakdown, and grabbed my chef coat before hurrying out the suite’s doors. 

			While the cook staff and I stood in the dining area waiting for Marcus, in came his mother.

			“Mrs. Coleman,” I said, walking toward her with open arms. 

			“Zamora, how are you? It’s been a long time,” she said after stepping back from our embrace.

			“It has, and it’s been a bit tough for me the past few weeks. But I’m okay.”

			“Well, you look amazing,” she complimented.

			“So do you, Mrs. Coleman,” I said. 

			Over her shoulder, I spotted Marcus. My heart dropped when I saw him walking in holding his fiancée’s hand. I blinked several times to make sure I was seeing right. After several uncontrolled blinks, my vision was no longer blurred. My eyes focused on the two of them as they inched closer to us. I wanted to run out of the restaurant, but instead, I got myself together and held my chin up. Why on earth would he bring her? I wondered as I tried to keep my winning smile intact. I didn’t want either of them to detect my irritancies of being in the same room with her. Now that she was there, I couldn’t speak freely as I normally would. I would have to refrain from flirting with him and keep it strictly professional.

			 “The happy couple is here,” I said, nodding in their direction while wearing an artificial smile that I hoped hid my true feelings of disappointment.

			Turning to them, she replied, “If that’s what you wanna call them, okay.” 

			“Hey, you two. It’s a pleasure,” I forced myself to cheerfully say once they were standing in front of us, hoping my greeting came across as genuine and not fake. “I’m so anxious to show Marcus what I’ve come up with for the menu. We’ve even prepared samples.” 

			“I’m more than anxious,” he replied, then turned to his mother. “Good morning, Mom. What brings you by?” he asked, pulling her in for a hug.

			“Hey, son. I just wanted to drop in and see you. You haven’t made it to the last two dinners, so I wanted to see if everything was okay around here and make sure you aren’t working yourself too hard. Your father and I are retired, but we aren’t dead. We can help out,” she said with a chuckle. 

			“I know, Mom, and you can stay retired. Yes, it’s a lot of work, but nothing I can’t handle. So, no worries,” Marcus told her.

			“I hear you. Just  know your father and I still got your back, son.”

			“I do, and you are just in time to sample our new menu.”

			“Whhhhhaattttttt?! New items after a million years? I’d like that,” she responded, smiling.

			“Yes. Please, have a seat, and we will get started,” I said, and they sat at a nearby table.

			“Are any of these new items vegan?” Eliana asked.

			I paused before speaking. “I’m afraid the answer is no. Marcus didn’t ask for vegan options. But now that you have mentioned it, I’d like to incorporate some options on the new menu. Is that okay with you, Marcus?” I asked.

			“Oh wow, Zamora. That would be a game-changer. I don’t know why I didn’t think of it before,” he said. 

			“Well, I ain’t vegan,” his mother interrupted. “But since this new generation of folks think vegan options will prolong their lives, I’ll agree with Eliana this time,” she said, half enthusiastic, giving me the feeling she didn’t care for her too much. 

			I nodded and then continued with my presentation. Marcus and his mother loved my new menu items. The other woman didn’t try anything; she just sat close to Marcus and raped the dish with her eyes. I wondered why a proclaimed vegan looked like she would break for a forkful of the samples that Marcus and his mother were enjoying. 

			Why did she even come? I thought the entire time, but by the time I served the new dessert samples, I no longer cared about Ms. Eliana. She sipped her cucumber and mint water while Marcus polished off the rest of the apple cobbler and ice cream.

			“Now that was perfect,” Marcus said, putting his spoon down in the empty bowl. 

			“Thank you,” I smiled.

			“Yes, Zamora, you have outdone yourself. I think the short rib and garlic mashed potatoes were my favorite,” Marcus’s mother added as she pushed the half-emptied dessert bowl forward. “This dish is also amazing, but if I dare finish it, I’d have to unzip my skirt,” she joked, and we all laughed. 

			Eliana, who didn’t seem as tickled as we were, gave a half-laugh, half-smirk reaction. 

			“Thanks so much. I’m glad you enjoyed everything,” I said, reaching for their bowls to clear the table. “Eliana, can I get you anything? More water, fruit?” I asked, knowing she was torturing her tastebuds from how she eyed all the samples.

			“More water would be nice, and a salad if you have the ingredients to make one. If you can whip up a vegan dressing, that would be amazing,” she said with a bright smile. 

			She talked to me like I was the help and not a chef, but I gave her a half smile and a quick nod before rushing to the kitchen to see what I could throw together for Ms. Health Nut.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Marcus

			“That was amazing, right?” I asked my mother. When Zamora headed to the kitchen, Eli stood and excused herself before heading to the ladies’ room.

			“It was, and she should be the head chef of this place.”

			“Nah, she has her catering business, and plus, John is a cool dude, and I’m sure if I would had asked him for some new ideas, he would have been up for the challenge.”

			“True, but still Zamora in my opinion is a better fit.”

			“I’m sure and I’ve been meaning to ask you, why on earth did you refer her to Eli? What made you think that was a good idea?”

			She hunched her shoulders innocently. “Well, Zamora is just getting started, Eliana is a up and coming designer. The business would be good for Zamora. Eliana will meet tons of brides at her shop and if Zamora knocks it out of the park with your wedding, which I know she will. Just imagine how many clients she can refer to her,” she explained, and I hadn’t thought about that way.

			“That sounds good,” I said, nodding. “But you didn’t think that that would cause a bit of friction? I’ve barely spoken about Zamora to Eliana, so I wish you would have just given me the heads up.”

			“Well, if I had done that, you would have said no,” she said, and Eli came back to the table.

			She sat. “So do you think I’ll get my salad before dinner time?” she joked, glancing at her watch.

			I stood. “Let me go and check on it for you really quick?” I said, but Zamora was heading back with a tray. Relieved, I reclaimed my chair, and Zamora placed a huge bowl of veggies, nuts, cranberries, and sliced avocados in front of her.

			“I made you two choices of dressing, spicy lemon olive oil and creamy balsamic,” she added, putting two gravy bowls onto the table, giving a point to the two different flavors.

			“Wow, this salad looks beautiful. This should be a menu item. The dressing, I appreciate, but I don’t really do spicy,” she expressed, scrunching her nose with displeasure.

			Handing her a spoon. “Well, I really wish you’d try it, because it has a hint of spice, nothing overpowering, and I’m more than confident that you’ll like it,” Zamora suggested. 

			Eliana hesitated, but then she took the spoon and dipped it in the dressing. She leaned in and gave it a tiny taste. Not sure she had enough, she went in again, put a bit more on her spoon, and gave it another try. The corners of her mouth curled up and she gave a nod, confirming that she did like it. “See, I told ya,” she said.

			“Yes, but I want to sample both,” she said, giving the other one a heftier spoonful and then slowly pulling the spoon from her mouth with a moan. “That is so amazing. I think I need some cooking lessons. I mean, can you teach me how to make this?” she said as she drizzled the dressing over her huge bowl of salad.

			“I’d be happy to,” Zamora said with a smile. 

			“Honey, please enjoy your salad and allow us to discuss things in more detail,” I said, standing.

			She stopped chewing. “What about and why can’t I sit in?” she questioned. I knew she wanted to tag along that morning, but I didn’t think she’d want to be in on the business part of the meeting. I wanted to sit down with Zamora, Alisha, my AGM, and John, my head chef, to discuss menu changes, timelines, and new F&B budgets. Giving me a little nod, Zamora walked away, heading towards the kitchen.

			“Well, you can, but I’m sure you wouldn’t be interested in what we have to discuss,” I suggested, and then my mother spoke up.

			“Yes, my dear. They have confidential hotel business to discuss.  Why don’t you and I talk about this upcoming wedding while my son and his employees talk about the hotel business,” my mom added.

			She stabbed her salad roughly and then spoke. “That’s fine. Go handle business Marcus. She didn’t sound too pleasant, and I was wondering what was really going on with her. Eliana never had an attitude before and seemed to be way more mature before. How she was starting to act was raising my brows.

			I leaned in and kissed her forehead. “I won’t be long.”

			“Take your time, son. We need to catch up,” my mom added, referring to Eliana. I wanted to say more about the tension we all had going on, but I proceeded to concentrate on work. As soon as I walked into my office, I went over to pour a shot of Whiskey. It was barely noon, but the morning had already got off to a rocky start. Having Zamora and Eliana in the same room didn’t need to ever happen again. ZeeZee giving Eliana cooking lessons, tips, or classes would be a hell to the no for me. I’d make sure to express that concern to Zamora, because I didn’t want to argue with Eli about it. 

			A couple of moments later, the staff, including Zamora, walked in. We got started. I quickly fell into a workflow with them as we covered products, forecasted new cost, and new menu design. We came up with some clever names for the new dishes and renamed some of the old. When Zamora stood to leave, I made sure that I told her that I’d holla at her before I left the hotel. When I got to back to the dining room my mother was sitting alone, and I wondered where my fiancé was.

			“Hey, where’s Eliana?” I asked as soon as I approached the table. My mom looked up at me, and I took a seat.

			“She had to go. She had a client call about a missing button or broken zipper. Anyhow, she asked me to tell you to call her after your meeting,” my mom explained with a nonchalant wave in the air. 

			“Okay, now do you have a moment to tell me why you dislike Eliana all of a sudden?” I asked. 

			“What? Where do you get that from? I don’t dislike her. I don’t like her attitude at times and how she oversteps sometimes.”

			“Overstep? How?” 

			“I don’t know, with adding her idea for vegan menu items or asking why she can’t sit in on a meeting. Y’all aren’t married yet, and she is talking like a wife, not a fiancée. When we were trying to discuss wedding ideas, every idea her mom and I said got shut down and frowned upon. I’m just slowly watching her change from the impressive, smart, ambitious, and humble person I met a couple of years ago. It’s like when you proposed to her, her personality has been a bit snooty,” she expressed.

			I didn’t dispute it because I noticed some subtle changes too, and her actions the last few nights have been out of the norm. “I get it, but cut her some slack. She is adjusting to the changes we’re both experiencing right now. A lot is about to happen with us combining finances and business. I don’t think she meant any harm. She just wants to be in the know, mom and I wouldn’t mind if she learned the hospitality side. After all she is going to be my wife. If she can help me out around here, I’d be grateful.”

			“Well, you don’t have to rush into full disclosure about the hotels. She will be your financial priority, and that is for sure. Pump your breaks with access to the hotel’s finances. What goes into your personal account is y’all business, but what goes into our LLC is our family business.”

			“Of course, but as an owner, that may change after we get married,” I returned. If me and my wife could work side by side, that would be a dream for me.

			“Ummmm, will you be becoming a part owner of her wedding gown boutique?” she asked, and I paused before answering.

			“Well, no, but I’m sure I might be one day, if it comes to that. I mean, that’s her thang,  not mine.”

			“And this hotel is our thang, not hers. Now, your tech store is all yours. You  own that solely, and may share that with  your wife, but this here belongs to our family, and your offspring.  I suggest you get that prenuptial agreement drawn up before you and your bride exchange vows,” she said standing.

			“No, Eli and I don’t need a prenup, ma, that’s not the woman I’m marrying.”

			She paused in her tracks. “Marcus, don’t be a fool. We didn’t raise a foolish man, so take my advice. Just know if things go left, and you don’t make it till death do you two parts, she won’t walk away empty-handed. You aren’t broke, and she will not have access to the family’s wealth,” she said and leaned in an kissed me on the top of my head, like a mother would. “Think about it, because I’m starting to get a bad feeling about this one.”

			“That’s because she’s not Zamora,” I disputed, and my mom didn’t back down.

			“No, that’s not true. I’ve just known Zamora for a very long time, and her personality and character has been consistent. She is genuinely a great woman, but I want my son happy with his choice, not mine. I’d never ill advise you son, even if you were marrying Zamora.”

			“But if it was ZeeZee, would we be having this conversation?”

			“Considering our history with Zamora, no, but if it resembled the vibes that I get from Eliana, yes,” she said, and before I could respond, Zamora approached.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			Zamora

			After serving Eliana her requested salad, which consisted of a bowl of veggies, nuts, cranberries, sliced avocados, and two choices of dressing––spicy lemon olive oil and creamy balsamic, I went up to the penthouse to change into something more casual. After I dropped the new menu design over to the printing company, I would head to my business to prepare for the baby shower and personal dinner I had on my calendar for the next day. 

			When I returned to the lobby, I headed for the dining room and was pleased to see Marcus and his mother had not left yet. I hurried over because I wanted Marcus to come up and see the penthouse, and since Mrs. Colman was still there, she could join us. 

			“Hey, you two,” I said when I approached. 

			“Zamora, I was just about to head home. As always, the food was amazing, my dear. I miss your visits and you blessing our Diaz cookouts and get-togethers with your cooking skills.”

			“Me too, Mrs. Coleman. Maybe I’ll join you guys again soon. That’s if it’s okay with Marcus?” I added, not wanting to make things awkward for him and his soon-to-be wife, who I assumed had already left since she was no longer sitting at the table with them.

			Pointing to himself, he replied, “Me? You don’t need my permission.”

			“No, she doesn’t,” his mother chimed in. “But I must be going. I hope to see you again soon, Zamora. Later, Marc. And think about what I said, son,” she told him and left, leaving Marcus and me standing in the dining room. 

			“Sounds like you’re in trouble,” I said while watching his mother sashay towards the front lobby and exit the hotel.

			“Nah, just Mom being her protective self,” he said, pushing the chair underneath the table. He grabbed his cell phone from the table and looked in my direction. “Aren’t you about to head out? Do you need my credit card to pay the printer for the menus?” he asked, reaching for his wallet in his back pocket.

			I held up my hand. “No, not yet. I’ll need it later when it’s time to pick them up. However, I wanted you to come up and check out my pad. I’ve made some changes and wanted you to check it out. Do you have time?”

			He glanced at his watch. “Yeah, I have a few minutes. Let’s go check it out.” 

			“Oh, thanks for having someone clean the lanai,” I said as we stepped onto the elevator. “I had a glass of wine out there last night, and it’s so gorgeous.” 

			He slid his key into the slot to access the higher floors.

			“You’re welcome. I’m glad you love it. I remember many nights spent out there with my family. When it gets cooler, you’ll love the firepit.”

			“I saw that, and I remember, too. The views are more appreciated as an adult,” I replied. 

			The bell dinged, and his mouth dropped open as soon as we stepped out of the elevator and inside the penthouse doors.

			“Wow! You did your thang, Zee. Kinda gives me the vibe we had at the condo,” he said, then paused. 

			I agreed but did not want to sour the mood. We were vibing, and I didn’t want any tension between us. 

			“Overall, I like the changes you made. I envisioned it would turn out this way,” he continued. 

			I followed behind as he headed towards the hallway. He peeped into all the spare spaces before ending up in the main bedroom. He sniffed. 

			“That scent smells exactly like…like… God, what is that fragrance?” he said, snapping his fingers. “I can see the red with the white flowers. Ummm…ummm, what was that?”

			“Yes, I still love Japanese Cherry Blossom. Your memory is good.”

			He looked at me and smiled. “I don’t think I’ll ever forget that scent. Even after you left, I burned those candles you left behind. I missed you when you left,” he admitted.

			“I know, and I missed you, too, Marcus. I want you to know that leaving you was difficult for me. I was heartbroken.”

			“So was I, Zamora, but I had to keep going. I wanted to reach out to you, you know. It was around the time you were going to New York, but you looked so happy that I decided to let you be.”

			“I looked happy, but man, I was going through it. Let me correct that. The trip was amazing. I learned so much, but my relationship back then was like a rebound situation before I met Evan.”

			“Do tell. We need to get all the way caught up,” he said while rubbing his hands together, ready to be in my business.

			“Ummm, nope,” I replied with a chuckle. “Now is not a good time. I have a full day and don’t have time to fill you in on the drama of my first failed relationship after you.”

			His brows threaded in curiosity, but he threw up his hands. 

			“In that case, we gotta set up a time to catch up,” he suggested.

			“Still nosey as hell, aren’t you?” I commented as we headed out the door. 

			Marcus had never been the type to pass on getting the tea.

			“Me nosey? That’s harsh, Zee, but I’ll own it,” he joked, and we both giggled.

			“Because it’s true,” I said and paused to grab my bag from the table by the door. 

			We rode the elevator down to the lobby, and before we could walk outside, he got a call. He pulled out his phone and mouthed to me that it was Eliana. So, I waved goodbye and proceeded to the valet to get my vehicle. After climbing into the driver’s seat, I smiled as my mind went back to my time in New York, but the bright memories suddenly turned dark as I recalled my terrible relationship with Tristen.

			As I pulled into the printer’s parking lot, I told myself that I would be sure to share with Marcus the details about my breakup with Tristen later. Once I handled the business with the printer, I headed to my catering shop and got busy. I spent the rest of the day there with two of my staff members. We didn’t leave until after eight that evening, agreeing to meet up at eleven o’clock the next day to make it to the baby shower scheduled to start at two o’clock in the afternoon. Then we would have to get back to the shop right after to load the other pans of food into the work van and make it to the bridal shower by seven p.m.  Needless to say, it was a busy day for me. After returning to the hotel, I certainly didn’t expect to see Marcus.

