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Chapter 1
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“Rome. Love ya, buddy, but you have lost your mind.”

“What you mean??”

“What you just said. It was blasphemous and I refuse to co-sign that.”

“Stop playing. You just hate to admit when you’re wrong. Jazlyn always has to be right, huh?”

“Go outside right now and ask three random people and I bet they’d agree with me. Cinnamon Toast Crunch is better than some damn Coco Puffs.”

“I doubt that.”

“Seriously??” Marco, Jazlyn’s boyfriend, exclaimed as he stood looking at her in disbelief. He’d just walked into the room and wasn’t thrilled that she was still on the phone, as she had been for the past hour. And he was even less thrilled since he knew who she was on the phone with, yet again.

Jazlyn glanced over at him, then sucked her teeth. “What?”

“I need your help with something. I’m sure your boy won’t mind.”

With a slight roll of her eyes, Jazlyn turned her attention back to the phone. “Hey Rome, let me call you back.”

“Aight. Hit me up.”

After ending the call, Jazlyn pushed her bushy reddish-brown natural hair away from her face and looked at Marco. “What do you want?”

“I’m trying to take this picture but can’t get the right angle with the tripod.”

“Really? That’s what you had me get off the phone for?”

“Oh, my bad. I didn’t realize helping your man came second to a debate about some damn cereal.”

“That’s not all we were talking about, Marco, stop.” She slid off the bed and walked barefoot towards him, eying him expectantly when he made no move out of the room. “Well? We taking this picture or what?”

He stood with his arms folded, a deep frown in place. “I’m not feeling how much time you spend on the phone with another man, Jazlyn.”

“Ugh, not this again,” Jazlyn groaned, stepping around him and heading to the other bedroom where Marco kept his lighting equipment. He was a fitness influencer and had taken over the space for any shoots he wanted to do at home. Jazlyn often got roped into being his slightly-unwilling photographer at times. “We’ve already talked about this, Marco. Rome is my boy, that’s it. There’s nothing for you to trip over.”

“When I have to beg for your attention because you’re giving most of it to him, I’d say that’s something to trip over.”

“You’re exaggerating. Again.”

“I’m not.” Marco removed his shirt and grabbed the tub of the protein shake he was being paid to post about before taking a seat on the stool in front of the white backdrop. “You’re always saying you and Rome are just friends when everybody knows that’s impossible.”

“Who is everybody?” Jazlyn clicked on the ring light.

“Everybody. It’s a well-known fact that men and women can’t just be friends. Especially when it involves a woman as sexy as you are. Eventually the man is gonna try something.”

“That’s stupid.” 

“Nothing stupid about it. Get over here so you can shoot me from below,” Marco instructed, pointing. 

Jazlyn wordlessly moved to the spot, kneeling in the position she knew he wanted so she could get the shot right the first time. She wasn’t in the mood to do multiple takes like she often ended up doing when he was never satisfied, or just wanted a bunch of shots to choose from. Thankfully she’d done this for him enough that she had a good idea of what he liked. 

“I’m just saying, baby, I think Rome is interested in more than just being buddies with you,” Marco commented in between snaps. “No man in his right mind can be around a hot woman so much and it never cross his mind to try something. No straight man, anyway.”

“Marco, we have had this conversation too many times,” Jazlyn droned, standing and showing him the camera so he could view the shots she took. “Rome and I have been friends for years and nothing has popped off. And as cute as he is, I haven’t thought about going there, either.”

He glared at her. “You didn’t have to say that part.”

“Whatever. I just think it’s a little ironic that you’re so worried about me doing something with Rome when you haven’t been a choir boy during our relationship, yourself. Remember that model you got a little too familiar with last year?

His eyes turned regretful. “You know I’m sorry about that. It didn’t mean anything.”

“Yeah, right. But I forgave you.”

“Why’d you have to bring that up?”

“Because even after you stepped out on me, I have trust for you. And you need to trust me. Rome isn’t thinking about me like that, not to mention he has a whole girlfriend himself. You’re being paranoid. And frankly,” she breathed a sigh of relief when he nodded his approval of the shots and stood, “I’m a little tired of having this same discussion with you.”

“Well, maybe if you’d respect my wishes – hell, respect me – we wouldn’t have to keep having it.”  

Jazlyn frowned. “How the hell have I disrespected you? And what wishes? I know you’re not trying to say you want me to stop being friends with Rome. Because if you are, get ready to get real upset.”

“I wasn’t saying that but it’s good to know what you’d say if I did.”

“Marco,” she sighed as she stuck both hands in her hair. “Do I trip when you talk to your women friends? No, I do not. You and I have been together for two years now; we should be past this nonsense.”

“Jazlyn.” He reached for her, pulling her to his muscled body by the waist. “You know I love you, right?”

“Uh-huh.” She tried not to get temped by the oiled-up tattooed brown muscles staring her right in the face. Marco got on her nerves but he was sometimes distractingly hot. “Your point?”

“I’m not trying to lose you.”

“I’m not going anywhere, Marco. I’m still here, putting up with you.”

“You might not see it, but I’m telling you what I know. I see how Rome looks at you sometimes. Even if he hasn’t done anything about it yet, that doesn’t mean he isn’t attracted to you. And I don’t want him trying to take what’s mine. ‘Cause then I’ll have to kill him and you’ll really be pissed at me.”

“You know I don’t like when you say stuff like that.”

