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    ariel.


    I should be having a lot more fun than this.


    I downed a shot of tequila and chased it with some mixed drink the bartender talked me into, hoping it would loosen me up and force me to do something crazy for the sake of some action. Unfortunately, I knew it would take at least a few minutes to settle in so I took another sip of the drink thinking maybe just maybe it would help expedite the process.


    It was the night before my college graduation. Four and a half long ass years of school. And they really expected us to do even more after that?


    Uh...not happening.


    Not anytime soon at least.


    Despite what everyone seemed to say about life after graduation, I was more than ready to get into the workforce mainly so I could put my double major in business and marketing with my double minor in public relations and advertising to use (Yes, your girl did way too much). In less than a week, I would be hopping on a flight to New York City to do my first real interview at Jones and Johnson Records then moving into an apartment there the following week. They were looking to hire a promoter and I knew with my education and experience that I should pretty much be a no-brainer for them. The music industry was crazy competitive about everything, including the process for hiring employees, but I was confident enough in my abilities that moving to NYC before I received an offer letter wasn’t that big of a deal.


    It would come.


    It better come.


    


    “Ariel, come on! We are fuckin’ graduating tomorrow! It’s time to turn-up!” My best friend Jasmine was dancing on the table we shared and for a split second I thought about joining her. But that was her thing; Little Miss Life of the Party while I stayed in the books. How she managed to do both I never understood. I smiled and shrugged her off as I took a sip of the waitress’s latest delivery, a cranberry and vodka.


    “Girl, don’t make me come down there and drag your ass onto this table!” I laughed at her threat before I took another quick sip of my drink.


    “I’m good Jaz. Let me chill.”


    “No! We’re not here to chill. We’re here to have a good ass time, shake our big ol’ asses, and drink ‘til we can’t remember our last names.” Only one of the three ideas sounded appealing but instead of fighting her about it, I put my drink down so that I could climb up onto the table with her. Then I reached back down to grab the glass, putting the tiny straw to my lips and taking a long enough drag to finish it off.


    Lord, please let me make it across the stage without falling tomorrow.


    “Yassss bitch! That’s what I’m talkin’ about!” I rolled my eyes even though it did feel good to be up there, feeling free and partying with no remorse or responsibility; at least not the type of responsibility I knew would be forced upon me the second I received my diploma.


    I reached down to grab a drink that I had started but failed to finish earlier as Feeling Myself by Nicki Minaj blared from the speakers. That sentiment definitely rang true as the shot I took accompanied by all the other drinks I had consumed began to bum-rush my body. Dancing on the table put me above the crowd so I could actually see who was there. Well, see as much as the alcohol allowed me to now that it was taking over, surely clouding my judgment.


    “Ariel, did you see the dude that just came in?” I hardly heard her as I was too busy feelin’ myself.


    “What dude?”


    “Look, he’s right by the door.” In my current state, my head completely slow-played my glance in the direction of the door and of course I spent the longest of moments trying to figure out which guy Jasmine was talking about as she said, “Honey...I will be making my way over there once the song changes.” I still didn’t know who she was talking about so I just stayed in my lane. Besides, there was no use in me checking dude out if Jasmine was already making plans with him.


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    “Cuzzo, I’m so glad you came out to the city to celebrate with me man.”


    I was super proud that Drew, my little cousin by a few months, was graduating from the University of California tomorrow. It had been a long road for him, including multiple semesters of academic probation, but he hung in there and was making it out with the ultimate prize; a degree. I was a recent grad myself, finishing a semester earlier than my advisor projected, but I was just now getting interviews for the positions I had applied for months ago in New York City. There was no doubt in my mind that I would be offered at least one of the positions, but I still had to stay on my Ps and Qs just to be sure.


    Except for tonight.


    Tonight was all about celebrating Drew’s accomplishments.


    As we made our way into the near-capacity club, my eyes instantly gravitated to two girls dancing on a table towards the wall. I was surprised nobody had told them to get their asses down but it could’ve been because they both had so much ass to work with. Considering we were in Cali, they were probably fake but that wasn’t for me to figure out quite yet.


    “Cuzzo, you see that shit too? Both of them could get it.” Drew was right though I couldn’t help but focus on the one that seemed a tad bit more reserved. Her demeanor was cute but her looks screamed of an undeniable sex appeal. Mocha brown skin, long hair, probably a weave, but at least well-maintained, and body. Perfect boobs that weren’t too big for her petite frame and an ass that could’ve only been made from silicone shots or lots of country meals. But she obviously didn’t down too many country meals cause her waist was still slim.


    “Which one you want Jamison?” My decision was already made but then it dawned on me.


    You ain’t here for that bruh.


    I was only in town for the weekend to celebrate with Drew then I had to get to NYC for some very important shit. The last thing I needed was to get caught up in some girl.


    “I’m good. You do your thang playboy.”


    Since he was making that move, I knew I had to at least follow him and play wingman. Not that I had to do anything with whoever he didn’t pick, just entertain her enough so that she wouldn’t cock-block Drew’s game. And of course, he had to pick the one that I actually found interesting to rap to. They were down from the tabletop by this point, sitting in the booth, sippin’ on what I could tell were girly ass drinks by their bright color.


    “Baby girl, you are wearin’ the hell out of that dress.” The girl peeked up from her drink, straw still in her mouth, and pushed out a weak thank you. I immediately knew she wasn’t feelin’ him by her tone but that wasn’t enough to stop him.


    “I’m Drew by the way.”


    “Ariel.”


    “Ariel. Like the mermaid?” Mentally, I palmed my face at the worst possible reference he could’ve come up with.


    “No. Just…Ariel.” I could appreciate her trying to be nice about the whole thing regardless of how wack Drew’s game was.


    “And who are you handsome?” I turned my attention to her friend who was doing a little too much for me to even pretend to be interested in her. Her low-cut, skintight dress left nothing to the imagination. But, for the sake of the situation, I had to at least be polite.


    “I’m Jamison.”


    “Nice to meet you Jamison. I’m Jasmine. Hmm...that sounds good together doesn’t it? Jamison and Jasmine.” She gave me a seductive grin that I was pretty sure she used to get her way on plenty of occasions even though it did absolutely nothing for me.


    “Not bad. But I have a girlfriend.” It was a lie but I couldn’t help noticing the hint of disappointment on Ariel’s face nearby.


    Was she interested in me?


    I mean, I wasn’t a bad lookin’ dude; a little over six feet tall, peanut butter skin, a few tattoos from my immature days, and muscles representing my mostly steady gym regimen, so it wasn’t like I was surprised when a girl was interested in me. But for some reason, I still wasn’t expecting it from her. I could tell by the way she fidgeted in her seat that this wasn’t her usual crowd, unlike her friend who seemed to relish in the action.


    “Oh that’s too bad. You look way too good to be taken.”


    My grin was straining in response to her unorthodox compliment, but I knew it was in my best interest to keep my words to myself. No need to start trouble.


    “So Ariel, are you student at the University?” I was happy to see Drew trying a better angle even though I wasn’t sure she would go for it.


    “Actually, I’ll be graduating tomorrow.”


    “No shit? Me too!” She gave him a friendly smile of acknowledgment but it still seemed to lack any type of enthusiasm which meant it was time for me to jump in.


    “Congratulations Ariel. That’s a major accomplishment.” It was a pretty general statement to ease the tension between her and Drew, but the second she blushed in response to me was the same second his chase was over.


    “Thank you. I…appreciate that.”


    Instead of sulking in Ariel’s obvious rejection, Drew wasted no time moving on to her friend.


    “Hey Jasmine, you wanna dance?” She perked up in response, surprised that Drew was asking her and not Ariel. I watched closely as she gave Ariel a look of uncertainty before Ariel returned a pleading look.


    “Me? Um…yeah…yeah sure. Why not?” The pair headed out to the dance floor, Jasmine peeking back to give Ariel a you-owe-me look, before they got mixed into the crowd. Ariel watched the crowd and I watched her as she chugged a glass of water surely being proactive considering the mass amount of empty glasses that were at the table. Instead of continuing to be a creep, I turned my attention back to the dance floor to find Jasmine and Drew actually having a good time. Maybe he should’ve came at her from the jump.


    “He your friend?”


    “My cousin.”


    “When you go home tonight, please give him some pointers. His game was trash.” I smirked at her acknowledgment confirming what I already knew.


    “He doesn’t know any better. Was dropped on his head when he was a baby.” That made her laugh. It was a cute one. Nothing obnoxious, just sweet enough to know she really thought it was funny.


    Or maybe she was just drunk.


    “I could imagine that. You from here?”


    “Actually I’m just visiting for his graduation. I’m from Phoenix.”


    “Desert boy. That’s cool.”


    “What about you?”


    “I’m from Houston. But I’ll be relocating once again to NYC soon.” My interest in her instantly peaked at the mention of our future city.


    “You’re kidding me? I’m moving out there soon too.”


    “No joke? How ironic. Maybe I’ll see you around the city.” It actually sounded kind of good. Not because I found her attractive but because I didn’t really know anybody out there.


    Okay maybe both.


    “Probably not, but who knows. That city is big as hell. You ever been?”


    “Just once when I was younger and I haven’t stopped thinking about it since.” I could see the twinkle in her eye as she spoke about the Big Apple.


    “I know the feeling. You excited about graduation?”


    “Is that even a real question?” I laughed as she continued, “Of course I’m excited. I’m ready to get out of here; on to bigger and better things.” I remembered feeling the same way but once graduation came and went, everything changed.


    “Enjoy your moment sweetheart. Adulthood ain’t all it’s cracked up to be. I just graduated and let’s just say, I wouldn’t mind going back.” It wasn’t that I wasn’t eager about what lied ahead, it had just taken so long to get there and the road wasn’t the prettiest. I worked random gig after random gig while I spent nights applying for jobs and waiting for interviews.


    “Seriously? I would never. Ever.”


    “You say that now, but you’ll see what I mean.” She gave me a challenging look like she didn’t believe me. Her attitude-stained smirk was sexy as hell but I wasn’t here for that no matter how tempting she made it.


    She took another sip of her water with all eyes on me before she asked, “You don’t really have a girlfriend, do you?”


    “Huh?” I heard her loud and clear but I wanted to give myself time to think of an answer.


    “A girlfriend. You told Jasmine you had a girlfriend. But for some reason, I feel like that’s not true.” She was studying my features, looking for any hints of the bluff she was calling. The truth seemed to spill out before I could think of something clever to say.


    “You’re right. I don’t.”


    Her face turned inquisitive as she said, “So you told her that because…”


    “Because I didn’t want to get her hopes up. I wasn’t interested in her.” I really didn’t have to say it for Ariel to get that picture. In fact, I was sure she figured that out from a mile away.


    “But you told me the truth…”


    “You’re right. So what does that tell you?”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    I was drunk.


    It was inevitable by the way I had been sippin’ all night but I had been drunk enough times during my college career to know my limit. And that limit was exceeded by a long shot. Not that I was sloppy, passed out, or throwing up; I simply had no control.


    Like zero.


    Especially over my mouth.


