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      If I didn’t know any better, I’d think he was dead.

      Ol’ man Clyde slept harder than anybody I had ever met before, and it didn’t matter what was going on in the barbershop around him. There could be niggas arguing hoops, a baby crying over his first haircut, and a nigga getting cussed out by his baby mama all at once, but none of that mattered to the man Clyde’s Cutz was named after.

      If he was tired, he was getting his sleep.

      Honestly, the shit made me a little jealous since I couldn’t remember the last time I had gotten a decent night’s rest. But it was a price I was willing to pay to have peace of mind when it came to my safety. Being an extremely light sleeper meant I was always ready for whatever, and that was exactly the kind of approach I had to take if I wanted to stay alive.

      If I were to share that mindset with my boss, Tiana, she’d probably call me crazy; insist I had nothing to worry about now that I had uprooted my life and moved out here to cut hair in the shop she partially owned. But with the life I had lived, the environment I had grown up in, I knew better than to believe that bullshit since that was exactly how niggas got caught slippin’.

      Shit was all too familiar.

      Sweeping my booth, I heard the chime of the bell over the door, peeking up to find Kelvin with his baby boy on his shoulders and his stepdaughter holding onto one of his legs wearing a frown that boss lady immediately picked up on as she abandoned her own booth to ask, “What happened to her?”

      “Hello to you too, princess,” Kelvin replied, puckering his lips for a kiss that Tiana got on her tippy-toes to deliver with an apology.

      “I’m sorry. Hi, babe. Now what happened to Elliana?”

      Instead of answering himself, Kelvin urged, “Tell her, Ellie.”

      From the big ass bandage on her knee, I could pretty much guess what had occurred. But since I didn’t want to interject in what was really none of my business, I let little Ellie answer, “I fell.”

      “You fell?” Tiana asked, her eyes flashing back up to Kelvin’s when she inquired, “Don’t tell me it was that stupid swing at the park again. I’m about ready to ban y’all from going there in a minute.”

      Chuckling, Kelvin was quick to insist, “It was an accident, and we got her all cleaned up as you can see. She’s just still in her little feelings about it.” He even added a scrub to Ellie’s curly mane that had her squeezing onto him even tighter.

      Tiana only sighed in return, reaching up to pull baby Titan from Kelvin’s shoulders as he finally acknowledged me. “What’s good, O?”

      Shrugging, I continued to straighten up my booth. “Same ol’, same ol’. What’s good with you?”

      “Everything’s good over this way. You see how big this dude is gettin’? I think I might’ve made a future Pro Bowler,” he commented, pinching one of Titan’s chunky legs as a frown immediately grew to Tiana’s face.

      “First of all, you didn’t make anything. At least, not by yourself. Second of all, our son is not playing football. It’s way too dangerous; especially if he’s anything like his injury-prone big sister.”

      With Titan still in her arms, she bent down to take a better look at Elliana’s leg, serving endless Super Mom vibes as Kelvin watched on with a smile that made his adoration clear. And when she finally stood back up, he couldn’t wait to steal another kiss that had her smiling at him just as lovingly.

      Shit was dope as hell to witness.

      As Tiana returned to her booth with Titan, Elliana and Kelvin followed right behind her to share, “Princess, you might be on your own with the munchkins tonight. You remember my cousin Aspen?”

      The question seemed like a silly one to me since I highly doubted there was a person in the shop - baby Titan included - who hadn’t heard of Aspen Watson before. I mean, this wasn’t even my neck of the woods, but it hadn’t taken me long to learn she was something like the hometown superstar around here. And even though she hadn’t been back to visit since I moved here, there wasn’t a shortage of pride surrounding her acting career from the community.

      Tiana pretty much echoed my sentiments when she replied, “How could I forget her, babe? She’s only one of the biggest stars to come out of the city, she’s your relative, and she pretty much lives on my TV screen these days.”

      Nodding along, Kelvin got to the real point of his announcement. “Well she’s coming to town for the holiday, and Maxwell and I are gonna try to get her to host the Black Friday party at The Max.”

      While I hadn’t been to The Max myself, preferring to stay lowkey while I figured this place out, I knew that it was easily the most popular spot to party in town. And being the avid businessmen Kelvin and his brother Maxwell were, I wasn’t really surprised to hear they were trying to capitalize on their family ties. The family ties that had Tiana asking, “Considering she’s family, how hard could it possibly be?”

      With a sigh, Kelvin answered, “She may be family, but she can still be a damn diva sometimes. So we gotta come correct, starting tonight. Matter of fact…” Turning my way, he asked, “Orlando, what you got going on tonight?”

      I didn’t even need to check my schedule to answer, “Not shit. What’s up?”

      “You think you can do a little driving for us? I mean, we could hire somebody, but I’d rather use someone I know. Someone I trust.”

      I hadn’t been in town long, but Kelvin and I had become fast friends in that time. We were close in age, had similar interests with far-from-similar upbringings that thankfully didn’t stop Kelvin from being relatable, and he was married to the coolest boss I’d ever had which meant he was around often enough for me to know he was good peoples.

      Good peoples to kick it with, and good peoples to work for.

      Driving folks around had become something like my side hustle, giving me the chance to make a little extra money while also being able to learn my way around the area. And once Kelvin became hip to what I was on, he and Maxwell pretty much had me on speed dial to work for whatever celebrity they were bringing to town for The Max, a list that apparently included his pretty ass actress cousin.

      “Easy money,” I thought as I told Kelvin, “Count me in.”

      He seemed happy to hear it, planting another quick kiss to Tiana’s cheek as he said, “Aight, princess. Let me get down to the lounge before Maxwell gets on my ass about doing this inventory check. I’ll try to swing by the house for dinner. But if I don’t make it…”

      Tiana cut him off with a wave of her hand. “It’ll be in the fridge, Kelvin. Now get going so I can get out of here too.”

      With a smile, he nodded before giving both of his kids kisses on the cheek and then telling me, “Orlando, I’ll hit your line with the details as soon as I get to the lounge. Aspen’s flight was a little delayed coming outta NYC because of the weather there, but she should be landing within the next few hours.”

      “I got you, bruh,” I replied, the fact that my night was now going to be filled with activities making my exit from the shop a little more urgent. And I wasn’t the only one, Kelvin dipping out just as fast as he had come in and somehow waking Mr. Clyde up in the process.

      After a glance at the door, Mr. Clyde groaned, “I just know this little nigga didn’t come in and out of my shop without speaking...”

      Bouncing Titan on her hip, Tiana shook her head and reminded him, “Clyde, you were sleep.”

      Of course, Mr. Clyde was quick to defend, “I wasn’t sleep! I was just resting my eyes for a minute! And even if I was sleep, he should’ve woke me up!”

      “And get cussed out for doing so? Nah, he did the right thing,” his son, Danny, commented with a chuckle, Mr. Clyde shooting him a fatherly scowl in response even though he knew it was the truth. But instead of admitting that, he stood up and changed the subject.

      “Did I hear Aspen Watson is coming back to town for the holiday? I wonder if she’ll come down to the shop and let me get a few pictures of her in my chair.”

      “Can’t nobody sit in your chair if you’re always sitting in it sleep, Mr. Clyde,” I joked, Danny and Tiana chuckling right along with me.

      Mr. Clyde wasn’t fazed by my jab, shrugging when he insisted, “Then she can just sit on my lap like I’m her personal Santa. I’d make all her wishes come true. Mmm!”

      Tiana was the first to groan, “Gross…” while Danny and I enthusiastically agreed since little mama was fine as hell on TV, and I was sure she was just as fine in person. With her butterscotch skin, and her blonde hair, and her stupid high cheekbones, and those dangerously-piercing hazel eyes, and…

      “Tiana, you need anything else before I get up out of here?” I asked, purposely interrupting my mental black hole of everything Aspen Watson.

      I expected her to send me on my way like usual. But to my surprise, she extended little Titan my way and asked, “Can you just… hold him for like two seconds? I just realized I haven’t peed all day.”

      The baby was already in my arms before I could even answer. And while we just stood there staring at each other since we’d both been caught off-guard by the sudden handoff, Tiana grabbed her daughter’s hand and urged, “Come on, Ellie. You need to come potty too before we make the drive home.”

      Using my observations of Tiana and Kelvin’s parenting skills, I put Titan against my hip, something he seemed to be satisfied with since he decided to rest his head on my shoulder. And honestly, the shit was heartwarming as hell until Mr. Clyde said, “If I was you, I’d be dropping that baby right on its head.”

      “What? Mr. Clyde, you wildin’,” I told him with a laugh, peeking to make sure Titan was comfortable as he grabbed a handful of my shirt.

      “Oh, you real comfortable,” I thought, smiling as Mr. Clyde replied, “One second, you’re holding somebody else’s baby. And the next second, you have one of your own. Drop him.”

      That only made me laugh harder. “Come on, man. He’s cute. Here, take him,” I insisted, pretending to hand him off as Mr. Clyde shooed me away.

      “Hell nah! I may be shooting dust and despair these days, but I’m still not taking any chances. If anybody’s getting cursed with a baby, it’s gonna be you.”

      “Or maybe it’s gonna be your son. Here, Danny.”

      “Nigga, what? Watch out,” he groaned, ducking and dodging my attempts to hand Titan off as he added, “Shawntel is on one of those long-term birth controls and I still wear condoms. Fuck that baby shit.”

      His resistance made me laugh, especially since, “Isn’t Titan your Godson?”

      “Who I love with all my heart… from a distance,” he replied, Clyde giving an enthusiastic, “That’s right” from the sidelines as Tiana and Elliana returned to the shop floor.

      Pinching Titan’s cheek, she commented, “Lookin’ good, Uncle O. Keep this up and I’ll be adding you to our babysitter list in a minute.”

      “This one I can do cause he’s chill,” I told her, glancing down at Titan once more before I directed my attention to Elliana. “But that one? She seems like she’d be a handful.”

      Elliana had the nerve to stick her tongue out at me from behind her mom, confirming my suspicions as Tiana brushed her curls back and said, “She’s actually really good for other people. It’s when her behind comes home that she starts acting up.”

      “Sounds about right,” I quietly agreed, finally handing Titan over to a willing acceptor as his mother added, “But anyway. Have fun with Aspen and the boys tonight at the lounge. And be sure to keep an eye on my husband for me. He has a history of showin’ his ass.”

      I had no plans of actually stepping foot in The Max unless I absolutely had to. But from what I knew about her husband, I still felt confident telling her, “According to him, that life is well behind him.”

      From the stories I’d been told, Kelvin had done something like a one-eighty since getting with Tiana*, going from the irresponsible, playboy party animal to the guy I’d always known him as; the respected businessman, the father, the husband. He loved his family and he loved the lounge he co-owned with his big brother. And though it was clear to me that those two things had his total focus, that didn’t stop Tiana from insisting, “It’s still nice to have a set of eyes on the scene just in case it’s not.”

      With a nod, I told her, “Got you, boss lady,” before heading to the back to grab my things from my locker. And I was on my way to the door when Mr. Clyde caught me by the arm to say, “Snitches get stitches. Don’t forget that when you’re at The Max tonight,” making me laugh as I headed out for the day.
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      The local airport hadn’t changed a bit, but its sameness was what I was looking forward to most since it signified one thing - I was home.

      It had been months - okay, maybe years - since the last time I’d been home for a visit that lasted longer than a few hours. And even though my family was already acting funny about my homecoming thanks to my relatively-recent upgrade from D-list celebrity to high B-list, I was still excited about spending the next few days surrounded by familiar faces I didn’t get to see nearly enough.

      I mean, people were having babies, and getting married, and running successful businesses, and finding love. It was all so exciting yet so, so hard to keep up with which made this trip even more timely.

      I needed all the updates and I needed to kiss on all the baby cheeks.

      As if to kick things off right away, I ran into an old friend from high school when I was exiting the plane, completely breaking free of my incognito vibes to squeal, “Oh my God! Lincoln! I haven’t seen you in person in… a literal decade.”

      Once he realized it was me, he cracked the biggest smile, pulling me into a hug as he said, “Damn. That makes us sound old as hell, Ashy Aspen.”

      “I’m not so ashy anymore you know,” I replied with a smirk, gnawing into my lip as if to show off just how moisturized I was these days.

      Moisturized and fine.

      Chuckling, Lincoln - who was also moisturized and fine - nodded to agree. “Oh, I know, superstar. What you doin’ around here with us normal folks?”

      While I was tempted to get on him about that whole ‘normal folks’ thing, I ignored it to give the obvious answer. “Tomorrow is Thanksgiving, fool. And I had some rare free time in my schedule, so I thought I’d come spend it with the family who’s sending a driver to pick me up instead of coming to get me themselves. Ain’t that somethin’?”

      His eyebrow went up as he agreed, “That is something. But let me go get back in this line before I fuck around and miss my flight.”

      I should’ve been letting him go, but I couldn’t help prying for my first update of the trip when I asked, “Going to spend Thanksgiving with your new Midwest bae, right? She’s gorgeous, Linc. Seriously. Y’all are so cute on Instagram. Those pictures from Vegas were everything. And so were the pictures from Derek’s wedding.”

      To be honest, I was a little jealous of Savannah - yes, I even knew her name - for getting at Lincoln** before I could. I mean, it would’ve been straight out of Hallmark holiday movie heaven for me to come home and reunite with my high school crush who was even cuter now than he’d been back in the day. But unfortunately, that idea was just going to have to stay a fictional storyline in my head, especially once Lincoln lowkey embarrassed me by replying, “Haven’t seen me in a decade, but you still know my moves. The internet is crazy.”

      Blushing, I was quick to defend, “You say that like you don’t follow me too, though!”

      Thankfully, he chuckled and agreed, “You right. Tell that nigga LeBron I said what’s up next time y’all end up at the same party again.”

      “Mmhmm, I’ll think about it,” I teased, the fact that more eyes were now looking my way making me feel a bit uneasy since I’d made the bold decision of going without security.

      But this was home.

      I could do this by myself.

      At least, I thought I could do this by myself until I saw that first not-so-sneaky picture get taken of me by a stranger and realized it was only a matter of time before there were more. Lincoln must’ve realized it too since he knew to end our interaction with a simple, “It was good seeing you, Ashy.”

      “Good seeing you too, Sausage Linc,” I joked, using the nickname he had acquired as a rumor about his dick.

      Before I could get too far, he replied, “I’m more of a footlong frank now. Just ask my woman.”

      “Well Happy Thanksgiving to her,” I gushed with a smile that he matched as I gave another wave then finally made my way to baggage claim. And again, I was grateful for the local airport that had everything in close proximity, making my getaway easy once I made it past the security point.

      I was waiting for my bag to come around the luggage carousel when I received a text.

      

      Cousin Kelvin: “Orlando should be pulling up now. He’s in a black Cadillac XTS with tinted windows.”

      

      “Orlando,” I repeated out loud with a grunt, shaking my head at the fact that my cousin was really sending the help instead of letting the poor man be with his family for the holiday like I’d done with my staff. In fact, I considered giving the guy a break myself and just getting a rental car instead… until I saw him standing outside of that Cadillac.

      He was leaning against the hood with one hand in the pocket of his black denim jeans, lifting the other to check his watch before he started looking around - looking for me. And while I was tempted to announce myself so he wouldn’t be antsy, I was a little more interested in just checking him out from afar since he was so damn fine.

      Too damn fine.

