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CHAPTER 1
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	“Desiree?” Troy whispered.

	“Yes,” she moaned.

	“Are you ready?”

	“Uh-huh.”

	“How you want it?”

	“That’s it, baby!” she cried out.

	“No. Tell me how you want it,” he commanded, grinding his hips into her pelvis. 

	“From the back,” she responded, looking into his eyes and biting her bottom lip.

	Troy smiled and flipped her over in a swift movement. Desiree was on all fours, then she lowered and quickly arched her back, pushing her ass closer to his groin. He positioned himself between her thighs and slid deep inside her walls. He began thrusting hard and fast.

	“Right there, Troy! Yes!” she exclaimed, moving her hips to meet his strokes. “That’s it! Right there, baby! Yes! I want it right there! Harder!”

	Troy grabbed her slim waist tightly and pulled her closer.

	“Smack my ass!”

	A loud cracking noise filled the room as Troy’s palm connected with Desiree’s right ass cheek.

	“Oooh shit! Give me another one!” she cried out.

	Troy delivered a slap to her left ass cheek.

	“Harder, Troy! Harder!”

	Troy grabbed a handful of Desiree’s hair and pulled it hard as he said, “I want to see your face when you come.”

	“Okay,” she whispered.

	He spread her ass cheeks and began thrusting deeper.

	“Harder, baby! Harder!”

	He obeyed.

	“Yes! Give it to me, Troy! I want it all!”

	“Oh shit! I’m ready to come,” he grunted.

	“Come for me,” she whispered seductively, looking over her shoulder at him.

	“Where do you want it?”

	“Mmmm,” she moaned. “Your dick feels so good, baby.”

	He delivered another long, hard stroke, “Where, Desi? I can’t hear you.”

	“Troy!”

	“Yes!” he hissed, increasing his speed in strokes. “Tell me!”

	“Come in me!”

	“Ohhhh fuck! Shhhhhhit!” he exclaimed, tightening his ass and burying himself deep inside her walls until he released everything.

	Desiree’s knees buckled, and she lay flat on her belly with Troy on top. Then he rolled over onto his back, breathing heavily. A few minutes later he started snoring lightly but then sat up quickly, looking down at his watch.

	“Damn! I got to get my ass up. I’m supposed to be meeting up with Mark and Derrik.”

	He was heading to the bathroom when she threw a pillow at this head. “Troy!”

	“What the fuck!” he yelled, knocking the pillow to the floor.

	“Uhh, hello? We just finished making love. How are you just going to get out of bed talking about you have to go?”

	“Don’t start this bullshit with me right now, Desi,” he said, giving her a stern look before turning back towards the bathroom. “I don’t have time to cuddle. You know I have other things to take care of.”

	She held back the tears stinging her eyes as she watched him go into the bathroom and heard the door lock. Lately she noticed him ruining the beautiful moments between them within minutes. She’d dealt with Troy’s arrogant attitude for the umpteenth time. This was supposed to be about them having the lives they’d always wanted, but it was becoming evident his plans were changing. 

	Troy Harris was about to become a pro football player in the NFL. The season would be starting in a few months, and the attention surrounding the young athlete was ramping up. His net worth had increased by millions thanks to the endorsements landing in his lap week after week. Unlike the groupies she’d seen gawking over her man, Desiree Thompson was an educated business executive moving up the ranks at her company. They’d officially become a couple last year—before he signed his contract, so she knew it was never about the money for her. But his attitude toward her had changed in recent weeks, which caused her to rethink the status of their relationship. He’d become cold and distant until it was time for them to have sex, but even that was beginning to feel cumbersome between them. This change in him was something she couldn’t ignore and refused to put up with. She remembered when everyone else gave up on him and she was one of the few people who remained at his side. She couldn’t understand how he could change after all they’d been through together. 

	They’d met at his best friend, Derrik Carter’s launch party for his company, BlakBeatz Entertainment. She’d never intended to get involved with any guy in entertainment or sports because they had enough groupies in their faces. She knew the reputation athletes had, and she still fell for him. Troy was six foot three, tattooed, and fine as hell, but it wasn’t just his looks that Desiree was attracted to. It wasn’t his swagger, or that he could deliver back-breaking sex with multiple orgasms. He was goofy, funny, and down to earth. He’d won her over by being sensitive and completely vulnerable. Despite the good times they’d had in the past year, she wasn’t about to be played if Troy had begun to let being in the NFL go to his head. Something was up with him, and she was going to get to the bottom of it.

	“Dammit, Desi, did you hear me?”

	She was so deep in thought that she hadn’t noticed he’d emerged from the bathroom and was standing over her. She looked up and realized he was almost fully dressed. That pissed her off because it meant he was actually going to leave.

	“No, I didn’t hear you.” She got up from the bed and quickly slipped on a t-shirt and sweatpants.