    The ability to think before I said anything was long gone so now, what would’ve been just thoughts were actual spoken words and well…


    “Jaz, you are such a ho. You don’t even like Drew but you’re probably gonna fuck ‘em tonight.” The boys were off getting more drinks for our table as if I needed another lick of alcohol.


    Lord, please let me make it to graduation on time.


    “Damn bitch, I can’t get a little graduation action without you hatin’? And besides, it looks like you’ve been workin’ on some action of your own.” My cheeks instantly flushed with an unexpected warmth. It wasn’t intentional but I definitely wasn’t gonna turn it down if the opportunity presented itself. I was far from a one-night stand type of girl and hadn’t planned to ever become one but fuck it.


    It was what it was.


    “I’m not gonna fuck Jamison. I don’t even knowww him.”


    Oh shit, did I just slur?


    “So what! That’s the best part. You can do it and walk away. No harm done. Just a good ass time and hopefully some good ass dick. You could use it.”


    “Shut uppp. But he does look like the type that would be packin’ huh?”


    Okay, that was definitely a slur.


    “Hell to the yes. Hopefully it runs in the family.” We both shared in a laugh and hi-five as I leaned into her for support even though my ass was sitting down. I would miss these moments with Jasmine. After graduation, she was starting a position at a local law firm as a legal assistant until she would begin working towards her law degree next semester.


    “We must’ve missed somethin’ hella funny.” Drew sat the drinks on the table as Jamison slid into the booth next to me, getting a little closer than he was before. To up the ante, he draped an arm across the back of the seat, making himself super comfortable. To my surprise, it made me comfortable too.


    “Yeah, we were talking about ya’ll dick sizes.” Mentally, I put a hand over my mouth like a kid who accidentally said a bad word in front of her parents but doing that in real life would’ve been way too much work so I played it cool as if I actually meant to say it out loud.


    “Ariel! Ya’ll have to excuse her. She’s had plenty to drink tonight.”


    My blunt confession spiked Jamison’s interest as his eyebrow lifted in curiosity before he said, “Oh really? Well what did you come up with?”


    “I think you…Jamison…have a big dick.” It was out of my mouth before I could even feel any type of way for saying it. I mean, it was what I came up with so what was the point of keeping it to myself?


    “Ariel!”


    “Whatttt? I do. Well...am I right?”


    “I mean, I’d like to think so. But I guess I’ll have to leave it up to you to evaluate.” The fact that he was actually sure of himself made me that much more interested in finding out if the information was accurate. So instead of waiting for a private opportunity to do said evaluation, I waited until Jasmine and Drew were engaged in a conversation of their own to slip my hand from my thigh to his. He didn’t even flinch. So I dragged my hand a little higher up his thigh and he only smirked, practically egging me on. Since he was so unbothered, I let my hand travel up just a little bit further and...damn.


    He didn’t even bother moving my hand, just leaned over to whisper in my ear, “You about ready to go?”


    


    - &-


    I felt like I was in an episode of Taxi Cab Confessions. The only thing missing was the HBO cameras. I was faded. Jamison was tipsy. And he was talking all types of freaky shit a lot louder than he probably thought. Judging by the funny looks the Arabian driver kept giving us from his rearview, his words were definitely no secret.


    “I bet you twenty bucks I’ll make you cum at least four times tonight.” I couldn’t stop the goofy-drunken-turned on grin that instantly came to my face.


    “I win either way.”


    “Yeah, you’re definitely gonna be winnin’ tonight baby. You’d be winnin’ right now but you’re probably scared.”


    “Scared? Scared of what?” He licked his lips as he leaned in closer, finally lowering his voice some but not enough for the driver not to hear him.


    “If I wanted to taste you right now, in the back of this taxi, would you let me? Maybe just touch it; see how ready it is for me. And my big dick.” I peeked up just in time to see the driver’s eyes go wide. Thankfully, we were only about five minutes away from my neighborhood so all this talk could be put to good use.


    “Would I let you? Yes. Are you going to at some point tonight? Definitelyyy.”


    “But can I...right now? You just look like the type that would taste so good. So sweet.” He punctuated his statement with a few kisses and nibbles to my shoulder blade.


    “You think so huh?”


    “I know so.”


    Something about the way he was coming on to me made feel bolder than ever. I parted my legs open just enough for my dress to ride up to my hips surely giving the driver a good view. Then I grabbed Jamison’s hand and guided it right to that sweet spot he was talking about, letting him explore at his leisure.


    “Damn girl.” I vaguely heard his words as I was too busy enjoying his touch. I didn’t even know it was possible for someone that hardly knew anything about me to be so in-tune with what my body craved. His motions were skilled like he had been working on the craft for years.


    Hell, he probably has.


    As the driver came to a stop at what I hoped was the front of my building, I cracked my eyes open to the salacious sight of Jamison tasting me on his fingers.


    “Sweeter than I imagined.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    I could hear the sound of an alarm in the distance, but I didn’t recognize its tune as my own so I didn’t bother getting up. When the sounds went off for a second time, I felt the sheets and covers shift but nothing more. When I heard it for a third time, I had to see what was up. I rolled over and ran right into her. Her lips were parted slightly allowing me to hear her soft, steady breathing. She looked so at peace in her slumber and I had a feeling I was at least a little bit to thank for it.


    I had worn that ass out.


    A few times.


    And it was magical.


    I had never felt so in sync with a girl even though we were way past the point of sobriety and didn’t know much about each other. But our time shared together was enough for me to be hoping that it wasn’t the end.


    The alarm went off again and I watched as she stirred in her sleep before her eyes slowly opened. When she saw me, she instantly jumped up and out of bed.


    “Oh my gosh! What time is it?!”


    “I don’t know. Probably like 8:30 or so.” She was already up and getting dressed while I just laid there confused by her drastic change in attitude from the night before.


    “8:30?! Graduation starts in 30 minutes! Fuck! My parents are gonna kill me!” I made my way out of the bed grabbing my clothes from the night before as she pulled a dress over her head and stuffed her feet into a pair of heels. Lucky for her, we were at her spot so she at least didn’t have to wear the same clothes from yesterday unlike myself.


    She dashed into the bathroom to try and tame her matted down hair, brushed her teeth, and grabbed her cap and gown that was hanging from the doorway before she was heading to the front door.


    “Hey, what about me?”


    “Lock the door behind you!”


    And just like that she was gone.


    It surprised the hell out of me that she had actually left without kicking me out first like she was just confident that I wasn’t some creep who would go through her panty drawer or some curb that would try to steal something from her. Maybe she was just in such a rush that any of that kind of stuff was the last thing on her mind. Or maybe she saw me for who I really was regardless of the circumstances that brought us together.


    Since graduation did start in…now 20 minutes, I went to the bathroom to take a leak and used a little of her mouthwash to at least kill my morning breath. Luckily, I was dressed pretty fresh last night so my outfit was still appropriate for today’s event. I called up a cab and grabbed a granola bar before I was out of the door almost as fast as she was.


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    “Ariel! Where have you been? I called you at least 100 times!” I was trying to find my place in the line-up for my college and Jasmine was right on my tracks like she didn’t have a place of her own to be.


    “Doesn’t matter. I made it.” She crossed her arms over her chest, analyzing my demeanor. Jasmine and I had been the best of friends since I first got to college so she knew me well enough to know something was different. But I damn sure wasn’t in the mood to tell her exactly what. Unfortunately, I didn’t have to say anything for her to put two and two together.


    “Oh my gosh. You...and Jamison. You little skank.”


    I snatched her in close before I said, “Would you shut up? And don’t you have somewhere to be?”


    “My college is last and since I was here on time unlike you, I know exactly where I have to be. But damn girl, it must’ve been good if it almost made you miss graduation.” I hadn’t had much time to even think about it. But now, since I had a free moment, I could remember every...blissful…stroke.


    And did he really have to look that good first thing in the morning?


    I was snapped out of my daydream by the sounds of the graduation processional music. Jasmine gave me a pat on the shoulder and a smile before strutting to the back of the line.


    


    - & -


    “Graduation has you glowing baby!” I smiled for the hundredth picture my parents had taken of me holding my diploma. A bunch by myself. A bunch with family members. A bunch with family friends. A bunch with them. But I would keep on smiling as it was a special moment, brought largely in part by the college fund they had set up for me from birth. As we arranged for yet another family photo, I was surprised to see a now familiar face watching me; waiting for me in the distance. Though my parents blamed my glow on graduation, I knew at least a part of it had to do with him. I was expecting him to be at graduation, for his cousin Drew, but I still didn’t think we would actually run into each other. After a few snaps, I told everyone I would be right back and headed his way.


    “Congratulations Ariel. These are for you.” He handed me a bouquet of flowers and I couldn’t help but be flattered. Hell, there were people I had dated for months and never gotten flowers from and he was already giving them on the first day.


    First and last.


    “Thank you Jamison. These are beautiful. How’d you know tulips were my favorite?”


    “I saw you had some on display in your apartment and figured they wouldn’t still be there if you didn’t like them. And I locked your door for you. Even though I don’t know why you would trust a stranger like that.” Now that I had the chance to think about it, it wasn’t the smartest of moves on my part. But something about Jamison seemed so legit that I would probably do it again.


    If there ever was an again.


    “Well excuse me for seeing you as a genuine soul who wouldn’t rob me.”


    “You’re right. I didn’t rob you. Well except for a granola bar. A brotha was hungry. Oh, and a little mouthwash.”


    “Consider it a parting gift.” I said it in a friendly manner but I could see an ounce of dismay in his eyes.


    “Indeed. Well I better catch up with Drew.”


    “Yeah, you do that. Tell him I said congrats.”


    “I will. You take care Ariel.” I wanted to give him a hug, a kiss, something that would allow him to linger for just a little while longer. But instead, I just watched his confident strut until he disappeared into the crowd. I would’ve been lying if I said I wasn’t disappointed. Not that I expected anything out of a one-night stand but of course one of the nicest guys I had ever encountered had also been in my life for the shortest amount of time.


    At least I got the D.


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    I poured myself a glass of water before I walked the couple of steps to the couch in my new studio apartment. Moving to NYC before I actually had a job was risky, but I wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t believe in myself. Some called me cocky, but it was usually the same people who had no idea how hard I worked to get to where I was. My parents were there, for the most part, but I still had to grind my way out of the hood just like many of the bosses holding positions that I saw myself getting in the future.


    As I flipped through my basic cable channels, I couldn’t help but smiling when I landed on the movie, The Little Mermaid. It reminded me of her, the girl who stole a little piece of me with her charm, bold attitude, and sexy ass body. Oh, and crazy skills in the bedroom. You would think we had actually been together for some time the way I seemed to miss her presence. What was even crazier was the fact that I didn’t even get her number.


    I picked up my phone and found Drew’s name in my contacts. Maybe he could help me out. I watched the animated sea animals sing until he answered.


    “Yo, what’s up fam?”


    “Drew. Question. Did you umm…get that one girl’s number from the club when I was out there?”