      From the peanut-butter skin coating his thick, manly frame, to his perfectly-wide nose with full lips to match, to his shapely beard that I definitely wanted to make my seat at the Thanksgiving table, he was looking like the only meal I needed during my visit. In fact, I was already daydreaming about it when he finally noticed me, and I smiled like a lunatic as if I hadn’t just been thinking about putting my pussy all over this stranger man’s face.

      “Let me get that for you, Miss. Watson,” was what he said when he saw me heading his way. But all I heard was, “Come ride my face, Miss. Watson,” forced to shake it off so I could tell him, “Aspen is fine.”

      “Aspen is fine,” he repeated with a look over his shoulder that made me blush. But it wasn’t in the same way that Lincoln had made me blush with embarrassment earlier. Nah, this was the kind of blushing that came with an increase in heart rate and a suddenly-sensitive clitoris.

      Whew, this dude is a whole problem.

      I mean, it had been a while since a man really got me riled up off the rip. But here I was, clocking his every move; particularly the way his arms and back flexed under his black long-sleeve thermal when he lifted my suitcase to put it in the trunk. And then how strong his hands looked once he slammed the trunk door shut.

      The little things.

      Since I was still all in his business instead of minding my own, he offered me a smirk before he said, “I hope you don’t take this the wrong way, but you’re a lot smaller in person than you look on TV.”

      Typically when someone acknowledged my size, I got annoyed since it was often used in a way to try and undermine me; undermine my power. But with him, all I could think about was how easy it would be for me to sit my little ass right on his broad shoulders, the thought alone making me grin mischievously when I replied, “Glad you noticed, Orlando.”

      His eyebrow went up in surprise, and I didn’t know why until I thought back on what I had said, quick to give a little wave of my phone and explain, “Kelvin just texted me your name.”

      With a nod, he replied, “Oh, right,” moving towards the car door as he continued, “Well let’s get you outta here before someone recognizes you.”

      Even with earlier’s close call, I still managed to shrug. “Pretty hard to do without all that blonde weave hanging down my back.”

      It was something like my signature look, what bloggers and strangers alike loved to comment on the most which was exactly why I had ditched it for my trip home. The inches upon inches of blonde turned me into Aspen Watson the actress. But my pixie cut of the same color made me Aspen who was just coming to see her family for Thanksgiving with plans of eating all the good food that came with it.

      Because that’s the important part, right?

      Once again I caught myself daydreaming, this time the culprit being Aunt Marie’s macaroni and cheese until Orlando caught my gaze to say, “Nah, it’s all in your eyes. One look at those, and… you ready?”

      “Absolutely,” was my immediate answer until I saw Orlando continuing on his way towards the door and realized he wasn’t asking if I was ready to ride his face, and that the ending of the statement he had cut off wasn’t, “One look at those and I wanna rip your clothes off the same way you obviously wanna rip mine.”

      “Maybe you are still ashy,” I thought to myself with a groan, taking my time to follow him since, “I don’t even know where they have me going since apparently they think I’m too good to stay with family for a couple days like normal people do.”

      I don’t know why it bothered me so much that my family insisted on making expensive accommodations for me instead of just setting me up with a sheet, a comforter, and a pillow on somebody’s living room couch. But considering I didn’t want to sound ungrateful, I let it fly, not really surprised to hear Orlando answer, “According to Kelvin, some five-star downtown. But if that’s not where you wanna go right now, I can take you wherever. As long as we make it to The Max by eleven. That was his only request.”

      With a quick glance at my phone for the time, I realized we still had a few hours until then and that it had been more than a few hours since my last real meal, prompting me to ask, “Is that one sandwich shop by Jackie Robinson Park still open?”

      “Yeah, I just ate there for lunch,” Orlando answered, the fact that he even knew about one of my favorite places in the city already making him good in my book.

      “That’s where I wanna go. I’m starving.”

      Nodding, he moved to finally open the door for me. But I quickly bypassed him in a move towards where I really wanted to sit; a move that surprised him according to the way his eyebrow piqued when he asked, “You’re… sitting in the front seat?”

      “Is that a problem?” I asked with a smile, opening the door and getting ready to climb in when he answered my question.

      “Nah, not a problem. Just… unusual.”

      Since I’d already gotten my way once, he couldn’t help trying to, at least, close the door behind me. But not before I could explain, “I’m in my city. I’m home. I should be able to ride wherever I want to, right?”

      “Fa sho,” he agreed. Then he slammed the door in my face like he didn’t really agree but just wanted me to shut up, his annoyance making me giggle by the time he finally joined me from the driver’s side.

      He didn’t say any more, he didn’t even play any music; he just took off towards the sandwich shop with his eyes on the road and my eyes on him as I tried to figure out why the hell he intrigued me so much outside of his good looks and the big dick energy he wore like a second skin. But after staring at him in search of familiarity, I realized my interest lied in the fact that I couldn’t place him with anyone else I knew from the city, making me ask, “Who are your people?”

      “My people?”

      Nodding, I turned in my seat and continued, “Yeah, you don’t look familiar to me. Who’s your family? What high school did you go to? What year did you graduate?”

      He chuckled at my interrogation, somehow answering all of my questions without technically answering any of them when he said, “I’m not from around here.”

      “Ahh, that explains it. Explains… you.”

      Since I’d come up in the industry, people from the city usually loved to act like we had been friends since the very beginning even if I didn’t know them at all. But the fact that Orlando hadn’t even pretended to have any connections with me told me more than he realized, the confusion on his face giving way for me to explain, “Your demeanor. Your vibe. It’s not like the people from around here. Not that everybody from around here is the same, obviously. But… I could tell you were different. An outsider.”

      He chuckled again. “I mean, guilty but damn. Way to make a nigga feel warmly welcomed around here.”

      “I can do a lot more than make your welcome warm,” was what the sexy devil on my shoulder told me to say. But the emo-version came out instead when I replied, “I’m the one who has a driver picking her up from the airport like her family members don’t own multiple cars. If there’s anyone who should feel less than welcomed, it’s me.”

      Orlando didn’t let me sulk in what was really just a matter of me being a brat, peeking over at me with a smirk when he offered, “Welcome home, Aspen.”

      “From the outsider. Thank you so, so much,” I replied sarcastically, Orlando giving another rumbling chuckle in response - and reminding me how much I liked the sound of it.

      It had the perfect balance of jubilance and strong bass, showing off just a hint of his perfectly-straight top row of teeth that wouldn’t otherwise be shown since he seemed to prefer keeping conversation to a minimum in the little bit of time we’d been together. But maybe that was just his personality; less into talking and more into action.

      My kind of… I mean, what?

      As if I needed any more reason to find out what kind of action Orlando was into, he complimented, “You’re funnier than you are on TV, too. And prettier. You are really fuckin’ pretty, Aspen.”

      With a flattered grin, I teasingly replied, “If you’re trying to make me feel better about my own family treating me like a celebrity instead of as their relative, it’s working.”

      “Good. Now let’s get you that sandwich since that’s guaranteed to make you feel better too,” he offered like he didn’t know good and damn well the item at the top of that list of things that could make me feel better was sitting right between his thighs.

      Then again, did the quietly-confident fine niggas ever act like they knew they were downright fuckable?

      Nope.

      They just moseyed through life, being attractive as hell and making thirsty women like me sweat over the simple things; like the way Orlando put his arm across the back of my seat so he could parallel park into a spot outside of the sandwich shop.

      Yes, that little.

      After putting the car in park, he asked, “What’s your order? I’ll go in and grab it so you don’t have to. I mean, since you’re not traveling with security or whatever.”

      Shrugging, I explained, “It’s the holiday. They deserve to be with their families too.”

      Once the words left my mouth, I felt a little bad about Orlando not being able to do the same, giving me a spur of the moment idea that may or may not have been influenced by the smell of his cologne still lingering around me. “I want to go in and order myself. And then I want to eat at a table like a normal person, with you.”

      “With me?”

      My nod might’ve been overly enthusiastic when I answered, “Yes, outsider Orlando. I mean, I guess you don’t have to eat since you already ate this same thing earlier, but…”

      He cut me off. “I can always eat, Aspen.”

      Again, the sexy devil on my shoulder started acting out when she asked, “You can always eat this pussy, or...?” But the low rumble in my stomach put her right back in her place, a friendly smile coming to my lips once I urged, “Then come on, Orlando.”

      For whatever reason he didn’t seem super enthused; maybe because he was worried about my safety and didn’t think it was the best idea for me to be running around the city all willy-nilly, or maybe because he really wasn’t checking for me like that and didn’t appreciate me forcing the interaction. But by the time we made it inside, right before closing which meant the place was mostly empty, he finally relaxed some, dapping up the employee who was obviously familiar enough with him to know his order without him even needing to say it.

      When the employee turned to me, I could tell when it hit him that I was… who I was. But after the initial shock, he thankfully didn’t make a big deal of it, getting ready to ask me for my order until I cut him off after seeing what he was putting together for Orlando. “I’ll have the exact same thing he’s getting.”

      “Wow. Copying sandwich orders from the outsider, huh?” Orlando teased, moving towards the cashier as I followed right behind him with a frown.

      “Excuse me? That’s been my order since like, the fifth grade. They should’ve named that sandwich after me by now if we’re being honest.”

      “I’ll start the petition,” he insisted with a smirk before telling the cashier that our orders were together which somehow ended with them being on the house.

      Still, it was the thought that counted. And that applied to his first idea too, even when I told him, “You don’t look like the petition type. More like the strong arm, ‘give me what I want or I’m beatin’ somebody’s ass’ type.”

      He shrugged. “Eh, maybe in my past life.”

      “Your past life? But you’re not even that old,” I countered like I’d known him forever when the truth was I hadn’t even known him for an hour.

      From the same wavelength as my thoughts, Orlando asked, “Yo, why do you think you know so much about me already?”

      This time, it was me shrugging. “I don’t. I’m just really good at reading people.”

      Grabbing the tray with our food and drinks, he asked, “Oh yeah? Then tell me more about me. Since you’re so good at reading people.”

      I shouldn’t have been surprised when the first thing that came to mind was, “You have a big dick. It’s in your energy.” But thankfully, the walk to the table gave me a chance to think of something with more substance beyond what the sexy devil was telling me to say when I threw out my first guess. “You’re… in a new phase of life.”

      “How you figure?” he asked, taking his sandwich and drink from the tray before pushing the entire thing to me.

      Just the smell of the melted pepper jack cheese had my mouth watering and my stomach rumbling again with anticipation. But I held off on digging in so that I could answer, “Tomorrow is the holiday and you’re here, in a new city, being a driver for my cousins instead of spending time with your own family; instead of visiting wherever home is. Because you’re so focused on moving forward from whatever your alleged past life was.”

      His short chuckle in response was filled with more disbelief than anything as he peeled the wrapper of his sandwich back and replied, “Nothin’ alleged about it, little mama. That shit was very, very real. But it was all I knew.”

      While he was first to mention my eyes, it was the troubled look in his as they drifted off that told me so much about him without me needing any details. Maybe one day I’d get the details, but not right now. Right now was about letting his very real past be the past and fostering whatever positive changes his new phase was bringing about.

      Obviously, I was already way more invested than I should’ve been. But him even being willing to share that little bit with me only encouraged me to reach across the table and give his hand a supportive squeeze, his eyes shooting up to mine in surprise when I told him, “Welcome home, Orlando.”

      When he only returned a look of confusion, I continued, “Here. This city. It’s your home too now, right?”

      With a nod and a smile, he answered, “It is.”

      “So… welcome home,” I repeated with a smile of my own, giving his hand another squeeze before I dropped it. And while I wasn’t looking for a response, I couldn’t help but smile to myself when I heard him mutter, “Back at you, little mama.”
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      Her curiosity confused me.

      I mean, I didn’t see myself as some lame ass nigga or anything like that. But I couldn’t help wondering what it was that could possibly have someone like Aspen Watson this interested in learning more about very regular me; sharing sandwiches and asking a million questions like any of it actually mattered to her.

      She was a famous actress with a box-office hit under her belt, and I… cut hair with a side hustle as a chauffeur - was currently her chauffeur. She did everything she could to make it seem like that wasn’t the case - sitting in the front seat, opening her own door, inviting me up to her hotel suite when she went to do a quick change of clothes for The Max instead of letting me stay put in the car like I insisted - but the facts were still the facts. I was spending time with her as a part of my job.

      A blessing of a job it was, though, since it somehow had Aspen walking out of the bedroom of her suite towards me in only her bra and panties with two dresses in her hands.

      “I’ve never actually been to The Max. Which one of these is more appropriate for the vibe there?”

      I was supposed to be looking at the dresses, but I struggled to pull my eyes away from her bangin’ ass body. The wardrobe team for the movies she’d been a part of must’ve worked overtime to mask it since I would’ve never guessed she was workin’ with so much of everything.

      Tits, and hips, and ass, and...

      “I’m sorry. I guess I’m so used to being in front of strangers in next to nothing that I forgot how uncomfortable it could make you. I’ll go cover up.”

      She was already headed back to the bedroom when I quickly stood up to tell her, “Nah, you’re good.” And that was enough for her to turn back around, holding the dresses in front of her as I scrubbed a hand against the back of my neck and decided, “Uh… the red one looks nice.”

      With a smirk, she challenged, “You mean, the red one that’s so obviously burgundy?”

      I shrugged. “Still red.”

      She was sure to emphasize, “Burgundy dress it is then,” before she headed back into the bedroom. And not even a few minutes later, she was calling out to me from there. “Hey, Orlando. Can you come here right quick?”

      The possibility of her still being in her bra and panties had me quick to respond, only slightly disappointed when I got to the room and discovered she’d already gotten the dress on. Well, most of the dress on, the back of it hanging open which explained her request for me to come to her.

      Standing in the mirror, she clutched the front of it to her chest that was now braless as she asked, “Can you zip this up for me, please?”

      “Do I look like a wardrobe assistant to you?” I teased, moving behind her to take care of her zipper as she did a little teasing of her own.

      “Nah, they’re never as good lookin’ as you, Orlando.”

      Her compliment made me chuckle. “If gassing me up is your way of making me feel better about being your lackey, that shit is not working.”

      “Oh my God. It is just a zipper!” she whined, making me even chuckle harder since I was only joking around.

      Letting that be known, I told her, “I’m messin’ with you, little mama,” catching the smirk on her face through the mirror as I took another glance at her dress and asked, “You mind if I smooth you out back here?”

      The back of her dress wasn’t exactly wrinkled, but the way it was designed had the fabric sitting weird in certain places I wasn’t sure she could reach on her own. And I suppose it was nothing for Aspen to have someone fix her clothes for her - touch her - since she was quick to answer, “Please do.”

      Once she gave me the green light, I was careful about adjusting it against her frame without leaving a stain since the whole thing had my palms sweating. And after I was finished, Aspen gave me another appreciative smirk through the mirror, turning around to face me when she gushed, “Thank you, Orlando.”

      “I got you.”

      I was already stepping away, mainly so I wouldn’t get lost in those pretty ass eyes of hers, until she said, “Okay, one more thing. Then I’m done getting on your nerves, for real.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh at that, turning back around as I told her, “It’s not a problem, Aspen. I told you before, I was just messin’ with you.”

      She was quick to agree, “I know, I know. But you signed up to drive me around; not… do all of this.”

      Ignoring her reasoning, I asked, “What you need, little mama?”

      Sifting through her box of jewelry, she answered, “This necklace always gives me trouble when I try to put it on myself. But from your vantage point, it should be easy peasy.”

