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CHAPTER ONE

KENYATAYE


I always said I’d rather slice my own wrists with a butter knife than give head. Yet here I was. On my knees, I struggled to stay focused. It was hard because my knees throbbed and my jaws hurt. But that ache was nothing compared to the intense pain I felt in my heart. Still I worked.

I wanted him to feel good.

When he finally exploded, I exhaled, and fell back onto my butt. I used the back of my hand to wipe my mouth.

“Daaaymn, ma! That was good. You the best, ma.” He groaned, and sounded spent.

For a long time afterward, all you could hear was us breathing loudly and heavily in the small, dark, area. That was the only sound until I mustered up the courage to say what I had practiced in my mind.

It wasn’t easy for me because I loved DaQuan Cooper like I loved my right arm. But DaQuan only loved himself—and money.

“You know what, DaQuan; you a good-for-nothing liar and a low-down cheat, a straight-cold heartbreaker.” My chest tightened, but I sucked in some air, drew my eyebrows together and blurted out the rest of the words I’d been dying to say. “I don’t even understand why I let you do the things you do to me.”

When I glanced up into his shifty eyes, he didn’t seem the least bit pressed by my words. He looked like he was still lost in bliss, but his pleasure was just that, his alone. He didn’t give a damn about whether or not I was satisfied.

A few tears gushed from my eyes and I felt even worse. I quickly wiped them away. I cringed inside and wanted to crumble right there on the floor. He had gotten his, was completely satisfied, but I still felt empty.

“Aww, c’mon, ma; you don’t mean none of that.”

He touched my chin and lifted my head. Those intense eyes locked onto mine and I felt completely trapped, stuck like I was attached with super-strength Krazy Glue. I stared into his eyes.

Was there a slight trace of something in those eyes? I wanted desperately to see some love there, but deep down, I knew there wasn’t.

My brain was confused; even though I was mad, the way he looked at me still made me feel warm all over. There was something intense and electrifying about our connection. The thrill of it all made my stomach churn.

His cool and calm demeanor was just the right amount of swagger that drove me bananas. All of a sudden, my anger seemed like it was about to melt. Now, all those things I’d said, felt stupid and pointless.

He was everything! In all my twenty-eight years, I ain’t never loved a man the way I loved DaQuan.

I shook the traitorous thoughts from my head.

Stay focused! I silently coached myself.

Enough was enough! It wasn’t gonna work this time. His intense eyes that pulled me in, his touch that made me happy. I was sick and tired of him and his bullshit. I’d risked everything for him. Everything, and he couldn’t care less.

“My family and friends all tell me I should leave you alone. This thing has gone way too far.” My voice was shakier than I wanted, but those words had to be said.

He didn’t say nothing. Instead, he swung his leg over my head and got up from the makeshift bed. He grabbed an old rag, wiped at his crotch, then tugged on one side of his underwear and pant leg. He balanced himself on one foot, stepped into his clothes and pulled them up.

DaQuan moved away from me, but his essence was still on the tip of my tongue.

The air in the room was thick. It was a mixture of sex, tension, and cleaning products. But it was like I was the only one who noticed or even cared.

“I ‘ont know why you let them thirsty bitches get in yo head like that. They ’ont know nothing about us and how we carry it, ma.”

He had turned his broad back to me, and I was annoyed.

“DaQuan—”

He adjusted his clothes and moved toward the door, like he didn’t hear me call his name. I sat frozen, on the floor, unable to move. I needed a moment to get my shit together.

There was no way I could go back out there with nothing solid from him. I needed to hear him tell me he loved me. I had practiced those words for weeks. I thought about if they were too strong, or if they’d be enough to get a response, but I never considered there would be nothing.

I expected so much more from him.

Suddenly, tears poured from my eyes like a busted faucet. It was like I had lost all ability to control my emotions. And he still couldn’t care less; he didn’t give a damn. The bottom line was, to him, I was just another one of his workers, plain and simple. He walked out of the closet and left me alone with my tears.