“I’m just playing. But I would beat his ass.”

“Marco.” She pulled his face down for a kiss then gave him a semi-light pat on the cheek. “Shut up.”

Jazlyn extracted herself from his arms and strode out of the room. It was the same thing at least once a week, and she was over it. Marco had a problem with her friendship with Rome from the beginning, even though she and Rome had been tight years before Marco came into the picture. 

Which he wouldn’t be in much longer if he kept bugging her.
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“HEY JAZLYN, I THINK your ridiculously cute friend is here.”

Jazlyn was at Clipped, the salon where she worked as a manicurist, and lash and brow specialist. She was just finishing a set of acrylic nails on a customer and glanced up to see Rome heading towards her, all smiles and carrying a bag of something delicious. 

“Hey, big head,” he greeted, leaning down to give her a light hug. He nodded politely to her client, earning a flirty grin in return. 

“Hush.” Jazlyn smiled up at him. “I didn’t know you were coming by here today.”

“My consultation cancelled so I had some time. Figured I’d bring you lunch since you said you had a full schedule today. And you usually don’t eat when you’re busy like that.”

“I meant to bring something but I forgot.”

“That’s what you always say.”

“Well, you know I don’t cook much.”

“Yes, I know you don’t do anything in the kitchen but pour drinks and make spaghetti.” He set the bag of what she knew to be her favorite meat loaf dinner near her workstation. “Which is sad, considering how much you watch the Food Network. You’d think you would’ve picked up something else by now.”

“I watch that for entertainment, not education.” 

Rome waited patiently while Jazlyn wrapped things up with her client, then obliged when she motioned to follow her outside. Even though Rome had visited her at work a thousand times over the years and was cool with her coworkers, they had a tendency to be a little too nosey at times. 

“Thanks for bringing my lunch,” Jazlyn told him once they were outside. “I love you for that.”

“Love you back. You know I got you.”

“Sometimes, though, I wonder if you do that for me or because you like being ogled by my coworkers and clients.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he replied, trying unsuccessfully to hide his smile. 

“Uh-huh.” Jazlyn grinned at him. She knew his big brown eyes, long lashes, splattering of freckles and straight, white teeth endeared a lot of women to him. Despite his mustache and goatee, he still looked a few years younger than his age of thirty-four, a fact that he had a love/hate relationship with.  

“What you doing when you get off? You wanna hang?” Rome asked her.

“Yeah but I probably shouldn’t. Don’t want Marco to start acting up again.”

“What?”

“He’s not thrilled with the amount of attention I give you. I keep telling him we’re just friends and not thinking about each other like that but he’s just so sure that something is gonna happen eventually.”

“For real? I didn’t know he was insecure like that.”

“He doesn’t believe men and women can be just friends. It’s bullshit.”

“Doesn’t he know I have a girl?”

“Doesn’t matter, let him tell it.”

Just then, Rome’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He fished it out and smiled at the screen. “Speak of the devil...”

“Is that Nell?” 

“Yep.” He answered the FaceTime call. “Hey, baby.”

“Hey! Where are you?”

“Here with J.” He turned the phone towards Jazlyn and Nell’s smile grew upon seeing her. 

“Jazlyn!” Nell sang, her smooth brown face filling the screen. “What’s up, girl?”

“Nothing at all; just taking a break from work. Your man brought me some lunch.”

“Isn’t he a sweetheart? What, you forgot to bring yourself something again?”

“Maybe.” Jazlyn chuckled. 

“I don’t know how you got all that hips and booty when you forget to eat as much as you do.”

“Girl, the hips and booty ain’t the problem. Everything goes there and nothing goes up top. I’m barely a B-cup.”

“At least you’re not flat. And you’ll be glad for those small titties when you don’t have to spend a fortune on bras. Or have ‘em hanging to your bellybutton.”

“True enough.”

“I love your nails,” Nell commented, noting the red and gold shimmery colors on Jazlyn’s customary long oval-shaped nails with an iridescent design painted on each. “I don’t know how you do all that on yourself.”

“Years of practice, girl.”

“That’s hot. I’ve never had the nerve to wear designs; I’m just plain and boring with my one-color-at-a-time self.”

“Girl, as hot and fly as you are, you are not-”

“I guess y’all forgot I was here,” Rome interjected, turning the screen back to him with a good-natured smile. “Y’all can pick up that girl talk another time. You home?”

“Not yet. I still have some running around to do. My dentist appointment is in a few minutes. You gonna hang out with Jazlyn tonight?”

“No, not tonight. Guess you’re stuck with me.”

“Aww, I’d better cancel the gigolo I requested from that app, then.” The two of them shared a laugh. 

Jazlyn stood there smiling, listening to them. At times she envied their relationship. Nell didn’t trip about Jazlyn the way Marco tripped about Rome. Jazlyn wished that Marco was as secure as Nell, because Nell had never once been bothered by Jazlyn or her and Rome’s friendship. 

One thing Jazlyn hadn’t told anyone was that she was wondering just how much longer she was going to hang in with Marco. Not just because of his insecurities, but because she just didn’t see them going the distance. Not to mention, she wasn’t as over his indiscretion with that model as she let on. Her man cheating with some random was embarrassing, and just about everyone thought she should’ve left him. She couldn’t even explain why she didn’t.