			“What are you still doing here?”

			“Don’t ask. It got crazy today. I had call-ins, and duty called.”

			“Do you need any help? I’m free if you need me,” I offered, remembering some things from when I hung out at the property with him for hours. 

			“Nah, the fire has been put out. I was actually about to head out.” 

			“Okay. Well, I’ll see you around,” I said and started walking away.

			“Hey,” he called out. 

			I stopped and turned to him. “Yeah?” 

			“Thanks for everything, Zee. I know we have history––” he tried to say, but I cut him off.

			“Marc, you’re welcome,” I replied, cutting him off. “We don’t have to ever revisit our past, okay? I don’t want to revisit us and what––”

			This time, he cut me off. 

			“Okay, I understand. I understand more than you know. Goodnight, Zee,” he said, and I nodded.

			“Goodnight,” I said and turned to head for the elevators. 

			I wasn’t over him, even when I tried to convince myself that I was. The last thing I needed to make my struggle even harder was taking trips down memory lane with Marcus. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Eliana

			Not long after I finished eating the salad Ms. Chef Boyardee prepared for me, I received a call from Olivia, who was playing my mother’s role along with a man acting like my father in my scheme. Marcus, Zamora, and the cooking staff were still in their meeting to discuss the plans for the menu. Not wanting to take that call in front of Marcus’s mother, I stepped away from the table. I had a good idea of what the call was about. 

			“Hey, I can’t really talk right now. I’m with Marcus and his mom,” I whispered into the phone, hoping she would quickly end the call.

			“Your father and I are at your place of business and will make a huge scene if you don’t get here with our payment,” she said. “We didn’t get our payment for the engagement party. It’s not cheap to hire a family, baby girl, and you owe us for four hours,” she said. 

			I didn’t need her reminder. What I needed was my money. I was waiting for my bank to release the hold on over sixty thousand dollars in personal checks from four clients who had made their final payments two days ago. I couldn’t pay what I owed until the money was in my account.

			“I know, but today is Friday. The money won’t be available to me until Tuesday,” I expressed.

			“Look, if we don’t get our payment by Wednesday evening, your fiancé is going to find out how his soon-to-be wife is a scam artist out for his money,” Olivia threatened.

			“I hear you,” I replied, trying to keep calm. “You know I pay on time, but I can’t give you what I don’t have. For sure, when the money is released, I got y’all. You know I’m good for it.”

			“Yes, I know,” she giggled. “I just love to see you squirm. Bring Marcus for dinner tomorrow. That one is on us. No payment necessary, sugar plum. Ciao,” she cooed and ended the call. 

			I took a few deep breaths to get myself together. I had to relax before I went back to the table. Marcus’s mother had a sixth sense, and I knew if I stuck around, she would detect something from my uneasiness. So, I quickly came up with an excuse to make my exit. 

			“Please forgive me, Mrs. Coleman,” I said, returning to the table. “I must run. I have a bride who is getting married tomorrow, and she has a zipper emergency with her dress. Please tell Marcus I’ll see him later.” 

			“Of course, darling,” she replied while standing up. “Go take care of your business. I’ll let him know when he is out of the meeting with his staff and Zamora.” 

			The way she said his ex’s name made me think she was rubbing Zamora in my face, but I didn’t give her any satisfaction of getting an attitude. Instead, I hugged her while rolling my eyes and then hurried outside to the valet to get my car. I needed to pay Rush a quick visit to see if he could spot me twelve hundred dollars until the following week…or until never. We were on this venture together, so it was time for him to make an investment, too. No way did I want to risk Olivia and the other hired help foiling my plans. But when I called Rush, he didn’t answer. So, I texted him. 

			Me: I need fifteen hundred ASAP. What you got for me? 

			Rush: I’m tight, baby girl. I can toss you nine today. What you on? Why yo’ nigga can’t sponsor dat?

			Me: Look, don’t come sideways with me. I’ll pick up that nine in like two hours, so don’t play.

			Rush: You betta come up in here with a slippery center and ready to swallow something, shawty.

			I rolled my eyes. 

			Me: No time. Got a full agenda today.

			Rush: Don’t come my way then. I got shit going on, too. So, if you not coming with head and monkey, I ain’t giving out no bonuses. I keep up the shit I agreed to with yo’ spot and weekly maintenance. So, unless you are squeezing me into your schedule, good luck with yo’ situation, El.

			“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I yelled, proceeding to drive to my shop. 

			Rush was always on some play-to-pay madness. He knew I was on a mission to secure a large bag, so why couldn’t he cover me instead of making shit more difficult? 
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			I had three orders and plenty of foot traffic that day at work. No matter my horrible background, I was a damn good seamstress. Sure, I did well for myself, but I still couldn’t wait for my mission to pay off. Marcus was so damn soft and had no backbone––the perfect target. I would spend the next handful of years taking all I wanted from him, then find a way to walk away with a nice chunk of change. Initially, my mission included Rush. However, the more I got to know Marcus, the more I realized he was someone I could easily persuade without anyone’s assistance. My goal was to convince Marcus to move from Chicago to Vegas––away from Rush, Marcus’s parents, and now Zamora. Zamora became my new challenge because no matter how much Marcus denied it, I knew she still held a place in his heart. I knew because of how he looked at her, even when he thought his gaze was innocent. The way he rolled his eyes while tasting her food was something he had never done when I cooked for him. And whenever he was around that woman, he seemed to be overly accommodating in my opinion. I knew when he hurried off at the end of our engagement party, which ended a little after 11:00 p.m., and didn’t come to my place until after 2:00 a.m. that the bitch could be a problem. So, I decided to play it smart and be cordial with her. No way would I let her ruin things for me. That was not going to happen.

			After closing for the evening, I went home to bathe, dress, and head to Rush’s place. I left my engagement ring, designer bag, and car at home this time. Sporting a warm-up suit with a backpack slung over my shoulder, I hopped in an Uber and was on my way.

			“Hey, baby, what’s up?” Rush said with a crooked smile as I walked through the front door of his tattoo shop. “Chill for me. This art is gonna be at least another hour,” he informed me. 

			After giving him a head nod, I walked over to give him some tongue. When I pulled away, he swatted my ass with a stinging slap, but I took it. As soon as I went into the other room, I went straight for the bar to fix myself a drink. This time, it wasn’t the usual entourage lounging around. I was thankful because none of the new faces were smokers, which meant I wouldn’t be leaving there smelling like a mixture of Black & Milds and marijuana. While waiting for Rush to finish, I entertained myself with thoughts of how I planned to spend Marcus’s money once I got my hands on it. By my third or fourth drink, I was up dancing by myself to the music that filled the shop. Everyone had left except for the chick waiting for Rush to finish tattooing her man. 

			“You want a drink, girlfriend?” I slurred.

			“No thanks. I’m good,” she replied.

			“Well, alright, Miss Thang. Sit here sober while waiting for yo’ man, but the dick is better when you are feeling niiiiiiiccccce,” I dragged out.

			“Wait. Don’t I know you? Aren’t you engaged to Marcus?” she asked. 

			My heart felt like it stopped. 

			“I am, but how in the fuck do you think you know me?” I shot back with attitude. 

			“I’m DeSoto’s wife. DeSoto and Marcus are first cousins. I remember you from the engagement party. DeSoto is getting the final touch-ups on his tattoo. What are you here for? A tat or dick?” she boldly asked. 

			“For a tat, of course. Came to get my fiancé’s name on my tit,” I lied.

			“Oh, really? Guess I’ll pretend I didn’t see you tongue the tattoo artist down before you bounced in here without a ring. Yeah, I got you, sis,” she said, then pulled out her phone from her purse. 

			I didn’t give that bitch a chance to take a picture of me for evidence. I quickly got the fuck up out of there and made my exit through the front door, ignoring Rush as he called out my name. After running two blocks away, I requested an Uber and texted Rush to let him know why I left so suddenly.

			Me: That chick in the backroom recognized me. You’re tatting her man, who happens to be a relative of Marcus. She knows I’m Marcus’s fiancée. I told her I was there to get a tat of Marcus’s name on my tit. Fix it, Rush. Please, I’m begging you. We can’t fuck this up!

			A short while later, he texted me and assured me there was nothing to sweat. The question was, could I trust he would handle it? 
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			By the time I made it home, Rush still hadn’t called me back. I was on edge while waiting for an update regarding the situation. Finally, he texted and told me to come back, adding he had the money. I was drunk and too comfortable to go back, though. So, I gave him the okay to come to my place. Risky, I know, but this was a rare thing. Seldom did he come to my home. After the day I’d had, I needed every inch of him inside of me. Not only that, but I was ready to ride his face like there was no tomorrow. I needed a night of lovemaking that I was accustomed to receiving, not the mediocre sex that Marcus called himself putting down in the bedroom. Besides, I needed the money so I could pay my fake parents to keep their asses quiet. 

			I got off the sofa and went to the garage to pull out my vehicle so Rush could park there. Once he pulled in, I parked in my driveway, closed the garage door, and met him inside. We started in the kitchen, and by the time we made it to the bedroom, I had already climaxed two times. The sex that night was noteworthy, and after releasing inside my mouth, he sent me twelve hundred dollars via Zelle. After going to the bathroom to spit out his seeds and brush my teeth, I climbed into bed next to him and slept until my alarm woke us. 

			After consuming a hearty breakfast I had delivered from a nearby diner, we devoured each other once more, then showered and dressed to start our day. I left out my front door, locking it behind me, while Rush exited through the door that led to the garage. While backing out of my driveway and onto the street, I hit the switch to raise the garage door and waited for him to vacate my garage before hitting the button to close it behind him. He parked in the driveway, got out, and came over to my window. I let the window down, and he leaned in, kissed my lips, and said goodbye. I watched him get back into his SUV.  Then I drove off with a final wave and a smile, knowing today would be a good day. Not only did I now have the money to pay my “parents” and get them off my back, but after checking my bank account, all the checks I had been waiting on, finally cleared. Cha-ching! Life was good as fuck!

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			Marcus

			The way the conversation between Zamora and me ended, left me feeling a little somber. So, I drove to Eliana’s, hoping to lift my spirits by being in her presence, but she wasn’t there. After waiting a little while for her, I decided just to head home. What I really wanted to do was head back to the hotel and hang out with Zamora, but I knew that wasn’t a great idea, especially considering I was now an engaged man. I often wondered what could’ve been if I hadn’t been so stubborn. Fuck!

			She didn’t want to break up. Hell, neither did I, but I let my selfish pride get in the way. Now, I was locked in with a woman who did not compare to Zamora or what we once shared. I needed to find the time to sit and have a talk with Zamora. It might sound crazy to say after all these years, but I needed closure––something to help me ease the guilt I felt for still loving her even though I had proposed to another woman. How was any of this fair to Eliana? She didn’t deserve a man who only loved her with half his heart. I needed to get myself all the way together before I ended up making the second biggest mistake of my life. The first big mistake was letting Zamora get away.

			I needed to be upfront and honest with Eliana. I didn’t want things to be complicated, but I didn’t want to be fake with her either. This was weighing on me heavily. It was time for me to search my heart for what I wanted for my future because I didn’t want to fuck up again. Admitting all these truths to myself made me feel horrible inside. I didn’t want to hurt anyone but knew I’d break Eliana’s heart with my truth. 

			I called and texted Eliana again since I hadn’t heard from her since seeing her earlier at the hotel, but by the time she called me back, I was already in bed and too tired to drive back to her place. I assured her I would see her the next day. I told myself I would go to Eliana’s the next morning before she started her day. I wanted to tell her what I was thinking face-to-face and let her know I needed a little space. In my opinion, giving someone that type of news over the phone or via text was heartless, and that wasn’t me. Therefore, I’d get up early and go by her place before going to my shop, where I hadn’t been in weeks because business with the hotel had taken up all of my time. I had a little project I had been working on for months that usually helped me clear my mind when my thoughts were heavy, and I was looking forward to getting back to it. 

			After showering and downing a couple of cognacs on the rocks, I got into bed and lay in the dark, trying to focus on my bride-to-be. I tried to reminisce on our courtship and recall when Eliana gave me butterflies, but strangely, I couldn’t remember. I replayed our love scenes in my mind and realized we hadn’t shared much passion during those moments. Suddenly, I started questioning why I even proposed to her. 

			“Damn, muthafucka, what is wrong with you?” I said to myself, sitting up in bed. 

			I met Eliana a little over two years ago. Six weeks ago, I proposed to her. Two weeks later, I ran into Zamora, and today, I was overwhelmed with regret. Just when I thought I had moved on, seeing Zamora set me back a decade. There was no denying it; I was still in love with her.

			“Damn!” I shouted and got back under my covers. 

			It was no use in trying to fight it. I had to act on it. Again, hurting Eliana was the last thing I wanted to do, but I had to be honest with all parties involved.

			I had to tell Eliana goodbye, confess to Zamora that I never stopped loving her and wanted another chance, and give my parents substantial notice that I would be leaving the company. Yes, for me to be completely happy in my truth, it would involve hurting my parents, too. It was all a huge risk, but it was finally time for me to have the courage to fight for what I truly wanted.
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			The next morning, I got up early to make it over to Eliana’s before she left for work. I called her to let her know I would be by but got her voicemail again. Since it had been hours since we spoke, I was starting to wonder if she still felt some type of way about Zamora helping me with changes to the hotel’s menu even though I had included her in the meeting. Refusing to wrack my brain any longer about it, I headed to her place to provide answers if she had questions and to ask a few questions of my own.

			When I pulled up to the light a block from her place, I saw her on the porch. I watched as she locked her door, walked down the porch steps, and headed to her car. I silently cursed the light, wanting it to hurry and turn green so I wouldn’t miss her. Then I saw her open her garage door. I released a breath and relaxed, thinking she was about to pull into the garage. But when her vehicle’s reverse lights came on, and she started slowly backing out of her driveway, I raised an eyebrow. Around the time that the long-ass light changed, I noticed a dark SUV pulling out of her garage. Not wanting to draw attention to myself by causing the cars behind me to blow, I pulled over a few feet away to the right and parked across the street. I watched the truck pull out. Next, a man got out and walked over to her driver’s side. In a state of disbelief, I stared in their direction as she lowered her window so he could lean in and kiss her. Then, with a smile, she gave him a flirty finger waved goodbye. After he got back into his vehicle, she pulled away, passing me on my left without noticing me. The SUV pulled out behind her, also passing me on my left. I caught a glimpse of his license plate in my rearview mirror. RUSH 1? A honking horn jolted me out of my trance.

			Convinced that my eyes were deceiving me, I called her again and again and again. I did not want to believe I had seen my fiancée kissing another man. After my fifth attempt, I pulled into her driveway, exited my car, keyed in the code to open the garage, and entered her home. The smell of bacon hit my nasal passages as soon as I stepped inside. I headed to the kitchen to find two of everything in the sink. The plates had been rinsed but not placed in the dishrack. Nothing else was disturbed, so I headed to her bedroom to do more sleuthing. Their essence still lingered in the air, and her bed had been stripped of its linens. The shower walls were still damp, but no towels were hanging to dry. When I returned to the first floor, I heard the washing machine. It sounded as if it was on the spin cycle. Feeling as though I had been punched in the gut, I fell back onto the wall. It was clear to me. Eliana had spent last night with another man. 

			I grew angry, but why? I was coming over to declare my love for another woman, so why am I pissed? I asked myself as I headed for the door to make my exit. 

			I lowered her garage door and started laughing when I got into my SUV. I laughed so loud and hard that my eyes teared up. I was mentally cheating on her while she was physically cheating on me. This was like a scripted movie, but it was happening to me. 

			After getting my laughter under control, I grabbed my phone and texted Zamora. I’d deal with my fiancée later.  

			Me: What’s on your agenda for today? I need to talk to you.

			Zee: Two back-to-back events. Is everything good?

			Me: Yeah, everything is everything. What time will you be done?

			Zee: Well after nine. After the bridal shower, there is cleanup to do.

			Me: Can I see you later tonight? 

			Her response didn’t come right away. I kept staring at the three dots in the bubble. Then, after a ten-minute gap, she replied. 

			Zee: It may be after ten.

			Me: That’s cool.

			Zee: Okay, but do you think the hotel is a good place to meet? I don’t want no drama.

			Me: Trust, there won’t be any drama at all. 

			Zee: Okay. I’ll let you know when I’m headed there.

			Me: Sounds good. See you soon.

			With that, I went about my day feeling fiancée-free lighter. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Zamora

			I checked the kitchen at my catering spot, but no luck. The décor I needed for this setup was at my old place, along with the other packed things I hadn’t yet retrieved. I didn’t want to go back to that house, but I had no other choice. Thank goodness it was eight in the morning; I had some time to spare without risking being late to prepare for the event. When I got to the house, I pressed the button to open the garage door and saw an unfamiliar car parked inside. I didn’t think Evan had purchased a new car, but it wouldn’t have been my business if he had. 

			I exited my vehicle and went into the house through the garage door, praying I would quickly find what I needed so I could get back. As I searched one of the rooms that had been redecorated during my absence, I saw I still had too many items left at that house. I told myself that I would get the rest that upcoming week.

			“Baby, is that you?” I heard a female’s voice call out. 

			Seconds later, the female entered the living room where I was standing. 