•  •  •

Hours later, I sat inside the guards’ booth and thought about ways to get things back on point with me and DaQuan. My mood was foul because he wouldn’t act the way I wanted him to act. There was no doubt that he ran the place and could do whatever he wanted, but I needed him to make it clear that I was his number one. Damn the rest of ’em. In a prison, possession was everything.

My mind was so deep in thought, I nearly missed Edwards and Bishop when they bounced into the booth.

“Hey, what’s wrong?” Correctional Officer Diane Edwards asked.

We all wore the standard issue uniform; black pants, white shirts, with a belt and steel-toed boots. But Edwards always flipped her collar. She starched it so that it would stand up all day.

She had a gum-bearing smile that was too big for her small face. Despite her slim and lanky frame, as a correctional officer, she had no problems with respect from the inmates.

Quiet Jane Bishop, on the other hand, was thick and considered mean unless she liked you. The three of us rounded out DaQuan’s A-team, with two other officers, Richard Swanson and Billy Franklin. The females held it down during the day and the guys acted as our backup. He had another crew that worked the night shift.

“Nothing. I’m cool. Just been feeling kinda sick lately,” I said.

“Oh?” Edwards’ eyebrows went up.

I playfully swatted in her direction as if to knock what she implied into a lie.

“Don’t start that mess, with me, D,” I said.

She pursed her lips and raised both eyebrows.

“Whaaaat? I ain’t sayin’ nothing!” Edwards said.

Bishop stepped closer. “Hey, let’s go check out the newbies. They’re wrapping up their last session before they get their assignments.”

I swirled my chair around. “Do we get anybody this go-round?”

“Yeah, I think so. I wanna say two,” Bishop said.

“Let’s go mean-mug ’em real quick,” Edwards said. “It’ll help you feel better.”

DaQuan had left me in a sour mood, but the last thing I wanted to do was alert my girls to trouble between us, so I shook it off. Maybe checking out our new underlings would help me feel better. If nothing else, it would take my mind away from my complicated situation with DaQuan.

“Where they at? And who’s teaching the class?” I asked.

“C.O. Owens got it this time. C’mon, let’s roll,” Edwards said.

I followed them to the part of the building with the classrooms, and we slid inside just as the group was getting up for a fifteen-minute break.

“I need some water; let’s go into the break room.”

Edwards and Bishop followed me into the break room where a few of the new hires hung out.

New correctional officers always brought new and interesting twists to the job. I hoped we’d get some team players this time around.



CHAPTER TWO

CHARISMA JONES


“Cha-ris-mah? Umph, where’d you get a name like that?”

The question broke my concentrated train of thought and pulled my focus away from the dreary gray walls inside the windowless room. The room smelled dank like mold had grown somewhere close by, and the constant hum from the appliances irritated me. My eyes quickly grazed over the woman who had asked. I didn’t try to hide my irritation.

It was a common question, so I was used to people asking. Still, I allowed my cold gaze to travel up her thin body, stopped at her name tag that read Bishop, and continued up to her handsome face.

Why was she so perplexed by my God-given name in the first place? Why couldn’t people ever mind their own damn business?

I wasn’t trying to make new friends. My circle was small for a reason and I wasn’t about to change that just because I was new to the job.

“My daddy named me after this chick he loved.”

“Oh, yo mama?” she asked.

“No. His chick on the side.”

Bishop’s eyes grew wide, and her mouth fell open.

I gulped down the remainder of my water from the paper cup, crumbled the cup, and tossed it into the wastepaper basket. I shrugged, then turned to leave. Her expression was still frozen with her mouth agape.

By the time I’d made my way back to my seat, I was more than ready for the break to be over. This was not a social gathering and I wasn’t under the false impression that it was. I was there because I desperately needed the job, and that was the best I could do for the time being.

From the corner of my eye, I saw Bishop and another correctional officer as they strolled by, whispered to each other, and another woman. They all turned and looked at me.