Her relationship with Marco might’ve been on shaky ground but she was glad that at least Rome had it together in that department. He and Nell had something good going and Jazlyn just hoped he appreciated it.
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Chapter 2
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“Ooh, that feels so good...”

Nell leaned her head back as Rome continued to rub her feet. They were on the couch in her apartment, half-watching the news. 

“I like making you feel good. Is the remote over there by you? I wanted to turn it on the game.”

“Oh, Rome, no...you know I don’t love basketball.”

“You don’t have to pay attention to it. Focus on what I’m doing to you.”

“Can we please just leave it on the news? You get so caught up in those games then you forget I’m here, half the time.”

“Fine,” Rome acquiesced, somewhat grudgingly. Nell never liked watching basketball with him and did a good bit of whining if he watched it when she was around. He tried to tell himself it wasn’t that big a deal as he continued massaging her foot. “Is this a new toe ring?”

“Yeah. Got it the other day.”

“It’s hot. What else did you buy?”

“What makes you think I bought something else?”

“Because you know you have a shopping addiction and so do I, so I don’t even know why we’re doing this.”

“It’s not a shopping addiction; I just have a little problem with impulse buying.”

“Pretty it up however you want. Every other day you’re getting some kind of delivery or coming in with something else you bought...”

“I’m not that bad, Rome. And you’re one to talk; don’t you have like fifty pairs of sneakers?”

“Give or take. You gonna lecture me about that again?”

“I don’t lecture; I simply don’t think you need so many sneakers. And you were just talking about some pair the other day that you want to get, even though you already have plenty.”

“Like you only have a few pairs, yourself.”

“That’s different. It’s not just one type of shoe that I have. But anyway, I don’t have a shopping addiction. And it’s not like I don’t buy you stuff, too.”

“I don’t think the credit card company cares either way.” He winked at her and picked up her other foot. “You’re cute, though.”

She grinned her thanks. “As cute as you?”

“Well...”

“Uh-huh.”

They laughed before Rome leaned in for a kiss, which she didn’t hesitate to oblige. He grunted appreciatively as he lingered on her plump lips that were stained with the dark brick red tint that stayed put through eats and sips and smooches. Since he first saw her, Rome had been in love with Nell’s lips. They were the kind people paid for, or tried to replicate through ridiculous lip-plumping exercises they saw on social media. But Nell’s were all natural and Rome could never get enough of them.

“You being greedy again?” Nell giggled when Rome stopped her from pulling away.

“Can you blame me?”

“It’s so wild that you love my lips so much. I used to get teased for them mercilessly back in the day.”

“Like my freckles that you think are so adorable but made folks call me the Black Opie?”

“Yeah, like that.” Nell grabbed his chin, intending to give a final kiss, but squealed when Rome dove on top of her. She laughed when he began playfully gnawing at her neck. “Why are you so silly?”

“Gotta keep you entertained, right?”

She shrieked with laughter when he started tickling her, squirming beneath him. “Rome!”

“What?”

“You know I’m ticklish!”

“Of course I know. That’s why I’m doing it.”

“You’re gonna make me pee on myself!”

“It’s your couch.”

“Rome!” Nell let out a playful scream as she tried to slide from underneath Rome to the floor. “I will pay you to stop!”

“Yeah? Oh!” 

Nell managed to buck him off of her and tried to crawl away, but he quickly caught up to her, grabbing her by the ankle. Flipping her onto her back, he momentarily buried his face in her exposed stomach before sliding up, both of them all smiles. 

“What am I gonna do with you?” she panted, tweaking his chin before sliding her hands across his shoulders and back. 

“Don’t leave it up to me. You’ll just say I’m being mannish again.”

“Well, you’re kind of a sex manic.”

“I’m a man with a hot girlfriend that he can’t keep his hands off of. If that makes me a sex maniac, then so be it.”

“Sweet-talker. And...horn-dog.”

”Only for you, though.”

“I have no complaints, then.” She pulled his face to hers and they shared a languid kiss before Rome pulled back slightly, taking in her dark coffee brown skin and sultry narrow eyes. He’d always thought she was gorgeous and often caught himself gazing at her, even if she was just humming while brushing her teeth or curled up with one of her comic books. 

“I love you, Nell,” he told her, looking right into her eyes as his smile faded slightly.

So did hers, and her eyes darted from his. She began to squirm uncomfortably. “Rome...”

He sighed. “Why do you always get like this when I say that?”

“Can we not do this, please?”

“You don’t love me, Nell?”

She gently pushed against him. “I need to get up.”

He looked at her for a moment but finally pushed himself up when he saw she wasn’t going to meet his eyes. She scrambled to her feet, brushing her waist-length microbraids off her shoulder. 

“Are you hungry?” she asked, still not looking at him.

Rome started to say something, but changed his mind. It was the same thing every time he mentioned feelings or anything too serious; Nell got uncomfortable and changed the subject. It had caused many an argument in the past, which Nell skirted even more. Anything intense or deeply personal sent her running, sex being the one exception. It always just left Rome frustrated and he wasn’t in the mood for it tonight.

“No, I’m not,” he finally responded, standing himself to his full six-foot-three height. 

“You sure? I know I haven’t cooked much lately but I did make some pasta salad yesterday.”

“I’m good.”

“I could toast some pita bread-”

“Nell.” He leveled a look at her. “You can chill. I’m not gonna keep talking about feelings or anything else you clearly don’t wanna hear.”

She sighed, edging closer to him. “It’s not like that. You know how I feel about you, Rome.”

