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      What am I doing?

      The question hit me like a ton of bricks the second I stepped off the plane in a city I’d picked “eeny-meeny-miny-moe” style from the list of flights taking off soon with a first-class seat still available. The woman working the counter at my local airport looked at me like I was crazy when I showed up to the airport with no luggage and no particular destination in mind. But the desperate need to getaway hits different when what you thought was going to be a “surprise” marriage proposal turns into an elaborate breakup in front of your closest friends and family - on your birthday.

      I could still hear Thad’s voice in my head, could still smell the cologne he’d worn lingering around me when he grabbed my hand and started, “Ryan, you mean the world to me and I’m so glad I’ve been able to spend these last three years with you. I’ve watched you learn, I’ve witnessed your growth, I’ve been inspired by you. And while it’s been amazing doing all of that as your boyfriend, I think it’d be equally satisfying to do it... as just your friend.”

      Because of how everyone assumed his little speech would end, there were cameras in my face recording my reaction, people applauding and cheering. Hell, even my own mama was in tears getting ready to sing Thad’s praises until I slapped his ass and took off running. But I couldn’t stick around to bask in the fallout, my swift strides being fueled by the succession of, “Oohs” from the crowd, and the firm, “Hol’ up...” from my big sister who was surely getting ready to fry Thad’s ass, and finally the, “I’m sorry, Ry!” from Thad that only made me pick up the pace until I saw a cab who surprisingly pulled over for my black ass.

      Thank God.

      When he asked where I was headed, I didn’t know what to say. All of my friends were still inside of the restaurant, so I couldn’t go to any of their houses. Same went for my family. And going back home meant giving people access to me - including Thad - something I wasn’t ready to deal with which led me to the airport.

      Led me here.

      What am I doing?

      Scanning the boarding area, I saw a variety of people who clearly knew the answer to that question for themselves, happily waiting for their flight to be called as I took my time moving along since I knew nothing about this place, let alone where I was going to go. Money wasn’t an issue, but there were plenty of unknowns that came with traveling on a whim; especially since I only had the dress - albeit, fly because it was for my birthday - on my back, the shoes on my feet, my clutch, and my iPhone.

      Another reason to thank God… technology.

      “Now if only I could figure out where the hell I’m going,” I whispered to myself, glancing up at my options on the airport signage as someone behind me said, “Baggage claim is that way, babe.”

      How I knew the person was talking to me, I wasn’t sure. But his voice felt like a magnet that had me turning around so that we could align correctly when I asked, “Huh?”

      The face matched the voice, with the same amount of pull that had me approaching this stranger of a man. Or rather, the two of us approaching each other as he bit into his bottom lip before repeating, “Baggage claim. That’s usually what people are looking for when they first step off the plane without a carry-on. You were just on that flight from Chicago, right?”

      For reasons that are embarrassing beyond belief… “I was. But I don’t… have any baggage. I mean, I do. But not that kind.”

      Just the thought of the exact kind of baggage I had made me sick, and I must’ve been wearing that feeling on my face since the stranger man returned my expression with an empathetic one of his own. He even brushed a hand against my shoulder to comfort me when he replied, “Well whatever you’re in town for, I hope you enjoy it, babe.”

      “Thank you,” I told him with a half-hearted smile, surprised by how lonely I felt when he walked away. I mean, I had come here specifically to be alone, hadn’t even taken my phone off of airplane mode yet because I didn’t want to be bothered. And yet, here I was, feeling a way because a handsome stranger had left me to fend for myself.

      Maybe that was my problem.

      Maybe I was too into humanity and the possibilities of what other people had to offer that I didn’t know how to be alone; didn’t know myself. Maybe I was too dependent on having people like Thad in my life to clap whenever I did something good and console me whenever something went wrong instead of learning how to celebrate my damn self; learning how to self-soothe. But I suppose that’s what this particular mission was all about, a perfect opportunity for me to self-soothe for however long I needed to and go back to the city completely recharged from my own power source; not someone else’s.

      Finally making my way to the less-secured side of the airport, I made the mistake of taking my phone out of airplane mode, hit with a blur of notifications from what felt like everyone I knew on earth. But the only one I felt inclined to respond to was the text from my favorite sister - my only sister - a tiny smile on my face as I read the message.

      

      “Yes, I tagged his ass in the jaw. No, I don’t feel bad about it. I know you’re okay wherever you are, but confirm for your mama. She’s getting on my nerves.” -  Joy

      

      “I’m fine. Show mama this. We’ll talk later.” - RyRy

      

      To no surprise, once I sent that, I received a FaceTime call from my mother who clearly didn’t find a text message to be good enough proof that I was okay. But taking her call would’ve meant having a conversation I didn’t care to have right now, forcing me to not only decline but also put my phone on Do Not Disturb so I could find the nearest hotel and a ride to said hotel in peace.

      At least, that was the plan until I heard that voice again. The magnetic one attached to the bearded, impeccably bronzed man who looked fresh off the sunny beach vacation I should’ve taken instead of coming to… Houston?

      I’m in Houston, right?

      Looking around for a sign to confirm, I was immediately distracted by the look the stranger gave me before making it a priority to end his phone call so he could use that panty-wetting voice on me to tease, “The girl with the baggage, but not that kind. You following me or somethin’?”

      Somehow, even amongst the chaos that was my life, a flirtatious smile came easily when I replied, “Following you would be the most direction I’ve had all day.”

      It sounded like the perfect thing to say to someone who knew nothing about me or my situation. But I wish I would’ve kept my, “I never have to see you again, so I’ma be sweet” energy to myself once he took a step closer and challenged, “So do it. Take my direction. Follow me, babe.”

      This wasn’t what I was here for.

      I was supposed to be focusing on myself, self-soothing, finding my own light and all that. But something about his offer, his interest, seemed like it would aid in that process. Or maybe I was just desperate for the attention, completely consumed by the intense focus the nameless man had on me as he waited for my response to his invitation.

      The way he stared at me, you would’ve thought I was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, like I was the only one who mattered. And maybe for the moment, that fact was true, my heart racing as I found myself battling with what my usual self would consider a terrible decision.

      Running off with a stranger wasn’t my thing at all. Hell, running off period wasn’t my thing. But something about this man, with his glowing chestnut skin, and his black dress shirt straining against his thick biceps, and his full lips hiding behind a mound of facial hair I wanted to drag my fingers through had me thinking differently.

      And then he touched me again.

      My breath hitched as he slowly drug his thumb against my cheek, across the corner of my mouth down to my chin where he let out a soft sigh. Then he gently tilted my chin back and continued with his fingertip down the front of my throat, stopping to lift the gold “R” charm hanging from my necklace before giving me a look that repeated his invitation without him needing to say the words.

      I understood the risk of it all. I was in a city where I knew no one, where I had no safety net, where I had less than fifty percent battery left on my phone. And somehow, that only enticed me more, the thought in combination with his touch sending a surge of excitement through my body like something I’d never felt before and giving charge to the, “Okay,” I blurted before I could change my mind.

      “Yeah?” he asked, his eyebrow piqued like he was surprised to hear it.

      But instead of letting my confidence falter, I straightened my shoulders when I gave a clear, “Yes. Unless I’m following you to the home you share with your wife.”

      Even while engaging in bold behavior, I had my limits. And involving myself with a married man wasn’t something I’d do under any condition, growing annoyed with myself as I realized he looked exactly like the kind of guy who would have a whole ass family tucked away in a mansion in the suburbs and a secret condo downtown he used for moments like this - used for women like me.

      Fuck.

      Before I could dismiss myself, he started to chuckle. “Nah, you ain’t gotta worry about that. I just want some company, and you look like you could use some too.”

      He was right.

      I needed to be alone, but I wanted company, somehow more afraid of the dark energy that was sure to settle over me once I stopped running than I was of this man and his intense pull on my being. It was silly, really - unexplainable - especially once I realized, “You wanna be my company and you don’t even know my name?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t need to know your name. I know your spirit. I’m more concerned with that.”

      “How could you possibly be acquainted with my lost, luggage-less, runaway spirit?” I challenged with a humorless chuckle, the words only reminding me of how bad of an idea this whole thing was until he offered a different perspective.

      “It’s not always about what you’re running from, babe. Sometimes it’s about where you’re going. And tonight, that’s with me,” he answered confidently, glancing behind me before he asked, “You really didn’t bring anything else with you?”

      “Another strike under the “bad idea” column,” I thought, playing cute when I replied, “Just me, myself, and i… Phone.”

      “The essentials,” he agreed with another chuckle. “That’ll do for now. I’ll have my assistant take care of the rest.”

      The way it rolled off of his tongue so easily, you would’ve thought it was common practice for one to have an assistant used for menial tasks like finding a toothbrush for the random girl from the airport. But knowing that was stuff reserved only for those who could afford it, I couldn’t help asking, “Your assistant? What do you do that requires an assistant?”

      If the mention of an assistant didn’t tell it all, the luxury vehicle equipped with a driver waiting outside of the airport for him certainly added to the list of reasons for me to be intimidated. Though he played it down when he simply replied, “I invest. In real estate, in companies I feel have great potential, in people like yourself.”

      That stopped me dead in my tracks, the both of us just short of the door the driver was already holding open as I repeated, “In people like myself? So now I’m an investment?”

      Turning back my way, he didn’t shy away from his claim. In fact, he doubled down when he answered, “Yes. My time is valuable, babe. And like any investment, what I get in return for that is very important.”

      Somehow, I knew his response came from a place of honesty, from a place of intentionality that only spoke to his intense demeanor which had me slightly nervous to ask, “And what exactly are you expecting in return?”

      The way he held my gaze was dizzying, causing everything else around us to fade into a blur by the time he finally answered, “For you to be yourself with me; unapologetically. And for you not to judge me for doing the same.”

      This time, it was more of a humorless snort than a chuckle as I shared, “How could I possibly judge you when I’m the one who flew to a city I’m unfamiliar with with only the clothes on my back solely because I couldn’t face the humiliation of people I care about feeling sorry for me getting dumped on my birthday instead of the marriage proposal I was expecting? The marriage proposal we were all expecting? When I said I had baggage, I meant that shit.”

      My shoulders locked with tension and my chest grew tight as I felt the anger of that moment back at the restaurant beginning to return, only cooled by the way he stepped closer to sweep a piece of hair behind my ear for me before tilting my chin to find my eyes and say, “We all have our shit, beautiful. And while yours is honestly fucked up, I wasn’t talking about that kind of judgment. I meant, I can’t have you judging me for how badly I’ve wanted you since the second I laid eyes on you. Before I even heard you speak, before I knew your situation, before I knew it was your fuckin’ birthday. I just… felt you.”

      His confession struck me to the core, speaking to what could only be defined the exact way he’d done it.

      He felt me.

      He made me feel something.

      The magnetic pull between us wasn’t imaginary.

      There was a reason I felt empty when he walked away, and it wasn’t just me being crazy in my feelings.

      He was with me in that, admittedly, licking his lips before he continued, “I thought I was getting away from you. But then you showed up again, in this damn dress, and I realized I didn’t need to run because… well… you’re exactly the kinda trouble I like.”

      Smirking, I asked, “Who said I was trouble?”

      “Your actions. This ain’t what you normally do, I can tell. But you’re doing it anyway because you’re feeling fearless right now, on some fuck it shit, looking for a reason to make you forget all about whatever it is you’re running from. And for me, that’s dangerous. You’re dangerous. You’re trouble.”

      If you would’ve told me a man would refer to me as “trouble”, I would’ve never believed it. And if you would’ve told me I’d be ridiculously turned on by it, I really wouldn’t have believed you. But here I was, panties coated, nipples hardened, ready to give myself to a man whose name I didn’t even know.

      A man whose name I didn’t want to know, because knowing his name made all of this real and I preferred to stay in the fantasy version where I was bold, and brazen, and confident enough to flirt, “And you like trouble, huh?”

      Gnawing at the corner of his smirk, he admitted, “It’s like a drug for me, honestly. I know it’s not right, or safe, or even logical since it’s guaranteed to make me do reckless, unreasonable shit. But the high of it all? Unmatched.”

      By the time he finished, his hand was at my waist and his lips were hovering right above mine, tempting me to taste them. But instead of closing the space between our mouths, I simply whispered, “I want that so bad.”

      Pressing his forehead against mine, he eyed me as closely as close got when he replied, “So let’s go get into some trouble, babe.”

      Without waiting for me to agree, he pulled away, already knowing I’d follow him the short few steps to the car. Though once we were inside, I felt compelled to share, “Ryan. My name is Ryan.”

      It was one thing to flirt on the public airport sidewalk, but it was an entirely different thing to trust this man with my life. And regardless of how this fantasy went in my head, getting in a car with someone was incredibly real.

      “Are you tellin’ me that cause me calling you “babe” offends you?” he asked, leaning forward to grab a bottle of freshly-opened champagne and two flutes, then falling back against the seat just as the driver took off in a direction that meant nothing to me since I had no idea where we were going.

      Surprisingly enough, the panic I expected never settled in. In fact, I felt free - felt safe, even - as I accepted the half-filled champagne flute while answering, “No. I just thought you might wanna know. And that I should probably know yours too.”

      Instead of giving me his name, he replied, “I’ll give it to you when you need it. For now, let’s just celebrate your birthday, aight?”

      On one hand, I wondered why he was keeping it a secret. But on the other hand, I really didn’t care. Just like he claimed to know my spirit, I could feel his protective energy. I knew I was in good hands. So instead of worrying myself with a name I would happily exchange for something more endearing anyway, I clinked my flute with his and downed the champagne in a few easy gulps to kick-off my new birthday celebration.
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      It all started in Chicago.

