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Laugh

As much as you breathe

And

Love

As long as you

Live

~ Author unknown
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~ Sometimes, a man needs to be taught his place so the woman can stand in hers. ~ Zoie Watson

~ A woman’s place is leading a man by his balls, only if she knows what to do with them. ~ Trevor Dennis

~ I do and I’ll prove it. ~ Zoie Watson
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The velocity of my heartrate has hit the maximum threshold living the life I am living.

~ Z (Zoie Watson)
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I’ve lived my life in a protective bubble. One I had no clue I was in. I lived a life where I was seen as “the great pretender” and accepted the title with pride. The choices I’ve made lead me to a place where I am in the center of the chaos that comes with having my family name. 

But wait ... here’s more.

I’m forever bound to a family I’ve already tried once to escape from. Now, new connections and relations are coming at me from all sides. I have no idea what to do.

This isn’t my life. This isn’t the choice I made. My life of being pampered and protected has been effectively destroyed. 

Being the great pretender must be passed down through the family line given what I’ve uncovered about mine.

Lipstick kisses and caviar dreams these are not!
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Atlanta, Georgia

Inked to the Max begins

The Meeting

Before
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How am I supposed to do all of this, Zo? I must be crazy for even thinking this was a good idea. What the hell was I thinking?” Max, one of the best people I know and my best friend, is officially losing her shit. “You planning on talking me off the ledge or just leaving me hanging out here? I mean, my ass is literally hanging out.”

Max’s voice carries through the empty space of the newly rented space she has acquired. We’ve had a team come through and clean up the major debris. Amazing crew that they are, they also cleaned the floors, ceiling, and bathrooms. I tossed in an extra tip for the time they saved us doing that one. We’ve been sitting on the floor for the last three hours working out possible locations of each of the booths, the design of the kitchen area, and Max’s office.

I mentioned the possibility of acquiring an additional floor at a later date and sent my oldest friend into a downward spiral of epic proportions. I’ve been with her every step of the way. Up until this very moment, I believed my friend was solid. She came up with an idea for a new business then busted her butt to make sure she had what she needed to get things started. As we’re sitting on the floor, the signage for the shop is going up.

“It’s such a cute ass, Toots. Why shouldn’t it hang out for a little bit?”

Max rolls her eyes before she begins to laugh.

“Not helping Zo.”

“Maybe. Maybe not. It got you to laugh. Before, you had a face that looked too close to your mother’s. You know, the woman who said you were ‘out of your freakin’ mind’ for chucking your nursing degree to do this.”

“Why? Why did you have to mention that woman? You know she hates anything that goes against the grain of her beliefs.”

“Yes. I do. You, Rebecca Maxine, are the epitome of an anti-Marisol.”

“Oooh, I like that. That should be like a t-shirt or something. I love my mother but sometimes she drives me to drink.”

“Sometimes?” I ask with all of the sarcasm I can muster.

I unwind from the crisscrossed position I’d been sitting in so I can stand.

“I both love and hate how graceful you are. It’s amazing how you can make the simple act of standing a full movement. It’s always made me a little jealous of you.”

“Good to know we have yet another thing in common.”

“What?”

“Jealousy.”

She tosses her head back and lets out a full, belly laugh. We give ourselves over to the laugh for a moment before looking at the mess of papers on the floor. I bend to help her put all the papers into their respective folders.

“What could you possibly be jealous of about me?”

“Don’t even try it with that false modesty, Maxie girl. It’s unbecoming.”

“Yet another reason to both love and hate you.”

I chuckle as I pick up the last of the papers in the pile I was working on. Looking at my red headed friend, I smile. The red looks good on her and compliments her brown eyes. Surprisingly enough, it makes all of her tats pop even more.

“You want to go over the list of things I’m envious of when it comes to you?” I ask her. I watch my friend take in the space of her new adventure and not the concern etched on her face. “This right here. Being able to start something that is all yours. Something that goes against everything your parents want you to do. You also have the ability to speak your mind without a care for anyone else’s opinion of your thoughts. You have this backbone that just won’t quit. It’s one of the reasons I know this new venture is going to work for you.”