      Before she could even hand it to me, I insisted, “Lemme wipe my hands off first,” knowing there was no way I could mess around with a necklace latch with sweaty hands. But instead of letting me go by myself, she followed me inside the bathroom, standing next to me at the counter as she explained, “So this part right here hooks onto this part right here. And then this part hooks onto this part, but you have to do this part first.”

      “Why’d they make this shit so complicated in the first place?” I asked, squeezing the towel against my hands as hard as I could to get rid of any excess before accepting the jewelry I could already tell had cost her a pretty penny.

      Aspen only doubled down on that thought when she gave me her back and replied, “Because that’s what these overpriced brands do. We call it complicated, they call it exclusive.”

      “You right,” I agreed, doing my best to follow her exclusive ass instructions. And with a little maneuvering plus getting all up in her personal space to see better, I got it taken care of, taking a step back with plans of checking out my job well done in the mirror. But that quickly got turned into checking her out in the mirror, the dress and necklace in combination with the touches she’d put on her hair and makeup damn near making my mouth water as I finally pushed out, “Looks good on you.”

      Instead of responding to me with words, she turned around towards me with her burgundy-painted lip pulled between her teeth, her hazel eyes doing a dangerous number on me as she got closer… and closer. And in no time at all, her hand was wrapped around the back of my neck as she pulled my face down to meet her lips for the sweetest kiss; a kiss that hardly registered in my head as real before she was already pulling away to say, “We should probably get going.”

      Again, I found myself struggling to push out, “Yeah… we should.” And just like that, she went back into the bedroom to get her shoes on, leaving me in the bathroom to figure out what the hell had just happened.

      Did I really just… kiss Aspen Watson?

      Nah, nigga. She definitely kissed you, though.

      With a hand to my lips, I checked for any tell-all signs in the mirror, the teeny bit of burgundy lipstick on the corner of my mouth giving me the answer I was looking for as I gently wiped at it before heading back to the bedroom to find Aspen checking out her full assemble one last time. Then she grabbed her purse and started to head out of the room as she asked, “You ready?”

      Before she could escape, I caught her by the wrist to answer, “Yeah. Ready for you to explain what that little stunt you just pulled in the bathroom was all about.”

      She had already confused me enough with her interest alone. Letting something like a kiss go unexplained wasn’t even an option. But of course, she tried to make it sound simple, brushing a gentle hand against my chest when she said, “It was just a kiss, Orlando. Consider it a... thank you for your services.”

      “In that case…”

      Catching her off-guard the same way she had caught me, I brought my hand to her chin, tilting her head back before I crashed my lips against hers. Then I took things a step further than she had when I slipped my tongue between her red lips and devoured her mouth, eliciting a moan from deep down in her throat before I pulled away and told her, “Consider that a you’re welcome.”

      For a second, she looked stunned. But then that stunned expression turned into a sexy smirk that had me wanting to do it again until I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket. Aspen stayed nearby as I pulled it out to see what it was, neither of us being surprised that it was a text from Kelvin.

      

      Kelvin: “Y’all on the way?”

      

      Aspen didn’t make things any easier on me, running a hand down my beard as she sweetly asked, “Are we… on the way, Orlando?”

      Her touch in combination with the look in her eyes and the kisses from a few moments earlier had me ready to answer no and take her pretty ass straight to the bed. But I wasn’t about to embarrass myself by believing any of this was real just to find out she was only fucking with me. I mean, she literally did this shit for a living, went into character at the drop of a hat, teased and taunted with no real plans of acting on it before the scene was cut. And even if she was the one asking the question - had been the one to deliver the first kiss - I wasn’t convinced of her motives enough to not pull away with an excuse.

      “I’m a man of my word, Aspen. And I told my boss for the moment I’d have you there at eleven, so...”

      She let off a chuckle that almost seemed filled with disbelief. “How respectable of you.”

      “I do what I can,” I replied with a shrug, releasing a breath I hadn’t even realized I was holding once she started walking towards the door.

      Damn.

      Little mama really has you shook.

      Of course, my first inhale was filled with the scent of her perfume, teasing me in the same way her touch had when she peeked over her shoulder to say, “Somehow, I never doubted that.” And while I wondered why she felt so confident, I figured this was just another example of her displaying her talent for being able to read people - read me.

      The elevator ride down to the lobby was quiet. But once we were there, I was reminded of who Aspen really was when a gang of teenage girls immediately recognized her then swarmed her for pictures and autographs that she happily delivered; even going as far as asking me to take a few pictures of her and the group on her own phone.

      It was cool to see her in action, dope to see how adored she was by the community. And honestly, I felt silly for skipping out on what might’ve really been my chance with her since I wasn’t sure she’d ever make the offer again.

      It seemed as if that was the case once we finally made it to my car and Aspen chose to sit in the backseat instead of the front, spending the entire ride on her phone instead of playing twenty-one questions the way she’d been doing since I picked her up from the airport. And by the time we pulled up to the club, I was more annoyed with myself than anything when I told her, “Here’s your stop.”

      Peeking up from her phone for the first time, she asked, “Wait. You’re not joining us?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, the club scene ain’t really my thing. I’ll be here to pick you up and take you back to the hotel when y’all are done, though.”

      While it was obvious she wasn’t too happy about my response, she still managed to save face, gnawing into her lip before she pushed out, “Oh. Well, alright. I guess I’ll see you then.”

      With a nod, I climbed out of the car to go open her door, surprised that she actually waited for me to do it. But the saddened look in her eyes once she made it out had me feeling a way, struggling to speak myself when I simply told her, “Have fun, Aspen.”
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      Disappointment.

      That was the only word I could use to describe how I felt leaving my hotel suite without screwing Orlando, leaving the car without talking to Orlando, leaving Orlando’s presence, period. I mean, first the man didn’t want to fuck me, and now he didn’t even want to be around me?

      Was I really that bad? Or was he really just that… aloof?

      But he also kissed you, though.

      Honestly, the shit was confusing which meant my arrival at the lounge was right on time since I needed a distraction and I really needed a damn drink. The security guard must’ve been alerted by Kelvin and Maxwell to be prepared for my arrival since he swooped right in to escort me inside the second Orlando dropped me off. Then he led me to a section that Kelvin, his wife Tiana, and his sister-in-law Nori were already occupying, just the sight of them making me smile knowing it had been far too long since the last time I’d seen them all at once.

      Nori was the first to notice me and she smiled just as wide as I already was, quickly pulling me into a hug as I teased, “Well if it isn’t Mrs. Pleasures-R-Us herself.”

      My acknowledgment of the family-owned high-end sex toy company she worked for made her chuckle - probably because of the special orders I’d put in on several occasions since learning about it - when she replied, “Girl, don’t let my mama hear that. You know she’s the real queen around those parts and will wave a vibrator with her signature on it in your face if you don’t believe her.”

      It sounded so aggressive. But in the single time I had met Nina Davis at Nori and Maxwell’s wedding, I knew it was true which was why I only nodded to agree before turning to hug the other recent addition to our family. “Tiana! It’s so good to see you, mama. I didn’t even know you’d be here.”

      Returning the hug, she replied, “Me neither. But Granny Marie volunteered to watch the kids tonight so mama could come out and shake her ass a little bit.”

      The little dance she did with it had Kelvin quick to smack her on the butt before he smirkingly teased, “Watch yourself, princess.” And the lusty look she gave him in response told me they’d definitely be putting in work towards child number three tonight if she kept at it.

      It also gave me hope for my own love life because if Kelvin of all people could find love, anybody could. Not that my cousin was total trash. With the Watson name, he didn’t have it in him to be. But he’d done a hell of a lot of growing up since meeting Tiana, his transformation honestly admirable in a way that had me grinning hard when I told him, “Boy, leave her alone and come give me a hug.”

      With a grin of his own, he pulled me into a hug, squeezing hard enough to crack my back as he said, “Happy you made it to town, cuz.”

      “So happy you sent a driver to pick me up instead of coming to get me yourself?” I challenged with a side eye that might’ve been even stronger than he deserved since his appointed driver was currently giving me mixed signals.

      But considering that part of the game wasn’t his fault, I couldn’t really hold it against him, even when he teased, “I know you like to roll exclusive now, Box Office Bae.”

      “Oh, whatever,” I squealed with a smack to his arm and a giggle, looking around the area before I asked, “Where’s Maxwell?”

      As if my question had triggered him, Kelvin left us to go get his brother while Nori tossed a hand in the same direction and answered, “He’s up in his office being a loser and actually getting work done like he doesn’t have a special guest in the building.”

      I was quick to brush her off with another giggle. “Oh, stop it. I’m no one’s special guest.”

      Of course, Nori only upped the ante. “Girl, what? Wearing the hell out of that dress like you are right now? You gotta be special.”

      Her mention of my dress made me blush a little bit, reminded of how cute Orlando was when he tried not to touch me in it even though he very well could have; very well should have.

      But… respectability and all that, right?

      Still, there was no ignoring the butterflies I felt in my belly from him just admiring me from behind through the mirror. And that giddy feeling came out through my words when I sighed, “Actually… this was Orlando’s pick.”

      Tiana’s eyes went wide as she repeated, “Orlando? My Orlando? My barber, Orlando?”

      “He’s a barber? I thought he was just the driver?” I asked, realizing that I must not have gotten as deep into his business as I thought I had.

      Shaking her head, Tiana explained, “Nah, driving is just something he does on the side. He cuts hair in my shop full-time.”

      “So, wait. He works for both of y’all? This nigga is practically family, and I just…”

      Nori’s burst of laughter stopped me from curling into a ball of shame. But it didn’t take me long to realize it was only so she could roll me into that ball herself once she said, “Girl, you’ve been in town for like, two seconds. And you know I’m the last person to judge you, but I’m also the first person to be curious about how y’all got down that fast!”

      “We didn’t!” I defended, quieting down to continue, “I mean, it was just a kiss, but… I was ready. I’m still ready.”

      It annoyed me to no end how badly I wanted Orlando considering he had pretty much hit me with his own special version of Future’s, “I’m good, luv. Enjoy.” But the potency of his big dick energy in combination with the kiss he gave me after I’d only playfully kissed him first left me craving so much more.

      Thankfully, Tiana was on my side when she handed me a drink and insisted, “As you should be, cause he’s definitely fine and he’s definitely not family.”

      Now that I knew she agreed, I felt comfortable doubling down on my attraction to him, taking a sip before I spilled, “He’s so fuckin’ fine, y’all. The worst kind of fine. Like, mysterious, total gentleman but also lowkey thug fine.”

      Tiana was quick to correct, “Uhhh… not lowkey at all. I pulled that man straight from the hood, and probably saved his life in the process.”

      Again, I realized I hadn’t probed enough into Orlando’s very real past life when I asked her, “It was that bad, huh?”

      “He was just… involved. Connected. It’s what he was born into, you know. But when I saw his haircuts on Instagram, I knew I had to have him in the shop. He’s wicked talented with a pair of clippers.”

      “And probably just as wicked with the d-i-ickkkk,” Nori sang, giving me a much-needed laugh as Tiana squealed, “Nori!”

      Unsurprisingly unfazed, Nori replied, “What? Sis, you know he looks like the type who will call you pretty as fuck or some thug shit like that, and the next thing you know you have a whole dick down your throat. Thug dick.”

      Tiana didn’t disagree, only groaned when she quietly defended, “He’s not a thug, Nori.”

      While I could appreciate her trying to stick up for her employee, Nori was quick to call Tiana’s bluff. “You literally just said you pulled him straight from the hood and saved his life, though. So if he’s not a thug, that means your math ain’t mathin’, princess.”

      With a roll of her eyes, Tiana redirected the conversation. “Anyway. What’s your move, Aspen? I mean, you’re only here for a few days, right?”

      Nodding, I answered, “I have a red-eye to Atlanta on Saturday night.”

      That was all Nori needed to hear, giving a toss of her hand as she said, “Oh, girl. That’s plenty of time to let Orlando thug you down.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh again, though Tiana wasn’t nearly as entertained when she asked Nori, “Will you shut up? This is a serious matter! We need to help her.”

      “We need to mind our own Watson boys-branded pussies and let Aspen do the same with Thuggy O,” Nori insisted, making me giggle against my glass when I took another sip of my drink as Kelvin rejoined us with Maxwell in tow.

      Maxwell greeted me with a quick hug then made a beeline for his wife, wrapping an arm around her shoulder and planting a kiss against her temple before he asked, “Baby, what you down here telling my cousin?”

      Peeking up at him with a grin, she answered, “Fuck or be fucked. Very on-brand of me, huh?”

      “And why I love you,” he gushed, this time going for a kiss on the lips that Nori chuckled against before he gave his attention back to me; notably in business mode by the way his voice changed a little when he asked, “Aspen, did Kelvin tell you anything about what we’re trying to do here?”

      “I mean, he got me here tonight, but that’s about it.”

      With a nod, he invited me to sit down with him and Kelvin in a nearby booth which was another tell-all sign that Maxwell was going into business mode; something I didn’t really understand since... what did business have to do with Thanksgiving?

      Clasping his hands together, he answered the question I hadn’t spoken out loud. “Aight, so... basically we want you to host this little party for us on Friday. Here. At the lounge.”

      “Wow. My first semi-extended trip home in forever and y’all are tryna put me to work?” I asked, legitimately annoyed since I wasn’t supposed to be doing anything work-related for the next few days; had come home for that exact reason.

      Of course, Kelvin tried to play good cop when he reasoned, “Come on, cuz. We’ll pay you a more than fair rate for your time. And you’ll be getting paid for something you’d probably be doing regardless.”

      He had a point. Considering a huge part of coming home was to be spending time with family and these two were more like brothers than cousins to me, the chances of me ending up at The Max on Friday night were pretty high. Still, the fact that they were not only propositioning me but propositioning me at the last minute had me doing a quick brainstorm of ways to make this truly worth my time, deciding on the only thing that made sense.

      “I want a cut of bar sales too.”

      “What?” they asked in unison.

      Serving them the smile that got me cast on a consistent basis, I replied, “Bar sales. If I’m here, if my name is attached to this, that means the lounge will be poppin’ which also means the drinks will be flowing. I want a percentage on top of my hourly hosting fee.”

      I hadn’t even noticed that Nori and Tiana had joined us until Nori said, “Whoa. Sis is really about her coin. I think I might actually be a little turned on right now.”

      With a roll of his eyes, Maxwell insisted, “I talk numbers to you all the time, babe.”

      While Nori gave her husband an, “Eh” look in response as if his version didn’t give her the same high she got from listening to us go back and forth, Kelvin was quick to clown, “All I remember is her talking you into some bullshit ass rental fee back when y’all first met***.”

      Shaking both of them off, Maxwell groaned, “Anyway. I’m willing to negotiate a small percentage of bar sales in addition to your hourly rate.”

      Now that all eyes were on me with the girls silently rooting me on from the sidelines, I was really in my bag, glancing at my fingernails when I told him, “I can work with small. But if it’s really as small as you just emphasized, you can save it, Maxwell. I’m not going any lower than fifteen percent.”

      Maxwell was obviously peeved by my number, letting off a grunt as Kelvin urged, “Just give her the cut she wants, bro. Ain’t like we won’t be able to afford it with the crowd her name will draw.”

      “But we’re already paying for her accommodations at the hotel and to have Orlando on call,” Maxwell reasoned, a fact I took great joy in responding to when I chimed in, “Neither of which I asked for. Oops. Y’all bad.”

      While Nori and Tiana giggled in the background, Kelvin and Maxwell did a quick little huddle, whispering back and forth between each other before Maxwell finally agreed, “Alright, fine. You got a deal.”