I rolled my eyes as I fell onto the chair and hoped the fifteen-minute break was the last for the day. I was in the final part of a mandatory training class for my new position at the Texas Department of Criminal Justice’s Jester Unit, a prison of about 300 inmates, and I was already tired of what I was certain would be an uninspiring, dead-end job.

But what choice did I have? It was all I could get and I’d been lucky to get it.

A hot wave of humiliation washed over me every time I thought about the fact that I even had to accept this position.

We needed to wrap up training and get on with the job. This is not what my life was supposed to be. I had actually gone to college, for Christ’s sake! When the instructor finally moved to the front of the room, I was relieved. We needed to wrap this up.

Sweat made his white uniform shirt look more like the color pink as it stuck to his skin. Every few seconds, he swiped his hand through his greasy, dirty-blond hair and sweat ran down the sides of his head. C.O. Owens looked down at a piece of paper on his desk, then began.

“This is the start of your career in law enforcement. You are not here to make friends; you are here to help keep an eye on people who could not obey the law. They are the bad guys.”

Beefy fingers went through his hair again.

“There’s a very thin line between being the guard and the animals being guarded. If you break the law, you will be brought up on charges, and you will turn into the animals being guarded.”

Owens walked to the edge of his desk, pivoted, then walked back again. I could’ve sworn some sweat went airborne when he turned. But that might have been my imagination because I was bored. I adjusted myself in the chair and struggled to focus.

“Please, if you forget everything else I tell you, do not forget you are not here to make friends. This is the jungle.”

The more he moved and talked, the more sweat poured from his hairline and down over his face.

“In here, it is a them against us mentality. You already know, misery ain’t happy unless it’s got some company, and these inmates will try each and every day to drag you down with them. They’re lonely and they want company.”

He paused, exhaled and looked around the room, then asked, “Does anyone have any questions?” He stopped at the desk again, looked at a notepad, then back out at the group. When no one raised a hand, he looked back at his paper and continued.

I sighed hard.

“You are not here to socialize or fraternize with inmates. If you’re looking for a date, this ain’t the place. You want to mingle with these guys, or hook up these guys, or go into business with these guys, get ready to go to jail. It is illegal for you to carry on a relationship, any kind of relationship, with an inmate confined to the Texas Department of Criminal Justice.”

Once again, he paused like we needed time to digest what he’d said.

“You’ve been warned. Especially you women,” he said, then snickered. He pulled at his uniform shirt. “This uniform is a target; they will be out to get you. You will hear endless sob stories. They will compliment you, flirt with you. They will say, and do, whatever they can to get you to break the rules because their lives are miserable, and they have nothing but time on their hands.”

He walked again.

“If he’s so handsome, and so incredibly irresistible, and you must have him because your pathetic lives just don’t lead you to anyone in the free world, wait until the sorry bastard is done serving his sentence!”

He snapped his fingers. Once again, he looked around, then asked, “Do any of you have any questions?”

When no one said a word, he looked down at his paper again. “Well, since none of you have questions, you know the rules. You’ve been warned. There are a couple of lists near the door. Check them for your name and number; that’s gonna tell you your assigned department. Some of y’all already met some of your new coworkers. Be on time, learn the ropes, follow the chain of command, do what you’re supposed to do, and you’ll be fine.”

He looked around the room again. “Welcome to the Texas Department of Criminal Justice.”

That day, I had no clue that his warning would one day haunt me during my time at TDCJ.



CHAPTER THREE

ON THE JOB—KENYATAYE


“Oh, hell no! They don’t pay me enough to deal with that kind of foolishness,” C.O. Jones said as we discussed cleaning up after prisoners. Jones tossed the clipboard onto a nearby desk and stormed out of the guards’ booth.

All eyes were glued to her and her antics. I had called a quick meeting before the next shift change and she acted like she had better things to do. Nobody wanted to think about having to clean up an inmate’s feces, urine, or sperm, but the way she walked out during the meeting wouldn’t change anything. What did she expect when she took a job in a prison? Inmates threw all kinds of crap.

“Good damn riddance,” I said, and rolled my eyes as she left.

