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For my son—the reason I grew up, the reason I softened, the reason I kept fighting for something bigger than my pride





THE PREMIERE

On December 1, 2024, I was about to be late. Before you go there: no, I wasn’t pregnant. In fact, I had recently given birth to my daughter, Marley, three months ago. My youngest. The event in question was the movie premiere for Flood, produced, directed, and starring my homie and fellow comedian Desi Alexander. After being released from jail, Desi’s character, Remi, wanted to change his life. But after his brother is kidnapped, he’s forced to resort to his old ways. So, basically, Taken for the hood. In the movie, I play a detective attempting to help Remi find his brother while also warning Remi to stay out of the way of our investigation. The premiere was starting in just two hours, and I was rummaging through the stocking drawer in my walk-in closet. Yes, the detail of my closet being a walk-in matters; not only does it paint a picture for you, but it’s a way to subtly say I’m doing well for myself.

Whenever I feel overwhelmed and anxious, I listen to Chris Brown’s 11:11 album. He intentionally crafted certain songs on this album with sound waves that channel tranquil energy. As I’m stressing about what to wear, “Angel Numbers/Ten Toes” blasts from the speaker to soothe my spirit. If you’re one of those who raised their eyebrows reading that, I listen to Chris, yes, he’s my favorite artist. Yes, I still listen to him. Let’s move on.

Searching high and low for some black knee-high tights to complete my look for the evening (a form-fitting black blazer dress designed with iridescent crystals to match my long studded-out nails). The sheer stockings would complement the pair of shiny black leather boots. My hair was long, black, and curly with a part down the middle. My lace melted into my scalp. I was not going to be JT of the City Girls at the BET Awards, with my wig looking like a fresh shape up. To highlight the crystals in the dress, I wore a pair of Cartier frames. I carried a little black and white-gold Chanel bag that hung from my shoulder with such grace. Was there anything in the bag? Absolutely not. Y’all know damn well hardly anything can fit in those little luxury purses. It just went with the aesthetic. I bang my toe on the corner of my seven-foot, vintage-rustic, gold-bordered mirror wall next to the steaming station. It’s so funny, you always do some shit like bang your toe when you’re already in a hurry to do something or rushing to get somewhere. That kind of pain will have you out here canceling plans, honey.

For about three weeks I knew this day was coming. I still waited until the actual day of the event to find something to wear. For some strange reason I like the pressure of challenging myself to get ready hastily. Maybe it’s because with so little time to think, I’m forced to be less in my head, and more in my body. Maybe it’s because waiting until the last minute helps me manage disappointment—cuz there ain’t nothing like getting your hopes up just to have them elbow dropped by life. Yes, I’m a wrestling fan. But when I really think about it, procrastination allows me to be in control of a situation. If I did everything I was supposed to do and something goes wrong and it wasn’t my fault, I’m Uma Thurman in Kill Bill. But if I’ve procrastinated to the point where things go wrong, I at least have myself to blame.

Because Marley exclusively drinks breast milk, I pump every three hours, which means, even at this premiere, I must wear a top that provides easy access. As I continue to toss almost every black blouse I own over my head, the growing pile behind me is now a hill of clean blouses in the center of the floor.

Chris Brown’s singing is interrupted by the phone ringing. It’s Rome, the father of my firstborn son, Ashton.

“Who is Ash leaving the premiere with again?”

If there’s one thing Rome is known for, it’s his need for extra clarity on shit. No matter what it is. As bad as I wanted to curse him out (“Mothafucka, you know he’s leaving with you!”), I didn’t. Though this was the thirty-fifth time we’d had this conversation, I understood a few things at that moment: I already felt overwhelmed before I answered the phone, so my agitation was less about Rome and more about myself; I already knew who I was dealing with; and most importantly, in thinking about the day I wanted to have for myself, cursing Rome’s ass out would’ve compromised it. So, I kept it cute instead.

“He’s leaving with you, Rome, remember?”

“If I remembered”—he laughs—“I wouldn’t be calling now, would I?”

My head back, I look up to the ceiling. Let out a deep sigh.

“Are you being condescending, Rome?”

“What the fuck does that even mean?”

In this moment I imagine the joy it would bring me to jump through the phone, hogtie Rome, and force him to read a dictionary, because how the fuck don’t you know what condescending means? But again, if I’m looking to leave the circus, I have to make sure I’m not the clown.

“Never mind, Rome. I’ll see you soon!”

When I hang up, Chris Brown blasts full throttle from my wall speakers, waking Marley. Fed up with Chris Brown too at this point, I turn off the music and shuffle to the baby’s room to get her from the crib—only to see her father, Chris, holding her. Chile, I love a Chris.