	“I asked you where my sneakers are,” he said as he pulled his shirt over his head.

	She huffed in annoyance, “How would I know, Troy? You throw them everywhere, and I have to clean up after you. Which ones?”

	“Yo, what the fuck is your problem?”

	“My problem is you.”

	He blew out a breath. “What did I do now?”

	“Ever since you started with this contract, your attitude has changed. Now I barely see or hear from you anymore. It’s like you don’t—”

	“Oh, boy. Here we go again on this same ol’ bullshit. You just don’t know how to quit.”

	“I don’t know how to quit? Whatever! Look, I’m getting tired of this. You are—”

	He interrupted her again. “You realize I’m about to go to the NFL, right?”

	“Yes, I know that, but—”

	“And do you remember when I told you that this has been my dream since high school?”

	“Yes, but—”

	“So why are you beefin’ with me about this? I thought you were, as you always say, ‘so supportive’ of my career. What I don’t need from you right now is this constant bitching and complaining! Don’t you think I have enough stress already?”  

	She didn’t want to feel insecure about her spot, but she was the one who had to deal with the unexpected trips out of town and the countless parties that had him coming home to her at six in the morning. She stared into his eyes, hoping he would try to understand where she was coming from.

	“Troy, you can say that I’m bitching all you want, but what do you expect when I’m feeling left out? It’s always you and your agent going here or there. You haven’t taken me anywhere with you since you signed. Then I look on Instagram and see all the posts of these bitches in your face. I thought we were in this together.”

	“We are, Desi. And you don’t want to go to those parties. Stop worrying about those girls. They don’t mean nothing to me.” He shook his head. “Damn, I don’t know what more you want me to say.”

	She pouted, “I want you to say that you’re staying instead of leaving.”

	“You know I can’t.” He shook his head even more. “If you don’t understand the decisions I have to make, then do you think it’s worth me discussing anything with you?” 

	“Damn, Troy! You can be so fucking mean. You don’t have to discuss all the high-level details with me, but at least you can tell me what’s going on. I’m in the dark with everything. How long before all of this is final?”

	“This is what I mean when I say you don’t understand. Shit like this takes time. Do you have any idea of the pressure I’m under? I’m signing on the line guaranteeing the owner, the coach, my teammates, and the fans that I’m taking them to the Super Bowl this season.”

	“I got that part. I’m talking about right now before the season starts. When the season does start, I know I’ll never see you,” she complained.

	“Damn, you act like you won’t be at any of the games. You’ll be with all the other wives and girlfriends in the box. I don’t understand why you just can’t be patient.”

	“I am being patient, but I want to know when I can expect to have my man back.”

	“Did we just get finish fucking?”

	“We don’t just fuck, Troy! What the hell has gotten into you?” 

	“Nothing. I’m just tired of arguing with your ass. That’s all we ever do now. And don’t say I don’t spend time with you, because we do spend time together. Don’t even try to front.”

	“Please tell me when, because it’s definitely not like it used to be.”

	“Okay, so it’s not like it used to be, but when do I have the time now?”

	She perked up. “And that’s what I’m talking about right there! I’m sure there are other football players that juggle relationships, family responsibilities, and their careers. But no, not you.”

	“Whatever.”

	“I’m not stupid. I can see what’s up.”

	He looked at her, puzzled. “What are you talking about?”

	“Let me ask you something. Before just now, when was the last time you and I made love? Can you tell me that? Do you even care?”

	“Of course I do, but—”

	“But nothing. I want to know something.” She averted her eyes, looked at the wall behind him, and stammered, “Well . . . um . . . are you . . .” She took a deep breath and blurted out, “Are you messing with somebody else?”

	“What?” He shook his head with a smirk this time. “You know damn well I’m not fucking with nobody else, girl. Why would you even ask me something like that?”

	“Because Troy, we don’t get to spend time together like we used to, and I feel like you don’t care. Do you even get lonely when we’re not together?”

	“Yeah, I guess.”

	“You guess?”

	“Okay, yeah, I get lonely.”

	“Then you should know that women have needs just like men, and if those needs aren’t met then—”

	The muscle in his jaw twitched. He closed the space between them. “Then what? Are you threatening me that if I don’t fuck you then you’re gonna go fuck somebody else?” 

	Desiree rolled her eyes and snapped, “Fuck me?”

	“You know what I mean.”

	“No, I don’t. You know how much I hate that word. I’m not some ho, Troy.”

	He dismissed her statement, “Anyway, back to what you said. If I don’t meet your needs, then what are you gonna to do?”

	“Then we’re going to have a problem.”

	Troy chuckled but spoke in a serious tone, “Yeah, it’s gonna be a problem, all right. It’s gonna  be some shit if I find out you’re fucking with somebody else.”

	She sucked her teeth. “That’s not what I meant. It’s just that . . . well do you have any idea how lonely it is being in this house without you here? Do you know what it’s like to sit up at night waiting, and you don’t show up until the next day? I just want my man to act like he still wants me.”