    “Who Jasmine? Hell nah man. She didn’t even let me hit. Once you left with ol’ girl, she took a cab of her own.” I wasn’t surprised that Drew didn’t pull her but his lack of game wasn’t helping my cause at all.


    “Damn. Do ya’ll have like a school directory or something?” I couldn’t believe the desperate measures I was taking to get to her.


    “Who knows shit like that? I barely made it out of there and you think I know if we have a damn directory? What you need that shit for anyway?” I had to think of an answer that wouldn’t make me sound so thirsty.


    “I’m looking for a phone number.”


    There was a long pause before I could tell he had caught on, “Ohhh, this is about that bad bitch Ariel huh? I can’t believe I was here for years and never saw her before.”


    “Hey, don’t call her a bitch man. But I’m sure you never saw her because her ass was in class unlike yourself.”


    He laughed into the phone, “Trueeee. But nah bruh, I mean I can ask around for you.” I was tempted to have him put out the search parties but then I realized maybe it wasn’t meant to be. Maybe she was supposed to be a memory; the most pleasant, euphoric memory that I wasn’t planning on letting go of anytime soon.


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    “Baby girl, where do you want these boxes to go?”


    “You can put those in the bathroom, Daddy.” He nodded an affirmative before he proceeded past me down the hallway. The apartment I had settled on was very, very modest but comfortable which was all I really needed. I could’ve gotten a roommate to split a bigger space with, but after living with Jasmine for a few years in college, then experiencing living on my own, there was no way I could go back to that life.


    “Now Ariel, I put a can of pepper spray in every room just in case somebody tries to get in here.”


    I put my hand on her shoulder giving her a reassuring smile as I said, “Mommy, it’s a secured building.”


    “Girl, I’ve watched too much Scandal to know a secured building does not mean a damn thing. If Olivia can get got in a secured building, then so can you.” I laughed at her reference but knew she was dead serious so I decided not to argue about it. As we continued to get all of my stuff unpacked, I received a text from Jasmine.


    Jasmine: Girl, guess who hit me up on Facebook looking for you?


    I had a Facebook profile of my own but it was super private and hard to find as I had the interview of a lifetime coming up. There was no way I was gonna lose a job opportunity over some random ass college picture I was tagged in. I was curious to find out who went to the extreme of tracking down Jaz just to get to me though.


    Ariel: Who?


    Jasmine: You remember Jamison? Drew’s cousin?


    I couldn’t forget Jamison if I tried. Even though we had only spent one night together, the memory of it seemed to resonate with me to this day; particularly with my body.


    Ariel: Yeah, I remember him. What did he say?


    It was ridiculous how anxious I was for Jaz’s reply to come in. So anxious that when it took longer than I expected, I decided to sit down which warranted side-eyes from both of my parents who were working hard to get my apartment in order. I was expecting a text message, but received a picture instead which I quickly recognized as a screenshot of the message Jamison sent to Jaz.


    Jamison: Hey Jasmine. I don’t know if you remember me, but I met you at the club when I was visiting my cousin Drew for his graduation (congrats by the way). I was wondering if you could get me in contact with your friend Ariel. I forgot to get her number and couldn’t find her on here so I went for the next best thing…and not like that; my bad. But anyway, if you could help me out, I would really appreciate it.


    Instead of replying to the message, I went to the Facebook app on my phone and looked him up under the name he had used to send Jasmine a message; Parker Jamison. Considering his name was out of order, he must’ve been trying to lay low like myself. His profile picture was of him and his mom on his graduation day. He was kissing her cheek and she was wearing the proudest of smiles. As I clicked the arrow on the picture to get to the next one, I saw pictures of him and his boys, him and his cousin Drew, and then him and…a girl. The picture was from a year ago exactly but it was clear he had some type of relationship with her by the way his arms were wrapped around her.


    Chill Ariel.


    I quickly closed out of the app and returned to my text messages. My fingers rested on the touch screen as I tried to figure out how to handle this. I could go the easy way, give him my number and then play the waiting game or I could take matters into my own hands and keep the ball in my court.


    Ariel: Tell him I’ll be in touch.


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    Breathe.


    You got this.


    You can do this.


    This is for you to get.


    I mentally prepped myself for my interview with a little self-talk as I strolled through the glass double doors of Jones and Johnson Records. It wasn’t that I was nervous for the interview, more so anxious to show off how deserving of the position I was. I was more than qualified, had more than enough experience thanks to the internships I had completed during each of my college summers; there was no way I could lose.


    I sat in the lobby, waiting for my name to be called by the receptionist. As the clock got closer to my actual scheduled interview time, I saw the doors behind the receptionist’s desk crack open and out walked Mr. Aaron Jones himself. Right behind him was Mr. Percival “Percy” Johnson. And then there was a girl. My body seemed to acknowledge her presence before my mind did. She had a reoccurring role in my dreams and since I was use to seeing her in a fog, I wasn’t sure if it was really her or if I was simply imagining it. That was until I heard Mr. Jones say, “We’ll be in touch Ariel,” as he shook her hand.


    I hadn’t seen her since the weekend of Drew’s graduation, and I knew she was moving to NYC but I certainly hadn’t expected to actually run into her. Not here at least. After she said her goodbyes, she made eye contact with me and her face instantly lit up. I was sure she didn’t want to cause a scene with the bosses in view so she slowly approached me with her hand out.


    “Jamison. So good to see you again. Good luck with the interview.”


    “Thank you. I…” She cut me off as she leaned in to speak directly into my ear.


    “Meet me at the coffee shop down the block when you’re done.” Then she walked away wearing the sweetest of smiles. I had to shake her off quick to refocus for the interview so I straightened out my suit and approached the two men who were already engaged in a conversation of their own.


    “Did you see her ass? Shit didn’t even look anatomically possible.”


    “I know man, you better be careful with that. You know what your wife did to the last one.”


    I couldn’t believe they were talking about Ariel’s body like she was just some piece of meat and not a potential candidate for the position. I mean, I couldn’t blame them but still.


    “Good morning gentlemen. I’m Jamison Parker.” I stuck my hand out expecting a handshake but Mr. Jones shrugged me off.


    “Yeah, yeah come on in.” 


    - &-


    “I wasn’t sure you would come because I already knew. I mean, I was pretty sure by their reaction to me that I had it in the bag.” It was so hard for me to be happy for her. They had hired her on the spot without even learning anything about me. My “interview” lasted all of three minutes; long enough to regretfully inform me that the position had already been filled. I was sure she was qualified but it was clear that there was a whole lot more in her corner as far as getting the job was concerned.


    “Yeah. You must’ve did your thing. They didn’t even wanna hear me out.”


    “Seriously?” I side-eyed her excitement, not that she couldn’t be excited but it didn’t exactly make me feel any better. “I mean that’s crazy. Like, I felt good about it but...damn.” She took a long sip of her coffee, reveling in the elation. It would’ve been so easy to bust her bubble, tell her that her ass got her in the door, but I wasn’t trying to be that guy.


    “Just be careful hun. That’s all I can tell you. I’ve read up on these dudes and they can be... difficult to work with; especially as a female.” There were more than a couple mysteriously dropped charges of sexual harassment from their camp. Personally, it didn’t bother me because well...I’m a guy. But for someone like Ariel, she was gonna have to watch her back.


    “Trust me, I know. I’m pretty sure I read up on them just as much if not more than you did before I applied for the position.”


    “I’m sure Houston didn’t raise a dummy, but this is the big leagues. A whole new ball game.” She seemed to catch a little attitude like I was making the shit up. Or maybe she thought I was saying she couldn’t handle it.


    “Don’t you think I know that? Did you forget I’m the one that has the job on lock?”


    Yeah because of that ass…


    “Look, can we be done with this? I was actually excited to see you, you know.” She relaxed a bit, cracking a smirk.


    “Ohhh, so now you were excited to see me?” I grabbed her hand from across the table and she blushed upon contact.


    “I was always excited to see you. Have you seen your ass in that pencil skirt?” She laughed her sweet little laugh as she pulled her hands out of my grip.


    “Unfortunately. I felt those bastards gawking at me as I left.”


    So she does know.


    “Should you really be calling your future bosses bastards Ariel?”


    “I call it how I see it. This position is just a start anyway. Entry level as far as my career goals are concerned. I won’t be here forever but they’ll be old, rotting bastards... forever.” I couldn’t help but laugh as she continued on. “But what’s your next move Jamison? I mean, I hope you didn’t have all of your eggs in one basket.”


    “Hell nah. Come on now. You may not know me like that, but you know me enough. I actually have another interview tomorrow.” Her ears seemed to perk up.


    “Really? Where at?”


    “Intergalactic Records.” I said it quickly before taking a sip of my coffee. I knew the name alone would ring a bell.


    “So you’re fraternizing with the enemy huh? You know they are constantly battling with J&J for the top spot in the city.”


    “Well, if J&J wanted to have that top spot they should’ve hired me. But since they didn’t, I gotta take my talents elsewhere and make it happen.” I could tell she wanted to be offended, but she held it in for the sake of my ego.


    “Even though I don’t necessarily approve, I hope you get the job. You deserve it.”


    “I appreciate that. But enough about job stuff, what’s up with you not hitting me up? Jasmine told me you would be in touch.”


    She smiled innocently as she sarcastically replied, “I did say that, didn’t I?”


    “Oh, so you forgot about me huh? It’s cool. I see how it is.” I was only messing with her and was glad that she had enough humor to pick up on it.


    “You’re a guy. I’m sure you do things like that all the time.”


    “Not all the time; just enough to understand what you mean. Except for when I do it, it’s usually because I don’t have any interest in the girl. Was that your point?”


    “If that was my point, I wouldn’t have invited you out for coffee. I promise this isn’t a pity date for you not getting my job.” Her mostly sweet demeanor spotted with arrogance was almost too attractive.


    “Well hopefully it also isn’t the last date you invite me to.”


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    “Baby girl, I am so proud of you!” I had my mom on speakerphone as I sifted through my closet for the perfect outfit to wear on my first day at the job.


    “Thanks Mommy.”


    “Are you nervous? I’m nervous for you! Okay, maybe not nervous. Anxious. That’s what it is. I’m anxious for you.”


    “Mommy calm down before that stuff rubs off on me. I’m very calm, very cool, very collected. One day at a time and this just so happens to be the first. I was built for this.” I hoped that my words would manifest now that I had said it out loud considering I actually had butterflies in my stomach for the first time in my life.


    “I know, I know. You’ve always been so good about that. I admire that about you baby girl; that and your little feisty ass attitude. I could’ve whooped you for it a few times when you were growing up, but now I’m fine with it. It works on you.” I was pretty sure she did whoop me for it more than a few times but I was happy that she had at least come to terms with it now that I was an adult.


    “Well thanks. I think.”


    “You’re welcome. But I’ll let you go so you can get yourself together. Have a good first day! I can’t wait to hear all about it.”


    “I’ll be sure to call you when I get off. Love you Mommy. Tell Daddy I said hi when he wakes up.”


    “Love you back baby girl. And will do.”