Thank God. Now I can attempt to finish this damn outfit.

As I was looking at Chris’s outfit, a white button-up under a black sweater vest, a pair of high tapered slacks, white dress socks with platform loafers (I promise you, he looked good), the outfit that I described earlier had finally come to me.

Doing my little happy dance, resembling Mike Epps’s drunk Tootsie Roll from Friday After Next, I take Breezy off time-out. “Come on, come on, girl, why you frontin’? Baby, show me something.” Knowing what I’m going to wear, I dance myself into Ashton’s room to see what he plans to wear for the premiere.

“Okay, so what we got here?”

With a slight look of confusion, he whips his neck around and pulls his gaming headset down off one of his ears.

“What you mean?”

At twelve, Ashton has the same voice and cadence as the guy who voices the Allstate commercials, and I’m still trying to be okay with that. You always hear from other parents how quickly the time goes with your child. How you should cherish the time because it goes by so fast, and I remember how much that pissed me off. In the moments I heard it, those moments with Ashton felt like forever, and I couldn’t wait until he reached that age when he could do things by himself. In that moment of hearing his voice, it hits me how fast forever can be. I stepped back and stared at him with such joy. I did a good job.

Following the melody from Fergie’s “Glamorous,” as loud as I could, I sang my anthem until it rang throughout the house: “If you ain’t got no money, get the hell off the game! I said, if you ain’t got no money, get the hell off the game!”

Trying not to lose it completely, Ash chuckles to himself. He powers off his game and walks toward his closet. He already knows what he’s wearing: pulling a pair of dark blue denim distressed jeans with walnut-colored stitching from the closet, he lays them across the bed.

“Now this sweater,” Ash says, rubbing his hands together like Birdman, “is gonna complement the butters I’m throwing on cuz it’s a little cold out there.”

Impressed with the cream Amiri sweater and the fresh Timberland boots, I give him a thumbs-up and kiss him on the forehead. Leaving out of his room, I double back.

“Remember you’re leaving with your dad when the premiere is over tonight, okay?”

“I’m already knowing this information, Ma!”

I smile and walk back to Marley’s room to get her dressed. When I get to the room, I see the most beautiful image: a peaceful and fully dressed baby. Chris. Being so used to doing things myself, these moments when I am no longer the only one can be overwhelming. Because I remember those moments when it was just me, I sometimes have moments when resentment rises in my body like boiling water in a pot full of cooked crabs. Why couldn’t it have always been like this? Before that resentment bubbles over, I remind myself that the version of me who didn’t have what she has now made the decisions that reflect what she currently has. For a moment, I feel proud of myself.

This moment called for GloRilla’s “TGIF.”

The red carpet started at six. The movie premiered at seven. We were supposed to leave at three. We didn’t get out of the house until four thirty. We lived ninety minutes away from Eastpoint Flagship Cinemas, in Baltimore City, and Chris reminded me that we still had to drop Marley off with my mother. With my head back looking up to the sunroof, I let out another deep sigh and closed my eyes for ten seconds. Whenever we would get upset, my father would make my siblings and me close our eyes for ten seconds. It sounds like something that doesn’t work, but I’ve found that those ten seconds with my eyes closed keeps me from being blinded by fury.

This event was important to me because Desi had worked so hard on this project. He isn’t my biological brother, but blood couldn’t make us closer. Since day one of us meeting at an open mic on the Baltimore comedy scene twelve years ago, he has mentored me in comedy and real life and has seen me through both highs and lows in my adult life. He wrote, filmed, and edited this entire movie over the previous year. Desi always wanted to do film and he finally wrote and produced and starred in his own movie. Mildly stressed-out about our time of arrival, I answer my ringing phone. Guess who it is?

“Hey, Rome, what’s up?”

“What Ash got on? I hate when you dress him.”

Anytime Ash, Rome, and I go somewhere where we’re together, Rome wants to be the one who dresses Ash. Rome sometimes forgets that besides being a preteen with his own sense of style, our son knows exactly how to throw that shit on.

I was about to go off on this man, but I looked in the back seat and saw Ashton waiting for me to react to his dad the way he knew I wanted to. Ashton cracked a little side smile. Looking up to the sunroof, I let out a deep sigh, closed my eyes, and counted.

“Ash dressed himself today and he looks good. I love his outfit. You’ll see him soon.”

Rome was still talking when I hung up the phone.