      I’d flown there with a very specific plan to check on the progress of a few properties I’d soon be renting out, have an early dinner with one of my business partners, and then fly back to Houston just in time to catch the Rockets game on TV. But then I saw her standing in the boarding area, and I instantly began to wonder if higher powers had brought me to the city for something different; wondered if maybe I’d been sent on this day trip just to have a brief moment of being in the presence of the finest woman I’d ever seen before I headed home.

      She was so fuckin’ beautiful, in this silky, golden yellow dress that clung to her body and perfectly complemented her sandy brown skin. But it was also incredibly fancy for someone getting ready to board a plane, only making my curiosity grow as I watched her repeatedly check over her shoulder for something; or maybe someone.

      Is she with someone?

      Is she in danger?

      Or is she just anxious to get to whatever event warrants a sexy ass dress like that?

      I decided it wasn’t my business to get an answer, only to appreciate her from afar since any of those options meant she was dealing with something. But then I kept seeing her; first when she boarded the plane a row behind my first-class seat - alone. Then when she was trying to figure out which way to go in the airport once we landed. And finally as I was waiting for my driver to pull-up, that third coincidence forcing me to end an important phone call so that I could experience her one last time before we parted ways.

      When I asked if she was following me, it was really just an icebreaker. But the weight of her response had me seeing everything differently, had me back to wondering if I really was placed in this moment just to get to know her. So instead of ignoring my blessings, I took advantage, offering her an opportunity to share in what my gut told me was meant to be. An instinctive feeling that was only confirmed when she accepted my offer without much external struggle.

      I’m sure she didn’t know why it’d been so easy for her to agree to come with me. I could imagine her not understanding how she could be so trusting of a stranger, especially one who didn’t care to share his name. But our names weren’t nearly as relevant as the soul-stirring connection between us, the same connection that had me pressed to make sure what was left of her birthday was spent as happy as her so-called baggage would allow her to be.

      Honestly, I wanted to fly back to Chicago for another day trip to beat that nigga’s ass for what he’d done to her. But I also knew him dumping her was what sent her to me, was what allowed us to have this moment. So in a weird way, I was grateful for his shortcomings even though I knew that was something I could never share with Ryan.

      Ryan.

      She was so sweet, and sexy, and brave even if she didn’t necessarily see it that way. What she called “running away” I knew was simply a quest for something more. More than what she was used to, more than what she believed herself to be capable of, more than the mundane energy she was surely surrounded with back home. She wanted to feel again. She needed to feel again. And not in the “humiliated heartache” kind of way, but in the “consumed by emotions you can’t even explain” kind of way.

      She wanted to be loved, because all women deserved to feel that. But being loved unconditionally meant being loved as her true, unapologetic self; my only request in exchange for the investment of my time.

      Well, that and for her to understand that there was no putting a filter on how I already felt about her nor what I wanted from her. I knew what was happening between us even if she didn’t, and I wasn’t holding back on that.

      I couldn’t hold back on that.

      So when we pulled up to the nightclub I was a silent partner in, I didn’t shy away from claiming her as mine for the night, quick to move to her side and help her out of the car then keeping her hand in mine as we bypassed the line to head straight for the entrance.

      “Boss man. I ain’t know you was comin’ in tonight,” the lead promoter, Chris, announced as he dapped me up before offering Ryan a polite, “How you doin’, ma’am?”

      She immediately giggled at that, repeating it to herself as I squeezed her hand and told Chris, “We got a special birthday to celebrate. Y’all got a spot for me in there?”

      “Always, boss. Follow me.”

      In no time at all, Ryan and I were inside of the club, her eyes wide as she looked around and gushed, “Wow. It’s gorgeous in here. And am I trippin’, or did he refer to you as boss multiple times?”

      Shrugging, I explained, “I wouldn’t really consider myself his boss. I just happen to own the building. His boss is technically my good friend Zo. He runs the club for us.”

      “I, too, have friends who run clubs on my property,” she teased with a sarcastic laugh as we made our way into the VIP area where I introduced her to a few familiar faces before we settled into our little nook against the railing overseeing the main crowd.

      While Ryan made herself busy taking it all in, I made myself busy with the waitress, bending to catch her ear when I told her, “You can just bring over a bottle of D’USSÉ for me,” before pulling away to shout, “Yo! What you drinkin’, babe?”

      When she turned around, she looked a little confused like she hadn’t caught the entirety of my question. So instead of yelling over the music again, I did the “drinking from a glass” motion with my hand, prompting her to come back my way to answer, “That champagne in the Maybach was nice. Can we get some more of that?”

      “You can have whatever you want, birthday girl,” I replied, turning back to the waitress to speak in her ear again. “Tell Zo to send up a bottle of Armand de Brignac.”

      With that, she nodded and went to fulfill my request as Ryan teased, “Too good to call it Ace of Spades like the normal rich people do, huh?”

      I wasn’t even sure how she’d heard me. But her question gave me an excuse to pull her closer so I could answer straight into her ear. “I see you know your shit.”

      Wrapping one hand against the nape of my neck, she got on her tippy toes to reply to me in the same fashion. “Well enough to tell you’re either a huge Jay-Z fan, or you’re trying to impress me.”

      When she fell back to flat feet, I couldn’t help but laugh, not even trying to be arrogant though I was sure it came across that way when I told her, “You wouldn’t have left the airport with me if you weren’t already impressed by somethin’, Ryan.”

      “So you can use my name, but I can’t even know yours?” she challenged with the sweetest look that almost had me ready to give her the full government.

      But I couldn’t do that.

      I wasn’t ready for her to be Googling my shit in the bathroom or texting her friends to do it for her. I wanted her to get to know me, to feel what I felt, to recognize the significance of this organic moment without any interference.

      So instead of granting her wish completely, I answered, “You can call me Will.”

      For whatever reason, she didn’t seem convinced that I was telling the truth, a skeptical look on her face when she crossed her arms to ask, “Is that really your name?”

      “That’s what people call me.”

      “Because your real first name is, what? William? Willard? Willow?” she followed with, making me chuckle as I gave the real explanation.

      “Williams is my last name. That’ll be more important for you to get familiar with. And for the record, I am a huge Jay-Z fan.”

      “Good. Because I love Beyoncé, and I can’t fuck with someone who doesn’t support the magic that is the Knowles-Carter family,” she insisted, only making me laugh harder as I wrapped my arms around her waist to address the more important part of her statement.

      “Oh. So you tryna fuck with me now, huh?”

      “I wouldn’t have left the airport with you if I wasn’t impressed by something, right?” she teased, making me want to kiss the already-tipsy smirk right off of her face. But before I could make my move, we were approached by my business partner Zo who had decided to hand-deliver the Ace of Spades and D’USSÉ solely to be nosy.

      At least, that’s what I assumed since the first thing he said was, “You know I had to come and see what the special occasion was, bruh. I mean, I know D’USSÉ is your go-to. But you had me pull the Ace of Spades too? Nigga, are you bouta have a baby or somethin’? Getting engaged? Finally made the Forbes list? What’s really good?”

      Laughing, I cleared things up with a simple introduction. “Zo, this is my friend Ryan. It’s her birthday.”

      “And now it all makes sense,” he muttered, plastering on a polite smile to say, “It’s nice to meet you, Ryan. Happy Birthday.”

      “Thank you,” she replied with a silly smile that told me a second round of champagne might not be the best idea now that it looked like the first round from the car was good and settled in. Then again, it was her birthday and she’d been through hell.

      She deserved to get fucked up.

      So we poured up, and we drank, and we poured some more. Then we laughed, and we joked, and we danced.

      Well… Ryan danced and I watched, every song turning into “her song” the more she drank. But when “Please Me” by Cardi B and Bruno Mars came on, I knew that one was her song for real, Ryan rapping the track word for word and using the hand that wasn’t holding the Ace of Spades bottle she, at some point, had started drinking straight from to grab the railing so she could drop it low; though she ended up falling right on her ass anyway.

      The shit was funny as hell.

      It was cute as hell too; especially once she got back up and started singing to me, moving to straddle my lap with Cardi’s second verse and grinding as she shouted, “I’m gonna ride it, do it just how you like it, to-niiiiiiight!”

      Shit sounded horrible, but it was too adorable for me to stop her. And once she started for real riding my shit with clothes on, she could’ve sounded like a damn goat for all I cared, my focus completely on her lower half until I realized, “Ryan, I’m pretty sure your ass is about to pop out.”

      “So cover it with those big ass hands of yours then,” she urged, using her free hand to move the one I had resting against her waist to the middle of her ass cheeks like she was trying to use it to cover both, then taking a long swig from her bottle of champagne.

      “Yeah, it’s definitely time to cut her off,” I decided, gently prying the bottle from her hands as I told her, “Baby girl, you are faded as hell.”

      Thankfully, she let it go without much of a fight. But considering how light it felt when I sat it to the side, she had clearly drunk more than enough; though she still tried to hold onto her innocence when she insisted, “I’m good. I’m good. I just… needed this. I needed… you, to do this. Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome, babe,” I told her, pressing a kiss against her temple before whispering, “Happy Birthday,” in her ear.

      She trembled and giggled all at once, moving out of my lap to fix her dress then pressing her hands against her hips as she said, “You aren’t drunk enough, Will.”

      The way she said it, you would’ve thought it was a problem for me to hold my liquor, a smirk on my face when I explained, “My tolerance is just different than yours, Ryan. And I mean, one of us has to stay in our right mind. I also prefer not to be completely fucked up in my own establishment. That’s not a good look.”

      For whatever reason, that made her frown, a hand to her chest as she whined, “I feel judged.”

      “Why? It ain’t your club. Have a ball, babe.”

      Now she was the one smirking. “Fine. I will. With water,” she replied, dramatically snatching one of the bottles from the table to take with her to the railing which had become her preferred dance spot while I sat back and watched.

      Honestly, I could’ve done that shit all night. Just watched her feel herself, watched her be happy the way she was supposed to be on her birthday – or every day, for that matter. But when I realized I wasn’t the only one watching, I was quick to let niggas know the deal, moving to stand behind her and placing my hands on each side of her against the railing in a way that boxed her in.

      Peeking over her shoulder with a smile, she pressed her ass against me, grinding harder than she had been when I was watching her from afar. And maybe that had something to do with the song changing to “Dirty” by Tank, a song that was a lot slower than the ones she had been vibing to early.

      I certainly wasn’t complaining, though, doing just enough to keep up as I told her, “Ryan, you are so fuckin’ pretty. And to be real, that shit is kinda annoying.”

      “Annoying?!” she squealed over her shoulder, making me chuckle before I explained, “Like, I wanna stop looking at you, but I can’t. I wanna stop being so amazed by how fuckin’ fine you are, but I can’t. I wanna check these niggas next to us for staring at you so goddamn hard, but I can’t cause, shit… in all honesty, I feel them niggas.”

      Though I couldn’t see her face, I could hear the smile in her voice and could feel she was pleased with that response by the way she continued to roll her hips against me as she said, “I’ve never heard my attractiveness be called annoying, though.”

      “It’s not your attractiveness that’s annoying. It’s how attracted I am to you that’s annoying. How madly in… lust I feel just watching you vibe, and drink, and be you.”

      Again, she spoke over her shoulder. “That’s what you asked for, right? For me to be me? Unapologetically?”

      With a nod, I replied, “Yeah. I guess I just wasn’t prepared for what that really meant on my end.”

      That might not have been the full truth. I knew exactly what I was getting myself into by inviting her to come with me, knew exactly what would happen if that invitation got to this point. But I suppose I didn’t understand the magnitude of how extreme the shit would be, Ryan somehow already feeling like mine as if she hadn’t just gotten broken up with earlier today. Or rather, yesterday, the time on the clock signifying a fresh day even though we were wearing the same clothes and doing the same shit.

      Still, regardless of the technical time, that didn’t stop Ryan from turning around to tease, “You mean, you weren’t prepared to be annoyed with yourself for falling in lust with the stray from the airport who you only know by first name, and only knows you by a play on your last name?”

      “Yes. Exactly that. Shits wack as fuck, for real,” I told her playfully, watching her lips twist into a smirk before she hit me with the unexpected.

      “In that case, does that mean I’m wack for spending my birthday with a stranger who I find ridiculously attractive? Who I feel safe with? Who I feel... connected to, with no explanation other than the way my heart beats faster every time he stares at me like he knows something about me that I don’t know about myself? Like he sees something in me that I don’t see in myself?”

      One might’ve thought it was the alcohol talking, but I knew that wasn’t the case, Ryan not only speaking to the mystery of our connection but appearing to accept it as well. After what she’d been through, I wasn’t expecting her to get here so fast. But I was happy to hear it, grabbing her chin when I replied, “I see your heart, Ryan. I’ve always seen your heart. And I’m glad to know it’s beating with a purpose again, happy to know it feels safe with me.”

      She was the one to say my staring made her heart race, but the way she was staring back at me now had mine going a mile a minute until she wrapped a hand against the nape of my neck and pulled me down for our lips to connect.

      That’s when I knew I was really in trouble.

      It was one thing to dance with Ryan, another thing for me to grab on her ass while she was play-riding me. But to taste her mouth as she moaned into mine, as she made it her mission to win the wrestle of our tongues and the smacking of our lips was something I knew I wouldn’t be able to shake, my fingers digging into the fleshiest part of her ass as I pulled my lips away to whisper, “I need you in my bed tonight, babe.”

      “I’ll be there.”

      I kissed her again, harder, this time pulling away to say, “I need you to trust me.”

      “I do,” she replied just as quickly as before, getting ready to resume our kiss until I asked, “Why?”

      While I expected the weight of the question to make her hesitate, she didn’t. In fact, she sounded completely confident when she replied, “Because I see your heart too, Will. I feel your heart.”