    As my phone gave its call-ended beep signifying that my mom had hung up, I sat at the vanity table in my new apartment, simply observing my features. I still looked like the college girl that I was up until a few weeks ago but I felt a whole lot different. Now I was an adult. Like a real ass adult. Just like that. It was still exciting for now.


    Take that Jamison.


    Oh Jamison.


    Sweet, sexy Jamison.


    It should have been a crime in at least 48 states to be that damn fine. And smart. And goal-oriented. And now, according to Intergalactic’s latest press release, he even had a good ass job to go along with it. The article mentioned his position going into effect today so naturally I thought about at least sending him a text to wish him good luck but then it hit me.


    You don’t even have his number.


    He was supposed to be just a one-night stand; a door opened and closed back in Cali. But now he was here, surely accessible if I were to try. Hell, I hadn’t tried at all and ran right into him in this so-called big city. But instead of playing eager beaver, I’d leave it up to the stars to align on their own.


    After getting my make-up right, hair right, and settling on one of the three dresses I had originally narrowed down my decision to, it was time to make moves. I thought about grabbing a quick breakfast, but the butterflies flapping away in my stomach left no room for any sustenance. So instead, I grabbed a granola bar and a banana, tossing it in my bag for a snack later.


    Instead of driving, I decided to take the subway for economic reasons. Well that and the fact that I was sure the traffic would kill me before I could even make it to work. Even though California was pretty fast paced, it was nothing in comparison to the hustle and bustle of NYC, especially at this particular morning hour. People didn’t even offer a friendly smile when they made accidental eye contact or small talk when you were jammed next to them in the overcrowded public transportation. They were all about themselves and wherever they were going which for me, would take some getting used to.


    When I arrived to the J&J building after the short walk from the subway station, I quickly switched out of my walking shoes to my heels and took the deepest of breaths. I knew once I went in, there was no turning back but there shouldn’t be a reason to need to turn back right?


    “Good morning Ariel! I hope you like the way your office is set up. We try our best to accommodate all of our employees’ tastes. We really just want everyone as comfortable as possible so they can give the label their best.” The receptionist was going on and on but all I could think about was the fact that I had an office of my own.


    I wonder does it have my name on it.


    I followed her to my office as she continued on, “You have a nine ‘o clock with our new girl group and a nine-thirty with the marketing analysts to discuss promotional options for said group. From ten to noon, we have our weekly label meeting with J&J and then you’ll have lunch. I try not to schedule anything from noon to one but as you can imagine with the right-now needs of this industry, lunch dates do often happen. Am I moving too fast for you?”


    “What’s your name?” She seemed shocked that I had actually asked her about her like it was something foreign. With as much as she probably did around here, the least I could do was know the girl’s name.


    “Valerie.”


    “Nice to meet you Valerie. Now we can worry about that other stuff.” She smiled and continued on with a bunch of information I knew had to be written down somewhere for me to access later as there was no way I was gonna remember it all right now. We made our way down a long hallway, stopping by a few of the offices along the way so she could introduce me to people, then we ended up at a door that actually did have my name on it, sketched into the glass. I’d be sure to snap a picture of it for Instagram later.


    Inside, I was surprised to find a bouquet of flowers on the desk. Valerie must’ve picked up on my curiosity as she piped out, “Oh yeah, those arrived for you first thing this morning. If you need anything Ariel, just give me a buzz!” Then she walked out just as quickly as she had walked in. I walked over to the desk to take a long sniff of the tulips before I picked out the card.


    “Flowers already huh?” The deep, baritone voice startled me, making me drop the card on the floor.


    “Umm…yes. Yes sir.” I ran my hands down the front of my dress mostly to rid my palms of the sweat that had instantly accumulated.


    Relax Ariel.


    It’s just your boss.


    “You must have someone pretty special in your life if you’re getting flowers on your first day.”


    “No I don’t. I mean…I’m not sure who these are from.” It was like no matter how much I told myself to calm down, it wouldn’t happen under his powerful gaze.


    “Ahh one of those situations. I know that all too well.” I wasn’t exactly sure what kind of situation he was referencing but he continued on before I could overanalyze, “Anyway, I’m so glad you accepted the position Ariel. We are really...really excited to have you.”


    “I’m excited to be here sir.”


    “Oh no sweetheart, save the sir for someone who deserves it. Just call me Aaron. Actually AJ. That’s what my friends call me. And I’d...like to be your friend Ariel.” I could hear the carnal undertones of his words and it made me super uncomfortable no matter how much I had prepared myself for it. J&J had a reputation for being...well perverts to say the least but it was up to me to make sure I kept things on the professional level so they wouldn’t get any ideas.


    “Friends in business AJ; absolutely.” He smiled with an evident lust as he leaned on the door frame. I would be kidding myself if I denied the fact that he was a sight for sore eyes. Rich mahogany skin, deep umber eyes, and a ridiculously perfect beard surrounding his million dollar smile. I was sure it didn’t take much for him to snag ladies, but he surely wasn’t gonna be snaggin’ this one.


    With his old, married ass.


    “You’re cute. See you at the meeting Ariel.” I smiled politely enough to dismiss him before I got back to what I was originally trying to do; figure out who the flowers were from. I snatched the card off the floor, peeling back the teeny seal of the envelope to retrieve the message.


    “Happy First Day on the Job Ariel. I know you’re gonna kill it. And if you don’t, well that actually works for me too :). -Jamison”


    My swoon meter went off the damn charts. First the unexpected flowers at graduation and now he had taken the time to send flowers to the office for my first day?


    I checked the clock to make sure I had enough time before my first meeting to make a thank you phone call. Since I didn’t have his personal number, I called the Intergalactic office hoping he had made it in.


    “Intergalactic Records.”


    “Hello there. This is Ariel Harper, from Jones and Johnson. Can you please forward me to Jamison Parker in the marketing department?” I tried to make the call sound as legitimate as possible.


    “Absolutely Ms. Harper. Please hold.” I listened to the holding jingle at least three times in a row, almost ready to sing-a-long, before he finally picked up.


    “This is Jamison.” I closed my eyes, picturing him sitting at a large cherry wood desk, leaned back in an executive chair with his feet crossed on top of a desk-sized calendar.


    So sexy.


    “Are you really this sweet all the time?” I could feel him smiling through the phone which made me beam even harder.


    “Only for those who deserve it. Has your first day been as busy as mine?”


    Besides the boss hitting on me already...


    “I’m still getting settled in but I have a slew of meetings starting in…” I peeked at the clock on my desk, “ten minutes.”


    “Sounds about right. Well I’m glad you like the flowers.”


    “Love them.” I had the phone practically glued to my ear just elated that it was actually him on the other end. Jamison’s presence, even through sound waves, had a hold on me that I didn’t quite understand considering we had only come into actual contact twice. It was like my soul knew him - recognized him -, and was more than happy to welcome him back for more no matter how baffled my mind seemed to be about it. No experience in my past compared to the vigorous, enchanting pull I felt when it came to him and I only knew the bare minimum of his existence which made the whole thing even more bewildering. Luckily, the small ounce of ambiguity I felt was drowned by his allure.


    “Hey, maybe we could do lunch or something.” I wanted to give him a resounding hell yes but for the sake of not sounding like a skeeze, I kept it cool.


    “I’d like that. I’m free between noon and one.”


    “Damn. I’m not free until one. How about dinner?”


    Hmm…will it come with dessert?


    Stop, you freak!


    Good girl angel Ariel and bad girl freaky Ariel were getting ready to scrap it out on my shoulders as if it wasn’t the most basic of conversations between Jamison and I.


    I did my best to shut both of them up with a simple, “Dinner sounds…great. What time?”


    “Well, I have a late night in the office so probably like eight o’clock.”


    Eight o’ clock is such a romantic dinner time.


    Eight o’clock is definitely late evening…hello nightcap!


    “Eh, we’ll have to make it a quick dinner. I have to be at an event at nine.” I still didn’t understand why AJ kept insisting that I come to the event tonight like I had never been on the working end of one before. I definitely wouldn’t have applied for the job if I hadn’t.


    “Look at us; too busy to function already. Ain’t this about a bitch?” I laughed even though I couldn’t agree more. It was helpful that I didn’t have to explain the demands of the music industry to him since he was now a part of it too.


    “Definitely. We’ll make it work though. Text me the spot.”


    “Ariel, you know good and damn well that I don’t have your number otherwise I would’ve been blowin’ that shit up.” I giggled some more before I gave him my number, and then repeated it for confirmation. “I’ll hit you up when I’m leaving the office. Cool?”


    As if any woman in their right mind would turn down a date with his fine ass…


    Of course, bad girl freaky Ariel prevailed in my thoughts but to keep good girl Ariel happy, I replied, “Cool. Looking forward to it.”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    “So, how’d it go?”


    Ariel was sitting across from me at some chic sushi restaurant one of my coworkers suggested I try. I wasn’t the biggest fan of the Japanese staple, but since Ariel said it was what she was craving, I went with it.


    “I’m exhausted. I consumed enough coffee to just about guarantee I won’t be getting any sleep tonight. And I’m still technically on the clock.” The way she spoke about it made it sound like a death sentence.


    “So you hated it?”


    “Loved every single moment. What about you, Hot Shot?” Even with all the meetings, the overabundance of information I was expected to digest, and the lack of downtime, everyone was so casual and nice; totally different from what I expected a record label to be like. But maybe that was part of the reason why so many people were trying to get signed by them.


    “I like the vibes at Intergalactic. Everybody is super chill but productive which I can appreciate.”


    “That sounds lovely. Wanna switch?”


    “Hell to the no. You know I make more than you right?” I was only telling her that to tease her about getting the job that I initially wanted.


    “A thousand or two only means you’ll be paying more in taxes later so that doesn’t bother me smart ass.”


    “Good point. So what event do you have tonight?” Ariel was already dressed for whatever it was and from the looks of things, it was definitely party-esque.


    “Before I started there, the team had been working on this huge promo event for our new girl group. It’s tonight.” I had heard about the group J&J put together during one of the earlier meetings I went to. According to our camp, they were sure to be a smash so we would have to figure out a strategy for our platinum-selling but haven’t dropped an album in a year girl group to not fall in their shadow.


    “I see. Well I’m sure it’ll be fun.”


    “Yeah fun for the normal people that just get to attend, and drink, and socialize. Not for the working people like me who have to be behind the scenes making sure everything is done to a tee.” It made me laugh the way Ariel talked about her job like she really wasn’t feeling it even though she claimed to be all about it.


    And it was only the first day.


    “It’s in the job description hun. You signed up for it.”


    “I know, I know. I’m just running my mouth because I’m crabby and could really use a catnap.” I knew exactly how she was feeling. The pace of the job was definitely not one for the weak-hearted. There was always, always something to do. But since she seemed a little more tired than I was, I thought I would help her out.


    “Come sit by me. You can use my shoulder.” She rolled her eyes, taking a bite of her California roll.


    “Jamison, I am not about to take a nap in this restaurant.”


    “Why not? It’s dark. No one will even notice. So come here.” She eyed me with skepticism before she slid out of her side of the booth and joined me on mine. She peeked up at me, smirking before she leaned against my shoulder. In what seemed like no time at all, she was in the parted lips slumber I remembered from the first night I met her; the night that had played over and over in my dreams until I saw her for a second time by surprise. Maybe she was supposed to be more than a memory after all.