“It’d be nice to hear it sometimes. But whatever.”

“Rome-”

“Let’s drop it, all right? You’re off the hook.” He grabbed his sneakers and patted his pockets for his keys.

“Where are you going?” Nell asked in mild alarm.

“I need to make a run.”

“Are you coming back?”

“I don’t know.”

“Can you? Please?”

Rome glanced at her. “Why?”

“I want you to stay with me tonight.”

“Or do you just not want me to be upset with you?”

“Of course I don’t.” She moved over to him, gently removing his retro Jordans from his hand and placing them back on the carpeted floor. “And I don’t want you to leave now, either. You don’t really need to make a run, do you?”

Looking down into her pleading eyes, Rome told himself to calm down. He’d been with Nell for over nine months; her skittishness when it came to deep subjects or heated, sensitive topics wasn’t anything new. And hearing some of the things his employees complained about with their women, he figured he should count his blessings, since this was the main issue he had with Nell.

“I guess not,” he replied, letting her ease his keys out of his hand and drop them on the end table. 

“Good.” Nell’s smile was back as she leaned up for a hug, holding him close. Rome couldn’t stop his arms from encircling her just as tightly. He never could stay upset with her long.

“Hey,” she began, pulling back to look up at him. “You gonna dance for me tonight?”

He smirked. “I’m sure you’d like that, huh?”

“Watching my adorably sexy boyfriend strip for me? Uhh, yeah.”

“Oh, now it’s stripping, huh?”

“Hey, just because you’re not a background dancer anymore doesn’t mean you can’t still use the moves. Wouldn’t want you to get rusty.”

“I run a flooring installation business now, Nell. No dancing required for that.”

“Whatever. As long as you end up naked.”

He shook his head, unable to resist a smile. “What am I gonna do with you?”

Grinning, she took his hand and led him to her bedroom.

––––––––
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A COUPLE OF HOURS LATER, Rome was sitting up in Nell’s bed, shirtless and checking something on his phone. He looked up when she wandered into the doorway of the en suite, smearing her face with cleanser. 

“You remember I’m gonna be going out of town soon, right?” she asked him.

“Oh, the work thing? Yeah. When are you leaving, again?”

“A couple of weeks.”

“You’re still going to be able to go to Asha’s wedding, right?”

“Yeah. I won’t be leaving until a couple of days after that.”

“Good. It’s still tripping me out that my little sister is getting married. She’s not supposed to be old enough for that yet.”

Nell moved back into the bathroom to remove the cleanser from her face. She took her time responding. “Is Jazlyn going?”

“Yep.”

“Maybe you can hang out with her while I’m gone. She can keep you from getting lonely.”

“I’m sure I’ll see her. If her man Marco doesn’t trip about it.”

“Why would he?” 

“He doesn’t believe that men and women can be just friends, apparently.”

“Really? That’s silly. Of course men and women can be just friends.”

“Well, he believes something will always happen eventually. Which just means he doesn’t trust me around Jazlyn.”

“But you and Jazlyn have been friends for years, though.” Nell emerged from the bathroom, dewy-skinned and a scarf around her braids. “Like, what, six years?”

“Eight.”

“And nothing has happened between you before, right?”

“Nothing at all. Jazlyn is my homie, that’s it.”

“So clearly, Marco is wrong.” Nell hopped onto the bed, gently removing Rome’s phone from his hand and placing it on the nightstand before straddling his lap. “I don’t get why people have to be so pessimistic.”

“Yeah, well...” He ran his hands up and down her smooth thighs. “I’m just glad you’re not. And that you trust me.”

“Of course I do.” Her fingers traced his shoulders. “Nothing happens between people unless they want it to. And if you and Jazlyn wanted to go there with each other, you’d have done it by now. I have male friends I’ve never been intimate with.”

“Well, between you and me, I hope Jazlyn drops that joker. He’s not good for her. But she’s all in love and shit.”

“I’m sure if he’s that bad, she’ll realize it on her own sooner or later.”

“Not soon enough. But we don’t have to keep talking about them.” He pulled down the strap of her camisole, biting his lip as he eyed her while exposing her lush breast. “You agree?”

There was a sharp intake of breath from Nell as Rome began slowly licking her dark nipple, moaning as he did so. Her hands quickly gripped the back of his neck as her eyes slid closed, whimpering in pleasure. 

“Rome...” she breathed, her head easing back.

His fingers grazed the length of her arm as he slid down her other strap. “Turn the light off.”

She groped blindly for the lamp, Rome tackling her as soon as the light was out.
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ROME WAS GOING OVER some things in his small office a couple of days later when there was a soft knock on the door. 

“Yeah,” he called out.

His younger sister Asha poked her head in, all smiles. “Hey. Busy?”

“Yeah, but you know I make time for you.” He pushed back and stood, smiling as he rounded his desk. He opened his arms for a hug, which Asha quickly stepped into. “What are you doing over here?”

“Just out running errands with Ashton, getting some things done for the wedding.” She stepped back and swiveled from side to side, practically giddy. 

“Yeah? Where is Ashton now?”

“Right here,” Ashton announced, entering the office wearing as big a smile as his fiancée. He slid an arm around Asha’s shoulders, planting a loud smooch on her cheek, which only made her smile grow even wider. “Good to see you, future bro-in-law.”