“What’s wrong with her?” Edwards asked.

I shrugged. “What’s right with her?”

Nearly three grueling weeks had passed since the new people had joined us on the job. And in that short amount of time, I already knew which ones would be team players and which ones we should send back marked rejects. Correctional Officer Charisma Jones had a serious attitude problem and I hated that she was on our shift.

Her entire disposition was cold; she was mean, standoffish, and kept to herself except on the few occasions when she talked with C.O. Tiny Scott. But C.O. Scott was a loner too, so it wasn’t a complete shock that they jelled.

Jones’ dramatic exit made things easier for me; after that, the meeting went smoothly. Besides, my mind was overrun with enough as it was.

The most pressing of all my issues was the fact that I hadn’t been back in the closet with DaQuan in what felt like forever. Time away from him made me feel agitated and irritable.

Although we hadn’t spent much intimate time together, business was still being handled. So that meant I still talked to him nightly on the phone, and reports flowed in as usual.

All of that flooded my mind as I sat inside the guards’ booth when R.J., one of DaQuan’s soldiers, came to fetch me. He was thin with a muscular body and he was cool. As a trustee, he wore all white.

“Yo, Dunbar, Bossman needs to holla at you,” he said.

There were two other correctional officers in the booth, so it wouldn’t be a problem for me to leave. Both of them were on the team, which meant I’d be covered for as long as I needed.

“I’ll be there in a sec,” I told R.J. I barely turned to look at him.

Nothing kept me from going right away, but I wanted to go when I felt like it. I was still uncomfortable over the fact that DaQuan never responded to the things I said to him.

I needed to set up some rules with our relationship and I wanted the talk to lead to better communication between us. But instead, he had been impossible and made things complicated.

It wasn’t like I was gonna make him wait too long, but I wasn’t about to snap to, just because he summoned me, either.

Several minutes later, when I felt good and sort of ready, I got up and strolled into the day-room area. The room was loud and completely abuzz with lots of activity and chatter. Inmates watched TV, and played cards, and some stood near the wall in groups of three and four.

Sometimes it was hard to tell we were in a prison. I glanced around the room and took in the action that played out in each section. When inmates were on their best behavior, it made our jobs easy. My eyes focused on the two correctional officers who stood post nearby.

That bitch Jones looked in DaQuan’s and his soldiers’ direction every few minutes. I had no idea what she thought, or whether she was just being nosey, but I didn’t like it. I didn’t like any of the attention she threw his way.

All the other female C.O.s on our shift knew he was off-limits, and as far as I knew, they respected the fact that I kicked it with him—all except Jones.

The other day, I’d noticed she waited until DaQuan finished talking to someone, then stepped to him like they were out on the streets. I wanted to flush my ears when I heard him call her by her first name.

That was a complete violation and he could’ve been written up for that. They were far too chummy with one another, and I didn’t appreciate that shit. Because she looked funny and was ugly, I wasn’t too worried about her.

I wasn’t sure what she was up to. Later, as she walked toward the locker room, I stopped her and tried to give her some friendly advice.

“Hey, Jones. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but inmates are supposed to refer to you by title and last name only. You don’t want to get too comfortable with these guys. Otherwise, they’ll think you’re a mark, label you weak, and try to take advantage; just some friendly advice.” I even ended with a fake smile.

I nearly fell down when the bitch sucked her teeth, looked at me, allowed her eyes to start at my feet, roll up to my face, then said, “You should let me worry about my own label and handle yours. Besides, when I want friendly advice, I go to my friends.”

She pivoted and sauntered away.

Dumbfounded was the only word that could describe how I felt as I stood there and tried to process what she had just said. I couldn’t remember a time I had come so close to reaching out and slapping the piss out of a coworker. Ever since that exchange, I’d kept a watchful eye on Jones.

From where I stood, it looked like she wanted to get DaQuan’s attention. I was furious, but I decided not to act out on my anger. I’d let the bitch hang herself. At the rate she moved, I wouldn’t even need to provide the rope.