	“Come on, Desi. You know I still want you. I always want you.” He tried to smooth things over. He gently caressed the side of her face, licked his lips, and flashed a big smile revealing all his white teeth. “Especially your fat ass.” He grabbed both cheeks and squeezed them.

	She playfully pushed him away, pouted, and folded her arms. “I can’t tell. You come in here and sometimes you barely utter two words to me, let alone touch me. Today you’re good, and look how you’re messing up the vibe by bouncing. I know this is your football career, but as your girl I’ve been nothing but supportive, and I need—”

	He cut her off speaking in a harsh tone, “Yo, I’m not arguing about this shit no more!”

	“Neither am I, but this new shit you’re on has to stop, Troy! I’m serious.”

	“What new shit?”

	“This shit you’ve been on since you’ve signed.”

	“Damn!” he yelled. “You knew it would be like this! What the fuck do you want from me?”

	“I want you to act like you’re my man! Stop coming in here treating me like a fucking doormat. I’ve been here for you every step of the way and this is how you treat me? All I’m asking for is a little bit of time. Is that so much to ask for now?”

	“Okay, maybe you don’t get as much time as you did before. But with everything that’s going on right now, trust me when I tell you, fucking you is the last thing I have on my mind.”

	“What did you just say to me?” Before Desiree could stop herself, she slapped him across his left cheek and shouted, “Fucking me is the last thing on your mind? So now you’re just fucking me, Troy!”

	He frowned from the stinging, and as Desiree opened her mouth to speak again, the back of his right hand came crashing across her cheek. 

	Desiree found herself stunned on the floor and instinctively threw her hands up, attempting to protect her face just as Troy began delivering punches to her body. She moved her arms down to protect her sides as she looked up into Troy’s cold, vacant eyes, pleading for him to stop. Instead, he grabbed her throat, pulling her to her feet. She attempted to squirm out of his hold, but he squeezed harder. Desiree’s eyes bulged as she tried clawing at his hands and beating his arms, but he was too strong for her.

	“You must’ve lost your fucking mind putting your hands on me!” he spat through clenched teeth.

	His grasp tightened, and suddenly Desiree began to lose consciousness. Her arms went limp and her eyes began to roll back into her head. Troy realized what was happening and quickly loosened his grip, letting her crumple to the floor. He tried to reach for her, but Desiree began crawling away. She was afraid of what he would do next. She stared at him, coughing and sputtering as tears spilled from her hazel eyes. 

	Troy saw the fear in her eyes and was about to apologize, but the stinging on his cheek pissed him off all over again. “Desi, what the fuck! I don’t believe you fucking slapped me! You know what, fuck this! I’m outta here!”

	“No,” she whispered as she pulled herself from the floor. She began reaching for him, but he slapped her hands away. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to slap you, Troy.”

	He rushed past her, grabbed a pair of sneakers from the closet, and threw them on in seconds. Then he snatched his keys from the nightstand and stormed out of the room. Desiree heard the front door open and then slam shut. Seconds later she heard the sounds of his truck screeching off.

	“I’m so sorry,” she whispered again. She fell to the floor, rolling into the fetal position and sobbing uncontrollably. A few minutes passed before she pulled herself together. She sat on the bed just as her phone rang. Without looking at the screen, she answered, sobbing.

	“Troy, I-I-I’m s-s-so sorry. I didn’t m-m-mean to slap—”

	A woman’s voice interrupted her mid-sentence, “Desi, this is Brielle. What’s wrong?”

	“Oh god, Bri!” she cried. “I-I-I didn’t mean to . . .” her voice trailed off as she tried to quiet her sobs.

	“What happened, Desi? Take your time and talk to me.”

	Desiree sobbed harder, still unable to respond.

	“I’m on my way over there now,” Brielle said and hung up.

	Desiree dropped the phone and tried to calm herself, but their fight kept replaying in her mind. Her face and sides were hurting, but more than the physical pain, her heart was aching. She couldn’t believe Troy put his hands on her. Her sobbing came again as she slumped down to the floor where she stayed until Brielle showed up.

	Brielle Stephens was Desiree’s best friend. Hearing her friend crying and unable to express what was going on was enough to make her see red. She made it to their condo in less than fifteen minutes. When Desiree didn’t answer after the first few knocks, she began banging. “Girl, you better answer this damn door!” 

	A minute later, Desiree slowly opened the door but purposely hid behind it. 

	Brielle waltzed in, dropped her bag on the coffee table and turned around. “Why the hell did it take—” She stopped mid-sentence and squinted at Desiree’s disheveled state. She went over and pulled her closer.

	“Ugh!” Desiree winced, grabbing her side.

	Brielle examined the bruise on her face and handprints on her neck. “Did that motherfucka do this to you, Desi?”