“Yeah, you too.” Rome bumped his fist to Ashton’s before crossing his arms and peering at them. They both looked like they were about to burst from excitement. “Are...y’all all right?”

“Of course,” Asha replied. “Why do you ask?”

“Because the both of you are grinning and vibrating like you’re on something.”

“We’re just happy and excited about the wedding, that’s all.” Asha cast a dreamy glance up at her future husband. “I can’t believe it’s just a week away!”

“Yep, in just a few days, this beautiful soul is going to be my wife,” Ashton added. “I can’t wait.”

Rome eyed them both, glad to see them so ecstatic but still wondering if they had taken some kind of drug. “Well, I’m happy for you two. I’m still tripping that my sister actually got with someone named Ashton.”

“Asha and Ashton; it was just meant to be.” Ashton leaned down to kiss Asha’s lips before giving her shoulder a squeeze. His short locs were looking a little fuzzy and Rome hoped he was planning on taking care of that before the wedding. 

Asha, who only held a vague resemblance to Rome due to her taking after their mother and Rome being almost the spitting image of their father, smoothed a hand over her auburn brown natural hair that was pulled back into a neat low puff. “Straight kismet.”

“Check the t-shirts, future-bro.”

Rome hadn’t even noticed the matching t-shirts they were wearing that had a heart-shaped picture of the two of them hugged up on the front. He chuckled, unable to help it.

“Yeah, it’s official...both of y’all are corny,” he informed them.

Asha sucked her teeth. “Shut up, Rome. Like you and Nell wouldn’t do the same thing if you got engaged.”

His smile melted slightly. Marriage was a subject that he and Nell hadn’t dug into much because she got skittish and uncomfortable whenever he even alluded to it. Rome was in no hurry to the altar but he certainly wanted to get married someday. But for all he knew, Nell didn’t even want to marry him. 

And if that was the case, their relationship was a waste of both of their time.

“I don’t know about all that,” he finally grumbled, managing to keep the frown off his face. 

“She’s still coming to the wedding with you, right?”

“Yeah. That’s the plan, anyway.”

“Is Jazlyn coming?”

“You know she wouldn’t miss it. She’s already looking forward to your bachelorette party.”

“I’m thrilled she’s gonna be there; Jazlyn always turns up. It’s gonna be so much fun.”

“Not too much fun, I hope,” Ashton muttered.

“If y’all have strippers, I don’t wanna hear about it,” Rome told her.

“Same for the bachelor party,” Asha immediately retorted, looking back and forth between them. “Because I already know there’s going to be plenty of ridiculousness and debauchery going on in there. I’m just hoping my brother being in the room will help my man behave himself.”

“Damn, baby, what do you think I’m gonna do?” Ashton asked, plastering a hand to his chest. He was a little on the wiry side, which Rome was surprised that Asha liked, but apparently she was too much in love to care about his lack of muscles. “I’d never do anything to disrespect you, whether Rome was there or not.”

“You’d better not.” She playfully nudged him before saying to Rome, “Anyway, we were just stopping by since we were over this way; we’ll get out of your hair and let you get back to work.”

“Thanks for coming by,” Rome said, accepting her hug. He gave Ashton some dap before Asha stepped back and linked her fingers through her fiancé’s. “And when I show up to the wedding, I hope y’all won’t be wearing matching outfits.”

“Shut up, Rome.”

Asha and Ashton left, and Rome went back to what he’d been doing, the smile still lingering on his lips. He was glad that his little sister was so happy. 

But when Jazlyn called a little later, she wasn’t feeling as optimistic. 

“I just have a bad feeling,” she informed him.

Rome frowned slightly. “Why is that?”

“I don’t know; I can’t say exactly. Something just feels...off.”

“About Asha and Ashton?”

“Could be. Hell, it might be about my own damn relationship; you know I haven’t exactly been doodling Marco’s name on my notebook lately.”

“Which is why I, again, wonder why you stay with the dude.”

She sighed. “Rome, don’t start.”

“Just saying.”

“I never said I wanted to be Marco’s wife. We’re just...rolling along.”

“Also known as wasting time...”

“Rome.”

“Jazlyn. I know you’re not super-romantic and sentimental but you can’t tell me you don’t want to spend your life with somebody. I just don’t know why you’re wasting time with a man you can’t see yourself with down the line. A man who cheated on you, at that.”

“You don’t have to keep throwing that in my face. I already know.”

“You don’t seem like you know. You act like you forgot that.”

“I haven’t. I’m very well aware of what he did. But he apologized and promised not to do it again, so...”

“Yeah, so?”

“Anyway...back to what I was saying,” Jazlyn diverted. “Something in my gut is telling me that something bad is coming. It’s been eating at me for a couple of days, really.”

“You’re sounding paranoid, homie.”

“You know I’m hardly ever wrong about this stuff. The last time I had one of these gut feelings, my girl Ginger got laid off. And the time before that, you twisted your ankle.”

“I was playing ball and slipped. And that first one could have been avoided if Ginger had kept her mouth shut. She cussed her boss out.”

“Still happened, regardless. Believe me, I’d love to be wrong.”

“Well, if it is about you and Marco, I hope you’re not.”

“Now what if I said something like that about you and Nell?”

“You wouldn’t unless you felt that strongly about it. And it’s not like me and Nell are rock-solid ourselves, anyway.”

There was a pause. “Did something happen?”