When the guys moved away from DaQuan, I strolled over and greeted him the proper way.

“Inmate, I heard you were looking for me.”

You never knew who tried to ear-hustle on a conversation. So I scanned the area around us, to be sure no one was being nosey.

DaQuan’s eyes shifted as he spoke. “R.J. says ya ain’t done payroll yet; what’s up?” The frown on his face made me want to take him into my arms and erase whatever it was that was really bothering him. Maybe he missed our intimate time too.

“Oh, nothing. I was waiting for the right time to pass the envelopes out.”

“Listen. We don’t play with nobody’s money. They got bills and need they shit just like ya need yours. If ya can’t handle payroll, let me know and I can get someone else to take care of it.”

He spoke to me so matter-of-factly. There was no softness in his tone, and no affection in his eyes. He was in straight business mode. I was crushed by the way he had handled me.

“Babe, do you wanna talk about it?” I asked once he finished his threat.

His face fell into a deeper frown.

“There’s nothing to talk about. Don’t play with people’s paper. It’s that simple, ma.”

“DaQuan, I heard you. But now, I’m talking about us. We haven’t been in the closet in weeks now.” I lowered my voice to a whisper. It was a move I hoped would signal to him that I didn’t want to fight anymore.

“I’m here to discuss business. Anything else, we can talk about that shit later.” He did a half shrug.

I swallowed back the tears that wanted to push forward and out.

“Is everything okay over here, Officer Dunbar?”

I whipped my head around just as C.O. Jones approached. Was she that fucking stupid? When I didn’t answer, because I couldn’t find my voice, she spoke again.

“Inmate, is everything okay?” she asked DaQuan.

What the hell was happening? Had I underestimated her?



CHAPTER FOUR

CHARISMA JONES


I watched him and his boys from across the room. I was nothing if I wasn’t patient. When their meeting ended, I sashayed up to him and immediately got lost in his sexy, dark eyes. His thick lips looked so inviting. Everything about DaQuan turned me on. It felt good when Dunbar’s radio went off and she left us alone.

“Hey, Charisma, you know you wearing the hell outta that uniform, right?”

His words made me feel all warm and good inside. Who didn’t like a man who greeted you with a compliment?

“Umph, thanks. But you always say that.” I grinned. When he flirted with me, it made everything right. “Besides, I’ll bet you tell all the C.O.s that,” I said, and blushed despite myself.

“Aw, man! I’m hurt.” He feigned insult. “So ya really think I say the same thing to Swanson?” he asked. He scrunched up his handsome face.

Could his smile be any sexier?

I laughed. “No, silly! Swanson’s a man, but I’ll bet you probably tell Edwards, Bishop, Scott, and the other female C.O.s the same thing.” I intentionally left Dunbar’s name off my list. He didn’t seem to mind.

He shook his head. All the while, his eyes did a slow roll up my legs, lingered at my hips, then traveled up to my breasts, where my nipples suddenly got all hard. He looked at me like I was wearing a sexy wrap dress instead of the standard issued slacks and white shirt.

I couldn’t explain it, but there was nothing slimy about the way his greedy eyes threatened to devour me. As a woman, you wanted DaQuan Cooper to notice you. And when he noticed you in a sexual way, that made it even better. There was definitely something between us.

Even when he frowned, he was handsome. His features were real strong, almost chiseled.

“Who ya been talking to, Charisma?”

I loved the way he said my name. Inmates were supposed to address us by our last name, after our title, of course. But when we were alone, I didn’t care what DaQuan called me. When he called me by my first name, it helped me forget where we were.

“Whatever, Bossman,” I joked. I used the nickname his soldiers called him to let him know I was aware of the power he carried.

His right eyebrow twitched a little. His white shirt and white pants were always clean, pressed, and starched. He stayed groomed, freshly shaved, with his hair lined up nicely.

DaQuan was also a beast about his workout. His arms, abs, and thighs were all cut up and added to his sexiness. I already knew, if we was out on the streets, there was no way in hell a man like him would take a second look at me.