She shrugs her shoulders as she looks at the boxes lining the walls.

“Zo, your positivity and encouragement is one of the main reasons I’m able to do something like this. You are one of the few people who I’d trust to be in this with me. Even if you’re scared to show off all of your artwork on your skin, the makeup you use to cover it is killer.”

It’s my turn to shrug.

“Unlike you, I’m still very much under my parents’ thumb and those watchful eyes are very judgmental. There’s no way I can show off my tattoos or the piercings I have. They nearly shit bricks when they learned I was doing this with you.”

“I love you, Zo, but you’ve got to stand up for yourself and what you want. You want to be a dancer. You want to live life where you are free to be creative. You’re going to have to step out of the shadows, Sweets.”

We both grow quiet for a moment as we begin to unpack boxes to maneuver station tables. These are courtesy of Max’s asshole, older brother. I don’t like him. I’ve never liked him. I probably never will like him.

Max doesn’t know it, but he tried to get at me a couple times over the years. I refused and still refuse to give him the time of day. Something about him tells me he can’t be trusted. I also don’t like the way he is around some of the girls I know. He was a jerkwad in high school and nothing he’s done tells me he’s changed.

Max loves him dearly and believes he can do no wrong, so I don’t offer my opinion on anything involving him. Max and I had a major argument when we were younger over him. It almost ended our friendship. I’m not trying to relive that or initiate the longest silence between us we’ve ever had again.

Looking at my watch, I see that it’s almost two in the afternoon. Max looks up at me, giving me a questioning look.

“Hey. Wasn’t that girl supposed to bring someone by to meet you today?”

Max tilts her head then gives me a confused look.

“What girl?” she asks around a grunt.

She’s working to pull something out of a larger box. Putting down one of the boxes I had, I rush over to her.

“Wait. That’s the sign, Maxie.”

She stops trying to lift it out then turns to face me.

“How do you know that? Oh, and what girl?” she asks me.

She pulls her long red hair up into a high ponytail. 

“You know the one with the hat, long dark hair, and glasses?”

Placing her hands on her hips, she shakes her head.

“Nope. Nothing.”

“She wore that dark lipstick you liked. She had a ring on just about every finger including her thumb,” I add, trying to jog her memory.

I chuckle to myself because my friend is usually the worst with names and faces. With everything she has going on, it’s a wonder she knows her own name most days.

“I’m still drawing a blank, Luv. I’ve got several people that you could possibly be talking about dancing in my head. None of them ring a bell of importance.”

I smile as I begin opening another box. I’m the one who remembers faces and names. Being an artist and sometime photographer, I tend to have a more photographic memory. A lock of curly hair drops into my eyes. As I push it behind my ear, I feel a droplet fall on me. It runs down my right shoulder taking some of the makeup covering my tattoo with it. It hits me then. I know what will help Max remember. 

“The girl with the wing tattoo on her left forearm?” I offer.

Looking up, I try to see where the water came from.

“Right! Oh yeah. She was supposed to have some guy come by to show some of his sketches and work. What was her name? Lynn?”

Her question is tossed over her shoulder as she moves a table to one of the corners.

“Not even close, Maxie. Her name was Yasmeen.” I shake my head as I push a second table to the area where Max is. “How are you this bad with names but so good with remembering tattoos?”

“Easy. I know the work and designs. Names don’t stick unless they are associated with the work.” She holds up a shelf then points with her chin. “Will you grab that pen there so we can mark it off? Please and thank you.”

I feel another droplet hit me before I move.

“Um ... either you have a leak or it’s raining inside the building.”

“Yeah, I know. I have someone coming to look at the air conditioning unit. I was told that was the issue.”

“Good. I didn’t realize I was going to get a shower while helping out.”

Her eyes cut to me as she places the shelf on the ground.

“I need to go to the back office and make some calls. We can open that bottle of wine you brought and have a late lunch when I’m done. I’m kind of famished.” She smiles when my mouth drops open. I was going to surprise her with the treats and things I brought for lunch. “The security system is in place. Ollie has it already set up. I watched you bring the stuff in.”