    I would’ve let her rest for at least five minutes but her phone began to vibrate on the table. I peeked at the screen and saw it was an incoming call from Boss Man 1 which automatically made the call important enough to wake her up over.


    “Ariel...Ariel, wake up.” She stirred slowly until I said, “Boss Man 1 is calling.” That made her perk up. She snatched the phone off of the table to answer it.


    “Hello...Yes sir...I’m on my way then...Okay...Yes AJ. Bye.”


    She took a huge sigh before she turned her attention to me and said, “Duty calls. I’m sorry Jamison.” I could tell she didn’t really wanna leave but since it was still her first day and it was guaranteed that I would see her again now that I could instantly get in touch with her, I decided not to go the selfish route.


    “Don’t be. I get it. Have fun tonight.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    I walked into the venue for the event and was impressed with what the team had put together. There were life-size pictures of each of the girls hanging from the ceiling making the guests of honor clear for those who may have been unsure. The room was decked in enough pink to make someone sick but since it was the group’s signature color, it worked. I could only dream of what it would look like once my ideas were implemented. As I made my way further in, taking in all of the fine details of the space, I felt a heavy hand on the small of my back before the person it belonged to showed their face.


    “Wow Ariel. You look amazing. You always look amazing.”


    “Thank you si...AJ.”


    “No thank you for getting here early. I wanted you to get a little hands-on experience with some of the prep work before you were working on things of this sort on your own.” It made total sense no matter how much I was bothered by the fact that his hand, surely with an untanned line from the removal of his wedding ring, was still on my back.


    “Gotcha. Well, I should probably get to it then.” I tried to get away but he grabbed me gently by the wrist pulling me back towards him.


    “What’s the rush? How about we grab a drink first?” I pulled my wrist from his grip, returning it to its rightful place by my side.


    “Sorry but I don’t drink on the job. Who can get work done like that?”


    Apparently I was a little naïve about the whole thing as he quickly replied, “Quite a few people in this industry, me included. Now come on. One little drink won’t hurt you. And if it does...well you aren’t fully responsible for this event anyway so it’ll be fine. I’ll give you a pass.” He gave me his million dollar smile, pleading with his eyes for me to join him. Everything he was saying sounded like a bad idea, but I wasn’t really in a position to turn down a drink from my boss so I followed his invitation to the bar. He ordered a whiskey and coke for himself and a Ciroc and pineapple for me. I watched the bartender really closely, mentally calculating his severely over-poured shot.


    Or maybe he was instructed to do that.


    I kindly asked for a few more ice cubes with the hopes of being able to babysit the drink just long enough so that the ice would water it down.


    “So Ariel, you went to U of C right? You know that’s my alma mater too.” Of course I knew it was his alma mater considering there was a building in my college named after him for his millions in donations.


    “What were you? Class of ‘85? ‘90?”


    He laughed harder than I expected him to before he said, “That’s a good one. Actually Class of ‘98.”


    “Wanna know what I was doing in ‘98? Still playing with Barbies and worried about whoopin’ ass in hopscotch.” He laughed again and this time I actually gave him a smile as I took a little sip of the drink.


    “You’re really funny Ariel. But I can imagine your priorities being a little different than mine at the time. Lucky for us, they’re about the same now.” He placed his hand on my knee under the bar counter and it made my skin crawl. He was eying me, trying to gauge my reaction to his touch and I wasn’t sure what to do. I wasn’t quite ready to lose my job for going off on him but I also didn’t want him getting too comfortable. A few jabs here and there I could take, but getting touchy-feely was crossing the line. So I stood up from the bar stool, using the excuse of needing to go to the bathroom. Surprisingly enough, he actually bought it.


    I got to the bathroom and took my time freshening up my hair, freshening up my make-up, checking my phone, seeing what was trending on Twitter, just about anything I could think of to make AJ stop waiting for me. As I scrolled through tweet after tweet, a text came through.


    Boss Man 1: You don’t have to play games. I get it. You can come out now.


    Shit.


    So he was up on game. Of course he was. He was older and surely had enough experience to read right through my antics. Instead of texting back, I walked out of the bathroom with my hand on my stomach acting like I was sick.


    “Sorry about that. The sushi I had before I came must’ve been bad.” I pulled out my phone and said, “Oh, you text me?” I saw a sliver of panic in his expression before he went back to his normal, calm demeanor.


    “Disregard it sweetheart. I must’ve sent it to the wrong person.”


    I recognized his attempt at a save; a good one but not good enough for me to stop making him uncomfortable. It was the only way I knew I could keep him off my back; well off me period.


    “So does your wife ever come to these events?”


    “Nah, we’re actually separated. The only thing we have in common is our two kids.” I knew he was lying as I had just seen him and his wife in a picture from some awards show not even two weeks ago. It couldn’t have happened that fast.


    Or did it?


    “How old are your kids?”


    I knew so much about the man that I could answer most of the questions myself but I hoped bringing up the fact that he had a family would deter him from even thinking about having a chance with me.


    “My son just turned eighteen and my daughter is fifteen.”


    “When your son turns twenty-one, tell him to come holla at me.”


    Because we’re a lot closer in age than you and I.


    He gave me his usual smirk of amusement as he said, “I’ll pass along the message though I’m not sure he wants to compete with his old man.” He was coming on to me full-fledge, unapologetically, and I knew if I didn’t make things clear fast that he would automatically categorize me as someone he could get.


    “Mr. Jones, I’m here for business and business only.” He actually looked entertained by my statement like he had heard the version I really wanted to give him.


    You greasy mothafucka. Nobody wants your old halfway married ass.

     But since I wasn’t anywhere near drunk and my thoughts were able to subside instead of be spoken aloud, he simply replied, “What’s the fun in business if you can’t have a little pleasure?”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    “Jamie. My main man.”


    I walked right past the hi-five my co-worker Dawson was holding up. He thought he was down because he was white and worked at a predominantly black record label, but I wasn’t buying it.


    At least not yet.


    “It’s Jamison. But good morning. We all set for that conference call at ten?”


    “You know it Jami...son. A brotha like me stays ready.” That stopped me dead in my tracks.


    “Did you forget you weren’t a brotha?”


    “Unity is a mindset not a color. The sooner we all learn that, the sooner racism will die.”


    I shook my head at his ideals as I continued making my way to my office with Dawson right behind me. Why he was still following me, I wasn’t quite sure but I waited until I made it completely into my office before addressing him.


    “Did you need something Dawson?” I was already sifting through the various notes on my desk as he spoke.


    “I was wondering if you were busy this weekend. A friend of mine is throwing a birthday party, bunch of celebs will be there and shit, but I need a reliable wingman. You seem like a mostly sensible dude¸ down for a good time, so I thought I would extend the invite. If you don’t have anything going on.” I could vividly remember college days when hangin’ with the white boys almost always equated to the worst hangovers. But a party with celebs could be good for the brand so it wasn’t completely a bad idea.


    “Yeah I’ll roll.”


    “Great! I’ll email you the deets.” Then he walked out, even peppier than usual.


    Since I had a few minutes before my first meeting of the day, I decided to check on Ariel. I hadn’t talked to her since the night we went to dinner but I missed her like it had been much longer than that. It was crazy to me how I felt so drawn to her, so quickly, without much of anything but a few conversations and a hell of a night. But I guess that was part of finding someone you lo…


    Chill bruh.


    Jamison: Hey you. How is everything?


    Ariel: Everything is everything. Word to Lauryn Hill lol. Just busy. How’s the galaxy?


    Jamison: Don’t try to clown Intergalactic like your ass doesn’t wanna be here. It’s wonderful though. No complaints.


    Ariel: Lucky you. You busy tonight? I’d love to see you.


    Jamison: See me? Or see my…


    Ariel: LOL YOU! Okay…both? Well, that’s part of you so…


    Jamison: Good answer. But I already agreed to go to an event tonight with a co-worker so your kitty cat will have to wait. ;)


    Ariel: She’s watching the clock as we speak. ;)


    


    -&-


    “I thought you said this was gonna be an industry party? This looks more like a damn Sweet 16.” I was just sure the cameras from MTV were around here somewhere. The venue was dope, decorated elegantly in white and gold but the crowd was filled with babies as far as I was concerned.


    “That’s because it is. A Sweet 15 actually. She wanted to be different.”


    “Bruh...why the hell did you need me as a wingman for a teenage party? You better not be trying anything with these young ass girls in here!” I was already ready to whoop his ass for this To Catch a Predator bullshit.


    “Hell no man. I’m friends with her mom and she’s looking for new representation for her pop-star, fifteen-year-old daughter. Ahem, her party.” Thankfully, his reasoning actually made sense.


    “Oh, so you needed me as that kinda wingman. The one that scores the deal because I already have the perfect target market in mind for a little girl like…” I looked up to find a banner of the girl’s stage name, “Queen Z? Really? We might need to change that. Actually, we definitely need to change that.” No teenage girls wanted to follow somebody for an extensive career that already thought that damn highly of herself.


    Princess?


    Sure.


    Queen?


    Nope.


    “See. That’s why I brought you with me. Always thinking. Always creating. Always making shit happen.”


    I followed Dawson through the crowd to a VIP section that was better-suited for people like us considering there was a fully-stocked bar. We made our way past a number of people before we stopped near a woman who grinned seductively away from her guests at Dawson before she excused herself and headed our way. As she approached, I got a second to take her in and well, she was downright gorgeous with skin a shade beyond chestnut, hazel eyes, and a head full of long, bouncy curls.


    “Erin, I’d like you to meet Jamison. Jamison is one of our new marketing managers at Intergalactic. I think he would be just the guy to take on the marketing campaign for your daughter.” She eyed me for a long moment, and even had the nerve to look me up and down before licking her lips.


    “You want him to take on my daughter? Or take on me?” Her grin turned to one of greed before she continued on, “I’m kidding. It’s a pleasure to meet you Jamison. Thanks for coming out to celebrate with us.” She extended her hand to me and I shook it, taking note of the fact that it took a little long for her to let go.


    “Thanks for having me. So where’s the little Queen?” I said it sarcastically to hint at the fact that I found it ridiculous. I followed Erin’s head nod and gaze to a stage where a spitting image of her was dancing amongst friends.


    “So she...dances? Sings? Acts?”


    “Triple threat Jamison. They don’t call her the Queen for nothing,” Dawson chimed in. It still bothered me that they held a damn teenager in such high regard but I bit my tongue for the moment.


    “I see. Well there’s definitely a larger market available than the one she is currently accessing. I mean, I’ll be honest, I’ve never heard of her and considering I know quite a bit about the industry, that’s a problem.” Erin side-eyed me as I kind of expected, but it was true. Even though I technically hadn’t been in the industry for long, I always stayed up to date on what was happening.


    “Well Mr. Know-It-All, considering you’re just getting started at the label and my daughter has been killin’ the industry since she was a three-year-old, you may want to do your research before approaching potential clients.”