      “Nice doing business with you, cousin,” I told him with a slick smirk, shaking his hand as his wife turned into my personal hypewoman.

      Grabbing my shoulders, she cheered, “That’s what the fuck I’m talking about! Get that money, Aspen. Run his pockets. Shake them empty. Know your worth.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh in response, especially once I saw the annoyed look on Maxwell’s face as he poured himself a stiff drink. And while his attitude only had Nori getting ready to offer drinks all around on her husband’s behalf, I faked a yawn before I told her, “Actually, it’s been a pretty long day. I think I’m ready to go back to the hotel now.”

      “You mean, ready to go get thugged down by Orlando?” Tiana asked, giving Nori a wink and a shoulder bump as Kelvin repeated, “Thugged down? Orlando? What’s that all about?”

      “Nothing,” they sang in unison, their little giggles that followed telling him it was definitely something as he pulled out his phone.

      “Mmhm. Y’all ain’t slick. I’ll shoot him a text and let him know you’re ready to get picked up. Or to get… thugged down.”

      Nori and Tiana bursted with laughter as I downed the last of my drink and groaned, “Don’t you start, Kelvin...”

      I sat my glass to the side as he sent the text while sharing, “Nah, Orlando is cool peoples. Quiet, but chill. A real nigga, no doubt.  If he’s your type, he’s a good look, cuz.”

      While I fully believed everything he had said, I could only sigh when I replied, “Well thanks for your vote of confidence on something that’s not even happening.”

      Nori frowned, sipping from her own glass before she asked, “Why not, Aspen? Ja Rule said it best. Every thug needs a lady. And I know there’s gotta be, at least, a few down ass bitch bones in that little body of yours.”

      “Down ass bitch bones,” Tiana repeated, her and Kelvin sharing in a hearty laugh at my expense as I rolled my eyes in a pout.

      “I am so glad y’all think this is funny. It’s the perfect reminder for why I don’t come home often.”

      I was only playing with them since my crazy schedule was the real reason behind that fact. Still, Kelvin had no problem challenging, “Nah, it’s exactly why you came home. Where else can you experience a premium roast session like this, Ashy Aspen? Nowhere but here. With family.”

      He pulled me into a shoulder hug that I pretended to fight against but eventually sank into, knowing he was right. And as we waited for Orlando to show up, I got a chance to get a little roasting in myself, reminding Tiana of her cougar status and jabbing Kelvin for marrying a grandma, then catching Maxwell with something like a stray bullet of a joke when I asked Nori what it was like getting used to his little size compared to her mother’s toys.

      By the time Orlando showed up, I had forgotten he was even on the way. But regardless of how much I thought I wanted to stick around the lounge a little while longer, the real ass yawn that came out told me it was best to save my energy for the rest of my time here, giving everyone a hug before the security guard escorted me outside to Orlando’s Cadillac.

      To my surprise, he was already standing on the sidewalk with the passenger door open; something I was sure to comment on when I approached him and asked, “How do you know I wanna sit in the front seat?”

      “I’m not exactly asking you, Aspen,” he replied with an arrogant smirk that was too damn sexy for me to even fight him on as he shut the door behind me.

      Ugh.

      I managed to not look at him once he climbed in on his side even though his presence dominated the car - dominated me. His clothes were the same, but his enticing masculine scent seemed more potent than before. Or maybe me and my womanly parts were just more aware. Either way, it was a struggle to stay fake mad at him with him smelling so delicious and having the looks to match.

      But I wasn’t going to look at him.

      Nope, my attention was completely on the window which was the only reason I realized we weren’t going in the right direction. And after going a few more streets that only took us further away from our intended destination, I decided to speak up.

      “Umm… I know you aren’t from here, but I’m pretty sure the hotel is back that way.”

      “I know,” he replied shortly, continuing on the route as if I hadn’t just identified a problem.

      In fact, his nonchalant reaction made me panic a bit, turning his way to ask, “Where the hell are you taking me, Orlando?”

      Instead of answering my question, he chuckled, settling deeper into his seat as he insisted, “Just relax.”

      Maybe if we were on different terms, I’d be able to relax. But the fact that he’d gone cold on me had me crossing my arms with a scowl to challenge, “How do I know you aren’t kidnapping me? And that I won’t call the cops?”

      Chuckling again, he confidently replied, “You won’t. So just relax, little mama.” He even added a little pat to my bare knee that may or may not have made my kitty tingle once he let his hand stay there for the rest of the ride to… Jackie Robinson Park?

      He pulled into the darker side of the parking lot - the side that used to be unofficially reserved for hotboxing and makeout sessions - and I felt myself having flashbacks of my high school days when Ashy Aspen would dream of some fine upperclassmen bringing her here for some hot and heavy… petting. But just like back then, I was stuck lusting over a guy who wasn’t even checking for me, even when the entire world was checking for me.

      Ain’t that a bitch?

      We sat in silence once Orlando turned off the car. And I was tempted to pull my phone out and request an Uber until he started, “After I dropped you off at The Max earlier, I came here to do some thinking about… why you might’ve kissed me, why I kissed you the way I did, why I was... psyching myself out of being worthy of your attention. And honestly, the shit feels stupid now; it felt stupid then. But I thought it was too late to change my mind and that I’d already missed my opportunity with you, so I was just… annoyed with myself, which came off as feeling a way towards you and I don’t want that shit to be confused. I…”

      Before he could say anything more, I reached to pull his face towards mine over the center console, meeting him in the middle with a kiss against his perfectly-full lips that had me closing my eyes as he returned it with just the right amount of pressure. Then he unbuckled my seatbelt for me to get even closer, practically on my knees by the time I broke our kiss to whisper against his lips, “I understand.”

      The air from his sigh of relief tickled my nose and the smile that came with it had me crawling across the center console to straddle his lap, a move that he was pleased with as his hands landed against my hips and mine wrapped around the back of his neck.

      Staring into his eyes, I gave an important spiel of my own. “Believe it or not, I know how that feels. To wonder if you’re really good enough for someone, to not feel good enough. And honestly, that’s what this place reminds me of, even though not getting fucked in the backseat of somebody mama’s car probably worked out for me in the long run.”

      The way his eyebrow piqued had me rushing to continue, “But... to make things clear, my attraction to you isn’t some fluke, Orlando. Your fine ass is more than worthy of my attention.”

      “More than worthy, huh?” he asked, nipping my chin with a kiss that made me shudder in his lap. And when he went for another against my neck, I could only groan, “Mmhm…” as he nipped and sucked and kissed it with the expertise of a nigga who’d definitely been on the right side of the high school hot and heavy petting spectrum.

      “How lucky,” I thought as I turned my head to find his lips with my own, my hands pressed against his cheeks as I wrestled my late-blooming tongue with his in a dance that already had the windows fogging up around us. But the extra heat only added to the moment, looking exactly how I always imagined it in my past. Except now, I was a grown ass woman with the sex drive to match which meant this little kissing shit wasn’t nearly enough.

      I needed more.

      I needed… him; inside of me as soon as I could get him there.

      Sitting back against the steering wheel, I reached between us for the button of his jeans, getting it unfastened just as Orlando gushed, “Little mama, you wildin’.” But instead of responding with unnecessary words, I only doubled down on his claims when I yanked at his zipper and gave him a look to encourage his participation since that was honestly the most I could do from my position.

      Thankfully, he had no problem finishing the job, lifting enough to get his jeans down towards his knees. Then he pushed the fabric of my dress into a bunch against my waist, taking a moment to appreciate the fact that I wasn’t wearing any panties as I did the honors of pulling his dick free from his boxers.

      Big dick energy never lies.

      It was so full and weighty in my hand, matching everything else about him as I teasingly asked, “This is all you have? Did you leave your real one at home?”

      Chuckling, he lifted the center console, blindly sifting around for what I realized was a condom when he said, “You funny.” Then he handed it my way and instructed, “Take care of that for me.”

      “My pleasure,” I gushed with a smirk, ripping the gold package with my teeth then sliding the condom onto his dick that I swear had gotten even harder in the few seconds it was out of my hand. But it only had me more eager to follow right behind the condom, lifting just enough to align us and sliding down on top of him with a long, throaty moan.

      “Not enough for you?” he asked arrogantly, pumping into me with a single stroke that almost sent me through the roof with how quickly I tried to run away. But I suppose that was exactly what my ass deserved for playing around; receiving the best kind of punishment as I found my rhythm in the confines of his front seat with my hands pressed into his shoulders and his hands guiding my hips.

      The windows grew foggier as I moaned with each descent, fighting against the burn in my thighs to take every inch of him I could. And when I caught myself getting lazy, Orlando greedily picked up the slack, driving into me from below with strokes that had me begging him not to stop as he groaned a strong, “Fuck, Aspen” right against my neck.

      Yes.

      Fuck Aspen.

      The car had to be shaking under our weight with how hard we started going at each other, fucking away every bit of unworthiness as if we couldn’t get caught. But getting caught was the last thing on either of our minds; the first thing being fucking each other senseless and the second, riding the wave that had me biting into his thermal-covered shoulder so I wouldn’t scream as I came undone and had him exploding into the condom a few minutes after.

      Resting in his lap with his dick still inside of me, my forehead was against his shoulder as I tried to catch my breath, giggling when he grunted through an aftershock that I might’ve encouraged with my own. And when I finally sat back, the ridiculously-sexy satisfied look on Orlando’s face under the bit of moonlight peeking through the fogged-up windows had me itching for a round two that deserved better than a car.

      So before I could think myself out of it, I blurted, “Stay with me tonight.”

      His eyebrow piqued, urging me to continue, “At the hotel. I want you to stay with me tonight, Orlando.”

      For a second, he went quiet. And I worried that meant he was about to go cold again too. But then a very warm grin grew to his lips when he licked them and replied, “I almost missed out on you once by second-guessing myself. I’ll be damned if I let that shit happen again.”
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      I hadn’t slept this well in years.

      Honestly, the last time I’d slept this well - and without interruption - was probably when I was still in my mama’s stomach; God rest her soul. But there was something about having Aspen’s naked body draped across mine as she slept off the rounds of sex from the night before that allowed me to sleep like a baby and wake up feeling like one too.

      A happy ass baby.

      How I’d gone from strangers to lovers with a woman like Aspen Watson in the matter of a few hours wasn’t something I could dwell on, feeling more thankful than anything that the universe thought I was deserving. But I suppose that’s what this particular season was all about; being grateful and giving thanks. And I was more than excited to show every bit of my appreciation when I started landing little kisses against Aspen’s forehead, sitting up to deliver those same kisses to her shoulder blade as she woke up giggling in response.

      Her voice was groggy when she said, “Good morning to you too,” running a hand down my beard before she used it to tug me towards her for a kiss.

      A morning kiss with morning breath that I greedily accepted, stealing one myself before I asked, “How you feelin’, little mama?”

      Gnawing into her lip as if she was reliving the night before in her mind, she answered, “I feel amazing, actually. How are you feeling, Orlando?”

      With a content sigh, I told her, “Better than I have in years if we’re being real.”

      It wasn’t that I’d lived a completely unhappy life, and the last few months had definitely been filled with plenty of highlights. But there was something about making myself a little vulnerable, being understood, and then the sex plus the good sleep that followed that had me waking up on cloud nine; Aspen only making that even more potent as she rubbed a gentle hand against my cheek and replied, “That’s what I like about you. Your realness.”

      When she moved to climb from the bed, I thought about pulling her back but was glad I hadn’t since there was nothing like seeing Aspen’s naked body from behind under the morning sun beaming through the window, her skin legit glowing as she headed towards the closet and asked, “Does all that feeling better than you have in years have anything to do with me?”

      “It has everything to do with you. Last night felt like a dream,” I admitted, not even caring about sounding like a fuckin’ simp.

      It was what it was. The whole truth. And Aspen seemed happy to hear it, pulling on one of the hotel’s robes as she questioned, “If last night felt like a dream, what’s this morning feel like?”

      I shrugged. “Shit, this gotta be heaven or somethin’. I don’t know.”

      Her sweet little giggle in response made my dick flex under the cover, though it went right back flaccid when she teased, “You’re so cute.”

      Frowning, I repeated, “Cute? Nah, Aspen. I’ll be a lot of things for you, but cute ain’t one of ‘em.”

      “Well stop being so cute then,” she challenged with a smirk, grabbing the menu from the nightstand as she crawled back onto the bed. “Should we order room service?”

      “You mean, you ain’t ready to get rid of me yet?” I asked as she moved even closer to me, practically straddling my lap by the time she made herself comfortable and answered my question.

      “Oh, hell no. Unless… you’re ready for me to get rid of you?”

      With my hands at her waist, I reminded her, “Like I told you last night, I’m not letting that shit happen again. I’m here for as long as you’ll have me.”

      How long that was, I wasn’t sure. But again, I wasn’t letting myself worry about that, right now my focus being on Aspen’s pretty ass smirk as she dropped the menu to plant her hands against my shoulders and asked, “So that means you’ll be joining me and the fam for Thanksgiving dinner at Nori and Maxwell’s too, right?”

      “Should’ve known all this sexy ass shit was a set-up,” I thought, avoiding her eyes as I stammered, “Ahh… I mean… I didn’t say all that, but…”

      “Oh, come on! It’ll be fun. I mean, it’s not like these people are total strangers to you. And my auntie Marie makes the best macaroni and cheese you’ll ever taste.”

      Considering it had been a good minute since the last time I had some auntie-certified mac and cheese and I didn’t really have any other plans for the day outside of watching football, I was already sold on her invitation. But having Aspen still pantyless in my lap put my mind in a different space, just the thought of having her for my Thanksgiving meal making my mouth water when I asked, “Who can think about tasting macaroni and cheese with your fire ass pussy this close to me?”

      She grinned at that, only encouraging me to, at least, have a piece of her for breakfast as I told her, “Come ‘ere, Aspen.”

      She started to only lift her hips, but I lifted her completely to a standing position on the mattress, moving so her pussy straddled my face before I pulled her down onto my mouth. The front of her robe was smashed against my eyes, but I didn’t care, not needing to see a thing to devour her like my final meal request on death row. And when Aspen did remove the tie of her robe, it only made things all the better, the look of pleasure on her face and the bounce in her titties as she rode my mouth only making me go harder, imprinting the tip of my tongue on her clit until she damn near stopped breathing before she collapsed against me with an orgasm.

      She must’ve thought her tapping out equated to me being done. But that wasn’t the case at all as I gripped into the back of her thighs to keep her steady as I continued to taste her, her juices coating my beard like a moisturizer by the time I finally let up after licking her through a second orgasm. And it was the second one that made her too weak to move, relying on my help to get back down into a sitting position on the mattress as she groaned, “God, I wish I could pack you up in my luggage and take you everywhere with me.”

      With a chuckle, I moved from the bed to head to the bathroom, grabbing my boxers on the way and tossing over my shoulder, “I don’t think my clients down at the shop would be very happy about that.”

      “I’m still mad at you for not telling me you were a barber, though,” she shouted back, making me chuckle again since it was literally the only thing she hadn’t asked me about.

      After taking a long piss, I moved to wash my hands, shaking my head at myself in the mirror since my face looked crazy as hell. “Well worth it, though,” I thought as I grabbed a washcloth to clean up just as Aspen joined me in the bathroom after finally making that call for room service.

      She made herself comfortable sitting on the counter, the trail of wetness running from her thigh to her ankle making me smirk until she asked, “How’d you get into cutting hair?”