“Butt. You ruined my surprise. It’s whatever.” She doesn’t look a bit remorseful as she smiles then sticks her tongue out at me. “I’ll continue opening things and shifting them to the right area. It’ll make it easier for the guys to fix up.”

Maxie rushes over to me and wraps me up in a huge hug before quickly letting me go. I’m so shocked by her actions I almost miss the chance to hug her back. It’s such a rare occasion that she initiates affection it shocks me every time she does.

“Right. I’m heading to the back.”

“Yep. I’ll be right here, Toots.”

She tosses a smile my way as she grabs her clipboard. I take a few minutes to look around the space and a sudden zip of energy moves through me. I’m suddenly so excited I can’t contain it. I’m so happy for my friend and for myself. I get to work in her new tattoo shop. Getting to do one of the other things I enjoy doing is just as thrilling. I get to punch holes in people. It’s not in some crazed way either. Adorning people in jewels in places that most wouldn’t expect them to be is one of my favorite things to do since the first one I ever received. 

That’s where my friend and I are one in the same. I studied to be a doctor first then a lawyer. It was at the behest of my parents. They wanted me to do them so they could show me off. I wanted to explore my creative side. I’ve loved photography since the day I picked up my first camera. The love of art came from picking up my first paintbrush. My passion has been dancing since the first day I learned to point my toe.

It’s in that moment I discover I’ve lied to my friend. With this much open space available to me, I can’t help but lose myself in what I’m most passionate about. Pulling my phone from my back pocket, I find a song then lean the thing on one of the boxes. Freeing my hair from its binding of a cloth ponytail holder, I feel lighter. In that moment, it doesn’t matter that my curls are probably a wild mane framing my face. Next, I lose the shirt that was tied at my waist. I’m wearing my sports bra and tights. We’d left our shoes at the back door when we first entered so my feet are already bare.

Beginning in first position, I use my left leg to point out stretching through the toes. I warm up by moving through the positions of the feet, first through fifth. I then plié through the positions. Afterwards, move from plié to relevé and return. Once completed, I allow myself to feel the melody and rhythm of the music. The world is lost to me. I am the music and my body is a willing instrument.

I don’t know how long I am lost in this. I know it is a different song than the one I started. A noise pulls me from the place where there was nothing but the freedom of that union. As I allow myself to focus, I step back. Standing in the doorway is a man.

His eyes crinkle as his lips kick up into a sexy grin. The hair on the sides of his head is cut almost completely off. His hair is long, but I can’t tell how long due to the bun he has it pulled back into. The sun’s rays catch some golden tones, but the color can’t be completely seen. It looks like it could be blond. I really don’t know. I have no clue if that is natural or not. What I can see is gorgeous. His beard ... no goatee is nicely trimmed. There is a shadow of his full beard along his chin. He’s tall and lean but fit. There are some muscles on that possibly tattooed frame.

Definitely strong enough to lift my ass.

As I inwardly shake myself while continuing to take stock of things in my mental snapshot, my gaze travels back to his face. There’s something about this man. I can’t put my finger on it. Something more is there. It’s like my mind is trying to make a connection but a wall is in its way.

What keeps me captivated while holding my focus hostage are the green of his eyes. They are green but blue is visible. Mesmerizing. I’m momentarily lost in his gaze until a woman, I didn’t previously notice was there, begins to clap. I don’t know who blinks first but our gazes unlock. He seems just as rattled as I am. She stops clapping so she’s able to extend her hand.

“Hi again. I’m Yasmeen Carter and this is my good friend, Trevor Dennis. You’re Zoie, right? That was amazing. I can’t believe we were able to watch the beauty of that. Did you make that up on the fly or was that something pre-choreographed?” Yasmeen asks me.

Yasmeen’s wonderings are flying from her mouth a mile a minute. A smirk plays on the guy’s, Trevor’s, lips before he speaks.

“It was probably some choreographed piece at one of those expensive ass dance school, Yaz. Stop falling all over yourself about it. We’ve seen people perform before.”