    “Killin’ the industry since she was three? If you believe that then no wonder your daughter is missing out on money. Being the kid in a damn McDonald’s commercial isn’t killin’ the industry. Being an extra on a Nickelodeon show isn’t killin’ the industry. Being featured on a Just For Me relaxer box isn’t killin’ the industry. At Intergalactic Records we make power moves. Leading roles, endorsement deals, trademarks, all from some simple marketing strategy tweaks. Let me get my hands on her marketing campaign and we will create a brand. Well, a rebrand, because that Queen shit has got to go.”


    Sugarcoating had never been my thing so I wasn’t gonna do it for the sake of a deal. It could’ve easily been my downfall, but I would much rather keep it real with her than reel her in on some bullshit. Dawson could only stand nearby in shock that I had come on so strong but Erin actually looked interested.


    She strutted a few steps closer to me before she whispered in my ear, “Jamison, you have no idea how much that just turned me on. But for the sake of keeping things professional, I’ll just say you’re hired.”


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    The weekly meeting at Jones and Johnson was awkward as hell. This week, Mr. Johnson was leading it so Mr. Jones - AJ - used all of his free time to ogle me from the head chair. I tried to pay attention to the pie charts Mr. Johnson referenced over and over, but my eyes kept shifting to AJ’s gaze on their own. And the second he knew he had my attention, he would do something out of line like bite his bottom lip.


    Gross.


    I focused back on the screen as my less creepy boss began discussing what some of the other record labels in the city, including Intergalactic Records, were up to this week. I was especially interested to see if any of the work Jamison talked about with me privately showed up on the radar. I felt my phone vibrate in my pocket and initially planned to ignore it since I was in a meeting, but it wasn’t uncommon for some of the other staff to check their phones, so I pulled it out of my pocket still trying not to draw too much attention to myself.


    Boss Man 1: Girl...the things I would do to you…


    Don’t react Ariel.


    He is looking for a reaction.


    Begging for a reaction.


    Just be cool.


    I casually put my phone back in my pocket, not bothering to look his way no matter how tempted I was to hit him with the rudest of scowls. I refocused my mind on the meeting just as Mr. Johnson mentioned Intergalactic possibly working with a solo teen pop act to override the new girl group we were working with but then my phone vibrated again. I peeked up at AJ, doing nothing to hide my annoyance this time, but his attention was elsewhere making me even more curious of who the notification was from.


    Jamison: I miss you pretty girl.


    Ariel: I miss you more handsome. And a solo teen act huh?


    Jamison: Gotta stay competitive right? ;)


    “Ariel, what do you think about that idea?”


    Shit.


    I instantly panicked. I got caught red-handed not paying attention to what was going on in the meeting. And to my surprise, it wasn’t Mr. Johnson calling me out. It was AJ.


    “I think...it’s interesting.”


    “What’s so interesting about it?” So he wasn’t gonna let me off easy. He was probably just mad that I hadn’t responded to his pervy ass text even though it was clear I had received it.


    “Umm...the whole thing. It’s all...interesting.”


    “You know if you weren’t so busy playing flirty girl on your phone, maybe you would have a better idea of what’s going on.” The Lord was clearly with me because I was so tempted to go off; so tempted to read his text message out loud and make a point of his little remarks. But since I wanted to keep my job, I kept it together.


    “My apologies.” I gave him my best glare and he still seemed satisfied with his work. Mr. Johnson on the other hand wasn’t too pleased with the unnecessary interruption so he proceeded to the next bullet point on the agenda.


    Once the meeting was over, I pretty much dashed to my office in hopes of avoiding a run-in with both of my bosses as if they couldn’t get to me if they wanted to. I shut the door, wishing I could lock it for the day, and began pacing the floor. It was the only thing that would prevent me from unleashing the wrath I really wanted to. I hadn’t even been there a month and AJ was pulling little stunts non-stop. I had to do something and quitting was not an option.


    I went back and forth for at least ten minutes before an idea hit me. Maybe if I were to play into what AJ thought could happen, he would lay off me as far as business was concerned. I wouldn’t have to go all the way to make him hopeful; just far enough to keep him off my back about the actual work-related stuff. I knew if I didn’t, he was sure to burn me as far as the industry was concerned so a little flirting was gonna have to do the trick.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    “I’m supposed to just trust you with my career? Dawson told me you’re still pretty new here which means you can’t possibly be the expert that would take me to the top.”


    I couldn’t believe I was actually entertaining this conversation. If it was up to me, I would’ve already sent her little ass packin’ but now that the label had picked up on the possibility of having a new teen girl act to compete with Jones and Johnson, that was no longer an option.


    “Look here Zalayah. Just because people in your camp think so highly of you doesn’t mean the world does. You wanna know what the world thinks of you? Absolutely nothing. Because they don’t know you outside of this city. Is it a good city to start with? Definitely. But if you’re trying to expand your brand, you need to cut that diva shi...stuff out and listen to me.” She rolled her eyes and popped her gum but allowed me to continue. “Now, if you want to be a star, I can make that happen, but I refuse to work with a teenage brat. So two things need to happen, you need to fix that shi...crappy attitude and you need to let go of who you thought you were gonna be as far as this industry is concerned because that Queen thing is dead.”


    “Excuse me? That is who I am. Queen Z is who I be. Haven’t you heard the song?” I had checked out the song after meeting Erin at Zalayah’s birthday party and was not only disappointed with the quality but also the lack of proper promotion that it even existed.


    “Oh, the song that has less than 100,000 views on YouTube? See, that’s unacceptable. You can do better. We can do better. Now your mom has already signed the contract so you’re pretty much stuck with me anyway. You might as well make the best of it. I have my job for a reason, you know.”


    She popped her gum again which instantly irritated me before she said, “Whatever. Do what you gotta do and I’ll do what I gotta do. Deal?” Even though the attitude was unnecessary, it felt like the best compromise I would get from her so I took it.


    “Deal.”


    After the “meeting” with Zalayah, Dawson wasted no time paying me a visit to see how things went.


    “So...is everything good? I know Z can be a handful.” I could definitely see how she could be a handful for those who weren’t equipped with the skills to handle her overblown ego.


    “Yep, everything is good. I think we have a better understanding of how this shit is gonna work. She’ll do her job and I’ll do mine. Simple as that.”


    “And she’s cool with dropping the Queen Z image?” He questioned me with a hint of disbelief that I could actually pull that part of it off.


    “She doesn’t have a choice. I think going by her actual name, which is unique in its own right, is the best move. It makes her more relatable to the market in every aspect of her career.”


    “Goodness. You are the man Jamie.”


    “Jamison.”


    “Right. Look, there’s a real party tonight. Like grown-ups and shit. The label needs some representatives to check out what J&J is working on with this new girl group and they’re throwing a promo party tonight for their new single. Wanna come with?” I knew about the party through Ariel since it was her first leading role as promoter but had no intentions of attending since it was a J&J event. Now, since I had a work-related reason to surprise her, I was definitely gonna go.


    “Yeah I’ll go.”


    “My ni...Jamison.”


    I side-eyed the hell out of him before I said, “Dawson, get your white ass out of here before you get beat up.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    “My, my, my...brains and beauty. How can anyone compete?”


    “They can’t.” I laughed a borderline Hilary from Fresh Prince laugh at AJ’s stupid compliment. It was the first event that I was the lead promoter on, and I was trying to put my game face on but AJ insisted we have a celebratory drink before things kicked off.


    “That’s a fact. I’m really proud of the work you’ve done for tonight. It looks great in here and I think this group may be our best yet. They seem to be all my daughter talks about and this is just their first single.”


    “Yeah, they’re doing great things. With Intergalactic out of the way for a little while, we had to strike now.” I knew - thanks to Jamison - that we had about a month before Zalayah was due to release her first single. He insisted that we release whatever we were working on now so that we wouldn’t be competing heads-up.


    “Oh please, they’re never in our way.”


    That’s what you think.


    “Right. But I should probably get to work. The event starts in 30 minutes.” Everything had been in place for the greater part of the day. I was really just using it as an excuse to get away from his handsomely, creepy ass.


    “Everything looks pretty...done to me. Stay.” Things were getting a little ludicrous but I had to play the part, even against my own will.


    “If you insist. But when shit hits the fan, I’m blaming you.”


    “I’ll take all the blame and more if that’s the only thing standing in the way of spending more time with you.”


    I had to give him an E for effort cause boy was he playing the best cards in the deck. But there was no way.


    No. Way.


    “You have a way with words AJ.”


    “And you have a way with everything else Ariel.”


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    Ariel had outdone herself.


    It was her first event, but you would never know it by how on point everything appeared to be. I was super proud of her and couldn’t wait to show her just how proud I was later on tonight. I knew she would be exhausted so I had plans of doing everything I could to help her...relax.


    Dawson and I had been at the venue for at least an hour but I had yet to see her. I thought about texting her to let her know I was there but figured she probably had a million things going on already. So instead, I just crowd-watched with a drink in hand as Dawson mixed and mingled with the crowd. Since I was technically here for work, I made mental notes about some of the things J&J were doing with the group such as giving them a Barbie doll look (played out), making everything about the color pink (typical), and trying to get their made-up socially-conscious taglines to go viral (Cigarettes down. Princess pinkies up? Really?) I knew that part of it wasn’t Ariel’s idea since she was the hired promoter and not marketer like me but they were definitely making it easy for us to have the better client.


    I was ordering another drink as Dawson made his way back to join me.


    “So, what do you think Jamison? Can we compete?”


    “Not only can we compete, we’re gonna blow them out of the water. This event is dope but the group is nothing unusual.”


    “The kids all seem to love them though.”


    “Well yeah cause they’re the only thing to love right now. But once we get Zalayah out and bring back our girl group in a few months, they’ll be forgotten about. I can almost guarantee it.” Dawson shook his head in agreeance as I turned around in my bar stool just in time to see Ariel slicing through the crowd with her headset on.


    “Hey Dawson, I’ll be right back.” I didn’t have time to wait for a reply as I made my way to catch up with her. We both had been so busy that I couldn’t remember the last time I actually saw her in person; had only talked to her on the phone, on Facetime, or through text. She was a few steps from entering another room when I called out to her, hoping she could actually hear me with all the noise from the crowd and surely some from her headset.


    “Ariel.” She turned around and lit up the second she realized it was me.


    “Jamison!” She gave me a quick hug before she removed her headset and continued on, “What are you doing here, on J&J turf?” Now her arms were crossed over her chest as she eyed me with suspicion.


    “Just seeing what you guys are up to so we can do it better,” I said with a guilty smile. Even though we were technically competitors, I knew I could keep it real with her.


    “Of course you are. But I’m not sure about that whole better thing.”


    “Come on now Ariel. You know that whole princess, Barbie look is played out.”


    She looked around, making sure no one was listening in on our conversation. “Their image is not my decision. My decisions only involve throwing bomb ass events such as Exhibit A that I know you guys can’t do better.” Her little glimmer of cockiness was strikingly sexy so instead of coming back at her in combat, I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her in close.