      Now that we’d established we were on the same page, I felt even more anxious to get her back to my place, fully prepared to give Ryan the best birthday sex of her life - the best sex of her life, period. And even if shit somehow changed by the morning, I knew tonight would forever be one for the books, my heart already finding that rapid pace again once I told her, “Let’s get the fuck outta here.”
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      The fantasy continued.

      I was coherently tipsy, happy, and having my pussy played with in the back of a Maybach by a man with thick fingertips whose last name I wanted to make mine because… goddamn.

      Will wasn’t just casually good at what he was doing to me. He was skilled, masterful, applying the perfect amount of pressure, moving at an unfairly pleasurable pace, taking dips inside of me when necessary to make me shudder and pulling more wetness out for him to play with. It was like he was obsessed with making me feel good, and I was obsessed with his obsession, not even feeling guilty about creaming all over the quilted seats I knew he’d probably just have “his assistant” take for a fresh detail.

      Honestly, the thought only turned me on even more.

      His power turned me on; a power he exuded without needing to flex. He just lived it, and wore it, and… smelled like it. He didn’t mention being a part of the club’s ownership until someone else did. He ordered Ace of Spades and they didn’t even blink because they knew he could afford it. His friend joked about him finally making the Forbes list.

      Who the hell was I dealing with?

      I wasn’t even sure.

      But I wanted him.

      And I wanted him to want me.

      He did want me, so much so that he claimed to be annoyed with himself about it. But that annoyance didn’t stop him from going after me the second his driver took off, moving the center console we had used earlier to hold our champagne flutes out of the way so he could have full access to my body.

      It didn’t even matter that the driver could see us. In fact, I could pretty much guarantee Will had him sign a non-disclosure agreement for moments like this. But it could’ve been an arena of people watching as long as Will didn’t stop doing what he was doing, my lips parted as he instructed me to, “Open up a little bit, babe,” then proceeded to hit my spot when he slipped another finger inside of me.

      “Oh God,” I groaned, my eyes rolling into the back of my head as the seat started to recline without my doing. Or maybe it was my doing, with so many different buttons and gadgets in the back of that goddamn car I couldn’t keep up. But the reclined position only made it that much more satisfying, with Will watching over me in a way that I didn’t need to open my eyes to see.

      I could just… feel him.

      His gaze was strong like that. His demeanor was intense like that. But after involving myself with people who stirred nothing inside of me beyond the surface level for most of my life - Thad included -  it was something I craved.

      It was the trouble drug.

      And I was becoming an addict.

      My skin tingled once I felt Will’s beard brush against my shoulder as he whispered, “We’re almost home, so I’m about to make you cum, aight?”

      I knew he wasn’t really asking for permission, just giving me a heads-up that whatever he was doing with his hands was about to, somehow, become even more intense. And I certainly wasn’t complaining about that, riding the wave until my pussy began to throb with an orgasm that left me completely breathless as Will applauded, “Good girl,” before planting a kiss against my sweat-glistened temple.

      My heart was still beating out of control when the car finally came to a stop, grateful that the driver was conscious about keeping his eyes trained forward when he stepped out to get our doors. Or rather, to get Will’s door for him to get mine, his heavy hand extended my way when he said, “Come on. Let’s get you inside.”

      Because of how our ride was spent, I hadn’t taken much time to check out my surroundings. But when I climbed out of the car, I certainly wasn’t expecting to be on literal acres of land with lush landscaping as far as I could see along with a stable of horses. I wasn’t expecting a mansion that looked like it belonged somewhere in Paris instead of Houston. I knew Will had money, but I wasn’t expecting him to be this kind of wealthy.

      Who the hell am I dealing with?

      When we made it to the front door, it was opened for us by a member of his staff, and I could assume his house was filled with them. A bunch of people to wait on him hand and foot, and cook his meals, and keep all that ridiculously perfect landscaping on point. But he was polite about it, almost like the person who’d opened the door was really just an old friend who he shook hands with before introducing me as his guest.

      As if the man was already familiar with me, he replied, “Oh, yes. We have all of Miss. Ryan’s things set up in the second master suite.”

      “Move them. To my room,” Will demanded firmly without necessarily being rude.

      It was just very… direct, and seemingly respected since the man only smiled and nodded when he responded, “Right away, boss,” before taking off to get the job done. And honestly, I was fascinated since I’d only ever seen stuff like that in movies, making it a point to teasingly repeat, “Right away, boss,” once Will grabbed my hand to lead us up the grand staircase.

      His chuckles were quiet but somehow still echoed off the architecture I made a mental note to get a closer look of in the morning. But for now, the only place I was concerned with was Will’s bedroom that seemed like a little house of its own with how large and luxurious it was. It even had its own private balcony overlooking the backyard that was just as massive as the front, with more of that lush landscaping and a pool area I could tell he had custom-designed to his taste.

      It was beautiful, but somehow not as beautiful as watching Will get rid of his dress shirt when he announced, “I need to go wash off the day. Everything you need should be here in a minute. But if there’s something they missed, just let me know. I’ll have someone go out and get it for you.”

      Admittedly, I missed parts of his message, too distracted by the involuntary flexing in the thick muscle he was covered with. But I picked up enough to be able to respond, “I’m sure it’ll be more than I need. So thank you.”

      With a nod, he disappeared into the master bathroom, leaving me to be nosy I’m sure. But even in this big ass house, I wanted nothing more than to be close to him, to be in his aura, to… feel him. And that was crazy.

      “This must be the unreasonable shit part of being addicted to trouble he was talking about,” I decided, thankful to be distracted when one of his staff showed up with the things he’d told them to grab me. But even after sorting through those, I found myself feeling antsy, like I was already going through withdrawal and needed a hit - needed him.

      Again, I tried to distract myself. Taking time to clean off my makeup, putting my severely sweated out flat iron into a ponytail, exchanging my dress for a plush, fancy robe I had a feeling was designer. Hell, I even thought about finally taking my phone off of Do Not Disturb. But no matter what I did, my eyes kept drifting back to that bathroom door. No matter how much I told myself to just sit down and wait, my feet started moving anyway. And once I saw Will’s silhouette through the foggy glass shower enclosure, I knew I had to have him, peeking around the entrance to ask, “Can I wash off the day too?”

      His eyes were closed like he was enjoying the feel of the water pressure against his back when I asked, and they remained closed when he replied, “Ryan, if you come in here, I’m fuckin’ you in here. Just know that.”

      “Can I wash off the day too?” I repeated with more emphasis, this time while removing the knot holding my robe closed. And as if he could sense what was happening, he finally opened his eyes to say, “Ryan, quit playin’ with me.”

      My pout was playful as I peeled the robe back to my sides and whined, “I just wanna wash off the day, Will. It’s been a long one. I woke up with a boyfriend this morning, you know?”

      “Fuck that nigga,” Will growled, scrubbing a wet hand down his face and beard in a way that only made him look that much more enticing.

      He was dripping, and I wanted parts.

      So I pushed the robe from my shoulders onto the ground and started removing my bra as I reminded him, “I took an almost three-hour flight in my birthday dress and went straight to the club after.”

      “Happy Birthday, babe,” he said with a smirk that I knew was less about my special day and more about the fact that I was almost completely naked and would soon be available to him.

      Because of that, I took my time with my panties, making it a show of stepping out of them when I gave the most recent happening of my day. “Someone made me cum with his fingers and left me with a wet ass.”

      “And I’d do it again in a heartbeat,” he immediately followed with, stepping to pull me into the shower the second I had my panties off and growling right against my lips, “You so goddamn spoiled.” Then he kissed me hard, like he had punishment in his mind but couldn’t actually hurt me, so he was taking it out with pleasure instead.

      Somehow, I had a feeling that would hurt me too.

      Not from the actual act but because of how I’d feel afterwards, whenever it was time for me to go back home where I wouldn’t have access to the man who’d made me feel things I’d never felt, who’d done things to me I’d never experienced, who’d given me access to his lifestyle without thinking twice, who wouldn’t even tell me his full name and somehow it didn’t matter because the experience of him was more important.

      I would never be the same.

      I didn’t want to be the same.

      Even now, as he pulled me under the shower spray with him, I was less concerned about my hair and more concerned with how I could show my appreciation for the way he’d turned my birthday around, proudly accepting every lip-bruising kiss he dished out while stroking his dick in my hand. And once I decided that wasn’t enough, I dropped to my knees, grateful that Will’s large frame blocked most of the water so I could swallow him whole without drowning.

      The natural stone flooring wasn’t kind to my skin, but I didn’t care, completely focused on making Will feel as good as he’d made me. And when he took a firm grip of my ponytail, I only became greedier as the splashes of water began to mix with the tears streaming down my face once I gagged on a wad of spit from him fuckin’ my throat.

      “So fuckin’ pretty,” Will growled, using my ponytail to pull me up from the ground so he could kiss me again. And with his hand at my throat, he pressed my back up against the wall, moving it to lift my legs to his waist then entering me with a powerful stroke that would’ve sent me into the ceiling had they not been vaulted.

      “This what you came in here for, right?” he groaned, kissing me again before I could respond with the enthusiastic, “Hell yes” he deserved. But my body let it be known with the pitch of every moan, with the volume of every scream, with every attempt at giving him everything he was giving me even though I knew it could never be equal.

      Or maybe it was equal, Will making it a priority to drop me to my feet and flip me around to change positions because this one allegedly, “felt too fuckin’ good”; as if backshots with the water splashing between us would be any less invigorating.

      Spoiler alert: It wasn’t.

      This time, the stone flooring actually worked in my favor, giving my toes the grip necessary to hold firm in my stance as he stroked me from behind while I pressed my fingertips into the wall and fucked back until I got punished with a hard, wet smack on the ass. And then with a stiff yank of my disheveled ponytail backwards and a bite into my shoulder blade. And finally with a stiff finger strumming my clit that made my legs liquefy like the water going down the drain as I came for the second time tonight.

      Even though I was weakened, Will still wouldn’t let me move, only applauding me again for a job well cummed in that especially growly voice of his before asking, “Where you want me to nut, babe?”

      The obvious answer was into the drain.

      It was so damn obvious.

      And yet, the “reckless, unreasonable shit” answer was what actually came out of my mouth when I moaned, “I want it inside of me.” An answer Will was clearly pleased with considering how quickly it all happened. But even when it was done, I had no regrets, biting my lip as he slowly pulled out and started rubbing the aftershocks of cum against my pussy. Then he took great pleasure in helping me really wash the day off, scrubbing me between kisses against my wet skin while making a point of telling me how beautiful I was with my messy hair and the immovable grin on my face from being freshly-fucked by a man who felt it was necessary to carry me from the shower straight to the bed like we weren’t still wet.

      That’s when I realized he wasn’t done with me. We weren’t done with each other. And when I felt the sun hit my face, I couldn’t remember actually going to sleep. It was like the days had just run together, one ending with Will’s face between my thighs after he gave himself whatever version of the “itis” was induced by eating too much pussy and the next one beginning almost the same way with Will’s gentle kisses against my inner thigh where he peeked up from to say, “Good morning, babe.”

      With a lazy smile, I croaked, “Good morning. My body hurts. Send help.”

      “I had a feeling that would happen. You did a lot last night; and this morning,” Will replied with a chuckle, moving to stand up from the bed and stretch as he admitted, “My shits all fucked up too. Guess I ain’t as young as I used to be.”

      “And neither am I. Another year older. Maybe not much wiser...”

      The last part was really said for only me to hear. But of course, Will had caught it anyway, moving to sit on the edge of the bed where he swept my hair behind my ear and said, “I disagree. I mean, you made a pretty wise decision to come with me.”

      While there was some truth to his opinion, he hadn’t addressed the full picture, something I was sure to fill in for him when I added, “Followed by a bunch of not-so-wise decisions to drink like my liver is still twenty-one, dance like I still have middle-schooler knees, and have sex like I…”

      “Nah. You ain’t do a damn thing wrong there,” he stated firmly, resting his hand against my cheek as he continued, “Or with the other shit for that matter. You enjoyed your birthday, Ryan. That was the only goal.”

      Once he established that as the criteria, I could only smile. “I did enjoy my birthday. Thank you very much. Now to start piecing my life back together…”

      Just the thought gave me a headache, but I knew it had to be done. And while I wasn’t even surprised to see my phone right on the nightstand attached to a charger that surely wasn’t mine, I was surprised when Will blocked my reach to say, “Nah, that’s not what right now is about. I mean, unless you’re already thinking about heading back.”

      Was I anxious to get back?

      Not at all.

      But the reality of the situation was staring me in the face regardless. The reality that no matter how badly I wanted to forget everything I knew to stay here and play house with the nameless, wealthy stranger, I had somewhere else to be even though it made my voice crack to say it out loud.

      “I can’t stay here forever, Will.”

      “You can stay as long as you need to, though. Consider taking some time for yourself, Ryan. Give yourself a chance to breathe so you can go back to all of that chaos with a fresh head.”

      It was sound advice, but it was also short-sighted since unlimited access to good dick didn’t exactly equate to the freshest head. And really, it wasn’t even just about the dick, but the whole mood of being in this space - being with him.

      “I don’t think being here will do that for me,” I admitted, staring down at my hands resting in my lap instead of into that weighted gaze of his as I explained, “It’ll only make me more confused. Being with you like this, it… confuses me.”

      His gaze only became heavier in response to that, but I refused to look his way, threading my fingers together to continue, “When I woke up yesterday, I thought I knew exactly what I wanted. But now, I’m just… none of it sounds good anymore. It’s like you ruined my appetite for what I thought I knew about my life.”

      “And I’m not apologizing for that,” he blurted, cupping my chin and forcing me to look at him when he said, “No need for you to be running around here believing chicken nuggets are good when chicken thighs exist.”