As sexy as his gravelly voice is his words hit their mark and destroy my first impression of him. Instantly my reaction seizes up then freeze over. I know for a fact he enjoyed watching me dance. It was evidenced in his reaction to me. I also know his reaction was genuine. Thanks to my upbringing, I’ve honed the skill of discerning the frauds from the honest ones. His words aren’t true. It makes me curious to know why he chose to go that route with me.

“I doubt you’ve seen that level of skill or dance before. This is what you brought, Yasmeen. I’m unimpressed.”

Yasmeen opens her mouth to speak but it’s Max’s voice I hear.

“Wow! You must’ve done something straight idiotic to get that tone from her. The lioness has come out to play. I’ve had it directed my way only once and didn’t like what came next,” she says. I turn in time to see as she has joined us. “Hey, Maxine Robbins, but you can call me Max.”

I smile because she took my advice and went with her middle name instead of her first. Every time she’s used her first name then told people what to call her she’s had to explain how her nickname came about. This way saves time.

“I’m Yasmeen Carter or Yaz and this is Trevor Dennis or Trev, the one I told you I’d bring with me.”

“Hey Trev, let’s get to it. Let’s see your work then once we set up a station, I’ll check out your skills. Zo, you still willing ...?” she begins to ask.

“No. I don’t think so. I’m going to head to get some supplies instead. The guys should be arriving any second ...” As I am speaking, four guys walk through the front door. “Perfect timing. I’ll see you in a little bit.”

Max gives me a confused look before nodding. I give a nod to Yasmeen then look up at Trevor Dennis. For a second, I think I see disappointment on his face before it quickly shifts to a mask of indifference.

Was he disappointed that he wasn’t going to be tattooing my skin?

Lesson learned. Don’t run your mouth so much next time. It’s his own damn fault. He insulted me. The implication that I came from money and didn’t have the skills to come up with my own dance moves cut deep. It also aligned with an insecurity of mine. 

Well done Mr. Dennis. You’ve injured me in a way most don’t even get a chance to and in our first meeting.

I have no intentions of affording him the chance to do it again. I’ll be on guard and ready for him if ever our paths cross again.  My hope is his work will reflect the side of his personality I encountered today. If so, his less than stellar work will ensure I won’t have to deal with him at the shop.

A few hours later, I return to a transformed space and Yaz working to set up the reception area.  I’m looking around and find myself pleased yet disappointed not to see Trevor around anywhere. I am almost ready to release a glee-filled squeal when I feel the heat of someone behind me.

“Looking for me?” he asks at my ear.

I swear my body physically reacts to the rich timbre of his voice alone. His proximity to me doesn’t help things. 

“Of course I was,” I say as I turn to face him while putting some much-needed distance between us. “In a world where hell has in fact frozen over, the devil walks around with Cupid’s bow and arrow, and talking pigs are spouting off sonnets of love.”

It’s then that I look down to see his coveralls and a tool belt. Hope surges in my system once again. He’s the person who worked on the cooling unit. Maybe this means he’s not working here after all. In three point five seconds, Max ruins that scenario for me as well.

“Convenient that the new tattoo artist is also a gearhead.” Max begins then stops when Yasmeen drops a box.  Yaz and Trevor exchange a look before she apologizes then picks up the package. “Um, he has experience working on cars but also on cooling units,” she finishes.

“Of course he does,” I mutter.

“What’s that ...” he begins but Yasmeen interrupts him.

“Hey Trev, do you mind helping me out over here?”

He grumbles then nods before excusing himself.

Max gives me a look.

“What?” I toss her way.

An eye roll follows.

“Is him working here going to be a problem? If so, Zo, you just say the word and he’s out.”

Max‘s words should be a balm to my soul. They aren’t.

Just say it. Say “word” and you don’t have to endure any of the taunts from him or the possible reactions to him.

Even though I know I’m going to regret these words, I say them anyway.

“No. Its fine. Whatever. Why would his being here be a problem for me? It’s not like it’s going to affect me?” I look at Trevor again and suddenly can’t shake the feeling that there is something oddly familiar about him. Turning back to face Max, I shake off the eeriness of it. “Welcome to Team Inked to the Max Trevor Dennis.”

Smirking, she turns to face the way she came from. I can tell she’s watching me but I’m not going to give her the satisfaction of knowing this man has begun to affect me.