“Just more of the same. And me wondering if I need to make some kind of move or not. I love her, but...I’m not sure we’re right for each other.”

“Don’t be too hasty, Rome. Not everybody is comfortable expressing their feelings but that doesn’t mean they don’t have any.”

“I get that, but hell. You’re quicker to tell me you love me than she is. And it’s not just that; she runs from any kind of intense situation that’s not sexual. I just don’t know if I can see myself long-term with a woman who starts acting funny when things get deep.”

“Maybe there’s a reason she’s like that.”

“I wouldn’t know because of course that would be a serious conversation, and those make her itch. If it’s not laughing and joking and giggling, she’s not with it.”

“Just saying. This can’t be anything new; she’s been like she is and you got with her, anyway. So it couldn’t have been that bad. Just remember all the good things instead of focusing on this one flaw of hers. That’s what I try to do with Marco.”

“Humph,” Rome grunted, though he could see Jazlyn’s point. Nell had been more happy-go-lucky than serious when he met her, but that hadn’t stopped his pursuit. There were more things about Nell that he loved than he didn’t, so he tried to check himself yet again. He just had to decide how big of a deal this main flaw of Nell’s was to him.

In the meantime, he just wanted to be there for his little sister at her wedding and hope Jazlyn came to her senses about Marco because regardless of what she said, Rome knew his friend deserved better.
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Chapter 3
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It was a strange day for a wedding.

Jazlyn really wasn’t in the mood for anything celebratory, but she knew she wasn’t going to skip out on Asha’s big day. And unfortunately, the bad feeling she’d been carrying around in her gut was still there. 

Butting heads with Marco wasn’t helping her mood, either.

“I’m not trying to argue with you this morning, Marco,” she’d said to him earlier. They’d only been up a little over an hour and the issues had started already. “You really have a lot of nerve trying to tell me what to wear when you’re half naked on social media every damn day.”

“I’m a fitness influencer; people need to see my body,” he retorted. “You don’t have any reason to go out wearing something that revealing unless you’re trying to draw attention to yourself.”

“This dress is not revealing. It’s just form-fitting.”

“It’s tight as hell. And I don’t like it.”

“Well, I don’t know what to tell you, ‘cause I’m wearing it.”

“No matter what I say, huh?” He shook his head. “See, if I did some shit like that, you’d be going off.”

“Oh, you do plenty of other stuff for me to go off about, believe me.”

“You know what?” He held up his hands. “I’m can’t with you today. Go to the wedding without me.”

Jazlyn whirled around. “Excuse me?”

“I’m not going.” He yanked a hoodie from the closet and pulled it over his head. “I’m not standing there while my woman struts around showing off how much hips and ass she got in front of everybody.”

“Oh my gosh, are you serious with this?? So you’re gonna bail on me just because you don’t like my dress? A dress that doesn’t even show anything?”

“I just told you what it shows.”

“This is ridiculous.” Jazlyn shook her head, Rome’s declarations about how she was wasting her time with Marco blasting through her head. “Fine, take your ass on, then.”

Without another word, Marco stormed out, slamming the door behind him. 

Knowing Rome would only gloat, Jazlyn called her friend Ginger, who she was almost as close to as she was to Rome. She just needed to vent.

“What did he do now?” Ginger droned when she picked up the call.

Not bothering to feign ignorance, Jazlyn just launched into her latest round of frustrations. 

“He just left here. Said he’s not going to Asha’s wedding with me today.”

“Why not?”

“He doesn’t like my dress.”

Ginger paused, apparently waiting for more. “That’s it?”

“He said it’s too tight. I bought that dress especially for today.”

“Is it showing off your boobs or something?”

“Girl, you know I hardly have any boobs. It’s a form-fitting dress that he thinks is too tight. Thinks it draws too much attention to my hips and ass.”

“Not that I’m defending him at all, but you do have the kind of hips and booty that people can’t stop peeking at,” Ginger informed her. “Hell, even I can’t help but look at times. All the squats in the world won’t give me what you got.”

“You need to stop.”

“Honestly, Jazlyn, I can’t even say I’m surprised at Marco acting like a boy about that. How many other times has he shown how immature he is?”

“Several.”

“You’re being nice about it. I have to ask you again why the hell you put up with it. And please don’t tell me anything about love.”

“We don’t have to do this part today, Ginger. I know Marco and I have been going at it a lot lately but that doesn’t have to mean anything; every couple argues. It’s just a rough patch.”

“Now you’re being delusional. You know you don’t believe that.”

“You just got married yourself. Are you going to question you and Zion’s relationship the first time you butt heads?”

“Please! It’s not like we haven’t fussed. But we get along more than we don’t. Can you say that? Not to mention, Zion never cheated on me.”

Jazlyn sucked her teeth. “Everybody has to keep reminding me of that...”

“Because you deserve better. Someone like...Rome.”

“What? Rome is my boy.”

“Doesn’t mean he’s not tall, fine, and cute as hell. Not to mention a sweetheart that handles his business running that flooring company. You two are already ahead of the game, being best friends. Not sure why y’all are playing.”

“For the millionth time, Rome and I are just friends. Not to mention him being in a committed relationship with Nell.”

“I’ve seen the two of them. I don’t see that going anywhere. But whatever. What are you gonna do about today?”

“I’m just gonna have to go to the wedding by myself and deal with Marco later. He’s not messing up my day.”