Chris and I pulled up to my mom’s house and she’s not answering the phone. It’s cold as hell outside. The type of cold that has you window-shop at stores you have no intention to buy anything from just so you can get someplace warm. After about fifteen minutes, she came to the door with the biggest smile, looking for Marley. Warming my heart, my mom kissed me on my forehead and told me to get going. I looked down at my phone to check the time: 6:05 p.m. We were twenty-two minutes away from Flagship Cinemas. We still have time to make the red carpet.

After kissing my mom back on her cheeks, I jumped in the car and Chris sped off. Avoiding all kinds of traffic and roadblocks, Chris got us there in fifteen minutes. Yeah, that’s my truck-driver bae! As soon as we pulled up, I got a text from my brother Desi:

“NIGGA WYA”

The trip from the car to the door felt like a walk in Alaska. I looked back at Chris and Ashton and would have given anything at that moment to be in their shoes, because they looked warm. Drying the tear rolling down from my left eye from the wind with his pinky, Chris opened the door for me with his other hand and, finally, I had officially arrived.

First face I see is my brother’s.

“Desiiiiii!”

To see this event turn out the way that it did was rather refreshing, especially in Baltimore. The city is known for its division, so anytime you can make the city feel like it’s one happy family is a miracle. The lobby of the theater was decorated with movie posters featuring the title of the film, all our names, and photos of us. The paparazzi-themed red carpet had a very Hollywood touch to it. No negativity, no fights, no arguments, no bad vibes; just fellowship! As Desi was prompting me with the red-carpet questions, Ashton had a huge smile on his face.

“There goes my dad.”

Now, you may be asking, Why Rome is at the premiere? Even if you weren’t, I’m answering anyway. Earlier in the story I shared that I play a cop who investigates the kidnapping. Because Desi is also cool with Rome and needed us for the film, Rome plays my informant. So basically, he’s a snitch.

When I turn to look, Rome walks over with a young woman who looks familiar. As he gets closer, his arms open to welcome his baby boy. Because Rome had to get some personal matters situated with him and his family, this is the first time Rome has seen Ash in person since Rome moved back to Maryland from South Carolina, where he’d been living for three months prior. At the sight of his firstborn, Rome gets teary-eyed. Next thing I know, Rome grabs me by my left shoulder and brings me closer to him for a hug. Besides my knowing Rome long enough to choose which battles to fight, the moment is bigger than what had just transpired in the car over the phone. I was not about to fill my cup with spilled milk. I hugged him back.

“Man, I missed y’all so much! My man Chris!”

If you’re wondering why and how Rome and Chris got so cool, it’s because Rome seems to flourish when he’s around another man who it’s apparent has Ash’s best interests at heart. Over the time Chris and Rome have known each other, they developed their own bond, which I’m grateful for. When Rome introduces the young woman he’s with, it clicks!

“Moriah!?”

“Yes, Jess, how have you been?”

When Ashton was two, I worked at an old retail store called Unica. Moriah was my manager. Although Rome is known for so many great things like being a father and playing basketball, long-lasting healthy relationships isn’t one of them. When Rome introduces me to someone he’s with, I always think, What the hell you doing with Rome?

As Rome and I answered questions on the red carpet before the showing of the movie, one of the interviewers asked what the best part was about shooting the movie.

“The best part,” Rome cut in, “was filming with my dawg, my co-parenting partner for life, man. We had our son on set with us. I know he’s been able to watch his mom on set over the years, but to see me and his mom in action was the best part.”

Just as I was about to answer, Desi yells from the concession area, “Talent with family please start making your way to the theater! The movie will premiere in ten minutes with or without y’all asses in them seats!”

Rome signals for Moriah, Chris, and Ash to come join us on the carpet.

“Real quick, let’s take this picture.” Rome hands his phone to the person who was conducting the red-carpet interviews. She stepped back, about to take the picture.

“On three, say family!… One… two… three.”

We all join in.

“Family!”



If you’ve been a fan of my comedy, you’re probably wondering why the hell I decided to make my first book, and memoir, about being a co-parent rather than, oh, I don’t know, being a comedian who tours the country to sold-out theaters and arenas, co-hosts the country’s most popular morning radio shows, works with some of the most famous people on earth. It’s because so much of who I am and have become is because of my experience becoming a mother, but also because of my experience co-parenting with someone I once imagined spending the rest of my life with.

When I was approached with the opportunity to write a book, I thought about the kind of book I would’ve needed at the beginning of this journey when I thought Rome and I would be married and raise a family together. The irony of this is that even though Rome and I haven’t been romantically involved since Ash was two, we would have to learn how to raise our son together despite not being together. This is why I named the book ’Til Death Do We Parent.