			“Who the hell are you?” she blasted when she laid eyes on me.

			“Who am I? Bitch, who the fuck are you? And what the fuck are you doing in my house?”

			“Your house? This is my man’s house. Now who the hell are you, and who gave you a damn key?” the petite, light-skinned, lab-enhanced, over-averaged ass-to-hip-and-thigh ratio sister bellowed, holding up a spatula in her hand like it would do some damage if we got in a brawl.

			“Oh, fuck no!” I yelled just as loud. “Where the fuck is Evan?” I demanded.

			“He’s at work, and I suggest you get the fuck up outta here before I call the cops,” she shouted.

			“Fucking call ‘em, and watch them take your fake bodied ass up outta here because this is my damn house,” I yelled, moving past her ass. 

			I went into what used to be my bedroom, snatching open drawers and opening the closet door. None of my stuff was there. That negro had gotten rid of my shit! 

			I went back to the living room and held up a hand. “Bitch, don’t say shit else to me.” 

			As I moved through the rest of the house, I saw no traces of my boxes or belongings. 

			“I’m going to kill Evan’s ass!” I barked while heading towards the door to leave. 

			I snatched open my car door, got in, and dialed his number, but my call was sent straight to his voicemail. I sat there trying to calm myself down. I was so mad that my hands were shaking. Not only had he gotten rid of my things, but he had a woman in our home before the divorce was finalized. He had a whole bitch in my kitchen using my cookware that I had zero intention of leaving behind. 

			My hands continued to shake as I tried to text him. I prayed Evan hadn’t trashed my things, most of which were valuable to me. I hoped the jackass just packed my stuff and put it in somebody’s storage facility. I cranked my car and then dialed Leila, the event planner. I explained my dilemma, and without hesitation, she invited me to her shop to get whatever I needed for the showers I had to cater that day. After stopping at Hobby Lobby for a couple more things, I made it back to my catering company by eleven. My staff was already there, working like busy bees. I appreciated my team.

			It wasn’t until I was at my first gig that Evan returned my call, but I couldn’t answer. I had left the situation with his ass in my truck, but his back-to-back calls continued to vibrate in my pocket. When I was in my vehicle headed to the next event, I decided not to call him. I didn’t want to risk ruining my mood for the next gig, so I let my mind drift to the only person I wished I could talk to then––Marcus Colman. Marcus was always my first thought in the morning and my last thought at night. I would go to sleep with a smile on my face because of the images of Marcus in my head, not the asshole who thought it was okay to get rid of my things without giving me a heads-up. The thought of Evan made me grip the steering wheel super tight. Then I exhaled while thinking of Marcus again. 

			Why did I leave something so good? My time away while in school was awesome, and my experience working with Chef Shelly was great. But would I still have had those experiences if I stayed? Would I have even gone to culinary school, or would I have worked a job I hated just so I could be with him? No use in mulling over the past now. I have surely lost Marcus for good. He’s marrying snobbish Little Miss Vegan, with her flat-ass tummy, sculpted backside, and perfect hips.

			“Damn it, Zee! Stop it! Stop throwing jabs at the other woman. You’re the one who chose to chase your dream of cooking over love,” I said out loud, which made me even sadder. 

			I turned on some music to lighten my mood. I had to get myself together and stop wallowing over Marcus. I had this bridal shower, and then after, I would be seeing Marcus. I’d use the opportunity to be transparent and honest with him about how I felt and anything he might want to know. We could hopefully continue to be friends if it didn’t make things too weird between us afterwards. I’d take that over having no contact with him. As for Evan, I wouldn’t care if I never saw him again. He was a stupid, lying, cheating-ass bastard who didn’t deserve my time, tears, or energy, so I would not give him any. 

			[image: ]

			By the time my team and I finished catering the bridal shower and doing the cleanup, it was a little after ten. Once I locked up the shop, I jumped in my vehicle, ready to head to the hotel. But before I could text Marcus to let him know I was on my way, I received a text from him. 

			Marc: So sorry, beautiful, but a pipe burst at my East Chicago property, and I’m stuck here handling it. How late is too late?

			Me: No worries. Just reach out when you’re done to see if I’m still awake.

			Marc: That works. Later.

			Me: Later.[image: ]

			Once I arrived at the hotel, I showered to remove the smell of food from me. Not sure that Marcus would even make it tonight, I decided to dress and go to the bachelorette party my last client invited me to, which she was throwing immediately after the more “conservative” bridal shower I had catered. I hadn’t had a night out in far too long, and I deserved it. However, I changed my mind once I put the address she gave me into my GPS. It was in an area that I knew not to go to alone. So, instead, I hit up a spot I used to frequent called Jay’s, a grown-grown atmosphere with ole school music and inexpensive drinks. I walked into the tunes of The Gap Band flooding through the speakers. “Yearning for Your Love” was an old cut that I still loved, so I felt at home as I found an empty seat at the bar. 

			“Hey, I’m Kenya,” the barmaid said, introducing herself. “How can I help you?”

			“Hello. I’d like a Sidecar, please,” I replied with a smile. 

			She looked familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I’d seen her. I told myself to stop trying to figure it out. Chicago was a large city, and we all had a twin somewhere. 

			After I got my drink, I sat there listening to “Where Did We Go Wrong” by Jeffrey Osborne, and I felt nice. The atmosphere was perfect, and as I scanned the room, I wished Marcus was out with me. That was a spot made for couples, but I was there solo. I ordered my second drink, and then I heard my name. I turned my head in the direction of the person who called me. 

			“I thought that was you, girl. How are you?” Leila asked.

			“I’m great. How are you,” I asked, and we exchanged a hug.

			“I’m doing good. Come. I want you to meet my husband and clan,” she said. 

			I got off the bar stool and followed her to where four tables had been pushed together to accommodate the large party. 

			“Honey, this is Zamora, the caterer I told you about. This young lady is on the rise, and I plan to work with her on tons of events,” she said, introducing us.

			“Nice to meet you,” I said while shaking his hand.

			“I’m Ray, and it’s a pleasure, Zamora,” he replied.

			Leila proceeded to introduce me to about a dozen others. Surely, she didn’t expect me to remember their names, but I smiled as if I had known them all my life. 

			Shortly after I took a seat, a tall and sexy man entered the bar and walked over to our table, greeting and hugging everyone. 

			“Hi, I’m Jayden,” he said, extending his hand in my direction.

			“Zamora. Nice to meet you,” I said, giving him a slight smile. 

			He was cute. No, scratch that––he was handsome as fuck, but he looked a bit young. 

			“Do you mind if I sit with you?” he asked politely.

			“No, I don’t mind at all,” I said with a friendly hand gesture to the chair.

			“This is my first time seeing you. Which sister thought it would be nice to introduce me to a sexy woman like yourself?”

			I blushed at his compliment. “No one. I decided to hang out tonight, ran into Leila, and boom. I’m sitting with a bunch of strangers who I just met.”

			“Seriously?” he quizzed.

			“Yes,” I said, holding my hands up in mock surrender. “Up until about five minutes ago, I only knew Leila.”

			“Okay, well, I’m Julian’s younger brother. We just reconnected about three years ago. Two different mothers, but we always knew we were brothers. I guess the age difference kept us apart. We found each other on Facebook, and here we are,” he said, volunteering information I did not solicit. 

			As we engaged in small talk, I noticed how the married couples at our table appeared happy and in love. Other than my parents and Marcus’s parents, I rarely saw happy couples. So, as I slowly slipped my drink, I watched how they interacted––expressing how much they cared for each other through their laughing, touching, and kissing. The way they gazed at each other made me want to take out my phone to record and post a video on social media, showing that Black love was still alive and doing damn well.

			The way the men held their wives when they danced and whispered in their ears, leaving naughty grins on their mates’ lips, made me wish I was there with Marcus. We once had that type of connection and closeness, and I missed that feeling. I needed him so badly. My heart, body, and mind ached for him. I didn’t know what to do with myself or how to begin to get over Marcus again, because even though I thought I had, I never did.

			“You wanna dance?” Jayden asked, interrupting my thoughts. 

			“Yes,” I answered immediately. 

			I needed a damn distraction. Anything to keep my mind off of Marcus. How did I lose my forever? I questioned while we slow danced to Joe’s “The Things Your Man Won’t Do.” 

			We danced to three more songs, and when I finally looked at my watch, I saw it was close to two o’clock in the morning. I whispered in Jayden’s ear that it was time for me to go because I had an early day the next day and needed to get my rest. After saying my goodbyes to everyone, I proceeded to leave. Jayden rushed behind me, offering to walk me out.  

			“It was so very nice to meet you, Zamora,” he said once we reached my vehicle. “I’d like to see you again if that’s okay with you.”

			My insides were screaming no, but with Marcus no longer single and me soon to be divorced, I knew it was time to move on with my life. So, I gave him my digits with plans to do just that. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Eliana

			“I feel good. Baby, I feel good all over.” 

			I sang along with the music filling my boutique. I’d had a great day, and it was almost closing time. Sales were up, my clients were multiplying, and two men were catering to me. Marcus was my nest egg, and Rush was my everydamnthang else. No doubt Marcus was one of the good guys, but bitches like me needed a man like Rush in my life to handle me. As I stood there thinking of how Rush sucked the soul from my body and had me calling on Jesus the night before, the bell from the door of my boutique chimed, alerting me that someone had come in. When I looked up, I was shocked to see it was Marcus’s mother. Faking a smile, I approached her while wondering the reason for her visit. 

			“Mrs. Coleman, so happy to see you. What brings you by?” I asked as pleasantly as I could.

			I didn’t care much for this bitch, but she and Marcus were too close for me to try to put a wedge between them. I was smarter than that. Attempting to do so would have ruined my plans from the very start.

			“I came to have a little chat with you. Is there somewhere we can talk?” she asked sweetly with a hint of bitch I detected in her tone.

			“Only my office. But since I’m the only one here and don’t have cameras installed yet, we should stay out front here in case a customer comes in,” I explained while watching as she sat her designer bag on my counter.

			“No cameras, you say?” she asked, looking around as if she was validating my statement.

			“Yes, ma’am, that’s correct. Are you here about the wedding? If so, I told you already that you have nothing to worry about. My parents are going to pay for the wedding. Trust me, we have everything handled,” I added, even though I had no idea how I would cover all the wedding expenses. 

			“Listen, I just stopped by to chat, that’s all. A friendly mother to future daughter-in-law chat,” she replied with a half-smirk.

			“Okay, let’s chat. I don’t expect much foot traffic at this time of day,” I told her, looking down at my watch. “So, we have time now.” 

			“Well, I’ll get right to it then,” she said, clearing her throat. “A little birdie told me that you are fucking a tattoo artist on the south side of Chicago. Now, I don’t go by hearsay. So, I came to the source, and before you lie to my face, Eliana, don’t even think about doing it.”

			“I…I…I have absolutely no idea what you’re talking about, Mrs. Coleman. They clearly have me mixed up with someone else,” I replied, trying not to appear nervous despite becoming nauseous with the bomb she just dropped on me.

			She mumbled something in Spanish before addressing me again––this time, with a full smirk.

			“Little girl, I didn’t come here to hear any lies or play games with you. Now, you have two options. Option A: you can admit you’re guilty, cut things off with the tattoo artist, and give my son the best life he could ever have by being his faithful wife. Or you can choose Option B, which is to call off the wedding and stay your snake, whore ass away from him. All I need to know is which one you want to do. If you’re mixed up in some shit you can’t get out of, let me know, and I’ll help. But don’t think I would be doing it because I like you, because that’s not the case. Hell, I didn’t like you the first day I met you. It would only be because I want to see my son happy. It’s all I want for him, and I know how much he loves you. However, if you don’t truly love Marcus, disappear from his life. If you refuse to do so willingly, I’ll be forced to expose you. And trust me when I say I have receipts. The choice is yours, my dear.”

			Inside, I was trembling. I knew she was not playing with my ass, so I decided to play along, but with my own set of rules. 

			“How much are you willing to pay to make me disappear?” I asked.

			She laughed. 

			“Qué la puta!” she yelled, then paused to squeeze the bridge of her nose and release a big breath. “Are you insane or just plain stupid?” she asked, looking at me like I was indeed a dumb-ass bitch. 

			When I didn’t answer, she gave me a once-over from head to toe before picking up her purse and turning to walk away.

			“So, if you didn’t come here to negotiate, why didn’t you just go to Marcus and tell him the truth?”

			She stopped in her tracks and turned around to face me. 

			“Because the last thing I want is to see my son hurt. Let me tell you something. I have friends in high and low places. I know somebody that knows somebody that knows somebody who is hip to all the shit Rush has going on. And I’m sorry to inform you, but you’re not the only trick he is using to do the same thing you were trying to do to my son. I also know that Olivia and the other old fart are not your real parents. Shall I go on? Of course. I need you to know just how serious I am. 

			“The only other thing you have besides this mediocre boutique is your degree,” she continued. “I was shocked to learn you actually went to design school. However, you are broke as hell. You rent this space, not own it. Your credit score is in the pits of hell, and you are thousands of dollars in debt. I have found out everything I need to know about your sneaky ass, but I’ll keep all of this away from my son if you walk away quietly,” she said, easing her bright red lips into a wide grin. “Now, do you really want to play games with me?” she challenged. 

			Dumbfounded, I could not form any words to speak. I stood there frozen and confused. 

			“You have twenty-four hours to come clean with my son, and if and only if he forgives you and decides to stay with you, I’ll support his decision. But know that I’ll never like or respect you!” she spat, then vacated my store.

			I fell to the floor in a rage and damn near hyperventilated. What in the entire fuck just happened? I felt like I had been knocked down by Mike Tyson and was out for the count, but I willed my body to get up. I had to get to Rush’s lying ass. How could he be keeping other hoes and not say what it was to me? I trusted his ass, and he was scheming on me!

			After locking up the shop, I headed straight for my car. Trying to save face, I decided to take Marcus’s mother up on her offer. Walking away from the bullshit with Rush sounded sweeter and sweeter to me, so I called Marcus but got his voicemail. 

			“Listen, baby, I know shit has been off. I’ll admit your history with Zamora had me feeling jealous and insecure, but I love you so much, babe. We need to talk. I can come by your place tonight. Let me know what time is good. I love you, and I’m so sorry for everything, Marcus. Believe me, I am,” I cried into the phone, leaving a message for him. 

			When I reached Rush’s place, I parked on the street and barged into the tattoo shop.

			“Where the fuck is he?” I roared at his employees. 

			They all looked my way but then turned their attention back to their clients as if they hadn’t heard me. Daring anyone to stand in my way, I marched through the shop and snatched the door open that led to his upstairs apartment. When I got to the top of the steps, I found this muthafucka deep inside another woman, fucking her from behind. This is what he was doing while I was out trying to secure a better life for us! 

			“You bastard!” I yelled and charged at him, causing all three of us to fall over on the bed. 

			That’s when I got a glimpse of his dick and saw he wasn’t wearing a condom. 

			“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” I cried, climbing out of his bed. 

			As soon as I stood, I vomited at the thought of deep-throating him and letting him inside me raw while his ass was doing the same with some other bitch.

			“What the fuck, El? What the fuck is wrong with you?!” he blasted like I was the one in the wrong for the way I reacted. 

			By then, the room was spinning. I was more nauseous, and my vision was blurred. I made my way to the steps, but something happened. Everything went black as I tumbled down the stairs.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Marcus

			By the time I gave our last guest a discount on his room because the water was shut off for four hours, I was exhausted. I had no time to think about Eliana and her cheating ass or Zamora because my day had been so chaotic. All I wanted was to climb into my bed and get some good sleep. I went into the general manager’s office to gather myself and prepare to go home finally. When I picked up my cell phone from my desk, I noticed I had several voicemails and texts. I read a few texts from family and friends and came across the ones from Zamora. 

			Zee: Hey, I hope all is well with the pipe situation. I wish I could be there like ole times. Remember when the fire alarm went off because of that one kid who put a napkin in the toaster? Fun times. LOL!

			Zee: Random thought –– the hotel business is kinda cool. We’d be perfect running our own. Goodnight.

			I smiled brightly. She was right. I knew it would be a success if we owned a little bed and breakfast together. With the right staff, I could still tinker with my electronics, and she could continue running her catering business. The idea was something I would certainly revisit later. 

			Checking my voice messages, I reluctantly listened to one from Eliana apologizing for how she’d been acting and confessing her love to me. I deleted it because I knew that was a lie. I moved on to the next message, which was from my mother, saying we needed to talk. She sounded serious, and she was right. I had to tell her that I wanted to resign. The last one was from Olivia, Eliana’s mother: 

			Marcus, Eliana is at Provident Hospital. Come as soon as you can. 

			My first reaction was to rush out to my SUV and break every traffic law to get to the hospital, but then I paused, took a deep breath, and relaxed. Why should I rush to be by the side of the woman creeping on me with her sidepiece? 

			By the time I made it to Provident Hospital, her folks had already left, which led me to believe Eliana wasn’t in any serious condition. After telling the front desk staff that I was her fiancé, they provided me with her room number and pointed me in the right direction after checking my ID and giving me a green hospital bracelet that was to be worn by visitors. When I walked in, the nurse was standing at the foot of the bed, charting something on her clipboard while Eliana lay sleeping. 