      “Whatever that’s supposed to mean…”

      “I’m sayin’. When you know better, you do better. You didn’t know better existed. You didn’t know you could have more than what you were getting ready to settle for if that shit would’ve really been the proposal you thought it was gonna be. But now you do. Do somethin’ with that revelation, babe.”

      Deep words coming from someone with deep pockets and a deeper dick felt like an aphrodisiac that had me falling back onto the mass of white pillows as I whined, “All I wanna do is lay in these luxurious ass sheets of yours, and then lay by that pretty ass pool in the backyard, and maybe have sex in both places once my body recovers a little bit more.”

      Instead of agreeing with my plan, Will only chuckled, leaning to hover me so he could brush more strays out of my face when he replied, “Baby girl, you know you speakin’ my language. But I can’t do that. You clearly need some time to think without my interference, and I respect that.” Then he moved to stand up from the bed until I sat up and caught him by his forearm.

      “No. Don’t leave. Please don’t leave,” I begged, not even caring about how desperate I surely sounded. I was willing to be that if it meant saving myself from another bout of withdrawal, already feeling anxious about it when Will only groaned my name annoyedly in response.

      “Can we at least do breakfast before you dip out on me?” I suggested, sitting up on my knees in a way that left me bare, and open, and… vulnerable. But that was who I wanted to be in this moment, completely stripped of everything except for my desire to do whatever felt good to me - to receive whatever felt good to me.

      Right now, that was the gentle yet electric feel of Will brushing his thumb against the corner of my mouth when he smirked to say, “I was never dippin’ out on you, babe. I was just giving you some space. But yeah, we can do breakfast if that’s what you want. And after that, space is what you need, aight?”

      “Yeah, aight,” I replied with his same twang, making him chuckle as he moved to grab a robe for me to put on then found one for himself so we could head downstairs to the massive kitchen that was already in motion with his staff getting breakfast ready like they’d read our minds. And while I might’ve agreed to taking the space he was offering me, I already knew breakfast was really just the beginning of a day we’d spend entirely together.

      He wasn’t getting rid of me that easily.
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      After breakfast, the plan was for Ryan to take a shower while I checked some emails in my office. But now she had this possessive energy about her that had my ass sitting on a bench in the bathroom checking emails on my phone while also keeping a close eye on her through the fogged-up glass as she hummed and danced under the water.

      Hummed because I wouldn’t let her ass start singing again, threatening to leave the bathroom every time she even came close to hitting a real note. But then she’d peek out at me with that beggy look of hers and I’d sit back down, getting real comfortable by the time she finally turned the water off and asked, “Can you get me a towel, please?”

      Dropping my phone on the counter, I told her, “Nah, come out just like that. I wanna see you.”

      Surprisingly, she didn’t hesitate, stepping out of the shower in all her naked and wet glory then stopping to press her hands against her hips with one leg sticking out when she asked, “You mean, you wanna see these ugly bruises I have on my damn knees because of you?”

      Thinking back to her last shower - our last shower - I could imagine a lot more than just her knees being bruised up. And when she started to walk past me on her towel search, I couldn’t help pulling her back my way to tease, “Nah, I’d rather make some new bruises on your damn knees.”

      “Cute,” she giggled with a playful roll of her eyes, resting her hands against my shoulders as she asked, “You get your emails done?”

      “As if I can think about emails with your titties all in my face,” I thought, taking a swipe at her left nipple with my tongue before I answered, “The important ones, yeah.”

      Then I went in for more, swirling my tongue against the right one and giving it a hard suck that had Ryan moaning as she held onto my shoulders a little tighter when she replied, “Good. Cause I wanna go ride one of those pretty horses you have out there, and I need you to come with me.”

      Because she was on a mission, she pushed away from my hold, finally getting to the towel she was looking for as I told her, “You really think I’d miss an opportunity to watch your sexy ass bounce up and down on the back of a horse? You must be outta your damn mind.”

      I could already see it now; hair blowing in the wind, titties bouncing with every trot, ass looking all extra thick every time it hit the saddle. In fact, I was starting to wonder if I could convince her to ride in the nude when she smirked to correct me. “Actually, I don’t bounce up and down. I move with the horse, not against it.”

      My eyebrow piqued at her comment. Not because I was disappointed that my vision wouldn’t come true, but because her statement spoke to some experience that all made sense once she continued, “My grandparents owned a few, so they had my sister and I take lessons growing up. I got really good at it too, even competed in a few shows until I got tired of being the only one who looked like me.”

      While I could only imagine how frustrating that part of it was for her, I still couldn’t help but smile when I gushed, “Wow. Ryan the equestrian. Can’t say that I saw that one coming.”

      She smirked again, coming back to stand between my legs and wrapping her arms around my neck to ask, “So we ridin’ or what?”

      Now that her titties were covered by a towel, it was a little easier for me to focus on her words, my head snapping back when I repeated, “We? You said you wanted to ride and you wanted me to come with you.”

      “Yeah, come ride with me. It’ll be fun,” she insisted with a smile that told me I wasn’t getting out of this.

      It was an odd position for me to be in, not used to having someone be in any sort of control of my moves. But Ryan had me like that - she had me -  though I still tried to talk myself out of that shit when I followed her to the bedroom and shared, “I gotta be honest, horseback riding isn’t really my thing. One of my homies is a horse breeder and needed somewhere to keep his operations after his shit got flooded out during the hurricane. So I offered him the land.”

      “That was a very generous offer,” she commented in a tone that told me she was impressed even though the truth was far from some simple act of kindness.

      It wasn’t a thing to do because I felt like it and had the means, it was a no-brainer after witnessing the dire situation people like him and his family were put in. These were people who lived right outside of the city in a place that was hit just as hard if not harder by the storm. But unfortunately, the media didn’t care to cover those areas as much as they had the metro because they were lesser known, and in turn meant they received a lot less aid when it was going down and a lot fewer resources when everything finally passed.

      The night he and his family were forced to evacuate, I was happy to give up a few rooms for them to stay in for as long as they needed to until he could get back onto his property. But when we finally made the trip to see the damage a few weeks later, it was too heartbreaking to watch him discover things would probably never be the same, triggering me to think of another way I could help him out. So I offered him the land thinking maybe it would be a bright spot in an otherwise fucked up situation. And somehow, it ended up working in both of our favor since apparently horses of this caliber were good investments, adding to my diverse portfolio while also giving my homie a chance to rebuild in a major way.

      Because of the happy ending, I was able to smile a little bit when I finally replied, “Yeah, things were really bad around here. For everybody. But we figured it out. We bounced back.”

      Nodding, Ryan agreed, “Clearly. Cause that stable out there is top of the line.”

      Her compliment only made me smile harder, happy to know somebody appreciated the effort we’d put into making sure things were done right. But honestly, it wasn’t just about that, something I didn’t shy away from sharing with Ryan when I told her, “Now you know I couldn’t have some busted ass shack on my property. Would’ve taken the value down.”

      Peeking up from her seated position on the bed where she was busy lotioning up, she teasingly groaned, “Ew. Your wealthy investor is showing.”

      “You took fuckin’ horseback riding lessons and competed in shows growing up. I know somebody in your family gotta be sittin’ on some money,” I fired back, already feeling a little curious about it; even more so once she made it a point to quickly change the subject.

      “Anyway. You need to shower?” she asked, exchanging her towel for a bra and a pair of panties I was happy to see were the right size.

      I mean, just the right size, making me involuntarily lick my lips as I answered, “Nah, I already took one before you got up.”

      “Wait. So you got up, took a shower, and then laid back down between my thighs?” she asked with a grin as she moved towards the rack of clothes my staff had brought in for her and I moved to my walk-in closet to find something to put on too while yelling an explanation over my shoulder.

      “Shit, it’s comfortable down there. And it smells good too!”

      Even from the closet, I caught her laughs, pulling a t-shirt off the hanger as she started to ask what sounded like an incomplete question.

      “Hey. These clothes?”

      Peeking out of the closet, I lifted my eyebrow to ask, “What about them?” without saying the words. Though I knew some bullshit was brewing since Ryan wouldn’t even look at me when she continued, “Are they clothes you keep for your frequent women guests, or clothes you bought for me?”

      “Come on, Ryan. That was the most obvious, “you got hoes, or nah?” I’ve ever heard,” I replied with a laugh, moving back to my closet to find some pants and shoes. And because of that response, I wasn’t at all surprised when Ryan showed up in the doorway with her arms crossed over chest.

      “Well…?”

      Turning her way, I decided to answer her original question. “They’re new. I wouldn’t put you in no old shit ever.”

      “So you do have hoes,” she squealed, somehow piecing it all together for herself when she added, “You just put them all in new shit. That sounds about right.”

      Again, I laughed. “I didn’t say that. You asked if they were kept clothes, or clothes I had someone get for you. I answered the latter. That’s it.”

      “Well your non-answer is just as loud as the real one, Will. It’s fine, though. I’m not trippin’,” she replied with a wave of her hand as she left to head back to the rack, the whole thing amusing the hell out of me as I followed her to tease, “Kinda feels like you are, babe.”

      “You really think I’d trip over the fact that I ruined your hoe-dom forever?” she asked with a dramatic slide of the hangers against the metal, aimlessly flipping through the shirts as she continued, “It’s truly an honor knowing that because of me, you’ll never be the same. Knowing I’ll be the one you’re mad at when you try to get back on your hoe shit and realize it’s just not as fun anymore. You’ll probably run through mad women tryna chase this high not knowing this is the only time you’ll ever get to experience it. So enjoy it while you can, Mr. Williams. Cause soon enough, I’ll be the one who got away.”

      On one hand, I was shook by how far she had taken this shit, almost confused by how we’d gone from looking for clothes to talking about these alleged hoes I had. But on the other hand, I was fired the fuck up by her getting so arrogant with it, snatching her into my arms where I breathed, “Goddamn. You know just the shit to say to make a nigga wanna make it official wit’ you,” before lifting her from her feet and wrapping her legs around my waist so I could carry her over to the bed.

      It was a short trip, but somehow still long enough for me to completely devour that slick ass mouth of hers. And after depositing her onto the mattress, I was already tugging at the panties she had just put on until she placed her gentle hands on top of my aggressively urgent ones to get my attention.

      “Horses first. Then you can have your way, aight?”

      Again, I found myself amused. “Already got you talkin’ like me, but somehow you think I’m gonna be the only one pressed when it’s all said and done.”

      Sitting up onto her elbows, she challenged, “I’m not the one with the hoes, remember? I can be pressed, and sad, and have my little feelings hurt in the moment. But you? You’d literally be sad for the rest of your life.”

      “Or maybe I’ll be happy for the rest of my life if I don’t let you run away from me like you did ol’ boy,” I suggested, landing a kiss against her belly button that made her breathing pattern change, then continuing my way up her body as she struggled to respond.

      “I didn’t just... run away. He pushed me away.”

      “Only so I could pull you closer,” I assured her, pressing a kiss against her neck where I growled, “And so you could have moments like you did just a minute ago to talk your shit.”

      She started to giggle like I wasn’t deadass, completely turned on by her expressing just how dope she was - expressing her power. But because she was giggling, I also couldn’t help teasing, “Yeah, I still ain’t over that shit, and I probably never will be. So what?”

      “Let’s just go see the horses, aight?” she asked with extra emphasis, making me shake my head with a grin as I pushed myself up from the bed. Then I extended a hand to help her do the same while agreeing, “Yeah, aight. Let’s go see ya’ lil’ horses.”

      We got dressed, eventually, and headed out front to the stable that had a staff of its own all working to take care of the horses while also keeping the area as clean as possible. But Ryan wasn’t really concerned with the environment, completely enthralled by the horses themselves that acted like they already knew her ass considering how nice they were all being to her.

      Walking the stalls, I told her, “I ain’t seen them be this chill for anybody. I mean, usually, at least one of ‘em starts getting a little too excited. Just what kinda voodoo animal spirit energy did you bring in here, woman?”

      She giggled, stopping to feed one of the stallions, Black Beauty, an apple slice off of her flat palm as she answered, “No energy, Will. Just experience. Ain’t that right, boy?”

      Black Beauty hit her with a, “hell yeah” neigh in response that told me she really was about this horse life. Or maybe ol’ buddy was just happy about his healthy treat. Either way, when Ryan decided he was the one she wanted to ride even after the trainers warned her that he could be a little rough, it was clear she was serious about just how much experience she had, taking literal laps around my ass who was struggling to ride the horse that was equivalent to a petting zoo pony compared to the one she was on.

      I mean, she had Black Beauty doing little leaps and all types of shit while I took a very slow stroll around the outer part of the arena just to satisfy Ryan. But really, being a witness to her in her element was equally satisfying for me; especially when she started doing this trot that I had a feeling looked very similar to how she’d look…

      “Ride it, Will! She needs the exercise!”

      “Oh, shit,” I muttered to myself when I realized I was holding the reins in a way that signaled for my horse to stop. But even when I gave the signal to proceed, she didn’t move, letting me know she was over it the same way I was.

      A mutual decision to part ways was made as the trainer took my horse back to the stable, leaving me to watch Ryan do her thing without the pressure of guiding my own horse. And by the time she finished, I honestly wasn’t sure how much time had passed since she really had put on a show that made me wish she hadn’t given up on competing.

      “She’d definitely be the Serena of that shit by now,” I thought as Ryan let the trainer help her down then bounced over to me squealing, “That was so much fun!”

      “I’m glad you had a good time, babe,” I told her, grabbing her hand to lead her back to where all of the safety equipment was kept as I continued, “Cause watching you go like that got me wantin’ to do some things to you.”

      Pulling off her helmet, she grinned and replied, “Let me guess. You saw me riding Black Beauty and immediately thought of what I would look like riding your dick, huh?”

      Shrugging, I grabbed the exact part of my body she was talking about and teased, “Shit, Black Beauty ain’t the only one hung like a stallion around here.”