But we wasn’t on the streets; we was inside the Jester State Prison Farm. And although the circumstances weren’t ideal, I loved being the center of DaQuan’s affection, real or imagined.

Sure, I had heard all about his reputation, but that wasn’t none of my business. All I knew was, he looked good, he ran the yard, the building, and everything else.

“So what’s good, baby girl?”

He sounded so sexy, and I liked the way he licked his lips when he knew I was looking.

“I got a lead on some Xanax and Percocet,” I said.

Instantly, something happened. The air between us got thick. His jawbone tightened and his features hardened right before my eyes.

Silence hung between us for a long while before he spoke.

“Is that right?”

His lack of excitement confused me at first. I expected him to be hyped considering his workers had been trying to get me on the smuggling team for the past two weeks. I felt special that they wanted me. And I thought it was because DaQuan had told them I was cool and could handle it.

“Yeah. It’s legit too,” I said.

My feelings were crushed. I wanted to make him proud. I wanted to prove to him that I could be on the team. I had been off for two days and had dreamed of the moment I’d get the chance to deliver my news directly to DaQuan in person.

I thought he’d scoop me up in his strong arms and kiss me passionately to show his appreciation. Instead, his lackluster reaction left me dejected.

Maybe he didn’t think I was good enough to join his team. I thought he liked me. I was so confused.

DaQuan’s eyes held mine, but it became obvious he wasn’t about to discuss any business with me.

“So what’s up with ya?” he asked. He cocked his head slightly.

I was perplexed, and felt the heat of disappointment as it traveled through my entire body. All of a sudden, I was nervous about being in his presence. Everybody knew DaQuan was the boss. Maybe that was all part of the game. Maybe there was a different chain of command with his team too.

He tapped the empty spot on the bench. “Here, why don’t ya cop a seat?”

He didn’t ask, and I understood that. I glanced at the other inmates who moved around in the large room. If anyone paid attention to DaQuan and me, they weren’t obvious about it.

I eased onto the bench and felt his eyes cover me even more. It was so good to have his attention all to myself, but I was saddened by the fact that I had failed in my attempt to get closer to him. If only I could prove that I’d be a valuable asset to the business, I knew we’d be great together.

“Yo, ya need to get with R.J. about that business. But I wanted to ask about your ol’ man. Did y’all ever work that out?”

I glanced down and felt odd about the way I had told him all my business. We’d talk for hours on end, and I felt like he really cared about me and the drama my baby’s daddy had put me through.

“It’s okay, baby girl. Ya ain’t gotta feel no kinda way about talking to me. It’s all good. I just wanna make sure ol’ boy know what he’s got in ya.”

“Yeah, he was still trippin’, but I went on and took your advice,” I admitted. “I’m done with him and his drama.”

“See, that’s what’s up. That tells me, ya not only pretty, but ya smart too,” he said. “That’s what’s up.”

Whoa! Earth just slipped from its axis. People usually never called me pretty; actually, no one ever had. Words like that were usually reserved for my cousin, Lena. His compliment made me blush.

“Don’t think I didn’t notice yo hair too. I like that color on ya. Most women with your complexion not bold enough to rock that shade of red, but ya owning that, ma.”

I grinned so hard, my cheeks started to ache. DaQuan was dangerously handsome. He dripped power, and in a place like this, that was a good look. He wore it so well, thoughts of him made my panties wet.

“Well, listen, I need to get back to my post, but I’ll holla at you later on,” I said.

His eyes held me and I wanted to melt right there and give him anything he wanted.

As I got up, he didn’t say anything. He nodded slightly and kept his gaze glued to me. Our connection was fyah. It might have been lust, but I felt it and it felt good. I wanted him, and as I moved away, I decided I’d do whatever I needed to get him.

When I made it back to the guard’s post and stepped inside, I felt odd. Suddenly, it got quiet and everyone looked at me like I had just disrupted a secret conversation.