			“Do I need to come back?” I asked.

			“No, come on in. She has a few bumps from her fall, but mother and baby are okay. She will recover just fine,” the nurse replied.

			“Excuse me? Mother and who?” I questioned.

			The nurse placed a hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry. I thought you knew about the baby. I could be fired for disclosing that type of information about the patient,” she said, sounding panicky.

			“No worries. I won’t let anyone know you told me. I just wanted to make sure I heard you correctly. She’s pregnant?” I asked again in disbelief. 

			With a nervous expression, she nodded yes. 

			“Relax. It was an honest mistake.”

			“Thank you, sir. I’ll leave you alone with her. If you need anything, just press this button. They gave her something to relax so she won’t be awake for a while. However, you can stay as long as you like.”

			“Thank you,” I said, and she vacated the room, leaving me sitting there confused. 

			Up until the night of our engagement party, we faithfully used condoms, so I needed to know how far along she was with the pregnancy. I had many questions but couldn’t get them answered with Eliana sedated. So, I took a seat in the faux leather recliner and waited. 

			Once I got comfortable, I pulled out my phone to send Zamora a text. 

			Me: I know you’re probably sound asleep, beautiful, but I want to say if I ever needed you in my life, I need you now. I hope you can make time to see me tomorrow. 

			I needed someone to hold me this time and tell me that I didn’t deserve this bullshit with Eliana. What I deserved was to have a long happy and loving life with Zamora. I held on to the hope that we could start again. 

			I ran a hand over my face and wiped my eyes a few times to dry my tears. I need another chance with her, and I’d  offer her a sincere apology the next time I saw her and ask for a clean slate between us. I wanted the chance to reintroduce myself to her and ask her out on a date like it was the first time we ever met. That was my plan, and I would follow through with it. 

			[image: ]

			The next morning, the loud nurses pulled open the curtains and the bright lights woke me from my slumber in the chair. They were there to check on their patient, and honestly, their being in the room probably saved me from jumping up and choking the life out of Eliana.

			After updating Eliana on her injuries and how the baby was doing, the nurses exited the room, leaving us alone. We looked at each other without words until I broke the silence.

			“Nine weeks. So your baby is his?”

			“His who? Baby, what are you talking about? This is our baby,” she said, looking at me like I had lost my mind and was the crazy one in the room.

			“Enough, Eliana. Enough,” I said through gritted teeth, trying to keep my voice down. 

			The last thing I wanted was for security to drag my black ass out of there in handcuffs. I had too much to lose, and Eliana wasn’t worth the risk. 

			“Look, I’m not going to sit here and ask you a lot of questions I already know the answers to, okay? We are done. Whatever you left at my place, I’ll send to you by carrier, and whatever items of mine that are at your place, you can trash or burn. I don’t give a damn.”

			“So you’re just going to take your mother’s side without even listening to mine? I knew she’d tear us apart. You’re a typical momma’s boy––a fucking puppet on a string when it comes to her,” she said through her tears.

			“My mother? What the fuck are you talking about?” I asked, utterly confused. “This has nothing to do with my mother. Are you serious right now?” 

			This bitch is pregnant with another man’s child, and she’s talking about my mother. Unfuckin’believable!

			“Marcus, please don’t play dumb with me. I know your mother told you some bullshit, but it’s all lies, baby. I love you, and I’d never do anything to hurt you. She is lying. Marcus, listen to me. We’re going to have a baby. Please don’t let her rip our family apart.”

			Curious, I asked, “What is my mother lying about, Eli?”

			 I wanted to know everything that I didn’t already know.

			“Everything. She came to my store yesterday saying someone told her that I was still with Rush, and she did some investigating and found out this and that. But none of it is true, I swear. This is your baby. I know you remember when the condom broke, right? That had to be when I got pregnant. I love you, Marcus. Don’t let your mother ruin this beautiful thing we have together,” she cried. 

			I slowly stood up. Now I have to gut punch dat ass. 

			“As I was saying before, we are done. Keep the ring, and good luck with your bundle. I know before the night of our engagement party, I had never been with you without the plastic. That I know without a doubt. I never want to see your lying ass again, Eliana,” I snarled, my facial expression resembling my tone. “Oh, and newsflash, I haven’t seen or talked to my mother.” 

			Her face froze, and her hands slowly covered her mouth.

			“I saw it with my own eyes yesterday morning. When you ignored my calls, I headed to your place because I thought you were still upset about the meeting with Zamora, but no, you were busy entertaining your man Rush.” 

			Her eyes filled with tears as she opened her mouth to say something in her defense, but I didn’t give her the opportunity. 

			“No!” I barked, holding up a finger and aiming it at her tear-stained face. “You don’t get to say another damn word to me. I watched him pull out of your garage, get out of his vehicle, and kiss you goodbye. And that smile you gave him? It made me ill to my stomach. I’ve never seen you smile so brightly for me. There is nothing else you can say to me. Take care of yourself, Eli, and good luck with your situation,” I spat and left the room. 

			After leaving the hospital, my next stop would be my parents’ house. My mother had some explaining to do.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Zamora

			When my alarm sounded, I wanted to throw it across the room, but there was work to be done. So, no sleeping in for me. After going to the bathroom to relieve my bladder, I headed to the kitchen to start the coffeemaker. I asked Alexa to play smooth jazz as I started my day. Then, grabbing my cell phone and throw blanket, I headed outside with my coffee to take in the gorgeous view of downtown Chicago. I saw I had received a few texts after unlocking my phone––one from Evan, Zaria, and the new guy Jayden. I read Evan’s text first.

			Evan: I know you’re upset, but looking at your things was not healthy for me. So, I put your belongings in storage. I’ll give you the key and location when you’re ready to get them.

			It was good to know he hadn’t resorted to being a total asshole during our divorce, but he was still an asshole, nonetheless. 

			Zaria: What’s up, sis? Did you fuck Marcus yet? Hell, or any dick? Girl, go and get you some for old time’s sake.[image: ]

			I shook my head and chuckled before closing out her text and moving on to the next.

			Jayden: Good morning, beautiful. I was wondering if you would have dinner with me tonight. Would love to have your company. Let me know if you’re free. I’ll even let you pick the place. 

			After giving it some thought, I figured what the hell and texted him back.

			Me: Good morning. Dinner sounds good. There’s a great restaurant downtown inside the Royalty Inn & Suites. If eight o’clock is good, I can meet you there.

			I then texted him the address to make sure he wouldn’t have trouble finding it. I suggested the hotel’s restaurant for dinner since I knew the food would not disappoint. Plus, I would feel comfortable and safe in my own environment. That was important to me, especially since it was our first date. 

			Once I finished my coffee, I dressed and headed out. The staff greeted me as I made my way through the lobby to go outside and wait for the valet to pull up with my car. Hotel living wasn’t bad at all. Actually, it was amazing. I felt at home and considered making the hotel my permanent residence. Maybe Marcus would be open to me leasing the penthouse…at least until I was ready to move on from there. I made a mental note to talk with him about it later. 

			When I arrived at my shop, none of my staff was there, but it was okay because I was a bit early. I put my purse and jacket in my office and got to work. Two hours later, I heard banging on the door while grooving to my playlist. I told Alexa to pause to make sure it was banging I heard, and when the pounding sounded off again, I ran out front to see who was at the door. At first, I frowned in anger about being interrupted from my work, but my facial muscles relaxed when I saw my sister standing on the other side of the glass.

			“Zar, what the hell? Girl, you scared the crap out of me,” I said when I opened the door. 

			She stepped in and pulled me into a tight hug. 

			“Sorry. I heard the loud music playing and wanted to make sure you heard me. I tried calling your phone and your business phone several times.”

			“Oh shit, my cell phone is in my office, and I guess the music was too loud to hear the shop phone,” I said, moving toward the back. “Come on. I’m in the kitchen working on charcuterie boards for my event today.”

			“Ooooh, sis, it smells good back here. Can yo’ big sis get a little sample?”

			“I got you. Have a seat,” I said. 

			I fixed her a plate filled with wings, macaroni salad, crackers, meatballs, deviled eggs, cold cuts, and cheese. She took a seat on a nearby stool and dug in.

			“So, tell me the latest. What’s going on with you and Marcus?” 

			I gave her a knowing look with a headshake. Zaria had no filter, and she didn’t hesitate to ask if there was something she wanted to know. 

			I felt giddy at the thought of me and Marcus, but I responded honestly. 

			“Nothing. We see each other a lot in passing because he’s at the hotel a lot, but we’re just working on being friends.”

			Zaria dropped a chicken bone and licked her fingers. 

			“You’re kidding me, right? He didn’t drop that zero once he knew you were unhinged from the Grinch who stole Zamora’s good years?” she joked.

			“Ha, ha, ha, and no. Why would he leave his fiancée to get back with me, Zaria? That would be horrible, and I’d never want him to do Eliana that way,” I replied, giving her a half-truth. 

			If he came through that door at that moment and asked me to take him back, I wouldn’t care how things ended with them.

			“Yeah, that’s what your mouth says, but I know you better. Marcus was your everything, Zee, and I know you miss him. Don’t you think running into him at the airport because of a delayed flight you both were scheduled to be on is fate?” she said, shoving a meatball into her mouth.

			I paused to process what she said before answering. 

			“No, I don’t. I think it was a setup by the Father to help me with my living situation because He knew I’d need this. If it were fate, Marcus wouldn’t have a fiancée,” I told her as I walked over to grab the roll of plastic wrap from off the counter. “Now, enough about me. Please tell me about you and your new married/dating life,” I asked. After she told me that Josh agreed to let her try dating other people, I almost hit the floor. I wasn’t sure if it was an atheist thing with them or was it just people nowadays just did whatever the hell they wanted.

			“Well, I will say that it’s not as exciting or exhilarating as I thought it would be. I mean, it was fun the first couple of dates, but then these men want to kiss and fondle you. I fold like a damn chair when they try to be affectionate. I like the time out, attention, and fun of it, but I don’t want to share kisses and sit like that with other men. I mean, at first, that’s what I thought I wanted, but it turns out I don’t.”

			“Well, are you going to continue seeing other guys or shut it down?”

			“I’m going to just hang out with guys and keep them in the friend zone. I mean girl, because the last guy I went out with was trying too damn hard to get more than a handshake goodnight. He kept telling me about his head game, and if I let him lick my pussy just once, I’d keep running back for more while licking his black ass lips. I almost threw up in my mouth, girl,” she said, and we both burst into laughter. “Girl, you should have seen this clown. I peeped the tarter build-up on his bottom row,” she added, and I laughed harder. 

			“How did you end up on a date with him, Zar?” I asked as I moved to the shelf to grab my insolated transportation bags. I had to start loading up so I could head to my gig.

			She paused to shove some more food into her mouth, and as soon as she was done chewing, she continued. “So, I was out in the city on 80th and Cottage at Lil’s, and I was sitting at the table with a couple of sorority sisters, and you know I be low key. I’m not trying to show my wild side. Just chilling, sipping on wine, and vibing. I keep seeing this guy look my way, but I’m keeping my eye contact discreet.

			“Now, sis, from afar, brotha looking nice. Yes, dark lips, but I know most dudes smoke, so hey, it is what it is. He dressed nice, the body looks nice and right, you know, but I’m staying as low-key as possible. So, cuz walked in, and she was doing security that night, so I got up to hug her, and she moved on to get to work. He still eyeing me, and you know what’s crazy? I’d seen him a couple of times before, but he had never caught my eye.

			“So, long story short, his friends come in, and then next thing I know, they went to the back. So when I was leaving, cuz was outside and offered to walk me to my ride. We get there and she was like, “Cuzzo, I stay out of people’s business, but dude asked me to give this to you,” and slid me a card. I took the card, glanced at it, and I was like, oh he had a detailing shop. She was like, “yep, but I think he wanna wax more than your Mercedes,” and laughed. 

			“I was like, “whatever, cuz.” I hugged her and left. I called him, of course. Conversation was good and the date was nice. His eagerness to lick my cat was a turn off, and the more he kept saying it, the blacker his damn lips got,” she said, sending me into another fit of laughter. It suddenly dawned on me that my employee still hadn’t shown up. Only Tasha was due to come in since the event was small, but she should’ve been at the shop by now. I excused myself to go and grab my phone. When I saw my alerts, there was––a call almost three hours ago. I blew out a breath and put a hand on my forehead. 

			“Fuck!” I yelled. 

			It wasn’t a large event, but doing it solo would be difficult.

			“Hey, you okay in there?” my sister called out.

			I walked back into the kitchen. “No. Tasha called out, and I have an event in under two hours that I can’t handle alone.”

			“Boom, baby! Your sis got you. I mean, how hard could it be.”

			“It’s not hard, but I’m building my clientele, Zar, which means no room for error. I need to keep the great reviews coming for referrals, sis.”

			“Look, just tell me what to do, and I’ll do it. I may not know how to do your job, but I follow instructions well, sis. I won’t let you down. Trust me sis, I won’t let you down.”

			 “Are you serious, Zar, I mean, this is so important to me.”

			“Sis, I got you,” she assured me.

			“Thank you soooo much,” I squealed. “Let me get you a top and apron,” I said and headed to my office. I opened the tiny storage closet and grabbed a new apron and polo shirt. She changed, helped me load the catering van, and we were off.
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			As promised, Zaria was a great help and polite as ever. Another successful event catered for by yours truly for the books. Afterwards, she came back to the shop to help me clean up the mess I made in the kitchen during preparation. 

			“Thanks for letting me help, sis,” Zaria said as she grabbed her purse to leave. “It was more fun than I thought it would be. I can see why you held strong to your passion. I know losing Marcus was heartbreaking, but you did something meaningful for yourself. I respect that, lil sis.”

			“No, thank you. I don’t think I could have pulled it off without you. And to circle back to what you asked me a few moments ago before my rude bladder interrupted us. I am finally over the breakup and over him. It’s been so long that I’m over it.”

			“Say what now! You over Marcus? The lies you tell, chile,” she said, adjusting her purse strap on her shoulder.

			“No, not completely over him, but I’m over it all. I don’t want to stay stuck in the past or on him. Plus, I forgot to mention I have a date tonight.”

			“Shut up! Give me all the tea,” she said as I locked the shop behind us.

			When I told her there wasn’t much to tell just yet, she made me promise to fill her in on the details later. Then we hugged and went our separate ways. Once in my car, I checked my phone to see that Jayden had sent a text confirming our date, and I replied that I would meet him in the lobby. Then I prayed things would get better for my future––that I would love again and be blessed with the right person who would love me the way I deserved to be loved. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Marcus

			After leaving the hospital, I thought it would be best to go home and get some much-needed sleep. I was exhausted from being unable to sleep well at the hospital because that chair was not the most comfortable piece of furniture ever made. Once I parked, it took me a moment to get out of the car. I didn’t know why, but I just sat there and let my mind wander. 

			It was amazing to me how Eliana lied with a straight face like it was nothing. How crazy it was for her to think for a fucking second that I would believe her ass. Nine weeks! Nine whole fucking weeks pregnant, and she thought I would fall for that “the condom broke” bullshit. Just thinking about this shit made me chuckle out loud. This shit was really happening to me, and I wondered how long she had been raw dogging her ex. Was it the whole time we were together? Did she plan to keep fucking him after we were married? So many questions swam around in my head, and I felt like a damn idiot.

			I had a mind to crank up my vehicle, go back to the hospital, and ask every question that was bombarding my mind, but it wouldn’t make it any better. It wouldn’t lessen my hurt, and I would feel like an even bigger fool for allowing that bitch to talk to me after what she did. So, instead, I exited my vehicle and went inside my house. 

			I stripped down to my boxers, but before getting in the shower, I went to pour myself a stiff drink and downed it in one swig. I questioned myself, trying to figure out if I was hurt because I loved and cared for Eliana or because she had played me like a fool. I never thought she could be so low down. I’m just glad her shit came to the light before I married her ass. 

			Then there was the thing she mentioned about my mother having supposedly told me something. That was nagging at me, and I was anxious to get to my mother to see what was really going on. If my mother knew and didn’t tell me, that would literally break my heart. My mother and I were close. So, the thought of her knowing something this horrible and not telling me made my head hurt. 

			I downed the rest of my drink, poured another, and then commanded Alexa to play 112. Maybe love songs were the last thing I needed to hear, but I wanted to hear something that reminded me of Zamora. She loved 112 back in the day.

			No matter what, she was always my happy place. Thoughts of her usually calmed me down. Just thinking of her made me feel better. Then, at that very moment, I felt relieved that I no longer had to keep my feelings at bay for her now that my trifling-ass fiancée was out of the picture. Zamora did break my heart once upon a time, but it’s not because she was a dick-riding ho like Eliana. She went off to pursue her love for cooking. It was my stupid ass who chose to break it off with her, not the other way around. 

			I set my drink down, put my face in my hands, and sobbed. I had a mixture of feelings going on inside of me all at once: sadness, anger, frustration, regret, and to be honest with myself, part relief. After wiping away my tears, I polished off my drink and headed for the shower, where I stayed for a while, enjoying the steam from the hot water and letting my mind wander.