      “Oh my God,” she squealed, smacking a hand against my chest that made me laugh as I caught her in a hug.

      “Relax, babe. It was just a joke.”

      Shaking her head, she pressed her chin into my chest and admitted, “My pussy throbbed when you said it. It’s definitely not a joke.”

      “So maybe you ain’t done riding stallions for the day after all,” I told her, taking a step back to lounge against the table behind me and tugging her towards me by the belt loops of her jeans as I reminded her, “Horses first, then I get to have my way, right?”

      “I did say that. But are we really doing this, Will? In here? What if somebody comes in to get something?” she asked while also already unbuttoning her shirt meaning she must not have been as concerned with somebody coming in as she sounded.

      Still, just in case she really was, I was quick to assure, “They won’t. And even if they do, they ain’t gon’ say shit about it.”

      It was a fact, mainly because of the NDAs we had people sign around here as a part of their employment. But that was all Ryan needed to hear to start going at my belt buckle, moving with quick fingers as she muttered, “I know that’s right, boss.”

      “What you call me?”

      Peeking up at me with pure adoration in her eyes, she was soft and sexy when she repeated, “Boss. Cause that’s what you are around here. The boss of this… universe you’ve created for yourself. It’s incredible. Truly.”

      Her compliment in combination with the look on her face and the fact that she’d gotten my jeans both unbuttoned and unzipped had me gazing back at her with matching adoration, doing the honors of getting rid of her jeans while asking, “So if I’m the boss, but you had me out here riding horses and shit, what does that make you?”

      She smirked, delaying her answer so she could step out of her jeans. Then she pushed mine down to my ankles before getting right in my face to finally reply, “The boss’s boss. Boss lady, if you will.”

      “Yeah aight, boss lady. Come ride this dick like you runnin’ shit around here then,” I growled right against her lips, taking a seat on the table top then pulling her up into my lap where she wasted no time getting comfortable enough to go on her second stallion ride of the day. And I totally understood why Black Beauty had taken to her so easily cause baby girl was riding my shit like a professional, forcing me to change the pace so she wouldn’t get it twisted when it came to who the real boss was.

      That didn’t stop her from trying to make a point, though, one arm wrapped tightly around my back as she took every bit of dick I was giving and even begged for more. So I gave more, and she did too, the two of us fuckin’ like the animals that usually occupied the arena until Ryan came with a groan of my name that had me shooting off in her in no time.

      For a second time.

      Yet another sign that I was in trouble.

      It wasn’t even like me to fuck with anybody without some type of contraceptive in place. Being who I was, that shit was a dangerous, and potentially expensive, game to play. But when it came to Ryan, it was like I wasn’t in my right mind, doing shit I knew I shouldn’t be yet couldn’t stop doing.

      It certainly didn’t help that while I was evaluating my reckless decisions, she was kissing on my neck and moaning about how good I felt still inside of her. It didn’t help that while I was trying to make sense of how I’d gotten here, she was purposely tightening her pussy around my dick to cause an aftershock of nut. And when I felt myself getting hard again after she started whispering a bunch of flattering shit in my ear, I knew I had to at least save myself from running the risk of an overdose; especially once my stomach growled reminding me we hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast.

      Ryan was definitely the type of drug you couldn’t take on an empty stomach.

      Thankfully, the riding - both rides - had her exhausted too, leading us back to the house that had more people than I expected roaming around. Really, seeing more than just the familiar faces on my staff was a red flag. But it made sense once my assistant approached and reminded me, “Mr. Williams, the vendors for tomorrow’s fundraiser should be done setting up within the next hour or so. I apologize for the inconvenience.”

      Shaking my head, I assured, “Not an inconvenience at all, man. I honestly just forgot about it.”

      “No worries. We already have your tuxedo ready, your shoes shined, your jewelry cleaned, and your speech written. Do we need to make arrangements for Miss. Ryan as well?” he asked, glancing over at Ryan who seemed surprised to hear her name come up in our conversation.

      Considering we hadn’t talked about the fundraiser since, well… I’d legitimately forgotten about it, I could understand why she would be caught off-guard. And since I wanted to give her a proper invitation before thrusting something like that on her, I told my assistant, “We’ll take care of it. Thank you.”

      With a nod, he went back to supervising the vendors as Ryan turned my way to ask, “A fundraiser, huh? So not only are you a boss, but you’re a philanthropist too? What don’t you do?”

      “Ride horses and have hoes,” I answered with a smirk and a shrug that made her playfully roll her eyes.

      “Definitely calling bullshit on that,” she said more to herself than me as I got back to the topic at hand.

      Linking my fingers with hers, I started, “So, look. I know you didn’t come here to be sharing small talk with strangers over expensive appetizers, but I would love for you to come to the fundraiser tomorrow, babe. Would love for you to stay another day, period.”

      We hadn’t really talked about her plans for the future, if/when she planned on going back home or at least turning off the Do Not Disturb feature on her phone. But instead of addressing any of that, she asked, “What are you raising money for?”

      “There’s this community center over in Third Ward that I basically lived at growing up. It meant everything to me, and I know what it means to the kids in that community, but it’s seen better days. So as a benefactor, I’ve gifted the funds required to do the structural renovations, and then we’re raising money to update the electronics, replace the sports equipment, hire a few extra staff for some specialty programming, etc.”

      Just talking about it made my chest warm, proud to be able to give back to the place that made me who I am in such a major way. And from the look on Ryan’s face, she felt just as proud, wrapping me in a low hug as she said, “That sounds amazing, Will. I’d love to come and support.”

      “Means we gotta go find something for you to wear then, babe,” I replied, watching as her face changed from admiration to a full-blown pout.

      “I’m too tired and hungry to look at clothes right now. And by the time those two things are taken care of, it’ll be too late to go find something cause everything will already be closed,” she whined like I wouldn’t have a solution for her.

      Cupping her pretty ass face in my hands, I told her, “I have a friend who owns a boutique. All high-end, designer shit. I’m sure I can get her to open up for us whenever we’re ready.”

      Just like that, her smile returned. “You have friends for everything, don’t you?”

      It was a fact that my network of friends was what took my empire to the next level, filled with dope ass people who just needed someone to believe in them and in return, believed in me.

      I was blessed, for sure. But bragging on my friends currently came second to enjoying Ryan’s company. So instead of answering her question, I brought my face closer to hers for a kiss, stealing a sweet one before I replied, “Come on. Let’s get you some food.”
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      The possessiveness I felt watching Will interact with his boutique owner friend was driving me crazy.

      Their chemistry was very much that of two people who shared a mutual respect for each other’s hustle. But every laugh that sounded a little too enthusiastic made my shoulders tense up, every inside joke or “remember when” made my ears tingle, and every compliment that she had to touch Will on the arm to give about whatever dress I was trying on made my eyes tighten.

      Long story short, I was losing it.

      Will owed me absolutely nothing, and yet here I was getting ready to say fuck his little fundraiser just so I wouldn’t have to witness him do… nothing wrong. The man was doing absolutely nothing wrong, but it still made me feel a way because I wanted all of him, all the time.

      Addict shit, honestly.

      I had let this man shoot me up - literally and figuratively - and was now so attached that I couldn’t think straight; couldn’t even watch him talk to a female friend without getting antsy.

      This had to stop.

      With a calming breath, I aimlessly flipped through the rack of potential outfits one of the stylists had pulled for me to distract myself from their conversation. But I was pleasantly surprised when I landed on a two-piece white lace cropped top and skirt set that I knew would look like a dream on me, rushing to try it on so I could get Will’s reaction since he’d been very middle of the road about everything else.

      It was always, “That one’s nice, Ryan” or, “That looks good, babe”. But never the, “I wanna buy you that outfit just so I can take it off of you later” type of reaction.

      That’s what I was after.

      Glancing at my reflection in the dressing room mirror once I got both pieces on, I felt like it was a strong contender, the skirt emphasizing the little bit of curves I did have and the top giving my titties a major boost. But I wasn’t expecting it to be the one that actually took Will’s breath away, his lips just slightly parted before he said, “Yeah, that shit is fire. Not for this. But we’re buying it too.”

      I was feeling good about his reaction until I realized… “Wait, what? Why not for this?”

      As if I’d asked a stupid question, he chuckled. “Babe, we’re raising money for children. Ain’t nothin’ about that outfit kid-friendly.”

      “Are kids gonna be there?”

      “Well, no. But…”

      Before he could finish, I cut him off. “I’m pretty sure the ones who will be writing the checks will appreciate this outfit just as much as you do and will more than likely write even bigger checks because of it.”

      His eyes narrowed at me in a way I wasn’t used to, locking me in place until his friend jumped in to back me up. “Will, she’s right. Using a little cleavage to get an extra zero on the donation amount never hurt anybody.”

      Now he was legitimately upset, looking between the both of us like he couldn’t believe what we were suggesting. “So that’s what we on now? Selling sex appeal in exchange for fuckin’ iPad money?”

      “Ryan loves the kids,” I teased, pushing my breasts together with a smirk that had Will even more pissed as his friend giggled, “Ooh, I like her.”

      After shooting a mean side eye her way, he directed his glare back at me and demanded, “Go take that shit off.”

      Even though that was the plan anyway since it wasn’t like I was walking out of the store with it on, I still put my hands on my hips and challenged, “Why? I look great in this, Will.”

      With a heavy sigh, he adjusted his approach and his tone to reply, “Not disputing that at all, babe. Just a time and a place for it, aight?”

      Pushing my lips out into a pout, I rolled my eyes and groaned, “Fine,” getting ready to head back into the dressing room until Will caught me by the arm to stop me.

      “Aye. Fix your face. Ain’t no need for all that.”

      “Just wanted to put on something I knew you’d like, but apparently I can’t even get that right,” I told him without realizing how whiney that shit would sound. And I was already sick with myself about it once I saw the look on Will’s face as he cupped my chin to scold me.

      “First of all, don’t you ever let a nigga - not even me - make you feel less than about anything. You got it. You are it. Know that. Believe that. Second of all, I already told you that outfit is fire on you. Honestly, I love that shit. I just don’t wanna have to knock a nigga head off at my own fundraiser for tryin’ you like I know they would if you were to wear it.”

      Just like that, my frown was turned upside down. “You’d really fight over me?”

      There was a different look in his eyes, almost dangerous-like when he replied, “If a nigga gets disrespectful wit’ it? Hell yeah. I don’t play that shit. Admire my girl from afar all you want to. She’s fine as fuck, so I get it. But if a nigga tries to come at you on some crazy shit? Yeah, nah. That ain’t going down.”

      While I was completely turned on by his protective demeanor, I still couldn’t help giggling as I told him, “Without totally clocking your pockets, I know you make way too much money to be fighting randoms, Will. Don’t say that too loud, or somebody is gonna bait your ass right into a lawsuit.”

      Instead of agreeing with me, he only shrugged. “If I gotta get lawyers involved to make sure you straight, it is what it is.”

      Assuming he had another “friend” on retainer as his lawyer, I had a feeling he wasn’t bluffing. So instead of wasting time addressing that part of his claim, I rewound things a bit since he’d dropped some new information on the fly like it was no big deal.

      Holding up my hand, I told him, “Okay, wait. Let’s backtrack, though. Your girl?”

      His glare returned, but not with the anger it’d been laced with earlier. There was a heat about it that made my heart start racing as he took a step closer so that he was practically standing over me when he replied, “I didn’t stutter, Ryan. Now go try on this last dress so we can get outta here. You got my ass heated just thinkin’ about that shit, and I need to take that energy out on somethin’.”

      Translating that “somethin’” to mean “me”, I grabbed the last viable option the stylist had pulled for me and headed back to the dressing room, feeling good now that I knew I wasn’t the only one with possessive energy running through my veins. I wasn’t the only one letting this situation turn me borderline irrational. I wasn’t… alone in what I wanted because he wanted the same.

      He wanted me.

      He claimed me.

      And I wasn’t running away from that, basking in it as I happily exchanged my last outfit for the new - and a lot more expensive - floor-length dress then exited the dressing room to ask, “So, what do you think?”

      At first, Will didn’t say anything, just stared at me in awe as he moved to stand behind me in the tri-view mirror. Then he slowly ran his hands along my sides that were exposed because of the way the dress was cut; high and mostly-covered in the front while the back was almost completely bare, giving the same sexiness from earlier but with a bit more sophistication.

      It was practically a growl when Will finally replied, “Yeah, that’s the one,” pressing a kiss against my right temple before asking, “You wanna find a little jewelry to go with it too, or you good?”

      My initial thought was, “Who the hell would turn down a jewelry offer?” But then I let the question settle in a little more while taking another long look at the dress, deciding that because of the cut, length and the gold belt it was already accented with that that foolish person would be me.

      “Will, this dress is a statement on its own. I don’t think I really need any jewelry.”

      He nodded to agree. “I feel you. We can still look anyway, though. See if there’s anything you like.”

      Now that he’d pressed it twice, I felt more inclined to take advantage, moving towards the dressing room to change back into my regular clothes as I teased over my shoulder, “If you wanna know my ring size for future references, all you had to do was ask.”

      “I already know it’s a seven,” he called after me, stopping me dead in my tracks as I turned back around with wide, surprised eyes.

      “It really is a seven? I swear I was just guessin’, babe,” he said with his hands up and a laugh that had me biting into my lip as I leaned against the door frame to groan, “Mmmhmm. You aren’t slick, Mr. Williams.”

      He only smirked in response as I slipped into the dressing room to change, leaving both outfits for the stylist to grab as we moved onto the jewelry that had me feeling silly for ever thinking of turning down his offer. Everything was so beautiful, and shiny, and out of my usual budget which only made it prettier. But there was this one ring in particular that I couldn’t stop looking at, like there was a spotlight shined on it specifically to get my attention.