	Desiree stared at her, nodded, and began sobbing uncontrollably.

	That was all Brielle needed to see. She grabbed her cell from her bag. As she dialed 9-1-1, she spat venom, “That sorry motherfucka done messed with the wrong girl!” Brielle spoke to the operator and then turned to Desiree. “Where the fuck is he now?”

	“I don’t know,” Desiree responded, sniffling.

	Brielle gave the operator the description of Troy’s truck and the usual spots where he hung out. Two policemen eventually arrived, and as they were filling out the report, Troy walked in with his egotistical swagger.

	“What the fuck is going on here?” he shouted. “You called the fucking cops on me, Desi?”

	She didn’t look up.

	One of the two police officers walked over to him. “Sir, please calm down.”

	“Don’t tell me to calm down! I am calm! Did she call you guys here?” He looked over at Desiree again. “Well, did you at least tell them that you slapped me first?”

	Brielle got up from the couch and was in Troy’s face in a couple of steps. “You sorry son of a bitch! So what if she slapped you? Do you realize what you did to her? Look at her face and neck! And punching her? The fuck is wrong with you? No, I’ll tell you what you can do—slap me! Punch me! I dare you. I don’t care if you got football muscles. I got a bat and will beat the shit outta your ass!”

	“Get the fuck out my face, Bri!”

	The police officer got between them. “I need both of you to relax. Ma’am, I have this under control. Now sir, would you please come with me?”

	Troy raised his eyebrow. “Where are we going? Do I need to call my lawyer?”

	Brielle remained hyped. “Call whoever you want. You sorry, bitch-ass nig—”

	“Ma’am, I need you to keep quiet while I speak with Mr. Harris.”

	“Fuck you, bitch,” Troy yelled over the officer’s shoulder.

	“Bitch? Who the fuck do you think you’re talking to? See, you better be glad I wasn’t here when you put your hands on her because—” 

	“What? You wouldn’t have done a motherfucking thing except mind your own damn business. That’s your fucking problem. You too damn busy up in our shit. That’s the reason you ain’t got a man now.”

	“Fuck you! Desi don’t have a man either! You ain’t a man! A man don’t beat on his woman!”

	The officer spoke to Troy again. “Sir, I need you to come with me.”

	He continued talking to Brielle, ignoring the officer. “I know she wouldn’t have. You called them, didn’t you?”

	“Yeah, I called them,” Brielle said snidely while folding her arms across her chest. “What are you going to do about it, hit me too?”

	“Whateva, yo! It’s all good because this is just a big misunderstanding. Ain’t that right, Desi?” He looked over at her again and spoke in an unmistakably threatening tone, “You know I didn’t mean it, baby, don’t you?”

	Desiree looked up, and no one in the room could deny the fear in her face as she stared at Troy glaring back at her. One police officer ushered him into the kitchen while the other remained with the women. Brielle sat down next to Desiree and grabbed her left hand.

	“You can do it, Desi. Don’t let that sorry bastard get away with this.”

	“Ma’am, I need you to finish this report,” the officer said.

	Desiree looked at her best friend and then back at the officer to her right. She smoothed the front of her sweatpants, took a deep breath, and finished telling him everything that led up to the attack. Then the moment of truth came. 

	“Ma’am, do you want to press charges?” the officer asked.

	Brielle stared at Desiree and nodded. “I got your back, girl.”

	With a few tears rolling down her cheeks, Desiree spoke in almost a whisper, “Yes. I want to press charges.”

	The officer went into the kitchen, and moments later they heard Troy yelling.

	“She did what! Yo, how the fuck you gonna take her side in this? I thought she had to go, too. Nah, fuck that! That bitch slapped me first!”

	The officer that took down the report returned to the living room speaking into the receiver on his shoulder. Seconds later, the other officer emerged from the kitchen guiding Troy, in handcuffs, to the front door. 

	“Bye-bye, asshole,” Brielle smiled and waved.

	“Fuck you!” he retorted. Then he looked at Desiree with the coldest look in his eyes. “But we were in this together, right? Yo, I can’t believe you did me like this. You think you can do this to me and get away with it?”

	Brielle responded in a taunting voice, “Hey, dumb ass. Are you threatening her in front of the cops?”

	Troy looked at the officer holding onto his forearm. “I suggest you get me out of here before I really hurt that bitch.”

	The officer shook his head and guided Troy out of the apartment. The other officer stayed behind to explain that Desiree would have to go to the precinct in order to file the full complaint, and then he left.

	“Do you want me to go with you?”

	Desiree shook her head. “No, I’m okay. I can do this. I just need a minute to get my thoughts together. I’m going to take a shower and then I’ll go.”

	“Are you sure? I can stay here and hold you down. You know I got your back.”

	“Bri, I’ll be fine. I just need to get myself cleaned up. I’ll call you later.”