“In the spirit of total transparency and possibly to enjoy the result, your response, or both. I want to tell you something. It’s also to possibly aid you with clearing out the cobwebs of confusion you seem to have when it comes to him.”

Cue eye roll and quiet growl. Maxie’s soft chuckle reaches my ears and part of me wants to tear out her throat. I release an exasperated groan which sounds like a growl.

“There it is,” she exclaims.

Yet another eye roll. This one is accompanied by my hands 

“Maxie, just spit it out already. I’d like to eat then take some quick measurements before I leave.”

The look on her face makes me believe I might not want to know the information she’s getting ready to impart.

“Okay.” She steps back then leans over the table where I’m now sitting. “Remember, a couple weeks ago when we were standing outside figuring out the look of the front of the shop.”

“Of course. Some of my finest moments.”

“Some. Not all,” she quickly responds.

I feel my brows knit together.

“What? Did I steer you wrong with something? Was the signage not the right design?” I question.

As I prepare to pepper her with more questions, she holds up her hands. Her urge to smile takes over and those brown eyes of hers practically dance as she hits me with her next reveal.

“Nothing like that. There was this hot as fuck guy that we saw. Hella gorgeous tattooed arms, long golden curls that floated around his face because of the high winds that day ...”

“Eyes that would cause any natural body of water to be a green-eyed bastard and that voice ... man! The dreams I had ...” I immediately stop speaking because Max’s face is full of prankster joy.

I hate that look so much because my brothers always wear it proudly when they know they’ve gotten one over on me. It’s even worse on my best friend because she enjoys tormenting me just about as much as they do.

“That guy, the one your gaze keeps floating back to, is the biker guy who asked us about the shop a couple weeks ago.”

As if he knows we’re talking about him and I’m getting ready to dispute Max’s claim, Trevor turns slightly then pulls the thing holding his hair in place from his hair. As he stretches out his hand to give the thing to Yasmeen, a choking sound releases from my throat. It causes them both to turn in my direction.

“It’s okay. She’s good. It’s all good. Food didn’t want to cooperate for a moment. You’re good, right Zo?” Max asks me while patting me on the back. I nod quickly as she leans down again and the two return to whatever they are doing. “Still want to say welcome to the new guy, do you? Now that you know he’s the hot, gorgeous, and sexy biker guy from a couple weeks ago?”

I glare at her before taking a sip of my sweet tea.

“Have I told you just how much I hate you, Maxine Robbins? You’re going to enjoy this either way. I know you are. This is going to be your sick and twisted entertainment.”

He runs a hand over his head, gripping those curls, and I feel like I’ve just died inside. I want to be the hand grasping those beauties.

Max’s chuckle has me turning my focus back to the food in front of me.

“Oh, hell yes! This is going to be fun either way. If you want him to stay, I get to watch you squirm because you’re not going to make the first move. I don’t want to hear you even attempt to lie. You’re my best friend and I know you. That’s not in your wheelhouse. It’s in mine. Not in yours.” One of her tattooed arms is suddenly in my line of sight as she snatches a piece of my sushi before she continues. “If you want him gone, I’m not going to be the one to tell him. You are. I’m going to sit back and watch you do it while enjoying every minute of you flailing while doing so.”

She pops the thing in her mouth then puckers her lips. I know it’s from the wasabi I always have added to mine.

“That’s what you get. You do have your own. You don’t have to eat mine.”

“Unimportant. I’ll leave you to your decision. I’m heading to the office to try to make some more sense of the area. You have fun choosing. I’ll come back out in a little while to see which road you take. I’ll eat more of your snacks while I wait.”

“Such an annoyance. Too stubborn to eat instead of snack.”

She snickers as she does what she said she would. Her tank top and jeans clad self makes her way back to her office and I’m left to ruminate over my choices.

I want to rant but I don’t. I want to scream but I don’t. I want to prove her wrong, but I won’t. She’s right and I know it.

“I hate you so much right now, Maxine Robbins.”

I hear her voice call from the kitchen area.

“I love you so much, Zoie Watson.”