      It wasn’t exactly the most heartwarming story which was why I mostly kept it to myself. But something about Aspen had me comfortable enough to give her the full truth, scrubbing my face clean as I answered, “My uncle’s influence. My mother passed when I was young, and my father was in and out of jail all my life. So whenever he was in, I’d be with my uncle down at the shop learning the craft.”

      “And when your father was out?”

      “When he was out… I’d be on the same shit that landed him in jail over and over again.”

      It sounded ridiculous now, but it was the truth, my father’s connection to the game the only reason I was ever a part of it. I didn’t necessarily want to be like him, but I also couldn’t help my desire for his approval which came off as me doing whatever he wanted for me to get it – being like him.

      Without pressing for details, Aspen asked, “The very, very real past life, right?”

      Nodding, I rinsed my cloth, giving it a squeeze to wring it out before I ran it over my face again and answered, “Yeah, which is crazy to think about cause we’re talking about my real dad, my blood. He was supposed to have my back, steer me in the right direction and all that. But I got in the most trouble with him; behind his shit, tryna live his lifestyle.”

      Again, ridiculous as fuck. But Aspen wasn’t judging, only nodding along before she followed up, “So what made you decide enough was enough?”

      “I got shot.”

      The look of surprise on her face in response was expected. And knowing Aspen, I figured another question for details was coming so I continued, “Thankfully, it went right through the flesh and didn’t cause any nerve damage or anything like that. But a bullet to the ass cheek will have you rethinking that lifestyle real quick.”

      I said it with a laugh, but it really wasn’t all that funny since a few centimeters to the left could’ve made a world of difference. But it wasn’t just the bullet with my father’s name on it that made my decision, more so his reaction to me taking it; something I felt compelled to share since that part was what really answered Aspen’s question.

      She was completely tuned in as I explained, “Of course my father was on some retaliation shit off the rip. I’m talking, in the hospital with me calling his niggas from the block before I even knew if I was gonna be alright or not. But it was in that same hospital bed that I got a DM on Instagram from Tiana asking if I’d be interested in taking a booth at her shop, wanting to add someone who specialized in more artistic haircut designs and shit. I took her offer and I never looked back.”

      Now that we’d made it to something like the happy-for-now of my little story, a sneaky grin grew to Aspen’s lips when she asked, “So you know I gotta see your booty cheek wound now, right?”

      My eyebrow piqued with amusement. “You playin’, right?”

      To answer my question, she grabbed my hand to pull me between her legs, pinching at the waistband of my boxers as she teased, “Drop those drawers, Orlando. Lemme see.”

      Shaking my head with a chuckle, I turned around and pulled them down just enough for her to see. But I wished I hadn’t once I heard her suggest, “It kinda looks like a butterfly. Or maybe a Bat signal...”

      “Aight, aight. You got the picture,” I told her as I yanked them up, getting ready to leave the bathroom until she caught me by the wrist with a, “Hey.”

      She pulled me back between her legs, wrapping her arms around my neck when she said, “Thank you for showing me that. And for sharing all of that with me.”

      It had come so easy that I honestly hadn’t even considered the magnitude until she was thanking me for being open. But the truth was, “You should feel special, little mama. Not a lot of people get that much out of me. Not exactly the easiest thing to talk about.”

      “I can only imagine,” she agreed with an empathetic nod.

      Still, her empathy didn’t stop me from insisting, “Aight, now you gotta tell me about you so I’m not the only sucka in the room.”

      With one of her little giggles, she replied, “You’re not a sucka, Orlando. You’ve just… lived a life. We all have.”

      “Then tell me something about you that I can’t find on Google,” I challenged, not surprised to see the way she immediately averted her eyes before she dropped her hands onto the counter.

      She was uncomfortable.

      But considering I’d just been in the same position, I didn’t back down, giving her all the time she needed to contemplate, and sigh, and close her eyes to gather herself before she eventually opened them and shared, “I… was also mostly raised by my father before he passed a few years ago because, like you, my mother passed away when I was young. I’ve always known I wanted to be on the big screen, but I didn’t necessarily have the look for it growing up, so people never really believed in my dreams; believed in me. Because of that, I was extremely insecure, and honestly still battle with that even now. But I’m happy to be doing what I love and proving people wrong in the process.”

      Without going into lots of details, she had managed to package her response in a way that told me she was trying; something I could appreciate when I complimented, “I gotta hand it to you. You’re damn good at what you do, Aspen.”

      While I admittedly hadn’t seen everything she’d be featured in, I’d seen enough to know she was talented as hell. And even if she still battled with her insecurities like she claimed to, she owned her talent in a way that had her smirking once she replied, “And this is only the beginning.”

      I wholeheartedly believed her. And now that I felt like I knew her on a more intimate level, I’d be rooting for her success even harder than I had been as a bystander. But before I could dive any deeper into her business, there was a knock on the door from room service, prompting Aspen to hop off the counter so she could answer it.

      Since I wasn’t exactly dressed, I stayed in the bedroom while she went to handle it, waiting until I heard the suite door close before I showed my face. And by the time I made it out, Aspen already had a piece of bacon in her mouth, groaning until she noticed me watching and said, “Don’t tell anybody about this.”

      Even though I didn’t think it was that big of a deal, I still replied, “Shit, I ain’t gotta choice but to keep your secret now. I caught you bashin’ the swine and you saw my... butterfly Bat signal ass wound. We’re practically even.”

      The reminder made her snort a chuckle as I continued, “You breaking code eating breakfast on Thanksgiving, though. You know you’re supposed to starve all day until the real meal.”

      Let my folks back home tell it, starving all day made the food taste better. But Aspen didn’t care either way, smirking against the crunch of her bacon before she fired back, “Shouldn’t have worked up my appetite if you expected me to be able to starve myself.”

      Now I was the one smirking. “I’d work it up even more right now, but I don’t want your food to get cold.”

      Her eyebrows furrowed. “You think all of this is for me? Boy, you better come eat,” she insisted, reaching under the cart as she said, “Here, let me make you a plate.” I realized that was what she was reaching for once she pulled it out and started plating a little bit of everything before inviting me to take the space next to her.

      “First, you put that pussy on my face. And now you makin’ plates for me? You bouta have a nigga spoiled in a minute, Aspen.”

      With a playful shrug, she handed me the plate followed by a set of silverware. “I’m so used to people doing stuff for me. It feels good to be able to do a little something for someone else. And besides, I can’t eat all of this food by myself and I definitely can’t eat my own pussy, so...”

      “You sure? You lowkey kinda flexible. Might be able to swing it with a little maneuv… aye!”

      The grape she’d thrown at the side of my head to cut me off was already rolling across the floor when she threatened, “Shut up and eat before your pussy-eating privileges get revoked already.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh knowing good and well if her moans from earlier were any indication, that would never happen. But for the sake of not ruining the vibe with a petty argument, I dug into my plate and replied, “Ain’t gotta tell me twice.”
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      Having Orlando drop me off at Nori and Maxwell’s wasn’t my first choice, but I knew it was the smart one once he reminded me that he’d kept me away from my family for long enough and promised he would be back right after he went home to shower and get dressed. Still, waiting for him to show up had me on edge, anxious to be in his presence again as I kept myself busy organizing and reorganizing the silverware on the dinner table and stirring shit that didn’t really even need to be stirred on the stove.

      Nori was the first to notice my antics once she joined me in the kitchen after changing out of her cooking clothes into something fancier, pulling the spoon from my hand as she sighed, “Whew. You got thugged down in the worst way, didn’t you?”

      “What?” I asked, snapping out of my daydream of exactly what she was talking about.

      She knew it too, clarifying with a simple, “Orlando. He did that, didn’t it?”

      With a sigh of my own, I replied, “He definitely, definitely did.”

      It gave me goosebumps just to think about the night - and morning - we had shared, learning about each other, and loving up on each other, and just… being strangers with hearts that already felt so, so familiar.

      But of course, while that sounded all sweet and adorable in my head, Nori was only concerned about one thing when she asked, “So… what happened? Spill the tea. I’ve been waiting for this recap all day and you better not leave out any of the super sexy details.”

      Instead of indulging her, I simply replied, “Jackie Robinson Park.”

      “Oh, wow,” Tiana gushed once she returned from checking on baby Titan who had been down for a nap since I’d shown up, catching just enough of the conversation to know the context as Nori repeated, “Jackie Robinson… girl. Y’all grown asses fucked in the park like some little heathens?”

      She was already laughing by the time I whined, “I know, I know. But we were talking, and he shared some things, and I shared some things, and we kinda got caught up in the moment, so… we had to do what we had to do. And honestly, it was perfect.”

      “Yeah, perfectly-amateurish. I mean, what’s the point of having a five-star hotel suite if you’re just gonna fuck in the backseat of a Cadillac?”

      Nori’s question was fair. But instead of feeling any shame about it, I gave her the facts. “Actually, we were in the front seat. And I mean, we fucked a bunch at the hotel too, so…”

      “You used a condom, right? Niggas like that will have your ass pregnant if you’re not careful,” Nori warned, Tiana shaking her head with a giggle as I averted eyes because...

      “We did. Mostly,” I admitted, Tiana inhaling a sharp gasp as I continued, “I mean, we did the first time in the car. And the second time in the hotel. The third time, he pulled out. And the fourth time, he came in my mouth. Or was that the fifth time?”

      “Oh, so y’all were fuckin’ fuckin’? I’m so proud,” Nori complimented, getting ready to give me a high-five until Tiana loudly cleared her throat. In fact, Nori’s hand was still lingering in the air as she asked, “What now, Supermom?”

      Crossing her arms, Tiana scolded, “Don’t high-five her over this! I mean, don’t get me wrong, Orlando is a great guy. But she just met him! She should’ve been using protection every time.”

      Slowly dropping her hand, Nori groaned, “Girl, how many times do I have to tell you to mind your own pussy? This is the most romantic story I’ve heard in years.”

      With a roll of her eyes, Tiana clapped back, “Says the girl who was anti-love until it bit her on the ass; literally.”

      “Which is coming from the girl who almost missed out on love with her youngin’ being a scaredy cat. You ain’t low, Tiana,” Nori replied, earning a quick side eye as someone behind us came in singing, “The macaroni and cheese has arrived.”

      I turned around and found Nori’s parents walking in, the ever-so-fashionable Nina Davis carrying a foil pan in her hands and wearing a sinister grin on her face that made total sense once her daughter whined, “Mama, I know for a fact that I told you Marie was making the macaroni and cheese.”

      “But Nori, I make macaroni and cheese every Thanksgiving. I was supposed to stop my personal tradition to satisfy her?”

      The undertones in regard to my aunt spoke volumes, especially once Nori scolded, “Don’t start, mama.”

      With a huff, Nina moved to set the pan on the kitchen island with the rest of the food, wiping her hands off before she stuck them out to me for a hug. “Oh, Aspen. It’s so good to see you again. If I would’ve known you were coming, I would’ve hand-delivered your quarterly re-up instead of shipping it.”

      Returning her hug, I told her, “It’s okay. I’ll get it when I get back. But it’s good to see you again too, Mrs. Davis. Mr. Davis.”

      Once Nina let me go, he pulled me into a quick hug as he said, “From the big screen to my son-in-law’s condo. Welcome back, superstar.”

      “Thank you so much,” I replied with a smile that only grew wider once Tiana returned from the back room with a very-alert Titan in her arms. I couldn’t help but abandon the Davis’s to coo, “Oh my goodness, look at those chubby cheeks! Baby fever overload.”

      When she handed him to me, that feeling only grew stronger, even when Nori teased, “Girl, don’t say that too loud. You aren’t in the clear yet, Little. Miss Mostly.”

      “Shut up, Nori,” I snapped, bouncing little Titan in my arms as I sang, “Him just so handsome.”

      Titan was already reaching for my hoop earring when his father joined us from the couch, pinching his son’s cheek on his way to the kitchen where he asked, “I thought Ma was bringing the macaroni and cheese?”

      “She is…” Nori muttered just loud enough for Kelvin to react.

      “Aww, damn. That means World War III is about to pop off when she gets here and sees this. Let me snag a bowl to-go first, though.”

      Peeling the foil back, he caught a pop to the hand from an already-irritated Nori. “Aht! We’re not eating until everybody gets here. Now call your mother and get her ETA before I have to gut you with the electric knife.”

      “Electric knife? Better put that shit away before she gets here, or she’ll be using it as a weapon in the fight with your mom over that rival macaroni and cheese,” he joked, Nori’s scowl only egging him on when he added, “Matter of fact, lemme go ahead and get my kids outta here before the first bomb drops. Princess, it’s time for us to jet.”

      The smack Nori gave him on the arm had Tiana and me both giggling just as another guest arrived.

      My guest.

      Once again, he was dressed in all black with a simple gold watch and matching chain. But somehow he looked even better than he had the night before, maybe because of all the good sleep he had gotten thanks to me.

      While I was stuck admiring his fine ass, Tiana was the first to say, “Hey, Orlando,” followed by Kelvin’s “What’s up, O”. And after addressing them, he directed his attention to the host who was grinning like a fool when he told her, “Appreciate you for lettin’ me crash, Nori.”

      “Crash Thanksgiving, or crash Aspen’s… I mean! We’re more than happy to have you joining us, Orlando,” she told him, peeking over at me just as I rolled my eyes while she gave him a hug.

      Finally, it was my turn. And while I fully expected him to downplay things in front of our nosy audience, I was pleasantly surprised when he leaned in to press a gentle kiss against the corner of my lips, serving me a knowing smile before he asked, “They got you holding the baby too, huh?”

      “They sure do,” I sang more to Titan than Orlando, his little baby gurgles in response doing a number on my heart as Orlando smiled down at the both of us. But of course, the fact that we weren’t alone meant Orlando’s eyes weren’t the only ones on me, the rest of the group watching the three of us intently until I looked up from Titan and asked, “What?”

      My question was never answered since my aunt Marie and uncle Roger were walking in, Marie looking like she’d stopped at the mall for a makeover as she strutted further into the condo with her head held high and Roger followed behind her carrying what I now knew would be the second pan of macaroni and cheese.

      It was a whisper to his wife, but somehow still loud enough for me to hear Kelvin say, “This shit is about to get ugly.” And right on cue, Nina showed back up in the room with a look in her eyes that told me her shade gun was fully loaded which meant somebody needed to intervene.

      That somebody ended up being me as I approached them with an obnoxious, “Auntie Marie! Uncle Roger! I missed you guys!”

      Pulling me into a hug as best as she could with Titan still in my arms, she replied, “And we missed you too! Look at you holding this baby boy like he’s not almost bigger than you.”

      With that baby being her grandson, I wasn’t at all surprised when she stole him from me, even when his father - her son - said, “Aye! Leave my boy out of this, Ma.”

      She only chuckled in response, uncle Roger stopping by to give me a quick kiss on the cheek on his way to the kitchen. And I thought all would be well until he asked, “Where should I put this?”

      “Nori, I thought you said you were saving a space for it?” Marie asked, a question we all knew the real answer too.

      But thankfully, Nori was the only one tasked with giving a response, struggling as she explained, “I was… and now it’s filled. But we can keep it in the oven until the first pan runs out.”

      Of course, that only confused aunt Marie even more. “The first pan?”

      “My pan,” Nina answered with a smirk, giving my aunt a snooty onceover before she said, “Interesting choice of ensemble, Marie.”