	It took over an hour for Desiree to shower and get dressed. A light touch of makeup took care of the bruise on her face. There was nothing she could do about Troy’s handprints on her neck except cover them with a mock turtleneck. A few tears fell as she rehashed everything while she headed out the door. As soon as she was on the road, Brielle called.

	“I’m on my way now,” Desiree stated through a cracked voice.

	“Do you need me to meet you there? What station is it again?”

	“Fulton, and no I can handle this alone. You’ve helped me enough. Now I have to step up and do my part. Thanks for having my back.”

	“Girl, I’ll always have your back. No man does this one time, Desi. Troy is a bully and needs to learn his lesson. You’re doing the right thing. Trust me on that.”

	After fifteen minutes of Brielle’s motivational pep talk, Desiree pulled into the parking lot of the police station. Her heart sank as she thought about what she was about to do to the man she loved.

	She took a deep breath and exhaled. “Okay. I’m here. I’ll call you when I’m done.”

	“Okay, be strong. Love you, diva.”

	“Love you too, diva.”

	Desiree took another deep breath and exhaled. As she confidently stepped out of her car and activated her alarm, she was sure that she was doing the right thing. Before she could step away, she was stopped in her tracks by a sharp-dressed man who jumped out of a car near the front of the parking lot.

	“Desiree, right? How are you?” he asked as he extended his hand. “I wish we could have met under better circumstances.”

	She took a step back and raised an eyebrow. “Do I know you?”

	“I’m sorry. I’m Mark Wilson.”

	“Mark Wilson? That name sounds familiar.”

	“Troy’s agent.”

	“I don’t have anything to say to you. Excuse me.” She tried to walk around him, but he smoothly blocked her path. “Would you please move?”

	“Look, Desiree, I know you’re very hurt and upset, but filing charges against Troy will be a major mistake.”

	She shook her head, “But this was Troy’s fault.”

	“You know what? The first thing he said when I spoke with him was that you hit him first. Now I honestly don’t care who started what. What I do care about is everything that’s on the line that you will destroy if you file this complaint. What about his endorsements?”

	“You mean his little Coca-Cola commercial? Fuck Coca-Cola!”

	“I’m not talking about that in particular.”

	“Please! All you care about is Troy’s career in the NFL because that’s how you make your money. He should have thought about that before he put his hands on me.”

	Mark spoke sympathetically, “I agree. He was wrong and he should be punished for what he did, but his family shouldn’t be punished. Let’s put aside the big house and the fancy cars that you’ll have—do you have any idea how many mouths Troy’s salary and endorsements will feed? He’ll be supporting his mother and several other family members. Without Troy’s help they will be homeless. You don’t want to be responsible for that, do you? His mother thinks the world of you. Don’t hurt her like this.”

	Desiree let her head fall. What Mark was saying was making her feel worse. “Don’t try to put a guilt trip on me.”

	“I’m not. You just need to realize the consequences of your actions. Do you realize that you will have absolutely no privacy? Reporters will be outside your door everyday trying to get quotes and interviews from you while flashing cameras in your face. They’ll follow you wherever you go.”

	Desiree loosened up at the thought of the picture he painted. “It won’t be that bad.”

	“Don’t fool yourself. This is a young, marketable, pro athlete we’re talking about. You know how the media works. They’ll even call your place of employment and ask your coworkers and your boss about your credibility. They’ll dig up everything in your past, and if it’s clean then they’ll dig into your family’s past. Trust me, they will make your life a living hell. And with you being the complainant, you’ll have more cameras in your face than Beyonce.”

	Suddenly thoughts of the unwanted publicity she’d garner flooded her mind. She couldn’t bear the thought of bringing shame to her family because she chose to get involved with an abusive athlete. 

	“But that’s not fair!” 

	“Life’s not fair. Look, I know you don’t want to go through all of the drama that lies ahead. The best thing for everybody is for you to drop the charges.”

	Desiree argued, “I still feel the best thing is for Troy to be punished for his actions.”

	“No, the best thing is for Troy to have the love and support of a strong woman like you. The two of you can talk once things are calm. All it takes is some counseling and everything will work out fine. What about your future together? Did you know he planned to propose to you?

	She looked at him with curious disbelief. “What did you just say?”

	“You heard me—Troy wants to get married, and I know he wants to spend the rest of his life with you.”

	Desiree thought about it for a moment. She loved Troy and wanted to be with him. However, her father and brothers would disapprove of her being with a man who would put his hands on her. In her heart she knew there had to be a reason he lost control like that. He’d never done anything like that before. She needed to know why.

	“I don’t know, Mark. This isn’t like Troy.”

	“I know it isn’t, but what I do know is that man loves you.”

	She nodded, “I know he does. But I’m not sure what I should do.”

	“Let me help you. Just come inside with me and we’ll drop the charges and get Troy released. You’re strong. You can do it.”