I see a glimmer of a smile on both Trevor’s and Yaz’s faces before my own is covered by my hands. This is great, just great. Really happy about this wonderful happenstance.

In the end, I said nothing more to him that day. Instead, I did what I said I was going to do for my friend then returned home without further incident. There are times, moments, when I wonder if I’d known what was to come if I would’ve responded differently. 

The impact people have on our lives can never be predicted. I damn sure didn’t know how much his would have on mine.
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Oakdale, Georgia

The Parents’ House

About the Intro - Present Day
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“Nik, what are you doing right now?”

I roll my eyes because this is the fifth time I’ve been interrupted within the last two hours. My mother has asked me that same question twice this morning. My father came in to ask me if I needed anything. Even my sister came over and bugged me.

Ilona literally drove from the other side of town to this house just so she could bother me. Most days, the woman doesn’t even like me. 

If we weren’t sisters, I’m sure our paths wouldn’t cross. Ever.

That would be more than fine by me. It’s not like she’s bettering my world.

I need to stop. I’m being mean for no reason. I’m irritated with my current situation. I didn’t enjoy being held hostage the first or second time around and I damn sure don’t appreciate being made to feel like I’m on house arrest. The fact that it isn’t even my house makes all things worse.

I ignore my brother’s question and roll over to attempt to get some more sleep.

This whole set up is supposed to keep me safe from some unknown threat or whatever. I swear the real reason is because my family believes keeping me from the man who owns all of me including my heart will “bring me back to sanity”. If living the stuffy, judgmental lives they lead is “sanity” then sign my happy ass up for the asylum like yesterday.

“Watts? Are you asleep?” Ilona asks me from the other side of the door.

“If I were asleep, I’d now be awake with your incessant pestering,” I mutter as I begin the job of sliding off of my childhood bed.

Yes, it’s actual work for me in my eighth month of pregnancy.

“She probably heard you, you know?” I hear a familiar male voice state.

Quickly turning to face my doorway, I find my little brother, Zaire, posted against the door frame like the model he is. His name is pronounced with a long “I” in the beginning and the “E” being silent at the end. He’s little “Z” in our household. It is an ongoing joke that he was the shortest of the family until puberty hit. I was taller than him for the longest time. Wally has me by a good foot and a half now. He’s also the baby of the family. I’m five years older than he is.

Zaire is the brother the eldest two siblings and my parents don’t really talk about. That automatically pushes him out of the light and into the shadows. The fact that he’s my mother’s child but not my father’s is the reason his family tie is kept under wraps. Dad’s decision, not anyone else’s. He’s also the one who spends the most time in the shop.

I choose to call him a nickname which refers to his middle name. He’s my Wally, which is short for Wallace.

“Hey Wally! What are you doing here?”

He’s all smiles when I finally extricate myself from the bed and move to his open arms. This is the second safest place for me. Chuckling, he wraps his big arms around my waist.

“Your mother told me you were here.”

“My mother?” I smirk up at my brother.

“Yep, all yours today,” he’s all bright smiles again as he tells me this.

“Thanks so much.” I give him another squeeze before stepping back. “Didn’t like the new neck tat, huh?”

“Nope. Not one bit. Told me all about a plastic surgeon she knew who could quote, ‘put my skin back to rights’. After laughing until I cried, I walked away. Anyway, she figured you were ignoring her since she’d already attempted to check on you fifteen minutes ago.”

I shake my head because I love the tattoo. I should since I’m the one who did the work.

“Ma is crazy. She’ll never understand why we like tattoos. As far as my ignoring her, she would be correct. I can’t believe I’ve been trapped in this house for three weeks. I’m so going to kick Trevor’s ass for doing this to me. He knows how much I hate being in this house.”

“That may be true big, little sister, but this is the safest place for you while he deals with everything else. You can’t be touched as long as you’re here. You know this and you know why. Plus, we all decided on this course of action.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. It doesn’t mean I have to like it, does it?”

He chuckles again, and I feel it in my arm since I’m still being held close to him. We’ve gotten closer throughout this whole ordeal. We were already the closest of the siblings, but this set of varying ordeals made us lean on one another in a whole new way. I don’t think I would’ve survived without my brothers and Trevor. The closeness we share doesn’t stop me from worrying. It doesn’t stop me from missing everyone I’ve come to know at the shop.