      “Okay, what is this all about?” I wondered, Orlando giving me a look that pretty much asked the same question as Nori cleared the air with a strong, “Nope! We’re not doing this. I’m not letting y’all do this. Not today. Not in my place. If y’all wanna hash out this old ass beef, take it to somebody else’s house, or take it outside, or take it to the church. I don’t care. But in here, we are going to eat, and be thankful, and enjoy each other’s company as a family. Understood?”

      Everybody went quiet, even the damn baby as Maxwell showed up carrying a laughing Elliana on his back, one look at his distressed wife being enough for him to ask, “Damn. What did I miss?”

      Instead of answering his question, Nori sighed, “Get in here and cut this turkey before I have to cancel Thanksgiving altogether.” Then she moved towards the kitchen as the tension in the room kept the rest of us cemented in place, glancing between each other before Kelvin finally broke the silence.

      “So… anybody want a drink?”

      There was a collective exhale that pretty much equated to, “Hell yes”, the little bit of laughter that followed being enough to neutralize the air. And once the turkey was cut and a group prayer was said, it felt like a real family Thanksgiving again with pots and pans clinking in the background and plates being overloaded with the foods that truly didn’t get enough love year-round.

      They were getting all the love today, though.

      Well, except for the honey ham that Orlando and I shared a silent joke about as I skipped it to put turkey and dressing on my plate, then did the same for the plate he was holding before asking him, “Is that enough for you?”

      “Coming from your lips, that’s a trick question,” he teased with a wink that made my stomach flutter - or maybe I was just hungry.

      I decided it must’ve been a combination of both since, once we made it to the table, I couldn’t stop grinning and I couldn’t stop eating. In fact, I started to unbutton my pants to give my food baby more room to grow while I finished off the last of the macaroni and cheese that I’d taken from aunt Marie’s pan to show solidarity. It was the least I could do for the woman who might’ve been married into the family but was the closest thing to a motherly figure for me after I’d lost my own.

      She was as good as blood in my book.

      Slumping back into my chair with a satisfied groan, I placed a hand on my rounded stomach that was hard as a rock now that I had stuffed myself. But I had no regrets, even when Orlando joked, “First you all on Titan. Now you holding your stomach? You got somethin’ you need to tell me, Aspen?”

      While my first instinct was to shoot him a playful side eye, I couldn’t help doing a little teasing of my own as I rubbed my belly and told him, “Congratulations, baby daddy. We’re having a TV dinner.”

      He started cracking up laughing at that, making me laugh too as Nori sang, “Awww! Y’all are so cute,” from across the table. And though it might’ve embarrassed me a little to be put on the spot, the adoring look Orlando gave me in response to her claim made it easy to agree with her; and made me feel more than happy to be home.
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      I should’ve taken the day off.

      Aspen only had one more full day in town before she’d be leaving tomorrow night to head to Atlanta for the filming of her next feature, and I was stuck in the shop cutting hair instead of spending more time with her; many of my clients squeezing in emergency appointments for a quick line-up after getting word of the Black Friday party she was hosting down at The Max tonight.

      It was sure to be a hit, which was the exact reason I wasn’t trying to be in the building. Me and big crowds just didn’t get along. But I imagined telling Aspen I wasn’t coming being similar to telling a child Santa Claus wasn’t real, and honestly, I didn’t even have it in me to break her heart like that.

      I’d just have to take one for the team.

      As if I had thought her up, the chime of the bell over the barbershop door cued me in on her surprise arrival, the entire shop quietly staring at her in awe the second she walked in and gushed, “Oh, wow. This place looks nothing like I remembered it.”

      Abandoning my booth along with the customer in my chair, I approached her and asked, “Aspen, what you doin’ here?”

      She was all smiles, bouncing on the toes of her Balenciaga sock shoes when she started, “Well… after I snuck in some cuddle time with Titan and some diva time with Elliana at aunt Marie’s and uncle Roger’s house, I went down to the lounge to run through plans for tonight with Maxwell and Kelvin. But that got boring once they started talking numbers I didn’t care about, so I thought I’d drop by here and say hey.”

      “Well hey to you too,” I told her, scrubbing a hand down the back of my neck and taking a quick glance around the shop. Since I’d been working here, I swear I’d never heard the floor so quiet which meant every ear must’ve been tuned in to our conversation.

      The last thing I needed was a bunch of big mouth niggas in my business, and especially not in hers. So without letting things go any further, I suggested, “Uh… how about we take this conversation to the back.”

      Aspen was happy to do so, waving to a few of her admirers on the way as I told my client I’d be right back. And once we were there, she asked, “Where’s Tiana?”

      With a shrug, I locked the door behind us. “I think she’s out taking advantage of the Black Friday sales with her mom and sister. She didn’t even come in today.”

      Now that we were alone, Aspen wasted no time snuggling up to me, giving my beard a tug as she said, “You should’ve taken a page out of her book. I need some company.”

      Wrapping her in a low hug, I agreed, “Was legit thinking the same shit before your pretty ass showed up. But now I got a day full of heads thanks to that little party y’all having tonight.”

      With a giggle, she pressed her hands into my chest and asked, “Oh, niggas are actually gettin’ fresh for this? It’s about to be a movie.”

      “Yeah, I bet,” I groaned, already feeling antsy about the prospect. And apparently, I hadn’t done a very good job of masking that anxiety since Aspen immediately frowned once she picked up on it.

      “What’s the matter, Orlando?”

      Shaking my head, I sighed, “Nothin’. It’s just… the butterfly Bat signal. It happened in the club, at an event just like this. Thought shit was real sweet and then… bam. Got snuck from behind.”

      I couldn’t forget that night if I wanted to; when what was supposed to be a fun time out with my niggas to celebrate one of their birthdays turned into the worst night of my life thanks to my dad’s dealings. Of course his old ass wasn’t in the club, but I guess I was something like collateral since the people after him came for me the second they saw I was out. And from there, it was nothing but shattered bottles, screaming women, and so, so much blood.

      A damn nightmare.

      As if she could see me slipping back into that dark moment, Aspen put a gentle hand against my cheek and said, “Hey. You created a better memory of Jackie Robinson Park for me. Now let me create a better memory of the club for you. You’re safe here, Orlando. I promise you.”

      While I wanted to believe her, the truth was, “Little mama, you been back in the city for all of two days and will be skipping back out just as quick. You don’t know that for sure.”

      “These are still my people!” she defended, her enthusiasm making me smirk as she continued, “This area is… it just isn’t like that. It’s never been like that. But I understand if you’re still a little paranoid about it. And I completely understand if you don’t wanna come tonight because of that.”

      As crazy as it sounded, her being so understanding only made me want to show up for her even more, scraping my bottom lip with my teeth before I assured her, “Nah, I’ma come. Can’t have some lame ass niggas tryna come at you crazy; security guards, be damned.”

      With a smirk, she groaned, “Mmmhmm. Sounds like you’re concerned about a little more than just my safety, Orlando.”

      “Shit, what you expect? You ain’t no ordinary woman, Aspen Watson. Walked in here and turned heads in a damn... oversized sweatshirt and biker shorts. And I already know you about to be on another level tonight.”

      Honestly, that part of it was probably what excited me most. Seeing Aspen dressed down in her own special way like she was today was a vibe in itself. But seeing Aspen all dressed up already had me anxious to get her back to her hotel room for the night, especially when she gnawed into her lip to add, “With you on my side only making me look even better.”

      “Eh. I’ll see what I can do,” I told her with a shrug that made her give a playful roll of her eyes as she pulled herself out of my hold.

      “Anyway! Let me get out of here before your clients start a riot. You’re still picking me up tonight, right?”

      “As long as Kelvin still has me on the payroll. Otherwise, you gotta call a jitney,” I teased, her sharp inhale in response making me laugh as I moved towards the door and admitted, “I’m playin’. I’ll be there. I’d be there regardless; for you.”

      “How cute,” she sang, giving me an adorable look to match that had a nigga feelin’ goofy when I told her, “Aight, aight. Enough of that sweet sucka shit. I’ll see you later, little mama.”

      She waited until we were back on the shop floor to reply, “You better.” And while I thought that was end of her visit, I was completely caught off-guard when she turned back around and lifted to her tippy-toes for a kiss in front of everybody, sealing it with a little pat to my cheek when she finally said, “Bye, Orlando.”

      My, “Bye, Aspen,” came out as more of a whisper as I watched her every step out of the shop, then continued watching until she safely disappeared into the car she must’ve used to get here since I wasn’t driving her today. And the second I finally shook out of the trance she’d left me in to get back to my booth, I heard Mr. Clyde shout, “Gotdamn, boy! She’s got you buttercream frosting whipped!”

      The whole shop roared with a laugh that had me shaking my head as I told him, “Man, go back to sleep.”

      “I already slept through one fine woman walking in here. Now I gotta stay up just in case Thelma from Good Times shows up. You know she’s still just as fine now as she was back on the show,” Mr. Clyde said, on some old school shit that had most of the youngins in the shop confused and all the oldheads agreeing since they were the ones who knew who he was talking about.

      Meanwhile, I was solely focused on getting back to my client, peeping to see where I had left off in his cut until Danny said, “I ain’t gon’ lie. I ain’t think you had that in you, chief. Good shit, bruh. For real.”

      While my first instinct was to be offended and respond as such, I only offered him a nod, hoping that would dead all the conversation surrounding me and Aspen. And though it did from Danny, it didn’t from the client in his chair who chimed in, “Gotta be tough, though. Knowing you don’t really stand a chance with her long-term, but still playing it like you do.”

      My clippers were already in my hand when I told him, “I don’t really think it’s your business either way.”

      From my peripheral, I caught the shrug of his protective cape as he continued, “I’m just sayin’. Your regular ass is competing with actors, ball players, niggas who just got long money in general. Why would she want you when she’s got access to all that?”

      Considering this nigga was a nobody to me, I wasn’t sweating his commentary enough to even respond. But for some reason, it bugged me to hear Mr. Clyde agree, “You know, he’s got a point in there somewhere. Better protect yourself, youngblood. Don’t get too attached.”

      The thought of him being right was already manifesting in my head, even when Danny advised, “Man, don’t listen to these dudes, Orlando. They don’t know what it’s like to have a shorty really rock with you for who you are.”

      “Who you are might get you the panties once or twice, but it damn sure ain’t enough to keep a girl like that interested. She’s the type who wants to be treated to the finer things. Shit that’s way outta your pay grade,” his client added with a laugh that really got my blood boiling since his ass obviously didn’t know when to shut the fuck up.

      Dropping my clippers onto the booth, I snapped, “First of all, nigga you don’t know my pockets. Second of all, you don’t know Aspen like I do, so don’t even speak on her like that.”

      Instead of taking me seriously, he only laughed some more. “Nigga been Driving Miss. Daisy for two days and now he think he knows somebody. Aight, bruh. You got it.”

      I honestly don’t even know how it happened. But one second, I was standing at my booth and the next I had my hands around the dude’s neck as Danny and my client both tried  - and failed - to pull me off of him. It wasn’t until I heard Tiana squeal, “What the hell is going on in here?!” that I actually let go, already feeling guilty about disrespecting her spot over his bum ass.

      With my hands up, I told her, “I’m sorry, Tiana. I…”

      She cut me off with a look of concern. “Orlando, are you okay?”

      The dude must not have gotten enough since he still found it in himself to ask, “Is he okay?! This nigga just tried to kill me with his bare hands, and you’re asking about him?!”

      “Yes! Because I know you must’ve said something ignorant like you always do,” Tiana replied with a scowl before turning back to me with that same concerned expression. “Orlando?”

      To cool off, I started pacing back and forth as I told her, “I’m good, I’m good. My bad. I’m better than that. That’s my fault.”

      It might’ve sounded like enough to me, but Tiana wasn’t impressed, grabbing my arm to drag me to the back room where she snapped, “Don’t scare me like that, man! I… I’ve never seen you get like that before; never seen that dark look in your eyes before. And I wasn’t even planning on coming in today, but I’m glad I showed up when I did, or his ass might’ve really been dead.”

      Shaking my head, I assured her, “Nah, I wasn’t gonna kill him. I know just when to stop.”

      That only made her sigh. “Look, I know it’s in your blood or whatever, but you gotta leave all that hood shit outside of the shop, Orlando. This is my business, my livelihood, which means I have to protect it. I can’t have it turning into a damn crime scene over some petty nonsense between you and a customer.”

      Though I knew she was right, I was still quick to remind her, “I told you I wasn’t gonna kill him, Tiana. And that wasn’t even on no hood shit. He came for me as a man, so he had to deal with the consequences.”

      “Well you still have too much to lose now to be dishing out consequences that could ultimately land you in jail; especially over him.”

      Nodding, I agreed, “You right. I was buggin’. It won’t happen again, Boss Lady.”

      “It better not. Now stay in here until Danny sends him on his way. I’m not taking any chances of him saying something else slick to set you off.”

      Since I really didn’t have time to be waiting for Danny if I wanted to get out of here on time, I, once again, insisted, “I’m good, Tiana. For real. And my client has been here since before Aspen even showed up, so I need to finish him up before I get too behind schedule.”

      Stopping in her tracks, she turned back to ask, “Wait. Aspen was here?”

      “Yeah, she just stopped by to say what’s up,” I explained, trying to sound as nonchalant as possible so Tiana wouldn’t even think to put two and two together.

      Of course she did anyway, a knowing smirk on her face when she crossed her arms and questioned, “Did that little... situation have anything to do with her?”

      Brushing a hand against the back of my neck, I told her, “Nah. I mean, not really. It kinda started off about her, but then he made it personal.”

      It sounded good in my head until Tiana responded with an unconvinced groan. “Mmmhmm. Sounds like somebody’s been bitten by the lovebug. First she’s inviting you to Thanksgiving dinner, sitting in your lap eating dessert and shit. And now she’s surprising you here at the shop? That girl is in-to you, dude.”

      When she mentioned someone being bitten by the lovebug, I assumed she was talking about me. But the fact that she’d noticed the ways in which Aspen had reciprocated that feeling had me questioning why I had let ol’ boy and Mr. Clyde get to me in the first place; something she left me to think about as she went back out to the shop floor and I got myself together to finish out the day.
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      Ashy Aspen was officially dead.

      At least, that’s what the fine ass girl looking back at me in the mirror said as I fluffed my short curls around with my fingers just as there was a knock at the door. Knowing who was on the other side, I smiled with anticipation of what his reaction to me would be. But I’d be damned if he didn’t hijack the moment when I opened the door to find him in a fly ass all-black suit that hugged his thick frame in all the right places, making him look downright delicious. In fact, I couldn’t even give him a proper greeting, stuck standing there with wide eyes as I whispered, “Oh… my God.”

      The smirk he responded with only made him that much more attractive when he said, “What’s up, Aspen?”

      “Uh… let’s start with you, sir? I mean, damn. I thought I was looking good and then you showed up looking like a whole snack. The snack cabinet. Zaddy really showed up as an entire vending machine full of snacks.”

      The rumbling chuckle he let out sent a tremor through me that made my knees weak, grateful I hadn’t put my shoes on yet since I definitely would’ve stumbled on my heels. “Yo, you gon’ let me in or just keep throwing jokes?”

      I moved to the side making space for him to enter, but not without telling him, “Oh, these aren’t jokes at all. These are the facts. You got Hostess beat, baby. A whole company of delicious snacks, and you won. I stan a snack legend.”

      “You silly, for real,” he laughed, gnawing into his lip as he gave me onceover before he asked, “But I mean, if I’m a vending machine, what the hell does that make you? A fuckin’ concession stand? Fine ass.”