			When I got out, I did my routine of lotioning my body and brushing my teeth and then laid it down. I desperately needed sleep and was out as soon as my head hit the pillow. By the time I woke up, it was after eight o’clock at night. I could not believe I had slept that long. I planned to go to my parents’ house and have a talk with my mother, but I really wanted to see Zamora. I grabbed my cell phone and wondered why I hadn’t heard back from her since the night before, but when I went to my text messages, I realized I never hit send. The message I intended for her to receive hadn’t even gone out. So, I revised my message, asking if she was free, and then made sure I sent it this time. After waiting ten minutes and not receiving a reply, I dressed and headed to the hotel. I did not know what was going on with Zamora, but I desperately needed to talk to her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Zamora

			After receiving the text from Jayden letting me know he was downstairs, I did my final mirror check and headed out the door. When I made it to the lobby, he was standing by the information desk, and I went over to greet him. He was well dressed in a dark blue button-down shirt and black slacks, and it looked like he had gotten a haircut for the occasion. I hadn’t noticed how nice his beard was the night before, but it framed his face perfectly. 

			“Hi. How are you?” I asked.

			He pulled me in for a quick hug. “I’m great. You look amazing,” he complimented.

			“So do you,” I returned.

			“Thanks. Shall we?” he asked, extending his hand for me to hold. 

			I took it, and we headed towards the restaurant. We were immediately seated, and most of the staff spoke to me as they passed by. 

			“You come here a lot, I see,” he commented.

			“I do, actually,” I admitted.

			“Really? The food has to be amazing.”

			“It is, but I’ll be honest. I live here on property, so everyone knows me here.”

			“That’s interesting,” he said. 

			Just then, our server came over to take our drink orders and left as quickly as he had come.

			The conversation was easy; we chatted about family and the basics, keeping the conversation light. Right after we put our dinner orders in, my phone alerted me that I had received a text message. Not wanting to be rude, I ignored it, but when it alerted me again, I picked up my cell phone from the table and read it.

			Marc: Hey, beautiful. If I ever needed you in my life, I need you now. Some crazy shit went down today, and I need to talk to you, Zee.

			Marc: Are you free? 

			I was about to reply, but the server came over to refill our water and let us know our order would be out soon. With a smile, I nodded and turned my attention back to my phone. 

			“That can’t wait?” he asked.

			“Huh? Excuse me?” I replied, looking at him.

			“I’m just asking if you plan to be on a dinner date with me or on your phone.”

			I giggled lightly. I hadn’t been on a date in ages, so I guess my action could be perceived as rude, which was not my intention. 

			Smiling, I said, “My apologies. A good friend needs me, and I was going to send them a short reply if you don’t mind.”

			“No, I don’t, but I’d like your undivided attention,” he returned. 

			Something inside me wanted to say something smart in response because I didn’t like to be talked to as if I were a child. 

			Instead, I smiled and told him, “I got you. Give me a second.”

			Me: Out to dinner. Is everything okay?

			After hitting send, I put my phone in my purse. 

			“Now, you were telling me about your new puppy. What is that like? I mean, I love animals but have never had one.”

			“Well, he is a handful, very rambunctious. To be honest, I think I’m in over my head,” he said with a light laugh. 

			My phone went off again, and I knew he could hear it, too.

			“I’m so sorry,” I said, reaching for it in my purse. 

			Marc: Headed to the hotel in a few. I’ll be waiting for you when you get in.

			My eyes almost jumped out of my head, and I tried to play it cool while gulping my wine. Why did I feel nervous? It’s not like I was out cheating on Marcus. But why were my palms sweating if I didn’t feel I was doing anything wrong? 

			“Is everything okay, Zamora?”

			“Huh? Oh, yes. Yes, everything is fine. You were saying your puppy is giving you hell?”

			As Jayden continued to share stories about himself and his four-legged friend, my mind drifted to Marcus. I wished it was him sitting across from me instead. With every swig of wine I took, I silently prayed Marcus would walk in and save me from this date. The more Jayden talked, the more wine I needed. He was nothing like Marcus. Jayden lacked personality, was cocky, had no sense of humor, and seemed to be narcissistic, centering the conversation around himself. He certainly wasn’t the same man I met at the bar that night. No, this Jayden was an asshole.

			“Ms. Zamora, your food is almost ready. Is there anything I can get for you in the meantime?” our server asked after approaching our table. 

			“Another glass of Cabernet, please, Nick,” I quickly replied. 

			The two glasses I had already consumed weren’t enough to trick my mind into believing I was enjoying this date. 

			“Absolutely. And you, sir?” he asked Jayden. 

			“I’m good, partner. I have to drive,” he said and gave me a look of disapproval. “So, do you always drink this much?” he asked, taking a baby sip of his wine.

			“Well, Jayden, it depends,” I told him, past the point of annoyance with this jerk.

			“On?” he asked as if my answer would determine whether he stayed or stand to leave.

			“It depends on my mood, the company I’m with, and where I am,” I replied and thanked Nick for my refill.

			“Can you clarify what that actually means?” he asked. 

			Before I could reply, I heard a deep male voice call my name. I looked up, and when I saw him standing there, I couldn’t contain myself. I jumped up from my seat and grabbed him into a tight hug. 

			“Are you okay? I got your messages. We’ll talk as soon as I’m done eating,” I told Marcus. Then, remembering I was there with Mr. Egotistical, I pulled Marcus by the hand closer to the table. “Jayden, this is my good friend, Marcus, who owns this place. Marcus, this is Jayden.”

			“Nice to meet you,” Marcus said, extending his hand.

			Instead of shaking hands with Marcus, Jayden sat there shaking his head. 

			“You know what, I’m gonna go,” he said and stood.

			“Wait. Why are you leaving?” I asked, puzzled by his reaction.

			“You know why,” Jayden answered with a half-smile. “Y’all should work y’all shit out,” he told me before walking away. 

			Instead of trying to convince him to stay, I let his ass leave. Asshole didn’t even bother to pay the bill before leaving, I thought to myself. As Marcus and I stood there, I fell into a fit of laughter. Marcus looked at me like I was crazy.

			“What the hell is so funny, Zee?” he asked three or four times before we sat. 

			It took me a minute to regain my composure. 

			“Zamora, you have to tell me what was so funny.”

			Just then, Nick came over to the table carrying the food Jayden and I had ordered. When he saw Marcus in Jayden’s seat, his facial expression turned to a look of confusion.

			“Mr. Coleman, what a surprise.”

			“Hey, Nick. Box it all up and comp it. I’ll take care of your tip,” Marcus told him.

			Needing no further instructions from the boss, Nick took the plates and returned to the kitchen. 

			“You are such a sight for sore eyes,” he said, his eyes glossed over. 

			I could see the pain etched on his face.

			“You have the key. Go head up. I’ll wait for the food. Whatever it is, I’m here. We can talk all night if that’s what you need.” 

			He wiped his eyes with the back of his hands, and with a nod, he stood up and headed to the elevator. I knew that look of pain on his face. I remember so well because that was the look he had when he told me goodbye. 

			After Nick returned with the boxed food, I went upstairs. Marcus was on the sofa with his head tilted back and his forearm draped across his forehead. I placed the food on the island and went over to sit next to him.

			“You look so beautiful,” he complimented.

			I smiled. “Thank you. Now tell me what’s wrong, Marc. What happened?”

			He stood and went for the liquor, and I removed my earrings and shoes to get comfortable. He threw back a shot and poured another before rejoining me on the sofa.

			“The wedding is off. Eliana and I are done,” he said and sipped.

			“Oh, Marcus, I’m so sorry,” I said sincerely. 

			Yes, I wanted this man for myself, but at the same time, I did not want him to hurt. 

			“It’s cool, you know. I found out she has been fucking around with her ex, and she’s pregnant.” 

			My heart stopped momentarily. I know it was selfish to insert myself in his situation, but having to deal with a baby momma is not what I wanted for us if we got back together.

			“Well, that’s a good thing, right? At least you’re going to be a dad,” I said as gently as I could.

			“The baby isn’t my fuckin’ baby, Zee!” he roared. 

			Startled by his outburst, I jumped, and he reached for my hand, lifting it to his lips and kissing my fingers lightly. Then he began to sob. I had seen Marcus mad, upset, and hurt, but never had I seen him cry before. Wanting to comfort him, I pulled away and stood to wrap my arms around him. 

			“She played me, Zee,” he cried into my stomach. “She kept lying to my muthafuckin’ face, and I fucking let her. I’m so angry because I allowed it to happen. Before I saw you at the airport in Vegas, I had a feeling shit was off, but I ignored all the signs, Zee. And for the life of me, I can’t tell you why,” he said, pulling me closer. 

			His face was pressed so deep into my stomach that it pained me a bit, but I stayed strong for him. 

			He pulled me down onto his lap and sat back on the sofa. My body was across his, and he silently played with my fingers.

			“You’re going to be okay, Marcus. I’m so sorry she hurt and disappointed you, but you will get over her,” I told him.

			Looking me square in the eyes, he said, “I never loved her, Zee. I feel angry, disappointed, humiliated, betrayed, and embarrassed, but I’m not heartbroken. I love you. You are the only woman I’ve ever loved, Zamora, and the love I have for you is something I’ll never get over.” 

			If I were butter, I would have melted completely.

			“I…I…I,” I stuttered, and he caught my words with his mouth. 

			I allowed the kiss. I enjoyed the kiss. I relished his kiss and did not want him to pull away. It was like riding a damn bike because kissing him was all coming back to me. I missed the sensations he imploded on me and never wanted to let this man out of my sight again. When we broke our kiss, he stared into my eyes. 

			“I still love you, too, Marcus. I want this moment with you. Even if you never come back to me, I will cherish this moment for the rest of my life. I’ve dreamt of kissing you so many nights and never thought I would have this chance again. So, kiss me again, and let me have this moment.”

			He kissed me deeply, and my entire body tingled. I felt sensations no other man had ever been able to give me. My core was soaked, and my nipples were hard. When he stopped this time, he pressed his forehead against mine. 

			“I don’t want just a moment with you, Zamora. This is finally our chance to get it right, and I want to stay with you forever. I don’t love, Eli, and I’m not speaking out of pain or regret. I’ve never stopped wanting you, Zee. Please, can we give it one more try?”

			“Baby, you will never have to beg me for anything. I’m yours. I’ve always been yours,” I expressed and put my lips on his. “Make love to me,” I softly whispered.

			“I want to, baby, I do. But I can’t trust it. I was with a cheating…” 

			He paused. I knew a nasty name for her was on the tip of his tongue, but Marcus wasn’t a disrespectful type of man. So, he didn’t dare say what he was thinking. 

			“Before I make love to you, I want to see my doctor first and make sure she didn’t give me any parting gifts.”

			I nodded my understanding. After all, I was married to Evan’s two-timing ass, so I knew exactly how he felt. 

			“Are you going to at least spend the night with me?”

			“Of course,” he said, pulling me into a tight squeeze. “I missed you so much, woman.” 

			“Not as much as I missed you, man,” I returned as we got cozier on the sofa, where we drank, talked, and caught up until the sun came up. 
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			The next morning, we went downstairs to have breakfast together, and the staff was far from stupid as they greeted us with broad smiles. Marcus took the day off to spend with me since I had no events to cater, and I couldn’t have been happier. As we were eating, he expressed wanting me to move in with him at his house, stating he didn’t want us to be apart other than to work. Although I loved staying in the penthouse, the thought of waking up every morning and sleeping next to Marcus every night was more appealing. However, I wasn’t too thrilled about staying in a place where he and Eliana once shared. Thinking it wouldn’t hurt for me to see his spot before deciding, we went there after finishing our meal. 

			As soon as we entered the door to his home, I stopped in my tracks. 

			“This place smells like her,” I said, not wanting to go inside further.

			“Does it?” he asked, not realizing her fragrance lingered in his place.

			“It does,” I said, tilting my head to look at him. 

			“Well, can you at least give it a walk-through and tell me what you think afterward?” he gently asked. 

			Giving in, I followed closely behind him. It was a beautiful place, but despite how much I loved it, I didn’t want to be in the same place where he had shared intimate moments with her. When we reached the main bedroom, I saw personal items of hers left behind. That did it for me. 

			“Listen, I’m sure I’d grow to love it, but I think if we are going to do this, we need a fresh start––somewhere we can pick out together.”

			“Well, I guess this place is going on the market,” he replied without a second thought. 

			I smiled, and he kissed me. Then we walked out of the front door, ready to start our new life together and love on each other like no one else could do.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Eliana

			When I got home, I was exhausted. My place felt cold and lonely, the result of my bullshit. Being pregnant and alone was not what I had envisioned for myself, but it was now my reality. The thought made me want to crawl into my bed. When I made it to the second floor, I saw my bed was still unmade, and all the memories of the last morning Rush and I had shared at my place rushed into my mind. Remembering I had stripped the bed and put the sheets in the washer, I went to the linen closet to get fresh sheets. I was so weak that it took every ounce of strength I had left to make the bed. As soon as I closed my eyes after lying down, my doorbell rang. Not wanting to move, I grabbed my phone from the nightstand, opened my Ring app, and tapped the screen. When I saw it was Rush, I instantly got angry.

			“What in the fuck, Rush! Why are you at my door?”

			“Man, quit playin’ and come open the fuckin’ door.”

			“Ain’t nobody fuckin’ with yo’ ass no more, Rush. So, please leave.”

			“Man, come let me in before I kick this bitch in,” he threatened. 

			I blew out a deep breath and got up. I was tired as fuck and didn’t want to see his stupid ass at all. I was wearing yoga pants and a tank, but I still grabbed my robe from the back of my bedroom door to throw on. I didn’t want him to see the imprint of my nipples and get any ideas. I meant what I said about being done with him. 

			Before I could make it to the door, the fool started banging and ringing my bell insanely. 

			“Fuck, Rush! Stop it! I’m coming, dammit!” I yelled. 

			When I snatched the door open, he stood there grinning, and I wanted to throw up. Just a couple of days ago, seeing him would have turned me on, but today, I wanted him as far away from me as the wind could blow his dumb and trifling two-timing ass.

			“You gon’ let me in?” he asked, trying to step inside the doorway. 

			“Hell no,” I said, putting a hand on his chest to stop him. “What the fuck do you want, Rush?”

			“I need to talk to you, and I suggest you quit playing with me,” he said, trying to move forward again. 

			When I tried to stop him this time, he knocked my hand away. I looked at him, but he continued to walk in and headed straight for the liquor. 

			“So, what? You thought you’d never see my face again? You thought you could run up in my fuckin’ crib and do that childish bullshit, and that would be the end of it?!?” 

			I had seen Rush angry plenty of times before, but never this angry with me. So, he scared me a little. I wanted to pop off and run my mouth, but I kept my cool because I didn’t know how mad he was or what he would do to me.

			I cleared my throat before speaking. 

			“I was upset, and I reacted. I’m sorry,” I said nervously, my eyes glued to the hardwood floor. 

			I didn’t want him to know he frightened me, and I didn’t want things to escalate. I wanted him to say whatever he had to say and leave my house and me forever.

			“You think an apology is going to make shit all good? Fuck your apology!” he roared and poured himself another drink. “The streets are talking, El, and the streets got a lot of shit to say. But I want to know what the real is from your damn mouth. So, bring me up to speed on what the fuck is going on!”

			I exhaled and dragged my slippers on the floor as I crossed the room. My back was to him, so I rolled my eyes before I flopped down onto the cushion. I told myself to speak calmly and answer the bastard’s questions as nicely as I could so he could vacate my damn space.  

			“What do you already know or think you know?” I asked, softly.

			He threw back his drink and refilled his glass again before taking a seat on the sofa a few inches from where I sat. 

			“Word is DeSoto’s lady told yo’ man’s mother that she saw you with me at the shop not wearing your ring and that you were tipsy and acting like a ho,” he said bluntly. “Then she made some calls, and niggas started asking questions. Long story short, money talks, and she had all she needed to get the scoop on you and threaten you to stay away from her son. Oh, and she apparently told you about other shit I’m into, which prompted your disrespectful ass visit yesterday,” he added and took a sip with his evil eye glued on me waiting for an answer. 

			I wanted to spit in his face and then slap the shit out of him. 

			“Disrespect? Are you kidding me right now, Rush? I’ve done everything you’ve asked me to do to secure a bag and a better future for us, including fucking lame-ass bitches like Marcus. How did you expect me to react, catching you dicking down whoever the bitch was? And you want to come here spitting the word disrespect at me like I was the one caught fuckin’ another man. Da fuck outta here wit’ dat!” I clapped back. 

			How dare this piece of shit, so-called hustler come up in here with the bullshit.

			“Aye, bring all that shit down, El! You act like you don’t get it. I ain’t slangin’ no fuckin’ dope like I did back in the day, so how do you think I’m able to finance all this shit? I put your ass through school to give us a leg up because it all can’t be a scam if we tryin’ to get at that serious dough. I mean, you look good and all, but let’s be real. Yo’ pussy ain’t the best, baby girl. So, I got us this far with what I do,” he said, and that reality cut me deep.

			“Fuck you, Rush!” I snapped.