“I have a surprise for you.”

Shifting in my brother’s arms, I look up at him with a hopeful glee.

“What? What’s my surprise?”

Shaking his head, he moves me back a step or two then takes my hand. He then leads me to sit on the upholstered bench at the end of the bed. Grabbing my shoes, he works to put them on before helping me to stand. Wally remains quiet the entire time. He doesn’t say a word until that task is complete. Meanwhile, I’m practically bouncing in my seat because I know there’s a surprise for me.

“Still the biggest kid in the house,” he says as soon as we’re both standing. “Come on! Follow me. We’re taking the elevator. I’m not getting my ass kicked doing this.”

Now my interest is definitely piqued.

“Who’s going to kick your ass? What do you mean? Oooh, tell me please. Tell me what my surprise is!”

He’s right. I am the biggest kid and I’m not ashamed of it. Wally shakes his head as he leads me out of my bedroom.

“Come on Nikki. Let’s go!”

I can’t help but smile because Nikki is short for Nikita. Nikita is my middle name, much to my mother’s disappointment. I know Nik is also short for Nicole. That just so happens to be the name my mother wanted me to have. My father didn’t. The drugs my mother was given during my birth allowed my father to come out on the victorious end of their pregnancy-long battle.

I tell anyone who asks me that story. It’s the story of the very first battle my father won for me. Since I was younger, all of my brothers have come to call me Nikki. I was told my mother fought acknowledging the name for a while but had to give in because the boys were calling me some version of my middle name.

Leave it to my mother to ensure she’d be in control of some part of my nickname. She, my father, and my older sister call me Watts or Zoie. I was given the name Watts because that part of the Watson family said they foresaw me having a bright future ahead of me. I don’t think they believe that anymore. What I’ve chosen for my life and who I’ve chosen to be with doesn’t make any of them the least bit happy or hopeful.

I don’t care because this is my life and I’m going to live it to the fullest.  

Guiding me to the elevator, Wally practically floats. His big, bouncing frame brings me back to the present. Wally’s His excitement can be felt as we arrive at our destination. I am happy to see one of my other brothers waiting, keeping the elevator doors open.

“Hey Ricky,” I say in greeting to my second oldest brother, Lucian, who is standing by the elevator. “Whatcha’ doin’?”

Lucian Ricardo offers me a huge grin as he spears the dark curls on top of his head with his fingers. There’s a telling physical trait to tell each of us are related. Our mother handed down her mixed heritage. Her father, Poppa Rivers, is French and her mother was a true Creole mother from Baton Rouge, Louisiana. Each one of us inherited our mother’s hair and more “exotic” features. The boys use it to their advantage with garnering many women’s attention.

The fact that they rib each other over their looks is hilarious considering how much each of my brothers look so much alike. Zaire is a lot fairer due to his father being white. Beyond that, they all could be triplets. I digress and tune back into the conversation just as my brother responds.

“Making sure our baby brother doesn’t get us all killed by a certain tattoo artist for something happening to either one of you on this journey.”

I can’t help but grin and get more excited when I hear those words.

“Really? I’m finally getting out of this house. Where am I going?”

“Way to go, Genius! That’s why we wait until the last minute to tell you anything. You’d spill the beans before they even had a chance to be picked.” He shakes his head and I know what’s coming before he has a chance to say it. The tried and true ribbing is coming in 3, 2, 1. “Ooooh, you’re lucky you’re pretty.”

Zaire’s annoyance with our brother isn’t my current focus. Nope. Not one iota. I’m excited by the prospect of me finally getting out of this house. My little brother folds his arms in front of his chest and shakes his head while I want to do a little dance at my potential freedom.

“Don’t poke that Herculean chest out at me and point fingers. I have a bigger one than yours. BTW, from the looks of things, you’re the pretty on around here. Remember, I’m the older one,” Lucian tells our little brother.

Ricky presses the button for the elevator then looks over at me with a smile. When he winks, I laugh.
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