So Jazlyn got showered and dressed in her peach-colored halter dress, maroon heels, and wrangled her wild, bushy hair into a bun. When she showed up to the park where the wedding was being held, she wandered over to where Rome and Nell stood, subtly shaking her head at his questioning eyes as to why she was arriving alone.

The weather was borderline; the sun wasn’t out, but it didn’t feel like any rain would ruin everything. It was just...blah.

That didn’t bother the bride, though. Asha was still floating on cloud nine just as she’d been since getting engaged seven months before, all smiles and anticipation. She stood with her parents and the minister in her knee-length white lace dress, clutching her bouquet in both hands as she chattered excitedly. Then she floated over to talk to a few of her friends, oblivious to or forcibly ignoring the steadily growing tension around her. 

“He’s late,” Rome muttered, resisting the urge to look at his watch.

“It’s only by a few minutes; I’m sure he’ll be showing up any second,” Nell insisted, keeping her voice low as she held onto Rome’s arm. “He probably got stuck in traffic or something.”

“I don’t like this...”

“Yeah, I don’t know what to think about this, either,” Jazlyn chimed in, glancing around her. Several of the guests were periodically peeking at the time on their phones or watches and looking around them as if Ashton was hiding behind a bush or tree and would jump out at any moment. “Told you I had a bad feeling, Rome.”

“Guys, let’s not jump the gun,” Nell insisted. “We wouldn’t want any negative energy getting around to Asha. I’m sure there’s a perfectly good reason why Ashton isn’t here yet.”

“There’d better be,” Rome replied, glancing over at his sister. 

“Excuse me a minute; I’ll be right back,” Nell whispered before easing away.

Rome looked at Jazlyn with an arched brow. “Flying solo today, huh?”

“Don’t start.”

“What happened this time?”

Jazlyn hesitated, not wanting to give Rome any more ammunition. “We...had a difference of opinion about something.”

“Must be something stupid if you don’t wanna say what it is.”

“Rome-”

“Guys! Oh my god,” Nell exclaimed, rushing over with her phone in her hand. “Turns out I was wrong. Ashton isn’t coming.”

“What??” Rome glanced around him, hating that he had drawn attention to himself. He lowered his voice and hissed, “What do you mean, he’s not coming??”

Nell thrust her phone at him. “Look.”

Rome took the phone and felt his whole body flame at what he saw. There on Instagram, in a picture posted just a few hours earlier, was Ashton grinning for the camera from some island beach. The caption said something about living his best life, and other stuff about following his gut. Rome couldn’t believe his eyes. 

“Fucking bastard,” he growled under his breath, squeezing Nell’s phone so hard his hand ached. He glanced over at Asha, who was looking around anxiously and trying to keep the tight smile on her face, but Rome could see the look in her eyes. She knew something was off. 

Jazlyn took the phone from Rome’s hand, her jaw dropping as she looked at the picture and caption. “Asshole!” she hissed. “How could he do that? Why would he do that??”

“Somebody has to tell Asha,” Nell informed. “I can’t; there’s no way I could give her this kind of news. I feel funny even knowing about it before she does.”

“I’ll tell her,” Jazlyn immediately volunteered, handing Nell her phone back and pulling her own from her purse. She quickly pulled up Ashton’s Instagram account. “I know she’s probably over there losing her mind right now.”

“Come on, we’ll both tell her,” Rome offered, his eyes already on his little sister.

Nell was visibly relieved as Rome and Jazlyn headed over towards where Asha was talking to a friend of hers, getting reassurance that nothing was wrong. Rome had to fight to keep his face even, knowing that wasn’t true. He could just tear Ashton apart for this.

Jazlyn patted Rome’s arm, motioning for him to stay put while she went over to get Asha. He appreciated this because it gave him another moment to compose himself.

“Hey, girl,” Jazlyn greeted Asha, forcing a smile and placing a warm hand to her back. 

“Hey, Jazlyn!” Asha’s smile looked relieved, as if she was glad for the temporary distraction. “I love your nails. And that dress.”

“Girl, not as much as I love yours. Hey, can I borrow you for a minute?”

“Sure, yeah.” 

Jazlyn winked at Asha’s friend before linking her arm through Asha’s and heading over to where Rome stood. 

“What’s going on?” Asha asked, noting the look on Rome’s face. “I know everyone is getting a little antsy; I can’t imagine what’s keeping Ashton. He’s usually late but you’d think that today of all days he’d be on time. But I’m sure he just-”

“Sis,” Rome interjected, unable to stand hearing her delude herself. “There’s something we’ve gotta tell you.”

“What?”

Jazlyn handed her phone over to Rome as she kept a comforting hold on Asha’s arm, already dreading this. Rome still didn’t know the best way to come out with it and figured being straightforward was the only option.

“Ashton isn’t coming, sis,” he made himself say, keeping his voice low. 

Asha frowned slightly. “What do you mean?”

Stepping closer, Rome handed Asha Jazlyn’s phone, which was still open to Ashton’s Instagram picture of him on the beach. He tried to keep his anger in check as he watched the horror slowly melt over Asha’s face. 

“This...this can’t be,” Asha whispered, her chest heaving more by the second. “This can’t be for real...can it?”

She looked up at Rome, as if wanting him to assure her that there was some other explanation. Rome would have given anything to have been able to give her one.

“I wish it wasn’t,” he finally said, rubbing the back of his neck. “I hate having to show this to you...”