			“No, fuck you, El. Understand that I came by here because you truly mean something to me. I know shit went left, but I’m not just trying to kick yo’ ass to the streets. Now if you good on yo’ fuckin’ own, tell a nigga, and I’ll be the fuck up outta this bitch in two seconds flat. Your lil’ business ain’t flourishing, so we have to regroup if you still want to stay on. I’ll let that bullshit you did  yesterday slide, and we can get back to what we do, which means finding the next simp-ass bitch. If that’s the plan, it means we’ll have to relocate ah’gin. You already know the fuckin’ drill, so what’s it gon’ be, El?”

			I sat and let his words sink in. Feeling like I had no choice, I decided to tell him the entire truth. 

			“I’m pregnant,” I said softly.

			“Ex-fuckin-cuse me,” he said, leaning in closer to me.

			“I’m pregnant, Rush,” I told him, speaking up so he could hear me better. “I found out at the hospital. I’m approximately nine or ten weeks.”

			He sat in silence for a minute or two, then looked at me and flashed a smile that had to be of the devil. 

			“We got him, El. We got his ass!” he shouted, then stood and walked over to the bar to pour himself another one. “Oh, we still gonna hit them pockets, baby. You just put us back in the Marcus Coleman race. Fuck his momma and what she thought. A fuckin’ baby is better than marriage. That is eighteen years of guaranteed child support payments. You did good, baby. You did real good,” he said, grinning.

			I put my head down and slowly shook it. This negro was staying true to who he was because immediately, my baby became his cash cow. Little did he know, the joke was on him, and I took pleasure in what I said to him next. 

			“Sorry to burst your money dreams, Rush,” I said, standing up from the sofa, “but this bundle is yours. It looks like you’re the one stuck with me. Oh, and as you said before, my store ain’t flourishing, so I’ll need your monetary assistance during my pregnancy and for the next eighteen years after our bundle of joy arrives,” I said and headed toward the kitchen. 

			He stood there dumbfounded for a moment before joining me in the kitchen. I listened as he did what was second nature to him––thinking of how he could scam another man instead of finally being a man himself. 

			Hoping to escape his babbling, I went to my bedroom, but as my luck would have it, he followed me there instead of just leaving out the front door and locking it behind him. After an hour of listening to his bizarre ideas of how we could still get child support from Marcus, I fell asleep on him. When I woke up, he was still there, sleeping on the other side of my bed. 

			I got out of bed to go to the bathroom. When I returned to the bedroom, I looked at Rush lying there with his mouth open, deep in sleep, snoring like a fucking grizzly bear. The sight of him now disgusted me. Not wanting to be in the same room with him, I grabbed my phone from the nightstand and went downstairs. 

			Once I reached the living room, I flopped on my sofa and reflected on my current situation. I tried hard to fight back the tears that welled in my eyes, but I was unsuccessful as they spilled over and ran down my cheeks. Life had just slammed into the middle of my chest, and it made me feel as though I was suffocating. I was stuck in a toxic cycle with Rush and had no idea how I would get out of it. Being pregnant only made it more complicated, and I felt like I didn’t have many options. Then her words rang in my ear: If you’re mixed up in some shit you can’t get out of, let me know, and I’ll help.

			It was a long shot, but I needed help. I had to get away from Rush. I didn’t want to raise my child in the environment Rush had to offer us. I didn’t want to keep conning and scheming men for shit that wasn’t rightfully mine. I would not be that type of role model.

			Picking up my phone, I sent her a text. 

			Me: I’m mixed up in something I can’t get out of. Please, I’m begging you to help me.

			I added several praying hand emojis, hoping she would take my cry out for help seriously and not think it wasn’t another “act” I was performing. Then I hit send. While I sat waiting for a response, Rush woke up, came into the living room, and sat down next to me. 

			Pulling me in for a tight hug, he kissed my lips and said, “If I don’t figure out this baby situation in the next couple of days, you know what’s going to have to happen, right?” 

			Confused, I asked, “What are you talking about, Rush?”

			“A baby right now ain’t gon’ work, El. So, we may be visiting a clinic soon,” he said and made his exit. 

			No, I didn’t want to co-parent with him, but getting rid of my kid was an absolute no. I got up to lock the door and slid down the wall until I was on the floor, crying and repenting. I prayed hard for God to save me from my situation. I stayed there on the floor until my ass was numb and then pushed myself to my feet. Then, my phone, which was in my robe pocket, alerted me that I had received a text.

			Mrs. C: If you’re serious, I’ll meet you at your boutique on Wednesday. If you’re not, delete my number and never contact me again.

			Me: I’m very serious. See you Wednesday, and thank you!

			Mrs. C: Don’t thank me yet. Goodnight.

			Me: GN. 

			Maybe God does answer prayers after all, I thought while walking to the kitchen to see what I could find to eat that would satisfy my cravings.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Marcus

			Waking up to Zamora the next morning felt like a dream I didn’t want to wake up from. I literally pinched myself to make sure it was real. For a long time, I thought she was gone forever, but He had favor on me and brought her back into my life. I didn’t even want to move, but I had to go to the bathroom. I kissed the side of her face before easing out of the bed. She stirred a little but didn’t wake up. After draining my pipe and brushing my chops, I grabbed my phone and headed to the living room. She looked so peaceful sleeping that I didn’t want to wake her yet. 

			Sitting on the sofa, I unlocked my phone and went to my contacts to search for my doctor’s office number. After being placed on hold three times, the staff member confirmed I could be seen that day since another patient had canceled their appointment. I was happy to hear that. I wanted to be one hundred percent sure I was STD-free before being sexually intimate with my baby. 

			Before returning to the bedroom to wake my angel, I used the room’s phone to call room service and order some of our favorites. I planted soft kisses on her face as she fanned the air, trying to swat me away.

			“Wake up, baby,” I whispered in her ear.

			“Noooooo, let me sleep longer, babe,” she said in a deep voice, sounding like Barry White.

			I laughed. “No, Barry, it’s time to get up,” I playfully teased her. 

			Instantly, her head popped up.

			“Say what now?” she quizzed. 

			“I’m just teasing because your voice is deep as hell. Lying here sounding like a man. I don’t swing that way,” I said, and we both laughed.

			“You funny,” she replied and sat up in the bed. 

			I stared at her as she stretched and yawned, trying to wake fully. 

			“What, babe?” she asked, her head tilted. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

			“I’m just happy. Now get up and go brush yo’ teeth. Breakfast is on the way.”

			“Damn. That bad, huh?” she said, covering her mouth.

			“Yeah, your yawn was really loud. I mean, humming a funky tune,” I teased.

			“Shut up,” she said and swatted me with a pillow.

			“But I still love you,” I said sincerely. 

			It felt like our old selves––so natural, light, and easy.

			“I know you do,” she returned, getting up from the bed. 

			She headed to the bathroom, and I headed to the front room. As I opened the curtains to let the light through the floor-to-ceiling windows, I thought we would be fine in the penthouse until we found a new place. I mean, I would never want to stay in a place where I knew Evan’s balls had lived their best life. So, I understood why she didn’t want to reside in a space Eliana had used. 

			I was about to check on her, but the bell sounded, alerting me that someone wanted access to our floor. When I looked at the camera, I saw room service with our breakfast.

			“Baby, the food is here!” I yelled after pressing the button to grant them permission to our floor. 

			He wheeled the cart over and unloaded it, placing the plates on the dining table. I assured him that I would tip him later since my wallet was in the bedroom with zero cash inside.

			“No worries, Mr. Coleman. Don’t worry about it.”

			“Nope, I got you.”

			“If you insist, but it’s a pleasure to be of service to you and Ms. Zamora. She is a wonderful person.”

			“She is, and I’m happy to know everyone has treated her well around here.”

			“We love having her,” he expressed. 

			“Hey, José,” Zamora said, emerging from the bedroom.

			“Madame Zamora, hello and good morning.”

			“Good morning, and thank you. Everything smells so good.”

			“My pleasure. I hope you enjoy,” he said and moved towards the elevator. 

			Zamora sat across from me at the table, and we helped ourselves.

			“The staff loves you,” I said after we said grace and started eating.

			“And I love them,” she replied with a smile. “It’s only been a short stay, but I’m loving my time here.”

			“That’s great, babe. Growing up here was a lot of fun, and I can say now that I loved it.”

			“I bet. I haven’t had a chance to get in the pool yet, but I’m sure I’ll enjoy it as much as I have the rest of this place.”

			“I’m going to resign,” I blurted. 

			She was quiet at first as she buttered her toast, as though she was processing what I had said. 

			“Are you sure you want to do that?” she finally asked.

			I hunched my shoulders. I thought for sure I was until she asked me the question. 

			“I don’t know, Zee. I never wanted this as a career, but now that I have it, I’ve learned to love it. The real issue is that I danced to the beat of my parents’ drum instead of taking a leap of faith and going after what I truly wanted.”

			She chewed and then swallowed. “And what is that, baby? What do you truly want?”

			It was an easy enough question, but the answer wasn’t as easy to put into words. I mean, I didn’t hate my role as a hotel owner. In fact, I loved it, my staff, and the overall atmosphere. So, I was now second-guessing my decision to resign. 

			“I want to continue to grow as a businessman. I was so jealous of your tenacity that I thought I settled, but honestly, I did not. I have grown to love my career in hospitality and enjoy my dedicated staff. 

			“For a long time, I felt as if I lost myself in my parent’s agenda,” I continued, “but I wouldn’t take a moment back. I thought I wanted to leave it all behind, but now I’m not sure I want to walk away just yet. I honestly love my job––complaining guests, maintenance emergencies, and all.”

			“So, continue to do it, Marcus. And when you start to feel like you’ve lost your passion for the job, then you can do something else. However, I think you still should have a conversation with your parents. Express to them how you felt pressured for so long about what they wanted for you, which resulted in you being unable to see what you truly wanted for yourself. Let them know where you stand today, and that if or when that changes, you will be moving on to the next thing. Baby, you can change careers, retire, or do anything else you want when you want. This hotel is not a prison sentence,” she said and reached to touch my hand.

			My eyes welled, and I felt better just talking about it. She was right. I could do whatever I wanted whenever I wanted; I wasn’t tied to one thing. She was also right about me needing to share what I’ve been feeling over the years with my folks, and I planned to do that soon. 

			I grabbed a napkin and dabbed my eyes. 

			“Thank you, Zamora. Thank you for holding me in your heart all this time. Thank you for coming back to me. Thank you for always being honest and true about everything. I love you.”

			“I love you, too, and no thanks needed. Everything I am to you is all you’ve been to me, and it is my absolute pleasure to love you in return,” she replied, flashing her gorgeous, bright smile. 

			“Marry me?” I said, looking her in the eyes. 

			The words just jumped out of my mouth. I almost shocked myself, but I knew it was what I truly wanted––to make Zamora my wife.

			She paused and looked at me for a moment, then smiled.

			“I will marry you,” she answered. 

			Putting her fork down, she stood, walked around the table to my seat, and wrapped her arms around my neck. She kissed the side of my face, and I felt her tear drops wet my skin. 

			“Baby, why are you crying?” I asked, pulling her onto my lap.

			“Marcus, I prayed for this for so long and felt the Most High had stopped listening to me. But on this day, He answered my prayers. In His perfect timing, he answers prayer, and I’m crying because I’m so happy.” 

			I pulled her close and held onto her tight. My heart swelled, and my love for her grew stronger with every beat. Although it took us over ten long years to get back to each other, the delay was all worth it because what we now had couldn’t be dismantled by anything or anyone.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Eliana

			Wednesday could not come fast enough, and I almost leaped for joy when Mrs. Coleman texted that she was outside. Rush had come by the last two days, pressuring me to get an abortion. I wanted to put a bullet in his chest or take a sharp knife to his throat, but I now had my baby to worry about. He was not worth me leaving my child without its mother while I sat in a prison cell doing time behind his sorry ass. I often questioned if Rush loved or even cared about me, and I got my answer when he forced himself on me the night before. I knew then he didn’t give a shit about me or the child that I was carrying. 

			I kept asking him to leave, but he refused. He took what he wanted and afterward had the nerve to say my pussy wasn’t even good. I lay there for hours, crying and praying while feeling helpless. But why would God listen to an evil whore like me? I convinced myself the ache between my legs was punishment for my sinful ways. 

			I had done a lot of things in my lifetime, but never had a man force himself inside of me the way Rush had done to me that night. The man I loved, craved, and desired for so many years had treated me like dogshit on the bottom of his shoes. I thought about all the times we shared, thinking our shit was real, but it was all about his coldhearted ass. He would’ve rather his kid be slaughtered so we could move on to the next victim than choose to live legit and give our child a chance at a good life. 

			“Listen, El, we don’t have a lot of time to waste before your figure goes to shit. No high-valued man is gon’ wanna look at you if you lose this snatched waist,” he told me in those exact words. 

			Then, before violating my body, he informed me that he had already made the appointment and would be back the next morning at eight o’clock to pick me up. 

			“Now come on and ride this dick before you’re down for a couple of weeks,” he said with a smirk. 

			Disgusted, I told him no and refused to oblige him. Not happy with my rejection, the crazy muthafucka grabbed me by my neck and pushed me against the wall. 

			“Who in the fuck you think you talkin’ to, El? You must got me confused with Marcus or one of them other trick niggas you service. You’re mine, bitch! Do you hear me? Now do what you do,” he said and shoved me to the kitchen floor. 

			Ignoring my cries for him to stop, he pulled my head back by my hair, whipped out his dick, and started rubbing it against my face and mouth. The thought of pleasing him orally made me ill to my stomach. I got so nauseous that vomit erupted from my mouth, which made him even more irate. As he grabbed me by my ankles and dragged me into the living room, I cried, shouted, and pleaded for him to stop. Once he stopped dragging me, he dropped to his knees and pushed my legs back while hovering over me. Then he spit into his hand, stroked himself a few times, leaned in to spit on my private parts, and then rammed himself inside of me. The pain ripped through my body like I had been stabbed with a pitchfork. The whole time, I continued begging him to stop, but it seemed my cries were only turning him on more. 

			I had been fucking since I was fifteen years old, but what I experienced with him was worse than the night I lost my virginity. The more I cried, the harder he thrust in and out of me, and no matter how much spit he used, it did not lubricate my center enough. My walls burned with every stroke. Wanting to escape the pain, I turned my head, shut my eyes tight, and prayed for him to finish soon. Two minutes later, he groaned, climaxed, and collapsed on top of me. I was pinned under his body weight for what felt like forever until he rolled off of me. 

			Before leaving, he reminded me of when he would pick me up the next morning and to be ready. Even after I heard the door slam shut, I couldn’t move. I lay there on the floor crying, praying, and crying some more until I had no tears left to shed. Somehow, I found the strength to get up off the floor, and once I did, I headed straight to the bathroom to shower. Then, after scrubbing any traces of Rush from my body, I packed a suitcase and left, taking anything I had of value with me. I put all the keys in the mailbox, including the one to the vehicle Rush provided me, and prayed I’d never have to go back to that place. 

			I took an Uber to my store, and once there, I left all the lights off so it would appear that no one was inside to anyone passing by. I slept in my office. Since Rush did not have a key to my store and the alarm system was activated, I felt safer there. 

			The next day, I stayed there waiting for Marcus’s mother. When she finally texted and said she was on her way, I fully disclosed what had happened in case Rush was lurking nearby. I didn’t want her to be caught off guard or harmed while trying to help me.

			She replied, thanking me for the heads-up but saying she wouldn’t be alone. When I got the alert that she was outside, I grabbed my suitcase and moved quickly toward the door. She had two other cars with her, and four men stood outside of them. I rushed over, and the cars immediately pulled off once we all got in. 

			“Thank you so much, Mrs. Coleman. I don’t know how to repay you.”

			“You can repay me by starting over and making an honest life for you and that kid,” she said. 

			I looked at her in shock, wondering how she knew. 

			“Marcus and I talked, and he told me everything. I know we live in a shitty world, and sometimes people are forced into shit they don’t want to do. I have been in the hospitality field all my life and have learned to recognize victims of trafficking. About twenty years ago, I decided to be a part of the solution instead of turning a blind eye like others. Long story short, I have been helping women who can’t help themselves for a long time. So when I drop you off, they will help you, and if I ever see you again, you won’t be Eliana.” 

			I listened and nodded. 

			“Just take advantage of whatever they can offer you. Chicago is a great city, but you might end up in a small, quiet town you don’t like. It’ll be best for you and your baby. You will both have a chance.”

			“What about Rush?”

			“Don’t worry yourself about him. He’s much too simple to find you,” she joked, grabbing my hand.

			“Why are you doing this for me? I hurt your son.” 

			“Hurt people hurt people. The cycle has to end somewhere,” she replied, then turned her head to look out the window for the remainder of the ride. 

			When the car finally stopped, I looked at her with an expression of hesitation. 

			“Go and make good decisions from now on,” she told me with a warm smile.

			“I will,” I said before getting out. 

			I had no idea what the future had in store for me, but I knew for sure I didn’t want any parts of what I was leaving behind. 

			Once I exited the car, I leaned down and said, “Please tell Marcus I’m sorry, and I wish him and Zamora the best.” 

			She smiled once more while nodding. I was sure she wouldn’t relay my message, but I meant it. After closing the door, I turned to follow the tall man, letting him lead the way to my new beginnings. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			Zamora

			Weeks had flown by, and we were doing better than ever. I was a couple of weeks away from my court date with Evan, but nothing could take away the joy I had inside of me. I rocked a beautiful engagement ring and was over the moon. The papers had been signed for Evan to refinance the house, and I decided to hold on to the storage unit until Marcus and I found a house. We had been looking but had yet to really look. We were enjoying the penthouse, so we weren’t in any rush.