	He didn’t give Desiree a chance to respond before he gently grabbed her hand and began leading her to the doors of the precinct. She held onto his hand firmly as her mind started racing frantically. All of this was like a nightmare, but if she did the right thing, perhaps they could work everything out and it would become a sweet dream. At least she hoped.

	




CHAPTER 2
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	“Troy Harris, you’re free to go,” the officer instructed as he opened the door to the holding cell. As Troy approached the door, the officer solicited, “Can you sign this jersey for my son? He loves you and Ryan. When I saw you come in, I ran down to the mall and bought it.”

	Troy took the pen the officer handed him and signed his name on the jersey, which immediately made the officer smile.

	“Thanks, Troy! You’re the man!” The officer praised, “Super Bowl this year?”

	“Hey, I’m what the team’s been waiting for. I’m gonna try to take us there, baby!”

	“That’s what I’m talking about!”

	Then the officer escorted him to the lobby where his agent was waiting. Also waiting for him was his best friend, Derrik Carter. Mark acknowledged Troy’s presence but remained on the phone. Derrik met him halfway and extended his hand.

	“Are you all right?”

	“Yeah, just ready to get the fuck outta here,” Troy said as he grabbed Derrik’s hand and they embraced briefly. He looked around. “Where’s Desi? Is she here?”

	“No. She was here a couple of hours ago, but Mark told her to go get some rest. She left before I got here. So, what the hell happened?”

	“Her trifling-ass girlfriend, Brielle is what happened. We had a little disagreement and her girl comes in and causes all this drama. I can’t believe Desi would let her do some shit like this.”

	Mark put his phone in his pocket and began ranting. “Guys, we have far more important things to deal with—like the media circus outside.”

	“How the fuck did they find out? Mark, you know I don’t need this shit.”

	“Calm down, buddy. Relax. I’m sure it was someone in here that leaked it to the press, but, hey—you’re the key to all of this. Just keep your composure, and everything will be fine. They’re going to try to box you into a corner, but don’t lose your cool. As far as you know, all of this never happened. It’s a case of a groupie trying to extort money from you. Got it?”

	Troy took a deep breath. “Let’s go get this over with then.”

	The men slowly made their way out of the building. By the time Troy reached the first step, the media swarmed like bees.

	“What are these allegations of domestic abuse about, Troy?” one reporter asked.

	“I haven’t abused anyone. Someone was just trying to get money out of me. That’s all.”

	“Is there any truth to the charges brought against you?” another reporter questioned.

	“There aren’t any charges. Charges for what? I haven’t done anything.”

	“With the NFL commissioner’s new “No Nonsense” policy, what do you think your punishment will be?”

	“There won’t be any punishment because this was all a misunderstanding. There was no crime committed here.” 

	“Do you think you’ll be suspended for any of the season? Any counseling or jail time?”

	“There’s no story here,” Mark chimed in. “Today’s athletes are multimillionaires, and they’re prime targets for people to trump up false charges in an attempt to extort millions of dollars from them. Luckily for us, Atlanta has a dynamite police force that doesn’t tolerate this behavior.”

	“So, Mark you’re saying that Troy won’t face any charges? What about the victim?”

	“Troy is the victim. If he worked a regular nine-to-five, the false allegations would never have been made, and you all wouldn’t be here. But now, since he’s a part of the NFL, he attracts women. And when he rejects a woman’s advances, that does not give her the right to sue him and make up stories behind it.”

	“What is the accuser’s name?”

	“Next question,” Mark said.

	“Was the accuser paid off?”

	“Next question.”

	“Have you or Troy Harris spoken with the commissioner?”

	“Next question.”

	As Mark finessed the media, he swayed Troy and Derrik to Derrik’s truck. The reporters followed, still asking questions, but the three men jumped into the truck, with Mark in the back.

	“Derrik, where are you taking Troy?”

	“What do you mean where is he taking me? I’m going home.”

	“No, you’re not. You need to lay low. And do everyone that cares about you a favor—stay away from Desiree. You got that?”

	“For how long?” Troy asked.

	“Until you calm down, she calms down, and this entire situation fades to black. You see those microphones and cameras out there? I don’t want them around you or her for that matter anymore unless you’re celebrating a victory on the field—only for positive reasons. Got it?”

	“Got it.”

	“Now, back to my original question. Derrik, where are you taking Troy?”

	Derrik smiled. “Anywhere as long as it’s away from Desiree.”

	“This guy is so fucking smart! Troy, be glad you have a friend like him. I’ll call you when I’m done dealing with these leeches. Now go get some rest.”

	As soon as Mark got out and closed the door, Troy began to release his anger. “Man, get me the fuck outta here! This is some bullshit!”

	Derrik nodded and shifted the truck into gear. He slowly maneuvered through the crowd of reporters, and once he turned the corner, the crowd disappeared.