      So much gold, so many diamonds, so damn luxurious…

      My captivation must’ve been obvious since the owner was already unlocking the case it was set in before I could even say anything about it, taking a quick peek at Will before she insisted, “Might as well try it on, girl. Ain’t like that nigga can’t afford it.”

      With that in mind, I took a peek his way too, surprised to find his lips pulled into a smirk when he only shrugged like he wasn’t at all bothered by her comments. And if he wasn’t bothered, then I wasn’t going to be either, my smile only growing wider once she placed it on the counter where I could really experience its glow.

      Before I could even take it off the holder and put it on my finger, Will slipped his credit card onto the glass counter with a low chuckle. “I already see how this is gonna end. Go ahead and run it with the clothes.”

      Strangely enough, my first instinct was not to rush and try on the ring but to take a closer look at the information on his card to see if I could finally put a full name to the person I was dealing with. But of course, Will had one of those invitation-only cards that was so exclusive it didn’t require him to put his full name; just the letter “A” as his first initial - still a clue - and the last name I already knew.

      Damnit.

      The owner was already adding the ring to our total when I told her, “Wait, no. I just wanted to see it. I don’t actually need it.”

      Again, Will only chuckled. “Ryan, I saw the look on your face when she pulled it out. Hell, I saw how you looked before she pulled it out. And even if you don’t need it right now, you will eventually. So we might as well get it now.”

      His insistence had a lot of parts to it. Yes, I was enamored with the ring long before I saw it up close; was still enamored with it even though I had yet to actually try it on. But the way he spoke about me needing it eventually...

      The question made my throat tight, but I had to push through and ask, “What are you saying, Will?”

      While I felt panicky on the inside, Will was completely calm, wrapping me in a hug as he replied, “I’m sayin’, I like you a lot, and you deserve nice things whenever you’re ready to receive them without feelin’ bad about it, babe. I want you to be able to enjoy me and my lifestyle; freely.”

      Now that I knew he wasn’t already speaking to a forever that scared me shitless since there was still so much for me to learn about him, I felt relieved, playfully averting my eyes when I replied, “I mean, I don’t feel that bad about it...”

      “So we’re buying the ring?”

      Finding his eyes, I corrected, “No, you’re buying the ring, and I’m receiving the ring because I deserve.”

      “There you go,” he replied with another chuckle, pulling away to retrieve it from the holder and slowly slipping it onto my finger.

      “See? It only makes you shine even brighter.”

      “While also making my finger feel like I’m trying to balance a boulder on it,” I told him as I flexed my whole hand to hold it up since the strength of the finger it was on wasn’t nearly enough.

      “You’ll get used to it,” he insisted, grabbing my ringless hand to say, “Now let’s go find you a few more things since you’re in a receiving mood.”

      How accepting one thing turned into a few things, I wasn’t sure. But it didn’t take long for me to come to the conclusion that gift giving had to be Will’s love language. Either that, or he just really wanted me to take advantage of his lifestyle perks since by the time it was all said and done, I came up on two pairs of vintage earrings, an upgraded necklace and “R” charm with a “W” charm I could exchange it for whenever I wanted to go full “that’s my man”, and a diamond-encrusted watch; not to mention the ring and the two outfits.

      It was a come up with a total that literally made me want to throw up while Will wasn’t at all bothered. In fact, when he signed the receipt, he was in the best of moods, volunteering to carry the bags back to the Maybach where his driver was waiting for us.

      Plopping down into the plush seat, I teasingly groaned, “Who knew spending someone else’s money could be so damn exhausting?”

      “Yeah, you’ve had a long day,” he agreed with a lazy smile, reaching for my hand as he continued, “And with the fundraiser, tomorrow probably won’t be any less tiring.”

      The way he was stroking the back of my hand with his thumb was lowkey soothing me to sleep. But since this was the first time in a while that we weren’t completely all over each other, I challenged myself to stay awake so that I could ask, “Is it like this for you all the time? Go, go, go with no breaks?”

      “It can get that way if I let it, so I try to stay ahead of it. You know, keep the balance,” he answered, tightening his hold on my hand as he added, “I wouldn’t consider today a part of that, though. Spending time with you, even though we did some running around, it wasn’t exhausting at all. Honestly, it was a much-needed recharge.”

      While I could appreciate his view on how we’d spent our time and was glad to have brought that into his world, my eyes were already drifting when I replied, “Well, I’m tired. So keep your hands to yourself tonight, k?”

      Instead of agreeing, he rebutted, “I need to be the one tellin’ you that. You’re the one who stays tryna get your shit cracked like a glowstick.”

      “Excuse me? I wasn’t the one who wanted to fuck where the horses could hear. That was all you,” I reminded him, watching as he looked me up and down then bit his lip at the memory.

      Just like that, I was feeling real glowstick-ish, especially once he leaned my way to challenge, “And the shower was all you, so what you sayin’?”

      Since the shower situation was something I was proud to take responsibility for, I only smirked as I admitted, “My knees are still a little tender from that.”

      “I can have the masseuse come in and get you right tomorrow morning if you want,” he offered as he dropped my hand so he could use his to rub on my knee, his touch only making the area more sensitive - making me more sensitive, period.

      It was so strong yet somehow also so gentle, making me wonder if he was really talking about himself when I repeated, “Masseuse? You really do have a thing for spoiling me, don’t you?”

      Continuing his mini-rubdown, he answered, “While I have you here as my girl, I’m gonna do whatever to make sure you’re well taken of; especially since I don’t really know what you’ll be going back home to.”

      He really could’ve left that last part out of things, the reminder that this was, in fact, not somewhere I could stay forever making me cringe as I played his words back in my head and realized… “Wait. Are you implying that whenever I decide to go back home, that means we can’t be together?”

      My sigh of relief was almost instant once I saw him shake his head. “Nah. I’m just sure when you go home, you’ll need some time to figure things out. You know, evaluate your situation, tie up some loose ends, deal with that baggage you were talkin’ about when I first met you. I don’t wanna get in the way of your process.”

      I respected the way he was trying to position himself in all of this, but I also knew the truth. A truth I didn’t shy away from when I admitted, “But you’ve kinda become a part of my process, Will. All of this, being with you, has really changed my perspective on a lot of things.”

      It was honestly a little embarrassing to think about just how bland my love life was before this moment, before this… opportunity to learn so much about what I really wanted and experience what I deserved. I mean, Thad and I loved each other, sure. But there was definitely nothing exciting about it. Enough time had passed in our relationship, so I suppose I just assumed an engagement was the next step that made sense. But really, him not proposing saved me from settling for a life where I would’ve never known true desire, where I would’ve never got to experience intense passion. A life where I would’ve never felt... this.

      As if Will could read my mind, he brushed a supportive hand against my cheek to say, “So go back, apply that new perspective wherever it’s required, and we’ll resume when you’re ready for me - all of me.”

      My eyebrow piqued on its own. “All of you? What exactly are you hiding?”

      Now that it was obvious Will was rolling in the dough, I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn he didn’t go the usual downtown condo route and instead had two big ass houses on opposite sides of town - one for his family and one for his hoe shit. But instead of confirming what I thought I knew, he only shook his head again.

      “I didn’t mean it like that, Ryan. I just meant, I wanna show you more of me, but I don’t wanna scare you away. I don’t wanna... overwhelm you with everything I have going on in this world of mine.”

      “If only he knew just how much it would take to really scare me away from his ass…” I thought, almost annoyed with myself for being so attached when I offered a half-hearted smile and insisted, “So just introduce me to you little by little. You know, the normal way, unlike this aggressively intimate method we’re applying right now.”

      Not that was I complaining. But I would’ve been lying if I didn’t acknowledge how quickly things had developed between us to the point that we’d skipped quite a few important things, though Will didn’t exactly agree when he replied, “I like this aggressive intimacy, though. I like the both of us knowing what we want and not holding back on acting accordingly. I like already feeling so familiar with your heart.”

      Considering that was something I didn’t really have control of anyway, I was quick to assure, “That won’t change. But it wouldn’t hurt to learn a few fun facts about each other too.”

      “Whatever it takes, babe,” was the last thing I remembered hearing from Will, overcome with exhaustion that carried me right into the next day the same way I assumed Will must’ve carried me into his house and into his bed. But when I woke up, he wasn’t there. And he wasn’t in close enough range to hear me calling his name either. And for some strange reason, that sent me into a panic that launched me out of bed on a quest to find him until we crashed right into each other in the doorway.

      Catching me against his chest, he looked down and asked, “Yo. Where you runnin’ off to with no clothes on?”

      The fact that I was only in the bra and panties I’d apparently slept in hadn’t even registered when I answered, “I was coming to look for you. You… you weren’t here… when I woke up.”

      “Because I had some paperwork to sign off on for the fundraiser tonight,” he explained, cupping my face to ask, “What’s the matter, babe?”

      Now that I could see him, everything felt right again. And honestly, the fact that I’d started to panic solely because I couldn’t was crazy, making me feel silly when I sighed, “Nothing is wrong. I guess I just needed to feel you.”

      “Needed to feel me how? Cause I got a little time,” he replied teasingly, already lifting up the hem of the t-shirt he had on until I stopped him with a laugh.

      “Not like that, nasty. I just… I missed you.”

      I wasn’t even sure how long he’d been away, but that was the only way I could explain my immediate longing to be near him. A longing that apparently flattered him considering the way he wrapped me in a low hug and smirked to ask, “You missed me in your sleep?”

      Without totally stroking his ego, I admitted, “I guess you could say that.”

      While I was being careful about not dickriding like I wanted to - the figurative way, not literally -, Will completely poured into me when he pulled me closer and gushed, “Well I missed you too, babe. That’s why I came back up here to see you as soon as I could; especially since you’ll be busy most of the day ‘til the event.”

      “I’ll be busy doing what?” I asked with a slight frown for two reasons. One, because I hadn’t made plans for myself to do a damn thing. And two, why would this alleged busyness equate to being without him?

      I was already against it until he answered, “Busy getting pampered for tonight, babe.”

      Now I was glad I hadn’t jumped to conclusions since a day of pampering was right up my alley, though I still found room to tease, “Oh, so my chipped nails, messy bun, and the baby bush in my panties aren’t good enough for your little fundraiser, huh?”

      Gnawing at the corner of his lip, he voted, “Nah, the baby bush can stay. I like my pussy wit’ a lil’ charm and character to it.”

      Ignoring the fact that he’d spoken of my pussy like it was some small-town cottage he was investing in and not the best thing that had ever happened to him, I groaned, “Anyway. What are you gonna be doing while I’m getting fundraiser-ready?”

      “Besides thinking about you? Nothin’.”

      “Nothing?” I repeated, once again trying to understand why we had to be apart all day until he explained, “I mean, I got a conference call to listen in on in about a half hour, and a weekly report to read through from my local team. But that ain’t really shit. My mind will still be with you, wondering what you’re up to.”

      Even if he thought nothing of it, it sounded important as hell to me. So instead of being the spoiled brat he was slowly turning me into, I stroked his beard and told him, “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. You go handle your business, boss.”

      I started to pull away until he pulled me back, this time even closer so that we were completely flushed when he growled, “Why that shit sound so different coming from you?”

      “Because when other people say it, they just want you to get out of their faces. But when I say it, it’s encouragement to do what you gotta do so you can hurry up and get back in mine.”

      The look he gave me in response said so much. The passion in his eyes said even more. But instead of acting on any of it like I thought he would, he simply replied, “Have a good day, Ryan.”
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      The fundraiser was in full swing, but Ryan was nowhere to be found.

      I knew nothing bad had happened to her since she was still somewhere in the house getting ready. But I was anxious to get her back by my side since, admittedly, I missed her.

      We’d been inseparable since the moment she left the airport with me, making this day spent without her feel like the longest day ever. But really, ever since I’d met Ryan, it had felt like one long day of nothing but bliss, and passion, and… love.

      I loved her.

      I wasn’t sure how it had happened, honestly didn’t even know the shit could happen that fast. But I felt it in my gut every time I looked at her, every time I thought about her, every time I stepped away and experienced the emptiness only her presence could fill. Like now, as I was supposed to be mixing and mingling with guests, my eyes kept sneaking glances at the staircase to see if she was finally making her grand entrance so I could feel that wholeness again. And that was the ultimate side effect of getting involved with someone like Ryan, being so powerful by myself and yet still not being able to match the force I felt I was with her - when we were together.

      Damn.

      Trying to shake off the heaviness of that realization, I focused back in on the conversation just as someone hissed, “Damn, who is that?”

      Without even turning around, I already knew who they were talking about, feeling her aura long before my eyes made contact. And when they did, that heaviness from a moment ago seemed to double since… goddamn, she’s gorgeous.

      The white dress she chose made her look like an angel, literally glowing as she looked around for me then smiled. And the same way I’d been unable to control the magnetic attraction I felt when I first saw her, I couldn’t control it now, moving to meet her at the bottom of the staircase where I caught her hand to acknowledge, “Ryan, you look… incredible.”

      “So fine you’re probably annoyed again, huh?” she asked with a playful roll of her eyes, brushing a loose curl behind her ear to show off both her ring and one of the earrings we had purchased the day before. And it wasn’t until then that I noticed she had chosen to wear the necklace we had bought too, notably with the “W” charm instead of her usual “R” one.

      Smirking at the subtle detail, I lifted it from her neck for a closer look as I replied, “Nah. Niggas around here already know what it is. Nice necklace, babe.”

      “I thought you’d like it,” she said with a smirk of her own before asking, “So… what you need me to do? Smile? Wave? Kiss babies? Kiss you?”