			That morning, after Marcus and I talked, we dressed, and I went to his doctor’s appointment with him. After leaving there, we went to his parent’s house so Marcus could have a long overdue conversation with them about the hotels and a private talk with his mother about Eliana. I thought it would be an easy conversation, but it didn’t go as smoothly in the beginning. However, things were better by the end. What his parents did to him was the same thing my parents had done to me many years ago, which was not listen to how their child felt and consider what they needed. I’m sure they believed they knew what was best for Marcus, but it’s not right for parents to not support their child’s decisions because they don’t align with what they wanted for them.

			I was proud of Marcus for not backing down and convincing his parents to hear him out as he expressed his feelings about the entire matter. When they finally closed their lips and opened their ears, they could see Marcus had sacrificed his dreams to please them. They finally heard him.

			“If the time comes that you are ready to step down, we will hire a management team to oversee the property or just sell it,” Marcus’s mother said in the sweetest voice to let him know they were not upset or disappointed with him. “All we’ve ever wanted is for you to be happy.” 

			Marcus stood up from the sofa and pulled her into a tight hug.

			“Son, you can always come to us. We don’t want you to ever feel stuck,” his dad added, standing from where he was sitting in his chair and wrapping his arms around the both of them. 

			After breaking their circle, Marcus looked at his mother and asked, “Can we talk in private? I need to talk to you about Eliana.” 

			At first, his mother froze. It made me wonder why she reacted as she did, but then she quickly nodded yes. 

			“Will you excuse us?” she asked Mr. Coleman and me, then left the room before either of us could respond. 

			Marcus leaned over, kissed my cheek, and followed behind his mother.

			“Let me get another look at that diamond,” Mr. Coleman said, returning to his seat. 

			With a huge grin on my face, I extended my hand. 

			“That’s a beauty. I’m glad it’s finally on the right woman’s finger,” he commented.

			“What do you mean, sir?” I quizzed, even though I had a good idea of what he meant by his statement. 

			“Hell, you met her. I knew that wasn’t going to work. Who on earth would marry a vegan?” Mr. Coleman said while shaking his head, and I burst into laughter.

			“I know, right? That was over before it even started,” I quipped, and we both laughed harder.

			Mr. Coleman and I fell into an easy conversation while we waited for Marcus and Mrs. Coleman to return. I didn’t remember Mr. Coleman being so funny back in the day. I guess it’s because I never had any one-on-one time with him. I laughed as he joked and shared random stories of the women Marcus had dated after we broke up. Marcus and I had our share of frogs if Mr. Coleman’s accounts were true. I was just glad life came full circle for us and that we were finally together again. I always knew Marcus was the man for me, and I couldn’t wait to exchange wedding vows with him. 

			When Marcus returned to the family room, I sensed things had gotten emotional during the discussion with his mother because his eyes were slightly red.

			“You okay, baby?” I asked as he sat down next to me on the sofa.

			“I’m good, babe. No worries. Everything is all good,” he said and gave me a faint smile. 

			I grabbed his hand and kissed the back of it. 

			“Are we going to head out?” I asked, figuring he’d had enough for the day.

			“Nah, my mom is gonna cook and call some of the fam over. You know how we do. You down?”

			“Absolutely,” I said, smiling at him. 

			I loved his family’s get-togethers. There were always more of his mother’s Spanish relatives than his father’s Black kinfolks, but honestly, we all enjoyed ourselves the same. The only difference was that there were a lot of tortillas and jalapeños involved with the meal.

			“Okay, I’m going to run out for ice and more beer. Do you need anything?” Marcus asked.

			“I’m good, babe. I’m going to head into the kitchen to help your mom out,” I told him. 

			Wearing a smile, he lowered his head and shook it from side to side.

			“What, babe?” I asked with my head tilted, curious about what he was thinking.

			“Eli would have never stepped into my mother’s kitchen, not even for a glass of water,” he said and laughed. “What the hell was I thinking?” 

			“She never helped in the kitchen?” I said, a little surprised. “How did she get away with that?” I asked, thinking back to when his mother nearly demanded I help with the cooking.

			“Well, to be honest, my mom said vegans aren’t allowed in her kitchen, and that ruined it,” he said, laughing louder and harder. 

			I wanted to laugh with him, but I didn’t get it that time, which was odd because I was always humorously connected to Marcus. We never skipped a beat with lines from movies or old sayings from back in the day.

			“Why is that so funny?”

			“All of it is just so damn comical, Zee. Just thinking back on the entire relationship with Eli is funny as hell. This woman, this person so damn opposite of you, checked all the boxes for what I thought would be the ideal wife for me, and all along she was a fuckin’ fraud,” he said, laughing even harder. “Zack, you’re a fuckin’ idiot,” he said between chuckles. 

			“Who’s Zack?” I asked, now totally confused.

			“He’s a buddy of mine. Zack and his damn boxes,” Marcus replied while continuing to laugh to the point where tears were streaming down his cheeks.

			“You know what, none of this is making any damn sense to me. So, I’m going to head to the kitchen and let you work through whatever this is,” I said, waving my hands in a circular motion in front of his face. 

			Now bent over in laughter, he nodded as I walked away. What that was about, I had no damn clue, but I figured he would enlighten me later.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Marcus

			I followed my mother to the back of the house to the screened-in porch, where we sat on the wicker chairs at one of the tables. I was hesitant to speak, but I had questions.

			“What is it, son? You can ask me anything. I’d never lie to you, so ask me whatever you need to ask,” she said, opening the line of communication.

			I lowered my head in an effort to get myself all the way together. The entire situation was emotional, and I hoped my mother wasn’t scheming with a woman whom I thought she didn’t care for much at all.

			“Marcus, son, talk to me.”

			“Did you know Eliana was cheating on me?” I finally asked.

			She paused and then answered, “Yes, I knew.”

			“For how long?” I asked between clenched teeth as I lowered my gaze to the ground.

			“Not long. Friday night, to be exact––when Angelica, DeSoto’s wife, called me. It was late that evening. She said she had to tell me something DeSoto told her not to, but she stressed that she didn’t misunderstand what she saw.”

			“I don’t follow,” I said, finally lifting my head to look at her. 

			I wanted…no, I needed to hear the truth.

			“Well, Angelica said she was with DeSoto at a tattoo shop in the city. She was sitting on the sofa in the waiting room with a huge picture window that overlooked the floor where the artists worked. A woman walked into the shop, and one of the tattooists paused from working on DeSoto’s tattoo to stand and greet her with a kiss. Not thinking anything of it, Angelica turned away, but a few moments later, the woman entered the waiting room and went to a bar that was set up in a corner. She said the woman poured herself a drink and then hung around the doorway, leaning on the frame while watching Rush work. After drinking a couple of cocktails, the woman cranked the volume up on the music and started dancing by herself. That’s when Angelica focused on her face. She said the woman looked familiar, but she couldn’t figure out where she had seen her. Then it hit her, and she called out her name. That’s when things got crazy. Eliana tried to say she was there to get your name tattooed on her, but when Angelica asked her why she was lip-locking with Rush when she first walked in, she had no answer. Angelica tried to go into her bag for her phone to snap a pic of her, but Eliana ran out of the shop.”

			I looked at my mother intently as she continued.   

			“Angelica said Rush tried to cover for Eliana as they were leaving, but she didn’t buy it, and when she questioned DeSoto about what she had seen, he told her to stay out of it. Well, after Angelica called me, I made some phone calls of my own. You know, to my secret crusade, and I got answers within hours. She and Rush are con artists, son, and I gave her twenty-four hours to tell you. Her name is real, but the parents are fake. Her boutique is legal, but she is buried in debt, and her credit score is embarrassing. I confronted her and advised her of the other things Rush had going on right under her simple nose while she thought she was his number one. I even gave her an opportunity to come clean to you first before I did it for her. So, I’m assuming that’s what she did since you showed up here with Zee today.”

			“Not exactly. I got a call from her mother, or whoever Olivia is, saying Eliana was in the hospital. After I saw Rush leaving her place that morning, I planned to break things off with her, but I was concerned about her. So, I went to the hospital, and that’s when I learned from the nurse that Eliana’s pregnant,” I told my mother, whose mouth dropped open.

			“She’s having your baby?” she questioned, her brows knitted together. 

			I immediately knew she didn’t view that as good news, so I quickly clarified for her.

			“Mom, relax. Yes, she’s pregnant, but it’s not mine. Although she tried to convince me otherwise, I knew she was lying.”

			“How can you be so sure, Marcus? Are you one hundred percent certain? If she is carrying my grandchild, we have to help her. I don’t want my grandchild growing up around people like Rush,” she said, sounding panicky. “We have to get sole custody.” 

			“Whoa, Mom. Please calm down and trust me. I know for sure it’s not,” I said, taking her hands in mine. 

			She relaxed a bit before asking again, “Are you positive?”

			“I am,” I assured her. 

			“You wouldn’t want a test?”

			“No. And if she insists the child is mine, I will be willing to get a paternity test done then. But I think she knows the truth, and I don’t think I’ll be hearing from her again. I made it clear that I never wanted to see her again. I even told her to keep the ring.”

			“You didn’t!” she said, her eyes bulging.

			“I did. Why would I want it back? I’d never give Zee a ring I gave to another woman.”

			“I know, but Eliana doesn’t deserve to keep it.”

			“Maybe she doesn’t, Mom, but I don’t give a damn about her, the ring, or the bogus relationship we had. All I care about is Zamora and starting over with her.”

			She smiled. “I know, and I’m happy you two finally found your way back to each other. She’s always been the one.”

			“I know,” I agreed.

			“And you better not fuck this up. You’re my only child, and I want grandkids.”

			“Let us get to the altar first, Mom. Dang!” I joked. 

			We stood, and she pulled me into her arms to give me a motherly hug. I knew she would never do anything to hurt me, and I knew she always looked out for me and had my back.

			“Well, this is cause for a mini celebration. I’m going to call your aunt and tell her to ring the alarm. The bitch is gone, and my son is back with the right one. The entire Diaz clan will be here in a couple of hours, so go and get ice and beer. Oh, and tell your papi to set the tables up in the basement.”

			“I got you,” I said, then proceeded to go back in the house. 

			“Son,” my mother called out.

			I paused and turned back to her. “Yes?”

			“I love you, and I know I don’t say it enough, but I am super proud of the man you have become. I’ll always support you, even if I don’t like it, hijo. Tú eres mi corazón.”

			I smiled at my mother. Lord knows she was my heart, too. 

			“Gracias, Mama, y yo también te amo,” I said and went inside. 

			Eliana was now out of the picture, and I was happy that I told my parents how I truly felt. The only thing left for me to focus on now was making Zamora happy for the rest of our days.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Zamora

			Snow was falling on the day Marcus and I were to look at another house. But I was determined to still show up. I had a good feeling about this place, and it was time for us to lay down some roots. The last four months had flown by, and after my divorce was finally finalized, we set our wedding date for the following May. We weren’t planning anything huge, but the ceremony and reception would be at Royalty, the place we had met many years ago. 

			We had finally had our intimate moment four days after the doctor’s visit after Marcus received a clean bill of health. She hadn’t passed anything on to him, and we hadn’t been able to keep our hands off each other since that afternoon when we got the news. I must admit, there was nothing like making love to a man who loved and adored me as much as Marcus did. He treated my body like delicate silk each time we made love, and the passion we shared was so deep and intense that, at times, it felt like I was dreaming and there was no way I was back with my first and last love. The man that I honored, respected, and admired so much, and every moment we were apart, I craved to be near him and in his presence.

			There were ways that we treated and acted around each other that I hadn’t realized until one night when we were out to dinner with Zaria and her husband.

			“Hello, damn Zee, can y’all share it with the table,” Zaria huffed.

			“I’m sorry, what? What did you say?” I asked, barely looking her way, and then I heard her snapping her fingers at me.

			“Hello, eyes over here. I mean, damn, I get that y’all are reunited. and it feels so good, but y’all invited us out to dinner, remember,” she said, giving me a look with a slight eye roll.

			I detected her annoyance, so I cleared my throat and turned completely forward. I hadn’t even realized that I was damn near in Marcus’s lap. When I straightened up in my seat, he leaned in my way, put an arm on the back of my chair, and began to caress my arm.

			“I’m so sorry, Zar. I mean, this is just us. I didn’t realize that we were ignoring the table. My bad,” I said, picking up the menu to examine it.

			“Yes, damn, it’s like y’all need to get a goddamn room,” she said. I stuck my tongue out at her, and she gave me her middle finger. “Don’t invite us out, no more if y’all gonna act like y’all on a romantic date alone,” she snarled, and I giggled.

			“Sis, okay, I get it, and we’ll try to behave.” 

			“Please do, and Marc, she isn’t going to float away, so you can loosen the hold you have on her shoulder, my guy,” she admonished.

			“Sorry, sis, I just can’t keep my hands off this woman,” he returned.

			“You say that now,” Josh said with a chuckle behind his menu.

			“Really, babe, okay, keep talking and ruin this night, if you want to.”

			“Awww, babe, I’m joking,” he said, trying to lean in for a kiss. She playfully resisted but gave him a soft kiss.

			“So, what is up with Eliana, Marc?” my sister asked. I’m sure she’s somewhere plotting your demise and plotting on Zee,” she said, taking a bread stick from the basket that sat in the middle of the table.

			“I have no idea. I haven’t heard a word from her. I shipped her items to her place; they came back to the hotel. I drove by, and her place was vacant, and her store was no longer there. I reached out to her parents to give them her belongings. They may have me blocked or something, because I get the voicemail and no return texts or calls. It’s like she took her show on the road, in search or her next victim,” he said.

			“Victim,” Josh quizzed  with a light laugh.

			I jumped in. I knew the entire truth about the scam artist she was, but I didn’t want to get all into that with them that evening. “You know, the next man that she can cheat on,” I said and put a hand on my man’s thigh. I hadn’t told my sister the entire story. I didn’t want her to worry that I’d be in danger of retaliation or no crazy street feuds. 

			“Well, good. If you never see her again, that would be a win,” she said, and when the server came, that gave me a distraction and my opportunity to change the subject. I had no idea where that snake had crawled to, and I really didn’t give a damn. I was just happy she left us alone and didn’t come back around accusing my man of being her kid’s father. “So, we have news,” my sister smiled brightly. 

			“News, do tell,” I encouraged.

			“Well, Josh and I are going to have a baby,” she shared, and at that moment, I realized that she hadn’t ordered an alcoholic beverage since we had sat. I paused, swallowed hard, and nervously grabbed my glass and held it up. 

			“Congratulations, sis, that’s so wonderful,” I said so damn oddly. I knew she knew that shit was weird, and my congratulations were not genuine. We all tapped glasses, and my eyes burned. I stood quickly and excused myself, and damn near ran to the bathroom.

			I ran into a stall, and I sobbed. The memories of losing my baby flooded back to my mine. Just a few short months ago, I had lost my baby and now my sister was having the one thing that the Most High took back from me. Zaria never even wanted kids or talked about trying for a baby and for years that was the one thing that I tried so hard to have. Zaria was never interested in being a mom. Hell, she wanted to mingle like she was single and now she is expecting. I was hurt, and I knew damn sure I was being selfish because I was in a bathroom stall crying my eyes out and not celebrating with my sister. “Shit! Fuck!” I yelled out loud. I was so damn wrong for reacting, and my sister didn’t deserve for me to be this way. 

			She and Josh were happy and having a child, so I took a deep breath, rolled a tissue from the roll, and dried my eyes. I looked up toward the ceiling and asked for forgiveness and grace. I also asked for understanding because His ways were not like our ways, and I had to get it together, go back to the table, and celebrate my sister and Josh’s blessing.  

			When I opened the stall door, my sister was standing there, and I just walked into her arms. “I’m sorry for reacting so horribly. I love you, and I am so happy for you and Josh. It was just overwhelming, and I just reacted because—,” is all I could get out before she cut me off. 

			“I know, ZeeZee. And I honestly did not think about the miscarriage and I’m sorry for just giving you the news the way I did. I didn’t think and I am so sorry,” she said holding me tight.

			“It’s okay, Zar and you didn’t do anything wrong. Congratulations and I am so anxious to be an auntie,” I said. I held on to my sister even tighter as I prayed for strength and to one day have a baby of my own with Marcus.

			“Thank you, and I don’t believe in your God, or your Most High, however you say, but for you I know he will give you your hearts desires because you deserve it, Zee. Our children will play together that I do believe.”

			I smiled at her. “I believe that too. Now let’s dry up and get my niece or nephew some good food,” I suggested. We both went over to the vanity. We dried tears and before we walked out, I stopped her. “You are going to be a good mom, Zar, because you took care of me, and you were a great big sister. I am truly happy for you guys, and I don’t want you to ever feel no type of way about sharing this pregnancy with me because I want to support you and be here for you for whatever you need.”

			She pulled me into a hug. “Thanks, sis. Now, please, let’s get back to this table. I’m ready to eat,” she joked. We laughed and then headed back to the table.