“Why, though?” Tears streamed down Asha’s face, making Rome’s chest tighten. “Why would he do this to me? We were so happy, I thought...”

“Baby, we wish there was something we could say to make this make sense,” Jazlyn chimed in, putting an arm around Asha’s trembling shoulders. “For whatever reason, he didn’t have the balls to face you. I know my calling him a punk-ass won’t ease your pain right now but that’s what he is.”

“He...oh my god!” Asha cried, unable to contain herself another second. She fell against Jazlyn, who immediately took her into her arms, holding her tightly. “This is so humiliating! How could I have been so wrong??”

“This is not your fault, girl,” Jazlyn assured her. “This is on his punk ass, not you.” 

“I need to get out of here.”

“Say no more.”

Rome hurried over to his parents, who had been peering over at them curiously, and filled them in on what was going on. Their mother Georgia immediately rushed over to her daughter, pulling Asha from Jazlyn’s arms into her own. Her and her husband Solomon ushered Asha away, Asha’s loud sobs still piercing the air.

Rome informed the guests that the wedding was off, leaving out the reason but asking everyone to keep Asha in their prayers. He looked around and noticed Nell standing way off to the side, scrolling through her phone, and his frown only deepened. 

He was just wrapping up his announcement when Marco showed up out of nowhere, decked out in a black suit and partially unbuttoned shirt, heading straight over to Jazlyn.

“Hey baby,” he greeted with a smile, pulling her to him for a kiss. “Glad to see me?”

Jazlyn looked anything but. “Marco, you picked a hell of a time to show up...”

“Why? I know I’m a little late but I went to the gym after I left the house earlier and when I was on the bench press – I hit a personal best today, by the way – I realized it wasn’t cool of me to stand you up like that. I still think the dress is too tight but I admit you look damn good in it.”

“Now really isn’t the time, Marco-”

“You’re right. I don’t want to get into it again, either.” He pulled his phone from his pocket, grabbing Jazlyn by the waist with his other hand. “Come on, let’s take a picture together.”

She tried to twist out of his grasp. “Not a good time for that. Look, the wedding is-”

“Is it running late or something? I know we’re always on CP time. Well, while we’re waiting on whoever to show up, we might as well get some pics in, right? We’re looking too good not to. Plus my followers aren’t used to seeing me suited up.” He held up his phone and took a couple of selfies, oblivious to the astonished looks around him.

“Marco!” Jazlyn exclaimed, her face flaming in embarrassment. “Can you stop??”

“What’s wrong with you? I tried to get you to take one with me, remember?”

“Hey man!” Rome stormed over, getting right in Marco’s face. “I know you’re not coming here with this disrespectful bullshit!”

“Nobody’s being disrespectful,” Marco retorted, his scowl matching Rome’s. “And you need to back up outta my face.”

“And you need to quit worrying about your damn social media content when my sister just got stood up at the altar!”

Marco’s expression faltered slightly at this new information. “How was I supposed to know that?”

“Maybe if you had been on time-”

“You don’t need to be worrying about me or my time. I’m here for Jazlyn.”

“You don’t need to be here at all.”

“Y’all, chill out!” Jazlyn ordered, trying to wedge her way between them. “Now is not the time for this!”

“Yeah, Rome, calm down,” Nell pleaded, appearing at his side. She grabbed his arm, trying to pull him away.”Come on, let’s just go.”

Rome didn’t budge. He and Marco just stood there facing off, glaring at each other. Rome might’ve been a little taller but Marco had him by probably twenty pounds of muscle, not that it mattered. As livid as he was, he was just itching for Marco to jump so he could go crazy on him.

“Rome,” Nell persisted, tugging harder. “Please...”

“Yeah, this isn’t making things any better,” Jazlyn added. She managed to push Marco away, her hands braced against his hard chest. “We don’t need to cause a scene on top of everything else. Let’s go, Marco.”

After a few more moments of mean-mugging, Marco let Jazlyn pull him away, glaring at Rome over his shoulder as he walked. 

Jazlyn noticed and yanked hard on his hand. “Stop it!”

“I don’t like him,” Marco grunted. 

“Nobody’s asking you to like him.”

“I’m serious, Jazlyn.” He stopped walking, causing Jazlyn to stop with a sigh. “For him to step to me like that??”

“His little sister just got humiliated on her wedding day and you were up in here taking selfies, after waltzing in late. Were you expecting a hug?”

“There’s no way I could’ve known what happened before I got here. You should’ve given me a heads-up.”

“You weren’t coming, remember? I tried to tell you what the deal was but you kept interrupting me. And honestly with everything going on, Marco, I really wasn’t thinking about you. I was worried about Asha and Rome.”

“Yeah, you’re always worried about Rome,” he muttered. “And I don’t like it.”

“Oh, well. Rome is my best friend so I don’t know what to tell you.”

“Well, I know what to tell you.” He stepped closer to her, the expression in his eyes hard and unflinching. “I don’t want you around him anymore.”

She looked at him incredulously, placing a hand on her hip. “Excuse me?”

“You heard me.”

“Are you seriously trying to give me an ultimatum?”

“Call it whatever you want to. I’m your man and I’m telling you that I don’t like you giving so much of your time and attention to another man, best friend or not. And if you don’t want me and you to have some big problems, you’ll hear what I’m telling you and respect that.”

He stomped off to his car, leaving Jazlyn standing there in disbelief. 
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