    “You’re so right baby. This is amazing. I’m so proud of you.”


    “Hmm… now I’m baby huh?” She was grinning from ear to ear as she relaxed in my hold.


    “Don’t act brand new Ariel. You know I’ve been thinking about you.”


    Her smile turned to one of desire as she said, “Is that right?”


    “Yeah. That’s right.” I gave her my best exaggerated LL Cool J lip lick eliciting a giggle.

     “Well...what have you been thinking?”


    “I’ve been thinking about how much I miss being able to do this...touch you that is.”


    “Who’s to say I missed your touch?” She raised one eyebrow, pursing her lips together as she waited for my reply.


    “Very funny Ariel. I know you miss more than just my touch.” She shuddered a little bit at the mere thought of being with me which only confirmed that the plans I had for the night were the right move so I continued on, “I want you to come by my place when you wrap up here. I know you’ve been working hard and could use a little TLC.” She had never actually been to my crib, just saw glimpses of it on Facetime, but I had cleaned up just in case she agreed to it.


    “You’re damn right I’ve been working hard so I will definitely take you up on that offer Hot Shot.” I could only smile in response and she did the same. But hers was short-lived as her face seemed to quickly change to a stern look as her eyes gravitated to something else before she jumped out of my hold.


    “Ariel. There you are. I’ve been looking all over for you.” I turned to where the voice had come from and it was Mr. Jones, Ariel’s boss.


    “Why were you looking for me?”


    “If you had your headset on, you would know. Now come on.” She gave me a sorry-see-you-later look before she was whisked away. I couldn’t help but notice the way Mr. Jones put his hand on the small of her back as he led her to the room she was originally heading for when I first caught up with her. I wasn’t sure if he was doing it to prove a point until he turned his head just enough to make eye contact and gave me a smug look.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    Something about Jamison was off.


    He seemed so eager to have me come over when he first mentioned it at my event, but now that I was here, he was kind of...blah. He hardly wanted to talk to me, let alone touch me which actually pissed me off considering I was looking forward to the TLC he had offered earlier. We were just sitting together on the couch, watching a repeat episode of the First 48, his favorite show but one I could certainly do without, especially after the long night I had. Once it went to a dramatic ass commercial, I decided to take a chance at figuring out what was going on.


    “What’s the matter with you, Hot Shot?”


    He didn’t even bother looking at me to respond with a bland, “Nothin’.”


    “I’ve known you long enough now to know when something is wrong so spill it.”


    “I said nothin’ alright? Damn.” It wasn’t like Jamison to show legit attitude towards me which confirmed my initial assessment.


    “Is it something I did?”


    I watched as his nostrils flared up with annoyance as he said, “I don’t know. Is it?”


    “Whoa...now you have to tell me what the deal is cause this shit is weirding me out.” He adjusted in his spot on the couch finally giving me his full attention.


    “What’s up with you and your boss gettin’ all touchy-feely?”


    Oh shit.


    “What are you talking about Jamison? I haven’t touched anyone.”


    “Okay, let me try this again then. What’s up with your boss gettin’ all touchy-feely and you not doing anything about it?” All I could was release the deepest of sighs. There was no way I could explain my motives in a way that he would actually understand.


    “What was I suppose to do Jamison? Cause a scene? Tell him to get his greasy ass hands off of me? Throw a stranger’s drink at him? You’re acting like I let him grab my ass or something. It was a simple gesture to guide me from point A to point B. That’s it.”


    “Yeah, that’s how you see it. But what you didn’t see was the sly ass smirk he gave me as he did what you call a simple gesture like he was trying to prove a point; a point to me that is.”


    Wait what?


    “Look Jamison, I don’t know what that was about but being hostile about something so simple with my damn boss would not have been the right move and you know it.” He seemed to calm down some as if he was actually more concerned than upset.


    “You know how they are Ariel. Starts off like this and next thing you know it will be ass grabbing, or titty grazing, hell even thigh grabbing. I wouldn’t put anything past them.” I casted my gaze down to my hands that were resting on my lap as a rush of guilt swept over me. “Or has that already happened?” I couldn’t respond but I could tell he had caught my drift by the way his nostrils flared up again.


    “Damnit Ariel! I told you from the beginning that you have to play this smart otherwise it’ll swallow you up. They’ll swallow you up. Then spit you out just like the dozens of other females before you.”


    “You don’t think I know that Jamison? I’m playing it the only way I can!”


    “Well, that doesn’t seem to be working very well now, does it?” He had a point but there still wasn’t much I could do about it other than what I was already doing. Jamison was just gonna have to get over his...jealousy? I wasn’t sure if that was even the appropriate word considering he was simply trying to protect me. But then again, was it about protecting me or simply the fact that AJ had tried to stake claims on me in front of him?


    “I’m trying Jamison, okay? Working on balance. Working on boundaries. Working on work. I’m a little...overwhelmed.” I leaned back in my spot on the sofa, grateful that at least the cushions were comforting, and accepting, and understanding. Thankfully, my obvious frustration was enough for Jamison to really calm down.


    “I know baby. I’m sorry. It’s not your fault. It’s just...that shit made me feel some type of way. Like, I know we aren’t official by any means but I still wanna make sure you’re good.” His voice was laced with a sincerity that instantly turned me to mush. Jamison was like the perfect mix of edge and charm, arrogance and sex appeal, street smart and book smart, fine and...just fine.


    “I appreciate that Jamison. But I promise you, I got this.”


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    The Zalayah campaign was almost a go. All we had to do now was let Zalayah and her mom review it before we would get things in motion. The pair was due to arrive at the Intergalactic Records office in an hour so I used the free time to check out a few music blogs. The girl group from J&J was surprisingly getting rave reviews for their first single even though their whole look was so been-there-done-that. I knew once we launched the new and improved Zalayah, they wouldn’t stand a chance no matter how much the blogs seemed to be dick-riding them at the moment.


    As I was skimming a review from the promo party Ariel threw, there was a knock on my door. I wasn’t expecting any visitors, but whoever it was must’ve been important enough to get past the receptionist so I said, “Come in.”


    The door slowly cracked open and Erin walked in, shutting the door behind her but not quite making her way over to a seat in front of my desk.


    “Hey Erin. You’re early.”


    “I know. I was...hoping I could borrow some of your time.”


    “Sure. What’s up?” I thought my mind was playing tricks on me until I heard the actual click from her locking the door. She turned around and was strutting towards me while unbuttoning the buttons of her shirt. “Umm...Erin? What are you doing?”


    “Just borrowing your time Jamison. You’ve been a Godsend thus far and well... I’d love to return the favor.” By this point, her shirt was completely undone and opened, but still covering her shoulders and arms. She was wearing a see-through bra putting her areolas and pierced nipples on full display which did look good enough to at least taste but there was no way I was gonna act on that ounce of temptation.


    “Erin, you do know this is my job right?”


    “I do. But a little nooner has never hurt anybody right?” She sat in front of me on the edge of the desk, cocking her legs wide open to reveal yet another piercing.


    No wonder she had Zalayah so young.


    “I...can’t confirm that. But I can confirm that it won’t be happening here.”


    “Oh Jamison, you don’t have to play the professional card with me. I’m not here for that part of the game yet. I’m here for one thing.... the one thing that’s clearly as happy to see me as I am to see it.” I looked down to find my dress pants displaying a boner out of this world. It was a little embarrassing that I couldn’t contain it but shit...Erin was definitely a MILF.


    “Erin, you’re a beautiful woman. But I can’t… do that with you.”


    Apparently my words weren’t convincing enough because Erin immediately went to work, pleasing herself right on top of my desk. It was erotic as fuck but no.


    Hell no.


    “Jamison, you see how ready it is for you? Maybe just a little sample.”


    “Erin, you gotta get down. I can’t. I’m...seeing someone.” It felt weird coming out of my mouth as a reason to not go there with her even though there were a million better reasons I could’ve used. But maybe that was the one that actually held me back.


    Ariel.


    She seemed to tense up into a mini-panic from my words as she snapped her legs shut and hopped down from the desk. She began fixing her clothes as she said, “Oh my goodness, I am so sorry. Seriously. If I would’ve known, I would’ve never done that. I just thought we were...you know...two, single, healthy adults.”


    “Honest mistake. I should’ve...told you sooner.” She continued adjusting her clothes in the mirror in my office as she spoke over her shoulder.


    “She must be one special girl to lock down someone like you. If not special, then surely lucky.”


    “I’d like to think so.”


    She froze, eying me through the mirror with a smirk on her face, before she turned around and said, “You sure you don’t wanna do this?”


    “Positive Erin. But if you’re just looking for a good time, I’m sure Dawson could use a ‘nooner’.”


    “Oh Dawson. He’s fun. Old news, but fun. You should ask him about me. I’m sure he’ll have some wonderful stories to share. Maybe even enough for you to change your mind.”


    


    - & -


    “Bro, Erin is like...the freak of freaks. I’m surprised she’s just now pulling that shit. How do you think she got her daughter signed in the first place?”


    Dawson and I were out having a celebratory drink after getting confirmation that the Zalayah launch was a go. I was curious to hear his take on Erin’s antics, not that I was interested in her, but more so interested in the way she presented that I should ask him about her.


    “Makes sense. She told me you would have some wonderful stories to share.”


    “Hey, what can I say? I would’ve been a fool to turn that down. Did she show you her piercings?” I couldn’t believe he was so eager to have this conversation that he was actually leaning forward in his seat.


    “Unfortunately.”


    “Those things are like magic man. One little tweak and she’s squirtin’ all…”


    I cut him off before he could finish, “I think I get it Dawson.”


    “What...I’m just sayin’, and she’s a screamer too. Boy does she make some pretty…”


    “Dawson! I get it, alright?” He laughed in response, taking a deep swig of his drink.


    “I don’t know how you let her go without at least getting a little taste. You should’ve sent her my way.”


    “I did.”


    “Aww damn. Must’ve been when I was getting ready for the meeting. You know she calls me White Chocolate.” I had already heard enough, now the shit was overflowing.


    “Bruh...come on now. You think I really wanna know what our client’s mom calls you in bed?”


    “My bad Jamison, I guess I got a little carried away. It’s just the way she does this thing with her tongue....” I could only roll my eyes and settle in for story time as he clearly had too much to share to let it go unsaid.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    “Girl if I were you, I’d ride that fine specimen of a man, age be damned, then keep ‘em on my leash getting raise after raise. He may see it as the pleasure more than the business, but honey I see the business aspect clear as day.” Jasmine was the queen of ho ass advice. Of course she would go the screw-your-boss route considering she had pretty much already accomplished that at her job in California, getting her a promotion quicker than any of her colleagues.


    “I’m not you Jaz. I can’t just...fuck somebody - fuck my boss - for the fuck of it.”


    “I’m glad you corrected yourself cause you sure didn’t mind fuckin’ Jamison for the fuck of it.” I blushed and Jasmine picked up on it through the FaceTime screen on her phone. “Oh my gosh, you really like him don’t you?” Like wasn’t a strong enough word to describe how I felt about Jamison. It was unexpected but the feelings I had for him were unworldly, earnest, and downright sensuous.