That usually meant that I had been the subject of their gossip. The thought didn’t really bother me, because they barely knew anything about me, and I wanted to keep it that way. It was only my eighth week on the job and I needed to get past my three-month probation period with no problems. I needed the job more than I needed the drama, so I checked my temper.

“Hey, y’all, what’s up?” I spoke, even though I didn’t want to.

No one said anything, but C.O. Dunbar shot me an icy look that was meant to kill. If I wasn’t sure about that glance of death, the minute I looked in her direction again, she boldly rolled her eyes at me. The roll was so hard, it looked like her eyes might pop square out of her head.

I held a straight face, but on the inside, I was on fire. There was no need to let them know they had gotten to me, so I tossed them one final glance before I turned and walked back out of the booth.

There was no doubt. I had received KenyaTaye’s message, and even though she didn’t utter a word, I still heard it loud and crystal clear.



CHAPTER FIVE

KENYATAYE


I was so sick of being fed up. I walked out into the searing Houston sun and found the building where I was supposed to meet another correctional officer.

We wanted to be away from curious minds and tongues that wagged. She worked a different shift, but we agreed to finally meet and talk face-to-face. I had a severe case of the jitters that I couldn’t shake. My heart raced with each step I took.

Before now, we’d only heard about each other through rumors and coworker gossip. There’d been a couple of nasty phone calls too, but for the most part, it was the work chatter that kept the drama going.

It made me sick that people stayed in my business, but I told myself that was the price you had to pay when you kicked it with a Boss. And DaQuan was definitely a Boss.

I walked out to the far end of the yard and waited. The wait was the worst. I thought about the catfights, rumors, and some of the nasty words we’d exchanged.

After about fifteen minutes, I looked around again and really considered leaving. It was hot, my skin felt sticky, and I wasn’t in the best mood. Besides, I should’ve known she’d be a no-show. Some people just lived to keep drama going. I turned to leave and had taken a few steps when I heard her.

“You Dunbar?” a voice asked.

I turned and faced a woman I would never have suspected would be in the same situation as me. She was fair-skinned, about five feet three inches, curvy, with dark eyes and unruly, curly hair. I noticed one of those eyes looked a little slow, but otherwise, she looked okay. Envy began to flood my veins because I had hoped more would be wrong with her. Under different circumstances, we might’ve actually been friends.

With the brick fortress as the backdrop and only a few feet of barbed-wire fence between us, she eyed me up and down before she spoke again.

“Yeah, that’s me.”

“Umph. So, did he tell you we was having a boy this time?” She placed a hand on her stomach. “Did you know about our other kids?” She huffed in disgust.

Actually being in her presence and seeing her for the first time was more awkward than I’d imagined. I swallowed the dry lump in my throat. She didn’t look pregnant to me, but I knew she was because people had already talked about it nonstop.

“We having one too,” I said bitterly. “So what?” My tone was as stiff as an upper lip.

She had an innocent face, but the tattoo on her wrist that spelled DaQuan’s name in perfect cursive reminded me of the one on the back of my neck. I knew she intentionally had come without a watch because she wanted me to see it. I wondered who else carried his mark. For a quick second, I thought about how many times she had probably had these types of meetings.

“He takes care of me and my other kids,” I said. I wasn’t sure why I felt the need to tell her that, but something made me want her to know I meant more to him than she probably thought.

“So you’re gonna keep it then?”

Rage tore through every cell in my body, but I looked at her with a straight face and told myself to ignore the question. For me, nothing had changed. I knew whom I was dealing with when I got involved with DaQuan, so very few things about him surprised me.

“You keeping yours?” I shot back, with an eyebrow raised.

Her face clouded over, and she said, “Of course!”

“Then I guess there’s nothing left to talk about.”

The whole time she stood there, I boldly scanned her up and down, but told myself I needed to retract my claws; doing anything to her still wouldn’t change a damn thing.

She was free to have child number three for DaQuan if that was what she wanted to do. I couldn’t do nothing to stop DaQuan from screwing C.O.s no more than he could stop me from being me; it was who he was. It pissed me off and made my heart crumble, but what could I do?
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