The title captures the unique commitment that comes with having a child with someone you’re no longer with and ensuring a life for your child or children that isn’t devoid of love because you and your partner may have fallen out of love. Even though that naïve twenty-year-old girl who had Ash would’ve been too much in denial to read this book, I wanted to write it for her and other versions of her who think the end of their romantic relationship with the person they’d chosen to have kids with is the end of their family. The story I told to open this book is a way to show how the end we’re most afraid of sets up the beginning of something more than what we would ever have imagined.

But I’d also be lying if I acted like where I am is where I began so let’s go back to the beginning of this journey so you can see that this shit was never easy, but it is possible.





CHAPTER 1 Hold the Hell Up

Holy shit, I’m pregnant,” I whisper quietly to myself as if I was in a room full of people. Only I was alone in the basement of Rome’s stepmother’s house, where I had been staying with him for a few days. Sitting on the edge of the unsheeted mattress staring at the wall, I remember this feeling of shame came over me. Well, of course, shame, why not? I mean, in my mind my parents had already killed me over this shit.

Although I had completed school, I was still just nineteen, living at home with my parents. Technically, they didn’t even know where I was. According to them, I was at my godsister’s house for those few days. Clearly y’all can tell what kind of parents I had, considering I was nineteen still having to lie about my whereabouts. I knew telling them I was pregnant was not going to be easy; not to mention, I was scared as hell to tell Rome too.

Our young asses never talked about having kids together or anything like that, so this was about to be a goddamn surprise for him just like it was for me when I saw the positive pregnancy test. Pacing back and forth rehearsing the reveal, I’m feeling sick to my stomach. Because there was no bathroom in the basement where Rome’s room was, I had to run upstairs to the third floor to use the bathroom before I pissed myself.

Taking a second before heading back downstairs, there I was having a standoff with the girl in the mirror. With both of my hands cupped together, I threw some cool water on my face to wake up my nerves a bit more. I figured if I got myself amped up and excited about the pregnancy, maybe I could change my mood and look happier to deliver this news.

Taking a beat between rehearsing a couple different ways of making such a big statement, I practiced my smile in the mirror.

“Rome, we’re pregnant, buddy.” Nah, not buddy, buddy is crazy.

“Ta-daaa! I’m pregnant, nigga!”… Nah, too blunt, I don’t want to scare him away.

“We’re not getting any younger, let’s have a baby.”

Realizing I was doomed, I sat back down on the toilet and just stared at the test for a minute. To tell the truth, I didn’t know whether I was more afraid of telling Rome I was pregnant and him running for the hills after finding out, or if I was more afraid of what a baby might do to my life. Once again, I was only nineteen and I knew I didn’t want any kids, especially at that moment. I honestly hadn’t figured out my life yet as far as what I wanted to do with it career-wise. I couldn’t even support myself, how the hell was I going to support a baby?

Thinking of all the things my mom would say, I grew increasingly nervous all over again, which sent me into another panic. The same panic I encountered when I first peed on the stick. It’s like I knew I was pregnant but the confirmation hit me like a ton of bricks. You know that feeling you get after sex with no protection because you know this man just shot the club up and you did nothing to stop it? You’re just lying there dumb as hell thinking of ways to solve what can easily become a problem in the next nine months. I mean everything goes through your mind, from plan B to plan A, and we know what the A stands for. It rhymes with shma-shmortion.

As wrong as it is, us women do it, especially at that young, vulnerable age of nineteen. Finally, I get myself together after crying one more time, which I knew wouldn’t be the last time, and headed back downstairs. As I’m walking down the stairs to go back to the basement to finish rehearsing my lines to what felt like a script of a horror movie, I hear a key turn, unlocking the front door. I stop dead in my tracks and stand there puzzled. Rome comes through the door, and because the second-floor staircase faces the front door directly, I am the first person he sees.

“Oh shit.” He jumped, startled like he had just seen a ghost. “You scared the shit out of me. You okay?”

Before I could answer, he looks down at my right hand and tilts his head slightly as if he’s trying to make out exactly what the long skinny white object in my hand is. Rome’s eyes grow as big as two golf balls, which is huge in comparison to eyeballs.

“Please don’t tell me you’re pregnant, Jessie.”

Instantly my heart was in my ass and I had no words. As a stream of tears just built up in both eyes, which I knew, if I blinked, they would start flowing nonstop. I couldn’t help it though, the tears drowned my pupils, all I could see was water clouding my vision of Rome. Feeling both embarrassed and defeated because I’d anticipated this very reaction from him, I muttered, “I’m sorry,” and sat down on the last step, dropping the test on the floor. I remember how bad the carpet on the steps smelled because they had a cat.