	“Yo, what the fuck was she thinking!” he suddenly blurted out while rubbing his head in confusion.

	Derrik didn’t respond. He just glanced over briefly before looking back at the road in front of him.

	“Did you hear what those motherfuckas were saying to me! Do I need some fucking counseling? Am I going to jail? Will I be suspended? Fuck them! None of this shit would’ve happened if Desi would’ve stayed in her fucking place. It’s been coming though. She’s been getting out of pocket for a minute, and I’ve been letting shit slide.”

	“I wish you would stop jumping around and tell me the whole story. What happened?”

	“It ain’t nothing to really tell. All I did was smack her up a little.” He paused when he saw Derrik looking at him with an eyebrow raised. “Hold up, yo. She slapped me first, and I slapped her back. Then I bounced to cool off before things got worse.”

	“So you weren’t there when she called them? What did she say to have them arrest you?”

	“Hell no I wasn’t there, because if I was she wouldn’t have called. Like I told you, she let her bitch-ass friend convince her to go through with getting me locked up, and now I’m the one on the six o’clock news. Talking about we’re gonna be in this together. Yo, I swear I’ma—nah, fuck it. This ain’t no Left Eye and Andre kinda relationship. Fuck this. I’m not giving her the chance to mess up everything. Not after what I’ve been through to get here.”

	Derrik knew Troy wasn’t telling him everything, like why Desiree would go to the extent of having him arrested over a slap, but he wasn’t going to press him further. 

	“Well, where do you want to go?”

	“I wanna get something to eat. Nah, you know what? Take me to Mia’s. I’m rolling with her all the way now. Fuck Desiree!”

	Derrik should’ve been shocked by his statement, but it didn’t come as a surprise. Months ago he’d noticed the shift in his boy’s behavior and patterns, and he knew what that meant. At first, Desiree appeared to be the woman that had him caught up in his feelings. Hell, her fat ass caught both of them up, but women were a weakness for Troy. His boy had an insatiable appetite, and it was unlikely that Desiree was aware of it. It didn’t matter how beautiful and smart she was, she wouldn’t be able to keep Troy’s attention for long. He thought back to the night they met at the launch party for BlakBeatz. 

	Derrik wasn’t paying attention and had accidently stepped on the back of Desiree’s heel. He introduced himself. They exchanged a few friendly words, but he didn’t have a chance to tell her that he was interested. His duties as host had him busy engaging with everybody else. He’d kept his eye on Desiree most of the night, hoping they could connect. But by the time he made it back around to her, Troy had already staked his claim. Derrik wished more than anything in that moment that he was the one that’d had the chance to get with her.

	“Man, T, really? Desi is dope as fuck, and you know she loves you. This is going to crush her.”

	“Yeah, well she shouldn’t have let her trifling-ass girl fuck it up for her.”  

	“You know Mia’s going to have questions for you just like those reporters.”

	“Let her bring it. You know I’m still messing with Kim, right?”

	He looked over in disbelief and shook his head, “No, nigga I didn’t. Damn, her crazy ass too?”

	“Yeah, I know. But D, she got this shit she be doing with her tongue and when she flicks it—” He stopped mid-sentence when he saw Derrik cutting his eyes at him.

	“Anyway, she’s been calling Mia trying to snitch on me, so I told Mia that Kim’s hating on her because she was the one that ended up with me. Since Kim is psycho, she fits the bill for getting me locked up. I’ll tell Mia it was Kim and let her take the fall for it. Mia doesn’t know about Desi, and I’m going to keep it that way.”

	“Hey, do what you have to do.”

	“Yeah. I’m going to chill with Mia and cut Kim and Desiree back. They cause too much drama.”
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	Brielle was so mad after seeing the news of Troy’s release that she zoomed to Desiree’s house. Desiree wasn’t surprised at her unannounced arrival. She knew she had a lecture coming from her best friend, but what did surprise her was the metal bat Brielle was wielding.

	“Where’s Troy? His ass is mine!”

	“He’s not here, and girl, put that bat down. Are you crazy?”

	“Oh, don’t forget he tried to raise up on me while the police were here. Let him try it again.”

	Desiree put her right hand over her eyes and shook her head. “That’s not necessary.” The last thing she wanted was for Troy and Brielle to go at it and have the police show up again.

	“What’s going on, Desi? Why did you drop the charges?”

	“I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t.” 

	“What do you mean you couldn’t? I knew I should’ve gone down there with you.”

	“This was the right thing to do because he’s made it to the NFL, and his family needs this more than anything. I’m not going to be the one to blame for messing up his career.”

	“Then he should’ve kept his fucking hands to himself! Oh my god, Desi, I can’t believe you. His family doesn’t need him. They need to get their asses up and get jobs.”

	“You ain’t right.”

	“No, you ain’t right. But you know what? Fine. I mean, if you think his career is more important than your safety, then what can I say?”