      While I was glad he had noticed, his compliment wasn’t enough for me to steal the spotlight as I told him, “I might be a baby snack too, but you’re definitely the king of snackdom right now, Orlando.”

      “What’s a king without his queen, Aspen?” he asked teasingly, pulling me into a hug that included his cologne’s assault on my nostrils that easily made me moan after the first inhale.

      In fact, I stole a second greedy whiff before I answered, “In your case, a fine ass nigga who better keep his hands to himself before I miss out on a bag tonight fuckin’ around with his handsome behind.”

      Smirking, he insisted, “Nah, I wouldn’t do you like that. I’m a gentleman, meaning I’d fuck you good and still get you to the lounge on time so you don’t miss out on no money.”

      “See what I mean? A legend,” I teased, earning myself a kiss to the neck that only made me moan even louder than the cologne had as I pushed him away with a giggle. “Let me go grab my shoes so we can get going before I’m forced to test how much of a gentleman you really are.”

      Catching a smack to my ass on my way to the bedroom, I could already tell tonight was going to be one for the ages. My family would be in the building, old friends were sure to show up too. There would be good drinks flowing, better music bumping, and of course, Orlando would be by my side the entire time.

      Oh, and let’s not forget the easy check I was about to make.

      It was a win all-around, making the grin on my face come naturally until I walked back into the living room and found Orlando glaring out of the window, appearing to be in deep thought about something. Placing a hand against his bicep to get his attention, I simply asked, “You good?”

      It was clear he had to shake out of whatever he was thinking about when he sighed, “Yeah. Yeah, I’m good.”

      “You sure?”

      He sighed again. “Yeah, I was just… aight, so earlier at the shop today, I got into a little altercation.”

      “A little altercation?!”

      “Just keep listening,” he requested with a halfhearted smile that only partially calmed me down since… a little altercation?!

      It was a struggle, but I managed to stay quiet as he pulled me to the couch for the both of us to sit down, only worrying me even more by the time he started, “So after you left, this random nigga in the shop was talking shit about how you couldn’t possibly wanna fuck with a nigga like me for real, how you got access to niggas with more status and all that. And I… I choked him. Not because of that specifically, but… I guess I’m sharing all of this because that whole situation just made me realize that I for real fucks with you, Aspen. Like, I fucks with you on a level I ain’t never even experienced with anyone else before. And that shit is scary cause I know there’s some truth about me maybe not having it all and there’s always the possibility of you wanting that, but…”

      Grabbing his hand, I cut him off. “I’m with you, Orlando. I may not know what our future holds right now this second, and it honestly scares me shitless that it only took me a couple days to like you this damn much because you could very well decide you want something different too. But make no mistakes, you are not at all alone in how you feel.”

      The boyish smirk he gave me in response made my heart flutter when I added, “And by the way, whoever said that deserved to be choked for not minding his business. And his mama’s a ho.”

      With a laugh, he leaned in and pressed his forehead to mine as he whispered, “Glad you feel me, baby.” Then he gave me a sweet little kiss to the corner of my lips to show his appreciation, staring into my eyes and communicating the things he’d just shared with a look that told me he’d meant every word.

      Returning his look with a sexy one of my own, I admitted, “I know you hate me calling you cute, but that spiel was like… top two and not two cute shit.”

      He immediately pulled away with a chuckle, standing up and straightening out his suit as he said, “Yeah, aight. Sucka time is officially over. Let’s get outta here before I gotta remind you who I really am.”

      Leading us to the door, I tossed over my shoulder, “Is that a threat or a promise? Either way, I’m already wet for it.”

      He chuckled again. “You crazy, little mama. But I like that shit.”

      “Top five reason why you fuck with me, right?” I teased as we loaded the elevator, Orlando standing behind me and keeping a gentle hand at my waist the entire ride down to the lobby. And  in the car, he kept a hand latched onto my thigh as he drove to the point that - even though I loved it - I joked, “I promise I’m not gonna jump out while the cars rolling if you let me go.”

      It was almost like he hadn’t even realized he was doing it the way he snatched his hand away in a quickness. “My bad. I guess I just like touching you.”

      Grabbing his hand, I put it right back where it was. “Say less. Do more. Please. Cause I’m probably gonna be whining about how much I miss you and your touch come next week. Matter of fact...” Using my free hand to push the hem of my dress up, I leaned back in the seat and put his hand right between my thighs. Then I moved his fingers to exactly where I wanted them against the seat of my panties, making him smirk.

      “You playin’ with fire, Aspen.”

      “No, you’re playing with fire, Orlando,” I told him, the feel of his fingertips bypassing the fabric to rub lazy circles against my swollen clit making me close my eyes in ecstasy as we passed street after street. Then he pulled his hand away from me and slipped the same finger into his mouth before he agreed, “Definitely fire.”

      As expected, I wanted much, much more. But unfortunately, we were already pulling up to the lounge so I’d have to wait until later since now, it was game time. After a quick check of my face in the mirror, I waited for Orlando to help me out of the car, a little surprised to see just how many people were waiting outside in line. And once they realized it was me who had arrived, the crowd went nuts with cheers and requests for pictures, a few that I granted before I gave a wave and let Orlando lead us past security.

      With the line that was outside, I was shocked to see how packed the inside of The Max was too, the music loud and the bartenders busy which meant business was already doing well. And while I mentally patted myself on the back for negotiating a little extra coin, I was also happy to be using my influence to help my favorite cousins get their money too.

      Speaking of my favorite cousins...

      After giving Orlando a quick dap, Kelvin announced, “The woman of the hour. Your section awaits, Miss. Watson.”

      He said it with some fake regal tone that had me cracking up laughing as I followed him towards the short set of stairs that led to VIP. But as we started to ascend them, Orlando put a hand against the small of my back and whispered in my ear, “I’ma run to the bathroom right quick. I’ll be back.”

      I only got a chance to respond with a nod before I was distracted by a familiar voice saying, “There goes my twin blonde babe. I am living for this short do on you, Aspen!”

      Turning around to see the face that matched the voice, Orlando quickly became forgotten as I squealed, “Jules! Oh my God! It’s so good to see you! I didn’t know you were coming!”

      I already had her hemmed up in a hug when she said, “Now, sis. You know I couldn’t miss your homecoming celebration, especially not at the spot I used to work at.”

      “You worked here?” I asked, surprised to hear it since the Jules I knew had always been a television star.

      But it made sense once she explained, “I was a bartender here before I started acting. In fact, I was here working the day I got the call for my first audition. My only audition.”

      “And you’ve been killing it ever since. How’s Levi?” I asked, the mention of her basketball player boo making her visibly light up even in the darkness of the club.

      With a proud grin, she answered, “He’s good! He would’ve came with me tonight, but they have a string of away games so he couldn’t make it.”

      “Well he still came through you. Pregnancy slay on a thousand, mama,” I complimented, the fact that her heels were higher than mine even with her baby bump serving all sorts of mommy goals.

      Rubbing her bump, she groaned, “Girl, if you say so. Cause I definitely feel closer to my cattle sistren than anything.”

      Laughing, I brushed her off. “Oh, stop it. You fit in just fine around here.”

      “It’s actually funny being back in here considering this is where Levi and I first met before we even became roommates****. And now I’m carrying our baby. I really let him turn me into the pregnant bitch in the club. I gotta fight him for that shit.”

      How she got to that particular conclusion, I wasn’t sure. But that didn’t stop me from laughing even harder when I told her, “I see you haven’t lost a bit of crazy.”

      Instead of responding to me, she looked past me with a grin on her face and said, “Well hello to you, fine sir.”

      Turning to see who had stolen her attention, I shouldn’t have been surprised to find the finest man in the building, grinning my damn self when I introduced the two. “Jules, this is Orlando. Orlando, this is Jules. One of my favorite sitcom stars.”

      “Coming from the baddest bitch to hit the big screen. You giving out premium gas tonight, I see,” she teased, sticking her hand out for a shake as she continued, “But it’s nice to meet you, Orlando. If you’re connected to this woman in any way, you are so blessed. She’s a literal angel.”

      While he returned her handshake, I started dabbing at my invisible tears. “Okay, now who’s giving out premium gas? Jesus. About to have me crying in the club.”

      “Which will only make me cry too, and this baby makes me do the ugliest of boohoos. So just take the compliment and save the tears, babe,” she insisted with a wink. “I’m gonna go say what’s up to some of my old bartender boos, but I’ll be sure to swing by before I get out of here.”

      “You better!” I called after her just as two of her bartender friends delivered a few bottles to our section. And now that Orlando was back, I got a chance to really process what he had even said, turning his way to tease, “Had to go take a boo-boo, huh?”

      His eyebrow piqued with amusement. “What? Nah. I was just… having a little moment. The crowd, all these people, had me trippin’ for a second. I’m good now, though.”

      Now that I knew he’d had a bad reaction to the environment, I felt bad for joking, placing a hand against his bicep to ask, “Are you sure? I’m sure Maxwell won’t mind you crashing in his office if you need a break. Come on. I’ll go with you.”

      I was already pulling him towards the secret office door when he pulled me back with a smile. “I’m good, Aspen. Swear. Now put that ass on me so I can remember what I came here for in the first place.”

      The way he said it had me ready to take him up to Maxwell’s office for different reasons, wrapping my arms around his neck to tease, “Oh, so you didn’t actually come to support me? Only to feel on my ass?”

      As if to answer my question, he grabbed an attractively-arrogant handful of my left cheek, giving it a squeeze that made me moan as he answered, “Literally the only reason. So what’s up?”

      Averting my eyes and popping my lips, I playfully replied, “I mean, I guess I can throw a little somethin’ your way.”

      “Mmhm. That’s what I thought.”

      With perfect timing, the DJ started playing a mix of Cardi B songs that was really all it took for me to be in turn up mode, Orlando tickled as hell to see me rapping along and twerking to one of my favorites as the DJ gave me a shoutout.

      “We got our hometown girl, Aspen Watson, in the building! I see you, baby!”

      “Yeah. We see you, baby,” Nori mocked with a teasing grin as her and Tiana finally joined us in the section, Kelvin and Maxwell not too far behind and sending even more bottles of liquor which got emptied real quick amongst the six of us. But with as much money as they were making tonight, they were more than happy to supply whatever we needed to keep us live and keep the party going.

      And man, was it going.

      While I was only joking back at the shop when I told Orlando the party was going to be a movie, it seemed like a serious claim now with how good of a time everyone seemed to be having. Even he was on his feet with a drink in his hand and a content tipsy grin on his face, turning my way to say, “Thanks for this, little mama.”

      “How about you thank me later with that mouf?” I asked teasingly even though he and I both knew I wasn’t playing at all which was why he only shook his head and muttered, “Silly ass...” in response. But after the party was over and we finally made it back to the hotel, he showed me a lot more than just what his mouth could do, the liquor turning him a whole different breed of nasty that I was excited to match with a little liquor-induced nastiness of my own.

      Not that either of us really needed it.

      Still, that didn’t stop me from trying to suck the skin off of his dick. And it didn’t stop him from almost making me tap out when he lifted me onto his shoulders to eat my pussy in the air until I came all over his beard. And it didn’t stop us from gladly submitting to whatever sex positions the other person had in mind; my reverse cowgirl being the one that earned a guttural, “Fuck. You bouta make me cum, baby.”

      I’d heard him loud and clearly, but I was too close to my own release to actually stop riding him, cumming hard and sliding forward just in time for him to nut right against my ass. And while I was honestly impressed by my quick reflexes in such a hazy state as I worked to catch my breath, Orlando wasted no time issuing me a firm warning. “You better quit playin’ like that, little mama. Cause if you lettin’ me shoot the club up, I’m not shootin’ to miss.”

      I was honestly a little disgusted with myself for getting so turned on by his fine ass already being ready to get me pregnant. But considering we were nowhere near the family planning stage, I wiped his nut off of my ass with my fingertip and teased, “Uhh… Alexa, play Rain by SWV at ignorant levels.”

      Orlando’s eyebrow immediately piqued as he brought a hand to his chin and said, “Hold up. That’s what they were singing about?”

      Returning his inquisitive look with one of my own, I asked, “Is it not and I’ve been thinking it was this whole time?”

      If it wasn’t, it sure matched up with the concept well. But instead of agreeing with me, Orlando only laughed. “Yeahhhh. I think you might just be a little too into cumshots, Aspen.”

      With a shrug, I crawled up the bed and snuggled up against his chest, wishing I could see his face when I joked, “Well those will be the only kinda shots I’m taking to the ass; unlike you.”

      The rumble in his chest when he laughed vibrated right against my temple. “Wow. So you going for the jugular now, huh? Gimme ten minutes and I’ma make you pay for that shit.”

      “Can’t wait,” was what I told him. But it soon became clear that neither one of us had truly taken into account how long of a day it had been since both of our asses were knocked out in no time at all.

      In fact, the only reason we woke up was because of Orlando’s phone incessantly vibrating against the nightstand, his quick glance to see who was calling making him hop up from the bed as he hissed, “Shit. I gotta get down to the shop. I already got a client waiting on me.”

      Seeing him leave the bed had me pouting like a baby, quick to suggest, “Just tell him to grow his hair out, or put a hat on, or… let Mr. Clyde do it.”

      “If I let Mr. Clyde fuck his head up, he’d probably never come back to the shop,” he replied with a chuckle, putting his clothes on from the night before when he added, “But what I can do… is clear my schedule for the afternoon so we can spend it together before you get up outta here on me.”

      Clutching the comforter to my chest, I told him, “When you say it like that, it sounds like I’m dying. I’m just going back to work.”

      “Yeah, in a different city for who knows how long. But don’t get it twisted, your grind is much respected.”

      “And yours is not,” I countered, quickly correcting, “Well, it is. But not right now cause I don’t want you to leave.”

      According to the smirk on his face, my whining had him flattered. But it wasn’t enough for him to stop getting dressed, instead insisting, “Go spend some time with your family. Ain’t that what you came here for?”

      When he sat down on the bed to put his shoes on, I draped myself over his broad shoulders, my breasts pressed into his back when I admitted, “They might’ve been the reason I came, but you’re the reason I wish I could stay a little while longer.”

      Peeking over his shoulder at me with a smile, he confessed, “Aight, now I know what you mean with that cute shit.”

      “Oh, whatever!” I squealed with a laugh, falling back onto the bed as he stood up to grab his wallet and keys. Then with a simple kiss to the forehead, he bid me a, “See you later” leaving me to figure out how to spend the rest of my day until he got off of work.
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      My last client of the day might’ve gotten the quickest haircut in barbershop history. That’s how anxious I was to get back to Aspen; being sure not to compromise the quality of my work while also going as fast as possible so I could get out of the shop at a reasonable hour since my time left with Aspen was extremely limited.

      Her flight wasn’t until later tonight, and it didn’t take long to get through security at the little airport in the city, so it wasn’t like she had to be there stupid early. But time wasn’t slowing down no matter how much either of us wished it could, which is how we found ourselves back at a surprisingly-empty Jackie Robinson Park.

      This time, instead of boning like teenagers in my Cadillac, we were chillin’ at one of the picnic tables eating sandwiches since Aspen claimed she couldn’t leave the city without having one more. And with the sunset serving as our background, the shit was honestly a little romantic until Aspen randomly asked, “Are you gonna break my heart?”

      “What?”

      Peeking up from her food, she repeated, “Are you? Let me know now before I get more invested in this than I already am.”

      While I could appreciate her speaking her mind, the truth was, “Shit, if that’s the case, I should’ve been asking you the same question after that first night we spent together.”