As soon as I sat down, I got right back up.

“This shit stink!”

Rome rushed over to me to help guide me to the couch. Before sitting down, he hugged me tightly and kissed my lips, which were wet from the salty tears rolling down my face.

“This is a good thing, you’re having my baby, Jess. Don’t cry, we’re having a baby!”

It’s like every time he said it, his excitement grew. Not expecting this, I’m shocked like a deer in headlights. I spent so much time preparing for the worst, I didn’t even think about the possibility of him being happy about this news. Talk about being a pessimist; that was me in rare form. I couldn’t believe it. He just kept kissing me and staring. In awe, I finally came to.

“So you’re not mad at all? Like you don’t want to leave? We’re still going to be together and everything?”

He looked at me like I was ten-karat stupid. Bursting into laughter, Rome goes, “Why would I leave, Jess? Shit, I hope it’s a boy. We about to be a family.”

My first genuine smile that day. I couldn’t love him any more than I did in that moment. A sense of relief immediately crowded me and I was able to breathe with no fear, but that was only half the battle.

Rome stopped and turned to me after snapping pictures of the positive pregnancy test that he had just picked up off the floor.

“Wait! You told your parents yet?”

I didn’t even have to say no; I suppose Rome got his answer from the look on my face.

“Don’t worry about it, boo, we can tell them together.”

As much of a relief as that may have sounded, it wasn’t for me. I knew my parents already weren’t too fond of me dating at this age. They hadn’t even known I had a so-called boyfriend that I was sneaking all the way across the other side of the city to see, and now I have to introduce him and drop the bomb on them all in one sitting. Hey, Mom and Dad, this is my boyfriend, whom I met on Myspace. Oh, and by the way, I’m pregnant. Just the suspense of that thought alone made me shameful all over again. I was so fucked I couldn’t compose myself.

Rome assured me that whole afternoon everything would be okay and I believed him. If anybody had my back, it was him. It went from me rehearsing how I would tell Rome about the pregnancy to us rehearsing how we were going to tell my parents. We thought of every possible reaction and acted it all out so we would be prepared for the worst and the best response. I mean, we went over this shit for hours and hours it seemed like.

I remember it being dark outside by the time we got our whole script together. It was mid-August so the sun went down a little later in the evening. Damn, we really took all day planning this out carefully. Feeling starved and dehydrated from basically being on set all day, we walked to the corner mart to get two cheesesteak subs and some sodas.

Sitting on the front steps, watching cars ride up and down the street, we stuffed our faces with the hot food we had just scraped up change to buy. Brings back memories of how broke but happy we were in our brokeness. Now that’s funny. Replenished and recharged, Rome jumps up.

“Hear me out! What if we told them tonight?”

I choked on my last piece of sub. Y’all know that last bite be all bread.

“Excuse me? Goddamn, Rome, you want to do this tonight?”

“Why not? I mean it really don’t make a difference. Whenever we decide to tell them is not going to change their reaction to it. I say we do it tonight to get it out the way because I want to start telling my family and friends and stuff and I don’t want your parents to find out by somebody else. Then they’ll really kill you!”

Letting out a huge belch after gulping down the rest of my Pepsi, I got up from the steps and wiped my hands on Rome’s sweatpants he’d given me to wear to the store.

“You’re right, let’s do it.”

Rome’s energy mixed with my newfound confidence motivated me a little more to tell my parents, I can’t even lie. It was about eight o’clock at night now and neither of us had a car. Our only means of transportation back then was the bus, so we got on what was called the #15 back in the day. The #15 was one of a few bus routes that you could take to get from the east side of Baltimore to the west side and vice versa. We waited at the bus stop for about ten minutes before the bus came. The #15 ran pretty frequently because it was a highly demanded route.

Rome gave me the window seat and he sat on the outer seat closest to the aisle. All I could do was stare out those big-ass windows and think how everybody could see me. Like why the hell are the windows so big on a bus and with no tint? Ugh, it’s like the people who build the buses want everybody outside to be able to judge the people on the bus for having to take the bus. Jesus Christ, my thoughts were everywhere and we had a long ride ahead of us from east to west. I lived on the west side and Rome lived east.

With every stop the driver made, I grew more anxious to get off the bus and catch the one going in the opposite direction. Rome, without a care in the world, was as content as he could be, bopping his head to “Sky’s the Limit” by Notorious B.I.G. and 112. See, Rome’s family was a lot more easygoing than mine. He knew his dad wouldn’t really trip out on him having a baby so early. Now his stepmom was a bit different from his dad. Miss Margie was such a militant woman and
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