      Why she was acting like this was some presidential campaign stop instead of a regular ol’ fundraiser, I wasn’t sure. But I appreciated the way she was trying to be helpful in any way she could, an easy grin on my lips when I told her, “Right now? That last one sounds nice. But as for the rest of the night, just be you. That’s all. Authenticity in these rooms goes a long way cause, for whatever reason, people don’t usually expect it. It’s refreshing.”

      With a nod, she pressed up onto the toes of her heels to plant a kiss on my cheek, falling back to flat feet to swipe at the lipstick stain she must’ve left with the back of her thumb as she whispered, “Got you covered, boss.”

      “Don’t do that,” I growled back, already feeling a little extra tightness in the middle section of my tuxedo pants as Ryan started to laugh.

      “At least you know what it means now,” she offered like somehow that would change the fact that now all I could think about was hearing her scream that shit while I was deep inside of her.

      In fact, the thought only made me move closer so that I could groan straight into her ear, “Yeah, it means I need all of these mothafuckas outta my house so I can get back in your face without any interruptions.”

      With another giggle, she gently patted my chest, moving to link her arm with mine as she insisted, “Let’s do this, Mr. Williams.” Then we made our way out to the crowd arm-in-arm, the mixing and mingling coming a lot more easily now that I was no longer worried about her whereabouts; now that she was at my side.

      It didn’t take long for me to realize Ryan wasn’t at all new to this particular line of work. To be real, she seemed like a pro when it came to the balance of being personable and charismatic all while keeping the mission of raising money for the community center at the forefront of any conversation. I mean, you would’ve thought she was talking about her own children with how effortlessly she was able to advocate for them and their needs. And honestly, that only made me fall for her even harder, feeling that shit deep whenever someone mentioned how lucky I was to have her even though I knew the real luck lied in how long I’d actually be able to keep her.

      She’ll be back, bruh.

      I had to trust that. Had to trust that no matter when she decided to leave and no matter how long it took for her to get her situation back home stable that she’d be back with me; as mine. But regardless of my strong faith, thinking about that time and distance still didn’t exactly make me feel good, encouraging me to take advantage of the moments we did have as I wrapped her in a hug from behind.

      Peeking over her shoulder to confirm it was me, she smiled before sinking deeper into my hold. “Hey. Is everything okay?”

      “Everything is great,” I told her, burying my face against her neck and kissing her there too before I told her, “I just wanted to feel you, babe.”

      Once the words left my lips, I knew she was going to clown me for it, my eyes already closed as I braced myself for her exaggerated, “Awwww. Sounds like the boss is getting a little mushyyyy.”

      Even though I laughed because her teasing was expected, I also couldn’t help giving her a firm reminder when I whispered, “Call me that shit again, and I’m taking your ass upstairs.”

      Spinning around to face me, she wrapped her arms around my neck with a mischievous smile that told me she was up to something. And I realized what that was once she started mouthing, “Boss. Boss. Boss,” without actually saying the word out loud.

      Shaking my head with a grin, I replied, “You play too much,” taking her hint and moving to grab her hand so that I could lead us towards the back staircase where not as many people would notice us taking a break from the action.

      It might not have been the best look for me to go missing during my own event. But after hearing Ryan gush, “Watching you work the room has me feeling a way,” I didn’t give a damn what anybody thought about it, getting us up the stairs as quickly as I could while telling her, “Nah, watching you work the room has me feeling a way.”

      Really, “feeling a way” didn’t seem like a strong enough phrase to describe what it was like to witness Ryan make her rounds in my different circles, what it was like to watch her win over some of my most frugal peers and realize just how effortlessly she not only fit into but also upgraded my life.

      Even now, when we should’ve been downstairs, she was with me in making “us” a priority, kicking off her heels once we hit the top floor where she shared, “Fun fact, I work for my grandparent’s foundation. This whole thing, getting people to write bigger checks than they planned to, is my specialty.”

      Now it all made sense; why the shit seemed to come so easy to her. But not even talk of her grandparents could stop me from being all over her now that we were in private, the guest room she was initially set up in becoming our destination after I pulled her inside and replied, “Fun fact, you fine as fuck in this dress, but it’s probably not gonna survive what I’m about to do to you.”

      Instead of feeling sad about it, her smile only grew even more mischievous. “Welp. Guess that concludes Ryan’s fundraising initiative for tonight.”

      Nodding to agree, I pressed her back into the wall, resting my forehead against hers when I said, “Time for me to reward you for those efforts, babe. You deserve it.”

      “No, you deserve it. Boss,” she replied with extra emphasis, making my shit rock hard when she slipped down and used the wall to balance her low squat so she could undo the button and zipper of my pants while I pushed my jacket to the floor. Then I watched her as she determinedly pulled both my pants and my briefs down in one easy tug, grabbing my dick like she owned it - because she did - and teasing the tip with her tongue before damn near inhaling my shit.

      “As if I could love her any more…” I thought, admiring her through heated eyes as she deepthroated my dick with no remorse, not giving a fuck about the spit running down onto her dress or the mess she was making of her makeup. She just wanted to please me, celebrate me, even though this was supposed to be the other way around. And I was quick to make a point of that when I caught her by the chin to pull her up from the ground so I could take her spot, getting frustrated by all the extra fabric at the bottom of her dress to the point where I may or may not have ripped it in a few places so that I could drape one of her legs over my shoulder and taste her.

      “As if I could love her any fuckin’ more…” immediately ran through my head again as she grabbed the back of mine to keep me exactly where she wanted me, moaning my name as I licked her clit with varying speeds until she claimed she couldn’t take anymore. But even if she couldn’t, that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to give it, completely burying my face in her pussy to the point that I could barely breathe yet somehow finding just enough air to deliver exactly what she needed.

      That feeling she had come here for all along.

      Without letting her come down, I stood up and kicked off my pants so I could carry her over to the bed, laying her down and getting rid of my shirt as she propped herself up on her elbows and asked, “Um, did you forget you still have a house full of people?”

      “Fuck them people,” I growled, completely unbothered as I joined her on the bed and found myself having to move the fabric of her dress out of the way again.

      It ended up as a wrinkled bunch around her waist by the time she reminded me, “Will, you haven’t even given your speech yet.”

      The mention of my speech made me slow down, giving a little more thought to the fact that even though she didn’t have to go back that I would have to clean her arousal out of my beard and probably pick a new shirt before I could return to the fundraiser. But that still wasn’t enough to stop my pursuit of her, hovering her body when I asked, “You think I really give a fuck about a speech right now, Ryan? You’re the most important person in this mothafucka and you’re right here, so I’m good.”

      From the satisfied grin on her face, I could tell she was no longer worried about my speech either, wrapping her arms around my neck and hooking one of her legs against my waist as she groaned, “Fuck me like you meant that.”

      Before accepting her invitation, I wanted to make it clear that I wasn’t just saying shit for the hell of it, gripping into her thigh and looking her right in her eyes to tell her, “I did mean it, babe. I meant it with everything I got, I swear. I… I love you, Ryan. I’m in love with you.”

      Old me would’ve blamed my admission on the heat of the moment. But the new me who would never be the same because of the woman laying up under me knew exactly where that shit had come from. The raw, untouched place that left me feeling vulnerable as hell; even more so when Ryan grabbed my face and whispered, “Fuck me like you meant that too.”

      She didn’t have to tell me twice, using the leg I already had a firm grip on to guide me straight into her center where we both released a heavy exhale. Then she pulled my face down to hers for a slow, sensual kiss that matched my strokes, sexing her like we had all the time in the world when really we had none to spare.

      For this though, I’d make time, once again being mindful of taking advantage of our moments since I knew they’d soon be limited. And it seemed like Ryan was on the same wave, holding me a little tighter than usual while I dug her out, gripping into my shoulders and back a little harder than usual when I sped up my strokes, screaming my name a little louder than usual as if she wanted the sound cemented in my brain until whenever we’d see each other again.

      Because we would see each other again.

      If nothing else, this solidified that fact as Ryan begged me not to stop, wrapping both of her legs around my waist to keep me close as she shuddered hard with an orgasm so powerful that it pulled mine with it. And honestly, that shit left me feeling tired as hell, wondering had I overdone it as I rolled over onto my back while Ryan giggled next to me.

      “Wow. This dress didn’t even make it to its first dry cleaning.”

      “I’ll buy you another one,” I told her, my eyes slowly drifting closed like they’d made the decision on their own that I needed a catnap before I went back down to the fundraiser.

      But they popped back open once I heard Ryan move from the bed, standing up to insist, “You don’t have to. I won’t be here to wear it anyway.”

      “What you mean?” I asked, turning onto my side as I watched her maneuver what was left of her dress back to its normal position with a somber look on her face like she really felt a way about me fucking it up.

      At least, that’s what I assumed until she answered, “I can’t… stay here forever, Will.”

      “Says who?” I asked with a frown, struggling to sit up as she seemed to get even further away. And it was that change in energy that had me wondering if the way I had professed my love was a little too much for her, though I wasn’t backing down from how I felt when I explained, “Ryan, I didn’t tell you I loved you just because I wanted some pussy. I really meant that shit. And I know it’s crazy, but I… I don’t want you to go. I never want you to leave.”

      Again, I found myself feeling more vulnerable than ever, and more tired than ever, my stomach aching and my eyes drifting as I watched her struggle with what to say. But the fact that it was a struggle for her at all was enough for me to brace myself when, instead of saying anything, she continued towards the door until she faded out - and I woke up.

      My eyes felt heavy as I squinted against the sunlight, taking in the fact that I was in my own room, in my own bed, and very much alone meaning all of that shit had only been a dream.

      Well… most of it had been a dream, the nut I busted on myself in my sleep like a damn teenager representing the realest part about it as I moved from the bed to the bathroom so I could clean myself up. And after doing that, I took a long, hard look at myself in the mirror, feeling a little embarrassed as I replayed the parts I could actually remember from it in my head.

      The risks.

      The rewards.

      The sex.

      The love.

      “Nigga was deep in his feelings,” I muttered to myself with a chuckle, shaking my head as I splashed some water on my face to make sure this was really real. And with a quick glance at the clock on my phone, I realized it was back to the regularly scheduled programming, a notification from my calendar reminding me I had a flight to catch.
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      My eyes popped open with a jolt.

      To be honest, I was afraid to move, afraid of what I’d actually be waking up to after experiencing a dream that was so terrifyingly vivid I wasn’t sure I’d even be able to escape it - or if I wanted to escape it. But the only thing I saw when I let my eyes take in my surroundings was the assortment of balloons my room was filled with and my big sister Joy holding a birthday cake with two lit, numbered candles to represent my latest milestone – twenty-six.

      “Happy Birthday, RyRy,” she sang, carrying the cake my way so that I could blow the candles out. And I was happy to do so, holding a hand to my chest afterwards as I breathed a sigh of relief.

      “I’m so glad to see you, sis. I just had the craziest dream ever,” I admitted, shivering at the flashback of me doing some very.... explicit things with someone I’d only just met.

      Fun things.

      Incredible things.

      Soul-stirring things.

      But still explicit, and a little bit dangerous, and very unlike me yet somehow exactly like me since the woman I was in the dream was who I wished I could be all the time.

      She was brave in ways I’d never been. She spoke her mind. She was… sexy and didn’t hold back on that. And she was loved for it; loved hard and unconditionally by a wealthy, nameless man so fine he didn’t even seem real.

      Because he wasn’t real.

      It was only a dream.

      A figment of my imagination that Joy was curious enough about to plop down on the bed next to me and ask, “Oh yeah? Tell me about it.”

      Glancing down at my fingers resting in my lap, I released another sigh. “Well it was my birthday, and we were all at this restaurant, and Thad gets up to do a speech. We all think he’s proposing, and…”

      Joy cut me off with a laugh. “Ryan, why would Thad be proposing to you? You guys haven’t been together for months, and you’re with Will now.”

      My eyebrows immediately bunched with confusion. “Wait. You know Will?”

      She giggled again. “Of course I know Will. He’s right outside the door.”

      Right on cue, my bedroom door started to crack open, my body tensing up with excitement as it prepared to actually see his face - until I woke up.

      Again, I couldn’t move, my eyes totally bugged out as I clutched the covers against my chest and tried to control my breathing. But it was a lost cause once I saw the door beginning to open, my body once again tensing up to find… my sister, alone, with a cake, and two lit candles, and a jubilant smile that fell from her lips once she caught the spooked expression on my face.

      Wearing a puzzled look, she carried the cake my way and announced, “Happy Birthday, Ry… what’s the matter?”

      “Nothing. I’m fine,” I rushed out, trying to shake the eeriness of not only the first dream, but the second one as well.

      I mean, it all felt so real - both times - leaving me completely frazzled as my sister sat the cake to the side to take a closer look at me. “You don’t look fine. You look like you had a nightmare.”

      Truth be told, the nightmare was waking up and realizing it was only a dream, my body still feeling so affected by what had occurred that I hardly felt comfortable with my sister standing close enough to catch the fragrance of my arousal. In fact, I found myself squeezing my legs shut a little tighter in an attempt to mask the scent as I replied, “Um, I mean… not really. It was a dream. Quite a dream. A very interesting dream. But I’m fine. What kinda cake is that?”

      Reaching past her, I stuck my fingertip straight into the frosting, shoving it into my mouth in a way that made me inadvertently shudder and moan with the memory of having something else - someone else - in my mouth. And because of that, Joy gave me a strange look, her eyebrow piqued when she replied, “A cake best-consumed with a fork, but I guess that’s canceled. You sure you’re okay?”

      Shrugging, I stole another swipe of frosting. “Of course I’m okay. It’s my birthday. Why wouldn’t I be okay, sis?”

      “You’re acting funny,” she answered with that same skeptical look, though I only shrugged again.

      “New year, new me.”