      She only gave a halfhearted smirk in response, picking at her food like the thought was starting to make her lose her appetite. But since I wasn’t about to let her waste a good sandwich, I stood up and moved to her side of the table, grabbing her hand to remind her, “You told me I wasn’t alone in how I felt, so that means you already know I’m just as invested as you are. You got me, little mama. Real shit.”

      Her smirk turned into more of a teasing grin when she looked directly into my eyes with her pretty ass hazels and asked, “Real shit?”

      Doubling down, I repeated, “Real. Shit.”

      Gnawing into her lip, she pulled herself onto my lap, keeping an arm wrapped around my shoulder when she said, “Guess that means I’ll be coming home a little more often now, huh?”

      Snapping my head back, I asked, “A little? More like, whenever you can. Even if I gotta fuck you in my car in the back of the airport garage and put your pretty ass right back on the plane.”

      She started laughing even though I was deadass. Little mama had turned me into something like an addict for that pussy. She knew it too, her adorable little grin full-blown when she asked, “You gonna come see me too, right?”

      With a nod, I answered, “If that’s what you want, I’ll be wherever you at. The city don’t even matter.”

      “Even if it’s international?” she challenged, her eyebrow piqued as she started to stroke my facial hair.

      “I mean, shit. Let me cut a few more heads and get my bread up first, but then I got you.”

      She laughed again, adjusting in my lap to wrap both arms around me. “Once I build my empire, you can be the Stedman to my Oprah.”

      “Yeah, aight. I’ma hold you to that,” I told her with a chuckle of my own. “But in the meantime, I’ma be busy building my own shit.”

      While cutting hair in Tiana’s shop might’ve been what got me here and I was more than grateful for the opportunity she’d given me, I still had aspirations of possibly owning a little something of my own one day. Or maybe even taking my skills mobile and working for a clientele of a different caliber. Either way, Aspen seemed confident when she said, “This city is definitely the perfect place for that. It’s a great place to live, period.”

      “I mean, I found you here. So you might be onto something,” I replied, catching the goofy look on Aspen’s face that told me she was about to call me out for saying some cute shit. But honestly, I didn’t even care, willing to do that and more if it meant making her happy.

      Damn, she really got you good.

      Now that we’d settled things, Aspen felt more comfortable finishing her food and I did the same. Then we took a little trip to the swings since Aspen claimed she needed to redeem herself from the last time she was here as a kid and got clowned for being too afraid to jump off mid-air.

      Her little ass was flying today, though.

      She even made me capture a video of her doing it a second time to share with her followers on social media that turned into us having to hurry up and leave since her local fans immediately started showing up to the park in response to it.

      Real celebrity shit.

      Since we still had a little bit of time, I started to head to my crib in hopes of squeezing in one last fuck until she said, “I’d like to make one more stop before we head to the airport, if you don’t mind. Actually, two more stops.”

      “Where to?”

      It took her a moment to respond. But when she did, her hesitation made sense. “My parents’ gravesite. I need to leave them some flowers. Well I need to go get some flowers, and then take them to their gravesite. If we can.”

      With a nod, I simply replied, “I got you.” Then I made the short drive to the local grocery store, Aspen starting to get out of the car with me until I told her, “Nah, you stay here. You’ve caused enough hysteria today.”

      Thankfully she agreed without much fuss, making my trip to grab some flowers a quick one before we took the GPS-guided trip to the cemetery. And once we were on the grounds, Aspen did the rest of the guiding to her parents’ companion burial plot that included a joint headstone with their names on each side and their wedding date in the middle; something I found interesting since the two of them had died more than a decade apart.

      As if she had read my mind, Aspen said, “I remember visiting my mother here as a kid and seeing my dad’s name already engraved on the headstone. But he’d always be standing right next to me, so it was strange to even imagine him ever being here. Now they’re together again.”

      The sadness in her voice ate at me, though I was still sure to mention, “I bet they’re real proud of you up there.”

      “Yeah. Probably,” she quietly replied with a shrug before asking, “Can you just… give me a minute? Alone?”

      “Absolutely. Take your time. I’ll be at the car,” I told her, stopping to give her a kiss on the forehead before I left her to it. But once I was there, I couldn’t help watching her every move as she bent to place the flowers, ran her hand against each name on the headstone, then looked to be saying a quick prayer before giving them each a finger kiss.

      Her head was down the entire walk back to the car so I couldn’t see her face until she climbed in, my first question being, “You good?”

      “Yeah, I’m good,” was her answer, though the obvious tears in her eyes contradicted it. But since I knew it wouldn’t really be helpful to press her about it, I simply reached over and grabbed her hand, giving it a supportive squeeze that only made the tears start falling as she turned towards the window and shared, “Another reason I haven’t come home often as of late is because of that. Because that never gets any easier. It’s like the more successful I become, the more I accomplish, the more it hurts because they’re not here to share in it with me, you know? When something good happens, my father is always the first person I wanna tell. But I can’t because he’s... here.”

      Rubbing my thumb against the back of her hand, I honestly struggled with what to say knowing there was nothing that could make that type of hurt go away. Still, I tried my best to at least soothe her for the moment when I offered, “I may not go to church every week, but I do believe in it all. And I know he’s watching over you. The both of them are. The same way my mama watched over me that night at the club. Hell, she’s probably the one who sent your pretty ass my way. Like some type of heaven hook-up or some shit.”

      Her little giggle in response was a good sign, her lip pulled between her teeth when she turned back my way to suggest, “I think my silly might be rubbing off on you, Orlando.”

      Shaking my head, I agreed, “Damn. I think you might be right.”

      She giggled some more, pulling her hand away to wipe her face with an exaggerated sigh. “Thank you for that. And thank you for… coming with me.”

      “Glad to. Now let’s get outta here before you try to blame me for making you miss your flight.”

      It didn’t take long for her to get right back into teasing mode, slugging me in the arm when she said, “Come on, gentleman. Don’t fuck up your perfect streak at the last second.” Then we laughed together as we made the drive to the airport that truly wasn’t long enough considering it was the last time I’d be seeing Aspen for who knew how long.

      “Hopefully not too long,” I thought as I went to pull her luggage from the trunk before making my way to open her door for the final time. And I suppose I wasn’t the only one trying to prolong our last few moments together since Aspen was slow to get out, stopping on the sidewalk to say, “Well… this is it.”

      “Yeah, I guess it is.”

      Instead of wasting time exchanging pleasantries, she threw herself into my arms, pulling my face down to hers for a kiss that was as sweet as the first one she’d ever given me back in her hotel bathroom. And considering how deeply we’d fallen for each other since then, it also felt like a guarantee that it wouldn’t be our last; something for me to hold onto when she finally pulled away to whisper against my lips, “Until next time, outsider Orlando.”

      “Until next time, little mama.”

      Again, she was slow to move, this time with her walk inside the airport. But after one final peek back and a wave goodbye, she disappeared into the sliding doors, taking a piece of my heart with her.

      She’d be back, though.

      I trusted that she’d meant everything she said, trusted that she was serious about figuring out how to make this whole thing work. And since I knew I was too, I was fine with missing her while she continued after her dreams, the whole thing only inspiring me to focus even harder on my own. In fact, my drive home had turned into something like a brainstorming session for all the moves I wanted to make in the near future, putting an extra pep in my step by the time I pulled up and could actually get to my phone to jot some of it down. But before I did that, I checked the text I had gotten from my little superstar.

      

      Little Mama: “Welcome to my world.” {1 attachment}

      

      Clicking to open the attachment, I was surprised to see it was a screenshot from Instagram with a picture of us at The Max from the night before that neither me nor Aspen had taken. But it made sense once I saw it had been posted by a gossip blog and then read the caption.

      

      “Actress Aspen Watson caught canoodling around her hometown with new mystery man.”

      

      For a second, I was a little annoyed since it wasn’t like I had given anyone permission to take a picture of me, let alone share the shit with some trash ass blog site. But my annoyance went away instantly once I saw the top comment included in the screenshot.

      

      “@aspenwatson: He’s cute, right? ;)”

      

      She was making a statement, letting the world know that I was the one who had her attention while also managing to tease me from afar with that cute shit. And though there very well could’ve been a bunch of negative comments about us from strangers with nothing else to do on the post, none of that shit even mattered when I finally sent her a reply.

      

      Outsider Orlando: “More than happy to be here. Have a safe flight, baby.”
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        Three Days Until Christmas

      

      

      With Christmas right around the corner, my holiday fate was only becoming more and more real - I wasn’t going to make it home.

      I knew it was always a possibility with how off the film schedule had been for the last few days, but that didn’t stop me from holding out hope. The same hope that only dwindled with each scene we filmed, and refilmed, because people not named Aspen kept fuckin’ up.

      By the time we were finally called for a walkaway lunch, I was beyond annoyed, opting to go straight to my trailer to decompress instead of actually finding something to eat. But once I was there, I only became even sadder after I checked my phone and saw a text from Orlando asking the same question he’d been asking me for the last couple of days.

      

      Outsider Orlando: “Think you gonna make it for Christmas?”

      

      Little Mama: “It’s not looking good, babe. :/”

      

      Outsider Orlando: “You are, though. ;)”

      

      While I appreciated the compliment, the fact that we hadn’t seen each other in person since my Thanksgiving visit had me quick to dispute his claims.

      

      Little Mama: “You don’t know that. You haven’t seen me. I could’ve turned butt ugly in a month.”

      

      Outsider Orlando: “Aspen, you always look good. And I just saw how fine you were lookin’ a couple minutes ago on set before your mad ass stormed off.”

      

      “A couple minutes ago on set…?” I read out loud, confused until I saw the door of my trailer being opened and… “Oh my God! Orlando! What are you doing here?!”

      My arms were already wrapped around him in the tightest hug I could give as he chuckled and answered, “When you said you didn’t think you were gonna be able to make it home for the holiday, I figured why not just come to you.”

      “But how did you… get all the way here? On set?”

      With a shrug, he simply replied, “I have my ways.” But from the side eye I gave him in response, he knew damn well that explanation wasn’t good enough, prompting him to continue, “Nah, I actually wasn’t sure how I was going to pull off this part of it. But when I showed up, one of the assistants outside recognized me from all those pictures of us on Instagram and plugged me in once I told her I was here to surprise you.”

      Whoever it was deserved a damn raise for helping my man get to me with perfect timing since the day had been all-around shitty before he showed up, urging me to ask, “Do you remember her name? I’ve gotta grant her a Christmas wish or something for this.”

      Shaking his head, Orlando said, “Nah, little mama. It’s already handled. She was well compensated for her assistance. But for the record, her name was Madison.”

      “Well shoutout to Madison,” I tossed out, squeezing him even tighter as I sighed, “God, I can’t believe you’re really here.”

      It almost seemed like a dream, even when he teased, “You acting like you really missed me or somethin’.”

      Snapping my head back with a frown, I repeated, “Acting like? Nah, I left that acting shit out there on set. This is very, very real.”

      The lingering kiss he gave me to my forehead in response was exactly what I needed, my shoulders sinking as he said, “Good. Cause I missed your pretty ass too. A nigga ain’t been sleepin’ too well without you all over me at night, so I needs that as soon as I can get it.”

      Considering it was still the middle of the day, I had a feeling sleep wasn’t what he was really talking about, making it easy for me to tease, “You mean, you just need some good pussy as soon as you can get it?”

      Again, he shrugged. “Shit, I need both. I need… you, Aspen Watson. All of you. However I can get you.”

      Little did he know, I’d pretty much felt the same way about him since that time he picked me up from the airport, before I even knew the magnitude of what I’d actually be getting. But instead of indulging him with a bunch of cute shit I could save for later, I went and made sure the door of my trailer was locked before I started unbuttoning my pants and told him, “In that case, come on home, Orlando.”

      

      
        
        The End.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Extras

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Enjoyed this book?

        Please leave a review on Amazon or Goodreads!

      

      

      

      
        
        To stay up-to-date with all of Alexandra Warren’s happenings including samples and excerpts, visit actuallyitsalexandra.com, like her Facebook page, or sign-up for her newsletter!
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        *Read all about Kelvin & Tiana in, In Spite of it All

      

        

      
        Love is not on the drink menu.

      

        

      
        At least not for Tiana St. Patrick as she nurses the broken heart caused by her ex after their sudden, unexpected, yet incredibly necessary break-up.

        But when a generous stranger offers to jumpstart her healing process, and doubles down with a chance encounter at her business, she can't help but wonder if his presence is worth something more than just a helping hand even though he seems to be exactly the type of guy she should be avoiding at all costs.

      

        

      
        Kelvin Watson is a man on a mission. Between the lounge he co-owns with his big brother, and the ladies that frequent it, it's no secret that he has plenty to keep himself busy.

      

        

      
        Still, when a particular patron catches his eye and then manages to ease her way into his heart with her easygoing vibe and natural charm, he can't help himself in pushing for something more. And when more turns into a discovery of past indiscretions, present reservations, and future obstacles, Tiana and Kelvin find themselves attempting to navigate their budding romance, in spite of it all.

      

        

      
        (Note: This book is a spin-off of, Love at First Spite. While it can be read as a standalone, it does contain major spoilers for that title.)

      

      

      

      
        
        **Read all about Lincoln & Savannah in,

        A Tale of Two Cities: A Halloween Novella

      

        

      
        When people think of a holiday for love, they automatically come up with Valentine's Day. 

        But who's to say that's the only one?

      

        

      
        A trip to sin city for a Halloween-themed joint bachelor-bachelorette party is all it takes for Savannah and Lincoln to learn this the... not so hard way. ;)

      

        

      
        A Tale of Two Cities Collection: 

        Cute & Sweet Millennial Meets Over a Holiday, 

        All With One Thing In Common; Cities. 

      

        

      
        Note: This is a short novella with a happy-for-now ending. 

        If you prefer your stories longer, I'd recommend checking out another Alexandra Warren project. :)

      

      

      

      
        
        ***Read all about Nori & Maxwell in, Love at First Spite

      

        

      
        Love is not on the drink menu.

      

        

      
        At least not for Nori Davis as she basks in the single life which includes frequent happy hour visits, lots of alone time in bed with her “favorite things”, and of course being sought after by guys she’s not interested in.

      

        

      
        But when she’s caught off-guard by a man who’s a little different than usual - on a mission a little different than usual - she can’t help but to get lost in his seemingly impossible potential no matter how hard she tries to fight it.

      

        

      
        Maxwell Watson doesn’t have time for a serious relationship. Between opening a lounge, being the owner of a lounge and… the lounge, there’s just no room for anything beyond it.

      

        

      
        Still, when he notices one particular patron who is palpably dissatisfied with his business, going after her for more information isn’t even a question. And when more turns into a whirlwind of energy neither can deny - turns into an encounter that can’t be forgotten - Nori and Maxwell find themselves attempting to navigate what can only be identified as love at first… spite.

      

      

      

      
        
        ****Read all about Jules & Levi in, Accidental Arrangements

      

        

      
        Not all arrangements are truly by design. Some happen by chance, by fate, by… accident.

      

        

      
        Jules Tyler is in desperate need of a roommate. Levi Graham is in desperate need of a room. And while it may seem like the perfect match from the outside, it doesn’t take long for egos, expectations, and experiences to say otherwise.

      

        

      
        But what happens when the proximity builds a chemistry between them that neither is prepared to handle? Will living as roommates become too much to bear? Or will it be the perfect jumpstart to a happily ever after?

      

        

      
        (Note: While it can be read as a standalone, this book does contain major spoilers for the Spite Series.)
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