			We enjoyed a great meal and managed to keep our PDA in control because we certainly didn’t want Zaria to blow chunks if she witnessed us kiss each other again. We had a good night, and as soon as we got into the car, I asked, “So what do you think happened to Eliana? I mean, she went away so quietly, with no resistance.”

			“Your guess is as good as mine, and I don’t even think about it. I am just glad she moved on without a fight. I was scared at first that I’d have you’re, my baby daddy drama for months until we could do the DNA, but I’m happy she had some sense and moved on quietly. 

			I squeezed his hand in mine and just rode home with questions dancing in my head that I knew he couldn’t answer. When we got in, we headed straight for the bedroom and freed ourselves of our clothes, and we made love repeatedly that night.

			My phone rang, snapping me back to the moment I was in before thinking back on our double date that we’ve never had again after that night. “Hello,” I sang.

			“Hey baby, don’t forget about the appointment we have with Annika to see the house.”

			“Well, she called and said her husband, Jaxon, would be meeting us.”

			“Is she okay, the last time we had a showing she wasn’t feeling well.”

			“Well, she is pregnant, so she is going through a lot of nausea, so we got Jaxson today,” I confirmed.

			“That’s cool, you just be on time,” he added.

			“I’m already there,” I joked.

			“Yeah, okay, love you, and I’ll see you soon.”

			I hung up, wrapped up the meat that I had marinated for dinner, and went to bundle up. I walked through the lobby with the usual greetings, and I knew I’d miss that when we moved. I hit a little traffic, but I managed to make it right on time. When I pulled up, the curb appeal was so gorgeous, and it was exactly what I’d been waiting to see. Marcus was set on a tri-level home that I absolutely didn’t want. I wanted a ranch-style/split level/with a basement and a big backyard. Marcus had a huge family, and we wanted to host things at our place. We need a large space to do it, and at thirty-five hundred livable square feet, I felt that this was going to be a great house.

			“Hey, baby,” Marcus said after he opened my door and helped me out of my vehicle. He gave me a kiss.

			“Hey, babe, look at this house. I already love it, and I’m so excited to get inside,” I said, bursting. I was so excited.

			“I knew you’d like it. Not my style, but let’s go and look inside.” As we approached the door, Jaxson opened the door and greeted us.

			“Welcome, guys, come on in. Annika sends her love and wishes she could be here for you today, Zamora, because she found this one just for you. Now, the best thing about this place is it is not on the market yet, and if you guys love it, we have to act fast because it is gorgeous and will not take long to sell. It’s price right and you are going to love the upgrades and modern touches,” he said, and we moved further into space. “The owner request that we remove our shoes,” he said, and I was okay with that. The dark wood floors were beautiful, and I was already in love with the foyer. I oooohhhhh and aaaaahhhhhh at everything as we saw an office to the left with French doors and beautiful built-in shelves. I was anxious to see the kitchen where all the cooking magic would happen, but we went down the hall to the right to the guest bedrooms and bathrooms first. Spacious with a junior suite with an en suite and two more that had a jack and jill bathroom with all new finishes had me ready to make an offer. We saw a couple of hall closets for more storage and then finally we made it to my sanctuary, the kitchen. 

			It was huge, with an island larger than I had ever seen before in my entire life. I was blown away and I looked at Marcus and he knew that I had found my dream kitchen. Of all the houses that we had looked at, in his Bongalo and Craftsmen style, not one kitchen held a candle to that one. I touched the six-burner gas stove, and I promised I wanted to move in that very same day. 

			“Marcus, please, I’ll never have a kitchen like this, do you see this?” I asked pointing out the pot filler. We had seen over a dozen houses, and this was it.

			“I do, but let’s just see the rest,” he encouraged, and I tried to contain my excitement, but it was close to impossible. He opened the door to show us the patio and backyard outside the kitchen and finally we saw something that impressed Marcus, the outside kitchen. We didn’t go all the way out, because it was showing and we didn’t have on shoes, but we had a clear view of how large it was and finally Marcus got a little excited too. 

			On to the primary suite, we both looked at each other and again he smiled and nodded.

			“Okay, Jaxson, now you are getting my attention. The size of this room and the tray ceilings are nice.”

			“Well come on into the bathroom,” he said, and we followed. Another huge, updated space that we didn’t have to touch.

			“Okay, let’s head downstairs,” Jaxson said, and we followed close. “Another bedroom and bath with a shower only, but still a three-piece bedroom.”

			“Maybe a gym could be here?” Marcus said.

			“No need, Marcus, I got you,” he said, taking us to another room that the owners had already set up as a gym.

			“You got to be kidding me,” Marcus said now just as excited. “This house is sick and I’m starting to see why you wanted a ranch baby,” he said and then we saw the rest of the open finished space. A pool table, bar, flat screens and all the makings of a fun and entertaining space and I looked to my future husband.

			“Marcus, this is the best house we’ve seen, and it needs zero changes, and I can imagine all the dishes I could whip up in that kitchen. It’s enough room to host your family, I mean baby, I feel that this one is the one. I love it, Marcus.”

			“I’ll give you two a few minutes to explore and talk,” Jaxson said and left us in the basement.

			“I can say that I am more than pleasantly surprised. I mean even the curb appeal is nicer than I expected and although this would have never been something I’d want to look at, I say I agree. This offers us the most and meets both of our wish list.”

			I smiled so hard my cheeks would surely ache if I smiled too long. “So, is this it for you, because it is it for me.”

			“Let’s take one more good look around and then we can talk to Jaxson,” he said, and we explored the basement again and then the main floor. He made my day when he said. “Let’s do it.”

			“Seriously,” I squealed.

			“If you love this house, baby this is the house I want you to have,” he said and then kissed me. I pulled him closer to me and kissed him deeper and I didn’t want to let him go. We broke our kiss and I held on to me and he held me even tighter. I got so emotional, tears just sprang from my eyes, and I sniffled. “Baby why are you crying?” he said resting his face on top of my head.

			“I’m just so happy, I mean I’m happier than I’ve ever been in forever and marrying you and making you happy is all I want to do for the rest of my life. I’ve always been yours and I am unbelievably grateful for us getting back to us and I’m thankful for your love and I’m just so happy Marcus,” I cried.

			“Shhhh, baby, me too. We are going to make so many memories in this house, including have babies, and have all our happy endings in this house.”

			I smiled and laughed lightly. “Do you promise.”

			“I do, now let’s go find Jaxson and put an offer in on our house,” he said and kissed the top of my head again. I didn’t want to leave his arms, but I wanted to stake a claim on that house. I held him close for a few more moments and we found Jaxson to put in an offer on our new home.

		

	
		
			Epilogue 

			Zamora

			Marcus and I tied the knot the following May, and our wedding was beautiful. We didn’t plan anything huge. We decided to have the ceremony and reception at Royalty, where we had met many years ago, and everything turned out lovelier than I expected. We had so much fun celebrating our union with family and friends that we were too exhausted to consummate our marriage that night. 

			The next morning, we had an early flight, so we only got a couple of hours of sleep before heading to the airport. Marcus had booked us two nights in Las Vegas as a gag gift. I didn’t find out until after we were already in Sin City that we would be going to Cabo for seven nights once we left there. He’s lucky because I was about to have our marriage annulled if he thought Las Vegas was the perfect honeymoon destination. 

			We arrived for our flight on time, and our flight departed on time. We even landed early. Once we did, we went straight to the hotel for some lovemaking and food. We hung out, took in a couple of shows, hit up a few casinos, and ate plenty of good food. Those two days in Vegas zoomed by. Before I knew it, we were in an Uber headed back to the airport. While sitting at the boarding gate in the airport, I continuously checked the app on my phone, nervous that the flight would be delayed and cause us to lose time being in Cabo. 

			“Come on now, baby. No way will this happen to us again,” Marcus said, trying to ease my anxiety. “It’s just impossible.”

			“If you believe it’s impossible, why did you get us here four hours before the flight, Marcus? The board doesn’t even have our flight on it yet,” I said and chuckled. 

			“Listen, I didn’t want to take any chances,” he replied, smiling.

			“Marcus, baby, getting here this early won’t stop the plane from being delayed,” I said as he eyed his phone.

			“It won’t, but we would’ve had to check out of the hotel by noon anyway. So, it only makes sense to hang out here until our flight leaves instead of trying to rush to get here and possibly missing it. Wouldn’t you agree?” he said. 

			I could only laugh at Marcus’s weak attempt to make a point.

			“I guess, but I want a drink and don’t plan to sit here for the entire four-hour wait,” I said, standing. “Are you going to join me?” 

			After tapping a few buttons on his phone, he stood, and we walked hand-in-hand down a few gates to a pub. We chose a high-top table and took a seat. Our server came over with water and took our order. After the server returned with our drinks, we chatted about the wedding and shared photos our family members sent us via text or tagged us on social media. We sat there for about an hour and were on our second round after sharing some wings and fries. While we were eating, I had to make him promise that he would quit checking his phone every five seconds for flight delays. He agreed but must not have trusted himself because he got up and came around the table to sit in the chair next to me. I slid my chair closer to his. Like always, we exchanged tender kisses while talking naughty and doting on each other.

			We ordered another round and agreed to return to the gate after that. As we walked back, I couldn’t resist checking the app and was glad to see the flight was still on time. 

			“No fucking way,” I heard Marcus say.

			“No way what, babe?” I asked, looking up from my phone at him.

			“It can’t be,” he said. 

			I looked in the direction he was staring, but all I saw was a woman cradling a fussing baby. Then I watched as he slowly approached this woman in the airport. But why? Who was she?

			[image: ]

			Marcus

			“Eli?” I said. 

			She turned to face me at the sound of my voice, and a look of shock covered her face.

			“I’m sorry, do I know you?” she finally asked.

			Shock now covered my face. “Are you serious, Eliana?” I returned.

			“I’m sorry, sir, but my name is Faith. You must have mistaken me for someone else,” she said, then quickly tried to put the fussy baby in the stroller. 

			In the process, she dropped her purse, and her belongings fell out. As she finished putting the baby down, I kneeled to help pick her things up. 

			“Sir, I don’t need your help. Thank you, but I got this,” she protested, trying to gather up her items quickly.

			“I know it’s you, and I will leave you alone. But just answer me this,” I said. 

			Standing, she reached into the stroller to give the crying baby a pacifier. I figured it was a boy from the blue and green colors on the stroller and diaper bag. 

			“What is it?” she asked, now trembling.

			“How old is your son?” I inquired.

			“He’s almost three months old,” she answered. 

			“Is that my son?” I quizzed.

			“No, you’re not his father,” she said and pulled a pair of sunglasses from her purse to cover her welling eyes. 

			“Last question, Faith,” I said.

			She looked away and then looked back at me. “What do you wanna know, Marcus?”

			“Are you safe?”

			“Yes, we’re safe. We are safe, and I am sorry. I’m not the woman I used to be, and I’m sorry for everything I put you through. Please tell your mother thank you for me,” she said. 

			Just then, Zamora approached us.

			“Hello, I’m Mrs. Coleman,” she said and extended her hand, which Eliana declined to shake.

			 “Congratulations,” was all she said, then quickly turned and pushed her baby down the corridor.

			“Oh my God, Marcus. Was that––” she asked as she tried to get another glance at Eli, but she had already put a visual distance between us. 

			“Yes, that was her,” I said, cutting Zamora off. 

			As we continued walking toward the boarding gate, Zamora had a million and one questions. 

			“What was that about? What did she say? Is that her baby? What was said, Marcus? You better start talking,” she barked.

			“Baby, relax. Sit down, okay? Just calm down.” 

			She hesitated before finally sitting on a nearby chair. I told her about the brief exchange and then shared with her what my mother had been doing for over twenty years to help abused women escape bad situations. I explained that my mother was a huge advocate for sex trafficking, but not many people knew it because she wasn’t looking to receive a round of applause or accolades. 

			“Wow,” Zamora responded in amazement. “Your mother is a pretty awesome human being.”

			“Yeah, she is,” I agreed. “So, Mrs. Coleman, shall we continue to our gate? I don’t want us to dwell on this Eliana thing ever again. I want us to go on our honeymoon and enjoy the warm beaches, good food, and alcoholic beverages and make a baby.”

			“Did you say make a baby?” she asked, smiling. 

			I leaned in and kissed my beautiful wife’s lips.

			“That’s exactly what I said, Mrs. Coleman.” 

			“Well, let’s go honeymooning, baby,” she said, and we returned to our gate. 

			Once there, we checked the departure board and cheered when we saw the words “On Time” next to our flight number. As we sat waiting for the announcement that it was time to board the plane, we engaged in conversation and kisses. Then, we both got an alert on our phones. When we pulled our cell phones out, we checked the message: Your Flight Has Been Delayed. Looking at each other, we burst into a fit of laughter. Our flight may have been delayed, but our love for each other could not be denied.

			After we returned, it was back to business. The bed and breakfast I had envisioned for us was in its early stages of development, and life was perfect. Time moved by quickly.  Zaria had given Zamora a niece that she adored, and we had been trying to conceive but decided to stop trying after a year. No more temperature taking, hip elevations, doctor visits, shots, or medical assistance. We simply wanted to enjoy life and the love we shared for one another. 

			“That’s it, keep stirring,” she said, as I was learning how to make grits. Although we had a decent staff, Zee and I chose to be prepared to work in all departments if someone was absent or couldn’t make it.

			“I got this, and this is easy. As good as your grits taste, my love, I really thought more went into to this,” I joked. 

			“Just keep stirring so grits don’t start jumping out of the pot,” she ordered. I saw the bobbling when my stirs slowed, so I took her advice. I did not want those hot grits to land on my skin.

			“So, we are going to set these aside and move over to the steaks. They have been marinated, and sitting out long enough to get an even heat distribution. We are going to sneer them first and pop them into the open to finish cooking, okay,” she said, and I nodded and followed her instructions. She drizzled a little olive oil into the pan, then some butter and a few garlic cloves. She removed the lid from the pan, and she frowned. 

			“Oh shit,” she said and closed the lid. 

			“What’s wrong, baby?” I asked, concerned because she backed away.

			“The smell,” she said, turning her nose up. She covered her mouth and took a few cleansing breaths. “Okay, okay, I’m good,” she said, then came back to the counter and removed the lid again. She quickly put the two steaks in the cast iron, and the sizzle sounded beautiful. 

			“That smells so good,” I added.

			“All you need is two to three minutes on each side, and then we can pop it in the oven,” she said, then stepped back. She covered her mouth, hurried over to the trash can, and blew chunks. I quickly turned off the fire and rushed over to her.

			“Baby, are you okay?” I asked, rubbing her back. She heaved, and her body jerked and coughed, and more fluids came out. I rushed over to the sink, grabbed a dish towel, wet it, and was back at her side. She took it, wiped her mouth, and then put the towel on her head.

			“I need to sit down,” she said, and I helped her get to a nearby chair. 

			“Baby, tell me what is it? Do you need water, juice, or ginger ale?”

			“I’m okay, Marc, I’m okay. I just need to get out of this kitchen. This smell is driving me crazy.”

			“Impossible, it smells so good,” I disputed.

			“To you, but please let me get up and get away from this smell.” I helped her up, and we went to our on-site quarters. I got her a ginger ale, and she took a few sips. She felt better, and we tried to get back to the lesson, but I ended up just following her instructions. I wanted her to taste it, but she didn’t want the smell anywhere near her nose. The next day, it was the same and every smell of food made her nauseous. She didn’t even want her favorite food.

			“I think you should see the doctor,” I suggested.

			“I agree and I made an appointment this morning.”

			“What do you think could be wrong?”

			“Not sure, maybe pregnant, but we both know that’s farfetched, right?” she said nervously.

			“You think?”

			“Maybe I’ve never felt like this.”

			“Did you miss your period?”

			“My period hasn’t been regular since the miscarriage, so I can’t say yes or no,” she said, hunching her shoulders.

			“Let me run to the store and grab a test,” I said and stood.

			“You really think we could be,” she smiled.

			“Maybe,” I replied, giving her a hopeful smile back. I gave her a quick kiss on the forehead, and I rushed out. I had a big ass grin on my face during the drive, and I hoped this would be our time. Perhaps our prayers had been answered and I was going to be a dad. I parked, hurried inside, and headed to the female product aisle. I grabbed one of each product on the shelf. I stood in a long ass line impatiently, disappointed that it moved slower than molasses. I checked out and hurried to get back to my wife. She was snoozing when I rushed in, but I shook her awake.

			She stretched, asking me to let her sleep a little longer, but I insisted she get up to pee on every stick I purchased. Unfazed by my request, she fell back to sleep, and I went back to the kitchen. I put the steaks in the oven and tried to finish them off, then I made some scrambled eggs. I ate and three hours went by before my wife woke up. 

			She stretched and got up to head to the bathroom. I grabbed the bag and followed her inside and she asked me to hand her a paper cup from the vanity. We opened all the tests, waited, and watched them all turn positive. Happy was an understatement. We were pregnant. Even though Zee was on eggshells, afraid that she would miscarry again, but fortunately, after a few weeks of morning sickness, her pregnancy was smooth. She gave me a son, and we conceived again right away. We were blessed with another son, and now, we are living our best lives, happily in love.

			The End
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