      “A phrase typically reserved for a New Year’s celebration. Not your birthday,” she replied with a chuckle, making me frown as I muttered, “Wow. Who knew leveling up was such a problem?”

      With a roll of her eyes, she grabbed the cake and groaned, “Anyway. Make a wish and blow out these candles before you burn yourself being greedy. Shit probably won’t even come true now that you’ve already tainted the cake with your nasty fingers.”

      “Hey! My fingers are not nasty,” I defended, closing my eyes and asking the birthday gods for the same thing I did every year - happiness, success, and good health. But before I blew the candles, I made a little amendment, tagging on, “And I wish I can see him again. Even if it’s only in my dreams.”

      Opening my eyes, I caught the smirk on Joy’s face as she teased, “My sweet little sister, with her beach house dreams and her Barbie house wishes year after year.”

      “Dude, I stopped wishing for that when I was like twelve,” I replied with a chuckle, gripping into the cake for a handful that made me pause with another intense flashback of when I was digging my fingers into that man’s shoulders.

      That man.

      My heart started racing as I gnawed at the corner of my lip just thinking about him, taking several hard blinks to shake it off as Joy asked, “So what was your wish then?”

      If she’d been in my dream, she’d understand why I had added him to my usual line-up of wishes, my cheeks blushing on their own when I answered, “I can’t tell you, cause then it really won’t come true.”

      And I needed it to come true.

      Really, I needed her to leave my apartment so I could force myself back to sleep and back into that world before it disappeared for good. But since I knew the chances of that actually happening were slim to none, I changed the topic, moving from the bed towards my closet where I asked, “Can you help me find something to wear to this birthday dinner tonight?”

      Following me over, Joy took the opposite side of the closet and countered, “I thought you bought something for it already?”

      She was right.

      I had already purchased something for the occasion; a sleeveless, A-line dress with a floral-printed bottom that was still pretty, and sweet, but for whatever reason seemed inadequate as I nodded to explain, “I did, but I’m not really feelin’ it anymore. I think I want something a little… sexier.”

      As if she was surprised to hear it, Joy teased, “Okay, new year, new you. Thad ain’t gonna know how to act.”

      “Thad?” I repeated with a frown, pausing until I realized, “Oh, right. Thad. Because we’re still together.” Then I did my best to play it off, sifting through my closet again on a search I knew would come up empty-handed as Joy stopped her search completely to look at me.

      “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      “Yessss, Joy. Turn off your big sister instincts and stop worrying about me so much,” I urged with a nervous laugh that only made Joy’s look grow even more skeptical.

      “They’re instincts for a reason, Ryan,” she suggested, crossing her arms over her chest to add, “And I don’t know what it is, but something is different about you.”

      Instead of giving her the crazy details of my dream that had me acting so fidgety, I only shrugged. “Another year older, another year wiser, I suppose.”

      “Mmmhmm, we’ll see about that...” she muttered as she got back to looking for something for me to wear while I abandoned my search to head to the shower, desperate to wash that dream out of my head - off of my being - since it was clearly still dominating my headspace. But the second the water hit my skin, the memories only became more vivid as I closed my eyes to find still shots of me on my knees, and my back being pressed into the wall with his fingers around my neck, and my toes showing gymnastic-like strength when he took me from behind, and…

      “Ryan, what do you think about…”

      Snatching my fingers from between my thighs, I used the opposite hand to pull the shower curtain back so I could see what Joy wanted, my face flushed with embarrassment that she immediately picked up on when she giggled to say, “Sorry for interrupting. Now what do you think about this dress?”

      Glancing at the silky, spaghetti-strap dress I’d bought on a whim and immediately stuck in the back of my closet, I felt myself literally tingle with excitement as I thought about how lovely the golden yellow shade would look against my skin, giving instant approval to my sister’s choice and then kicking her out of the bathroom so I could finish my… shower.

      Unfortunately, when I closed my eyes again, nothing appeared. And when I opened them to refresh then tried again, I realized my sister’s interruption had robbed me of my happy ending, a pout on my face as I finished washing off and wrapped myself in a towel before heading back to my room to find a jewelry box sitting in the middle of my bed.

      “That’s from Grammy and PawPaw,” my sister explained from behind me, leaning against the doorframe with a plated piece of cake in her hand as she watched me pull at the ribbon so I could see what was inside. And once I cracked the box open, I was pleasantly surprised to find both a new necklace complete with an “R” charm and a pair of earrings that looked straight out of Grammy’s vintage designer collection yet somehow still shined like they were brand new.

      They were beautiful, my sister enthusiastically agreeing when she peeked over my shoulder and gushed, “Aww, those are so cute! And they’ll go great with that dress.”

      “They will go great with that dress,” I repeated with extra emphasis, smirking when I turned back her way to ask, “And you know what else would go great with that dress? A pampered Ryan. Let’s do a half-day at the spa before the dinner.”

      Whatever pre-dinner plans Joy had in mind - if any - were happily exchanged for mine as she replied, “Girl, you don’t have to tell me twice,” leaving me to finish getting dressed so we could go get ourselves taken care of. And by the time we left the spa, I was completely relaxed, and refreshed, and ready to get loved up on by all my real-life friends and family who were coming out to celebrate me. I’d even take whatever Thad was dishing out, happy to see he’d actually gotten dressed up for the occasion when he came to pick me up from my apartment.

      The look he gave me when I opened the door made me smile; a small one, but a smile nonetheless as he grabbed me by my waist to say, “Wow, Ryan. You look…”

      “So fine it’s annoying?” I finished for him, watching as his thick eyebrows immediately bunched in confusion.

      “Why would I be annoyed?”

      “Yeah, Ryan. Why would he be annoyed?” I asked in my head, suddenly feeling guilty over the fact that parts of my fantasy dream still hadn’t totally gone away as I struggled to answer, “I… don’t know. It was a joke. And it sounded a lot funnier in my head. Come on, let’s get to dinner.”

      I was already tugging him out of the door when he pulled me back to say, “Wait. I never got to finish telling you how beautiful you look.”

      “Thank you, Thad. Now let’s go. I don’t wanna be late,” I urged, doubling back to lock the door behind us before we made our way out to his car for what was supposed to be a short ride over to the restaurant that got longer once he started circling the block for a free spot to park instead of just paying for his car to be valeted. And after making the trek to the restaurant once we found a spot a few blocks away, the sweat I’d worked up left me feeling a little less sexy, excusing myself to the bathroom once I greeted everyone who was waiting on us so that I could freshen up before we settled in for dinner.

      At least, I thought that was the plan until I returned to find everyone standing in a half-circle around Thad, all wearing giddy smiles as I covered my mouth with my hand.

      “Oh my God.”

      Grabbing my free hand, Thad pulled me further into the reserved room since I’d apparently stopped outside of it, completely shocked when he started, “Ryan, you mean the world to me and I’m so glad I’ve been able to spend these last three years with you. I’ve watched you learn, I’ve witnessed your growth, I’ve been inspired by you. And while it’s been amazing doing all of that as your boyfriend, I think it’d be equally satisfying to do it... as your husband.”

      The Déjà vu of it all made the words of his speech drop in and out, my eyes wide and my lips parted as Thad did his best to snap me out of it. “Ryan. Ryan, did you hear me?”

      “Huh?”

      “Aww, she’s so shocked!” my sister squealed, her phone - amongst others - recording the entire thing as I looked down at Thad who was on his way to one knee until I caught him by the shoulders to stop him.

      “Wait. What did you say?”

      “You want me to start from the beginning, or…?” he asked, my mother filling in the blank for him when she shouted from behind her phone, “Baby, he wants to be your husband!”

      Everyone laughed - except me - my eyes practically bulging out of my head as Thad finally kneeled to ask, “So will you? Marry me?”

      When I closed my eyes tightly, it wasn’t to hold back tears like everyone around me probably assumed was happening. It was to wake up. I needed to wake up so that I wouldn’t have to be the bearer of bad news.

      I didn’t want to humiliate him the way he’d humiliated me in my dream.

      That dream.

      Unfortunately, when I opened my eyes, he was still there on one knee, and they were still standing around recording my reaction, and I was forced to go with my gut that told me I would be settling if I answered with anything other than, “No.”

      Once the word left my lips, I expected to feel awful. But then, all of these phrases started playing in my head. Phrases about doing better because you know better, applying a new perspective, eating chicken thighs instead of settling for chicken nuggets, and being loved as my unapologetic self instead of the shell I’d presented to Thad over the past few years.

      We had love for each other, and I was sure we always would. But we weren’t really connected. He didn’t make me feel anything, and admittedly, I’d never been all that open. So really, I was saving the both of us from making a huge mistake, a truth I only realized because of the man in my dream who may not have been real but was somehow still a part of my awakening. An awakening I knew I’d have to explain once I saw the baffled look on Thad’s face when he repeated, “No?”

      Instead of letting this play out in front of everyone, I pulled him up from the ground and off to the side in private to ask, “Thad, do you love me?”

      “Of course I love you,” he answered almost defensively, making it easy for me to set up my next question.

      “But are you in love with me?”

      Scrubbing a hand through the short curls on top of his head, he stumbled, “I… I mean…”

      Before he could even lie through his teeth, I cut him off. “Thad, you deserve someone who makes your heart race, someone who loves you unconditionally and actually enjoys walking a few extra blocks for free parking. Someone who makes you… feel, like you’ve never felt before. And I know I don’t do that for you. Maybe today because I look really good, but overall? We don’t have to pretend because time says so. We don’t have to settle.”

      From the immediate look of frustration on his face, I could tell he wanted to offer a rebuttal until I whispered again, “We don’t have to settle, Thad.”

      The second time it clicked, Thad running a hand down his face as he nodded with understanding. And after whispering a quick apology his way, I slipped back into the room to announce, “Thanks for coming, everybody. But I… I have to go. I’m so sorry.”

      There was a murmur of disappointment that I wasted no time escaping, getting as far away from the restaurant as possible since the last thing I wanted to do right now was explain myself. But the truth was, I felt good about my decision. I felt good knowing that even if I never found the man of my dreams, I was now more aware of what I was even looking for instead of playing it safe and settling for “good enough”.

      I could have more.

      I deserved more.

      I would receive more, whenever the time came. But for now, I was totally focused on myself, walking a few more blocks - past where Thad had parked - to another restaurant where I planned to grab a solo birthday drink until I saw an eerily familiar face walking out of the doors. Eerily as in I didn’t recognize him from anywhere in particular, but my heart started racing, and my feet stopped moving, and I felt like I couldn’t breathe when he turned my way with his intense gaze and smiled.

      Because I didn’t want him to think I was a total creep, I gave a strained smile in return, not expecting that to turn into him actually heading in my direction. And the closer he got, the antsier I felt, practically shaking in my stance as I watched him run a hand down his beard before he asked, “Why do I feel like I know you from somewhere?”

      His voice.

      I knew it - I felt it - along with his powerful energy that had me totally enamored to the point that I blurted, “Why do I feel like I already love you?”

      It was crazy.

      I knew it was crazy.

      Yet somehow, it didn’t feel totally wrong the longer I stared at him - the longer we stared at each other - his eyebrow piqued when he stepped closer to ask, “You love me?”

      Even with him hovering me, I didn’t back down, my chest heaving as I bit into my lip and nodded. “Yeah. I love you,” I repeated, making him smirk as he brushed a stray piece of hair behind my ear with a touch so familiar I wanted to cry.

      But I didn’t cry, only smiled gleefully when he lifted the “R” charm hanging from my necklace and asked, “What’s your name, babe?”

      “Ryan. And you are?”

      “My friends call me Will. But according to my passport, my name is…”

      I held up my hand to cut him off. “No. Don’t tell me. I don’t need to know yet. I just… can I come with you?”

      Again, crazy.

      I knew that; was well aware.

      I mean, I wasn’t even one-hundred percent sure where he was headed nor if he was alone. But the way this man made me feel from a simple look, the way my body tingled from the sound of his voice and his touch, I knew I wanted to be wherever he was, recognizing that he was a risk worth taking even when he chuckled to reply, “Babe, you’re gorgeous. Stunning, honestly. Like somethin’ straight outta my dreams. But I’m headed to the airport for my flight back home to Houston. It’d be a little crazy for you to come with me, don’t you think?”

      Of course I knew it was crazy. But thanks to my heart, I also had the benefit of knowing how this story ended, brushing a hand against his cheek when I insisted, “Just trust me, Will. Do you trust me?”

      “Strangely enough, I do,” he replied without even thinking twice, licking his lips before he squinted and asked, “But wait. Don’t you need to grab some baggage or somethin’?”

      The question made me chuckle because… yes, actual baggage would’ve been a great idea. But in the figurative sense, I knew I was worthy of a completely fresh start, shaking my head as I told him, “Nah. I don’t have any.”

      

      
        
        The End.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dear Reader, PT.2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If you have not read the end, do NOT read this yet.

        If you have… proceed. :)

      

      

      

      
        
        If you made it this far, that means you did not throw your reading device.

        And for that, I am grateful. lol

      

      

      

      
        
        I also thank you for allowing me to flex my writer brain and go full fiction with this project, exploring a concept that appears to be one of the toughest things for scientists to study - the art of dreaming.

      

      

      

      
        
        Can two people really have the same dream?

      

      

      

      
        
        Short answer, yes.

      

      

      

      
        
        It’s just less likely for you to find out you shared a dream with a stranger unless you come into contact with them within the small time frame you actually remember any of it.

      

      

      

      
        
        Still, it’s possible.

        And because it’s possible, I wish you sweet dreams. <3

      

      

      

      
        
        With More Love,

        Alexandra

      

      

      

      
        
        P.S. - No spoilers, please. :)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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!

      

      

      

      
        
        Also, be sure to check out the Baggage Claimed playlist on Spotify and Apple Music!
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