	“It’s not only about that. My privacy would be invaded by reporters, and I don’t need all that.”

	“So what! You tell them that Troy beat the shit out of you and keep it moving. You have the truth on your side.”

	“I know Bri, but we’ve fought before, and he’s never put his hands on me. I’m his woman, that’s my man, and I’m going to stick by him.”

	“No, you’re his fucking punching bag! Desi, listen to yourself. You’re acting like he was right for what he did. You let him put his hands on you without suffering any consequences. He did it once, he’ll do it again. Maybe he’ll knock some sense into your head next time.”

	“There won’t be a next time,” Desiree responded confidently. “Mark said we’re going for counseling.”

	“Who is that?”

	“He’s Troy’s agent. We had a talk, and he assured me that Troy wants to marry me and he’s willing to go to counseling. I have faith that everything will be just fine.”

	“Uh-huh. Well, where is he?”

	“I’m not sure. He hasn’t called yet.”

	Brielle continued chastising her for about five minutes until they were interrupted by a knock on the door. Desiree held her breath and stared at the door. Troy wouldn’t have knocked. It wasn’t until Brielle walked over with the bat that she pulled it together.

	“Let him in. ‘Cause if he even thinks to act up, I’m going to go Barry Bonds on his ass.”

	“Bri, sit down. It’s not him. Troy has a key.” Desiree slowly walked over and eased the door open after Brielle sat down.

	“Derrik? What are you doing here? Where is Troy?”

	Immediately, Derrik was seething inside. He couldn’t believe Troy lied to him. He’d lost control again. The bruise on her face was visible despite her efforts to conceal it under the makeup. His eyes moved down to her neck. Once she got home, Desiree had exchanged the mock turtleneck for a comfortable t-shirt. She realized where his gaze was, and quickly placed one arm over her stomach and covered her neck with the other hand. 

	“Hey, Desi.” Then he mumbled quietly, “Umm, he’s laying low.”

	“What do you mean?” She tried to look over his shoulder. “Is he in the truck?”

	Derrik shook his head. “No. I’m here to get some of his things. Then I’m going to come back with a moving truck for the rest. He said he’ll pay out the remainder of the lease in full, so you’re good.”

	Desiree flooded him with questions, “What do you mean, get his things? A moving truck for what? Pay out the lease, why? What’s going on?”

	“He sent me to get his stuff because being over here might draw too much attention from the media.”

	“I don’t understand.”

	Brielle came over and grabbed her friend’s hand to lead her back into the house. “Let me handle this. Desiree, have a seat. Come on in, Derrik.” She closed the door and looked at Derrik with a suspicious smirk. “Tell the truth. Don’t try to whitewash shit to protect Desi’s feelings. Don’t front, Derrik. Just say it.”

	“All right . . . he won’t be coming back.”

	“What do you mean he won’t be coming back?” Desiree repeated. 

	“You’re still whitewashing it, Derrik.” Brielle explained, “What he means is that Troy’s agent tricked you into dropping the charges. They played on your emotions, and you fell for it. While you were thinking about him and his career, he was busy thinking of a way to dump you. Didn’t I tell you he wasn’t shit?”

	Desiree looked up at Derrik with pleading eyes, hoping he would tell her that she was just having a bad dream.

	“I’m sorry to have to tell you that, Desi, but Bri is right. Can I get Troy’s things?”

	Desiree didn’t answer, so Brielle stepped in. She hurried to the kitchen and grabbed a few garbage bags before guiding Derrik to the bedroom. Meanwhile, Desiree was still in the living room sitting motionless, trying to process what had just happened. Her mind wouldn’t allow her to accept Troy had dumped her and was leaving. He’d sent his friend to collect his belongings. Finally, she heard the drawers opening and closing, as well as Brielle talking and giving Derrik instructions.

	“Nah-uh, hand me the toothbrush, Bri.”

	“I was going to scrub the toilet clean first.”

	“Girl, you are fucking wild. Listen, I’m going to come back for that stuff with the truck. I just need the rest of those clothes and his sneakers. Yeah, that too.”

	“Wait, yes that’s his right there. Take that and that right there. Get his cheap-ass clothes from over there. Ugh, she stays cleaning up after his nasty ass. All those funky-ass shoes are his too. Come on! Let’s get all this shit up out of here! Oh yeah, there’s his dingy-ass suitcase. Just throw everything in there. Desi, come in here and make sure we’ve packed Troy’s shit!”

	Desiree jumped from the couch and ran towards the bedroom. She attempted to pull Troy’s things out of the large suitcase while Brielle knocked her hands away. She managed to take a couple of shirts out.

	“Desi, what are you doing?” 

	She cried, “He can’t leave me! I dropped the charges for him. How can he do this to me after everything I’ve done for him? Who else was there for him? Is this how he’s going to do me? No, leave all of it! He’s not going anywhere!”
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