    “I do. We’re both just so busy with work that we really don’t have a ton of time to explore what’s happening between us. I mean we talk a lot, but actual time spent together is extremely limited.”


    “Girl, ya’ll better make time. After hours, during work, you do what you gotta do just like every other working human being on this planet.” It made sense even though I was sure every other working human being didn’t have the crazy work schedule the music industry called for.


    “You’re right. Matter of fact, I’m gonna text him right now.” I pressed pause on the screen of the Facetime call to go to my messages.


    Ariel: What’s your schedule like tonight, Hot Shot?”


    His response seemed to come immediately.


    Jamison: Lol, I swear to God I had my phone in my hand just getting ready to text you. I’m free. You?


    Ariel: Great minds think alike and I’m free too. Wanna come over?


    Jamison: You don’t have to ask twice. See you around 8. ;)


    


    - & -


    “I’m sorry baby. It’s umm...been a little while.” I grinned to myself at the way Jamison tried to cover for his...quickness. It was actually a little flattering that I had so much sexual pull over him that he couldn’t help himself.


    “You couldn’t handle it. I get it. I mean if I was you, I probably would’ve came…” He didn’t even let me finish teasing him as he flipped me on my back enveloping me with his slightly-sheened body.


    “Ariel, don’t play. Now that the first one is out of the way, I can guarantee you won’t be talking anymore shit for the rest of the night.” He was already snaking his way down my body with kisses.


    “You talk a good game Hot Shot, but I...shitttt.” He lifted his head away from my body just enough for me to see his eyes and a little smirk that was already coated with my juices.


    “What was that? You were saying something?”


    “Ummmm, no I wasn’t. Please proceed.” My head flew back the instant I felt his warm tongue on me. And just as I was getting settled in for the ride, it came to a stop.


    “Nah, maybe I should stop since you wanna talk so damn much.”


    “Me? Talk? I don’t even know how to do that. Now back to what you were doing.” Jamison laughed and I swear I could feel the vibrations of his timbre on my clit before he went back to the job he took extremely personal. It was like record time how fast I was screaming his name, allowing my body to provide its natural sexual celebration in response to his handiwork. As I dealt with the aftershocks, he made his way back up my body so that we were face-to-face.


    “Now technically speaking, you came a hell of a lot faster than I did so now we’re even.”


    Instead of settling for equality, I decided to up the ante. “I’ll admit that I lost if you do it again.” His brazen grin, still decorated with hints of my arousal, was enough for me to figure out that the challenge had been accepted.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    I could smell bacon and eggs in the distance as I rolled over and checked the clock on Ariel’s nightstand. Since it was Sunday and I had nothing work-related going on for a change, I considered going back to sleep but my stomach clearly thought otherwise as it growled an unruly grumble. I got out of bed, slipped on my boxer briefs that surprisingly hadn’t gotten lost in yesterday’s action and headed to the kitchen.


    “Something smells good in here.”


    Ariel turned around to give me the girliest of grins before she turned back around to whatever she was working on at the stove.


    “Have a seat. Breakfast will be ready in five.”


    “Is there something I can do? Maybe get the juice? Set the table? Grab your ass?”


    She laughed so sweetly before she responded, “I’m down for all of the above.”


    I walked over to her, wrapping my arms around her waist and giving her neck a nuzzle before speaking low into her ear. “I could get use to this. Wild sex sessions until the wee hours of the morning then waking up to breakfast being cooked by a sexy ass woman like you. Pretty much a man’s dream.”


    She didn’t stop scrambling the eggs to respond, “You should probably dream bigger babe.”


    “Ohhh...so now I’m babe huh?” I couldn’t help teasing her about it the same way she had teased me before.


    “For the extra credit you put in last night, you are definitely babe. Babe, baby, boo, bae, alllll of that.”


    “How about boyfriend? Can we add that to the list?” I felt childish as hell using the term boyfriend like a damn high schooler but there was really nothing else to call it. She moved the eggs away from the eye it was originally cooking on before she turned around still in my hold.


    “That’s up to you Hot Shot. I mean, you do know what you’re getting yourself into right?” The fact that I didn’t get to see much of Ariel actually allowed me the opportunity to get to know her for who she was without the physical, although the physical was one hell of a bonus.


    “Yeah, a relationship with your fine, smart, hardworking, ass throwin’ ass.” She laughed giving me a playful shove before I continued on. “No but for real, I’d like nothing more than to have the honor of being your man.” She bit her bottom lip, trying to stifle the grin that was developing regardless.


    “Boyfriend it is.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    For the first time in ages, I was actually chipper on a Monday morning. Jamison and I were for real official, like Facebook relationship status change official. It didn’t take long for the phone calls and inbox messages to start coming in inquiring about the update which was one reason I hated social media; people you hadn’t talked to in forever were still in the know without you having to say a word to them. As I replied to the important ones, there was a knock on my office door before Valerie slid in, quickly closing it behind her.


    “Hey Val, what’s up?” The look on her face told me whatever her visit was about was serious. At least serious enough for her to close the door.


    “They know.” She spoke so low I could barely hear her.


    “What?”


    “The bosses. They know about your boyfriend over at Intergalactic. And they are not happy about it.” It was right around the twenty-four hour mark of the relationship’s existence but just like with everyone else, they were already in my business.


    I should’ve never changed my Facebook settings back to normal.


    “Why does it matter who I date?”


    “You know Intergalactic is the enemy Ariel. I guess they think you may be double-crossing them.” My nostrils flared at their apparent revelation.


    “That’s absurd. If anything, me being in good with someone from their camp should be an asset, not a liability. I mean do they really wanna make the hate so obvious?”


    “Well you be sure to tell them that when they call you in, in about…” She peeked at the clock on my desk, “five minutes. I like you Ariel and you do good work here which is why I wanted to warn you about this. Well, warn you as much as I could.”


    “I appreciate that Valerie.” She gave me a half-hearted smile before she walked out. Like clockwork, exactly five minutes later Valerie buzzed my phone saying J&J wanted to see me. I was grateful to at least be meeting with both of them instead of just AJ who would’ve surely made things weirder. I took a deep breath before I knocked on the door of one of the conference rooms my bosses shared.


    “Come on in Ariel,” Mr. Johnson said in a surprisingly pleasant voice. I looked between the two who shared equally mischievous grins before I sat down.


    “Valerie said you wanted to see me.”


    “Yes. We’ve noticed some...conflicting extracurriculars as far as the label is concerned.” Mr. Johnson was doing the talking while AJ just sat nearby ogling as always.


    “Conflicting in what manner?”


    “Don’t play dumb Ariel. You’re dating a dude from Intergalactic Records,” AJ said with a smirk before he continued on, “Which actually works for us. We need the scoop. We know they’re working with that Queen Z girl but we’re not exactly sure what route they’re taking. That’s where you come in.”


    “Me?”


    “Yes. I’m sure you could get quite the spill during a little pillow talk. Maybe after you put that golden pussy on ‘em. At least that’s how I always dreamed of it. Pure gold.” I instantly threw up a little in my mouth.


    Fuckin’ pervert.


    “AJ chill out. On a serious note, we need you to find out what’s going on at Intergalactic; if you wanna keep your job that is.” He said it so unbothered that I almost didn’t believe he meant it.


    “You’re kidding me right? That is not in the job description.”


    “You do what you’re asked to do. Period. Now we expect a full report in two weeks. And if not, consider yourself gone.” The two men stood up so I did the same. I was almost out of the door when I felt a tug on my wrist and heard a voice way too close for comfort.


    “You brought this on yourself Ariel. We could’ve done this the easy way. Hell, we still can. There’s a hotel about two blocks away…”


    “AJ, if you don’t get your damn hands off of me I swear to God I will twist your nuts until they snap off in my hand.”


    “That actually sounds delightful. I can do a little kink if that’s what you’re into.” I wanted to spit in his face, give him my best right jab, at least a knee to the nuts but all I could offer was my disgust.


    “You’re pathetic.”


    “Good thing I’m the boss then huh?”


    Instead of basking in his nasty ass aura, I ripped my wrist out of his hold and stormed back to my office. I wasn’t sure I could pull it off. I liked Jamison. Hell, if I was being honest with myself, I was borderline in love with Jamison. So how could I possibly betray someone I cared about so much? Then it hit me, this wasn’t about the relationship between Jamison and I. This was about me doing my job and since this was the task at hand, I had to suck it up and handle it. I could only hope Jamison would understand my decision.


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    “Damnit girl. If it was up to me, I’d ditch work to do this more often.” Ariel was fuckin’ me like a woman on a mission over my now extended lunch break and all I could do was sit back and enjoy the ride. After what I assumed to be a final round of lovemaking, I held her snug against my chest, her now wild hair grazing my chin.


    “Speaking of work, I thought you said the Zalayah campaign was getting ready to launch?”


    “We had a little delay. The mastered version of her first single got lost so we’re in the middle of redoing it.” I still couldn’t believe that shit but luckily things were already in motion to get it replaced.


    “Oh yeah? Is it hot?”


    “Come on now. We wouldn’t put it out if it wasn’t. It’s a game-changer.”


    “A game-changer huh? What’s it called?”


    “Puppy Love. Some straight teenager shit. The kids will love it for sure. Nice beat, sing-along lyrics, the whole nine. The production team killed it.” Zalayah’s first real single was gonna be at least a hundred notches above that Queen Z bullshit she started off with. And the song fit perfect with the teenybopper image we had created for her.


    “Ohh puppy love. How cute. I can definitely remember those days.”


    “Me too. Writing corny love notes in class and grabbing booty. Hell, even getting to see a titty here and there when the girl was trying to impress me.”


    She shrugged herself out of our cuddle so that she could look at me when she replied, “Impress you with a titty? Just what kind of girls did you attract?”


    “The easy ones for sure. But that’s the past. I have my future in my arms right now; no need to go there.”


    She seemed to tense up a little, looking down before she pushed out, “Yeah. Your future.”


    “What about you? What’s new over at J&J?” She wrapped herself in the sheet, deciding to sit up instead of return to her rightful place on my chest.


    “Umm…nothing. Nothing at all.”


    “Nothing? Come on now Ariel, there’s always something going on. Or is it just top secret,” I questioned teasingly even though she didn’t seem to react with any ounce of humor.


    “I guess it’s considered top secret. You’ll learn about it all soon enough though.”


    - & -


    “I don’t understand. I mean, those files were sealed tight. How would J&J get their hands on Zalayah’s first single so easily?” Dawson was beet red, pacing back and forth in front of my desk as we both tried to figure out how the rug had been pulled out from under us. We were just getting ready to release the track as the beginning of Zalayah’s music campaign and BAM… J&J’s corny ass girl group released a track so similar that there was no way we could drop ours without looking like a copycat.


    “I wouldn’t put anything past them. The file did mysteriously get lost in the first place; it probably happened then.”


    “This is bullshit man. We were this close to a smash and now it’s gone.”


    “Calm down Dawson. We have more in the tank. Her YouTube subscribers have damn-near tripled since she started doing those dance tutorial videos and she has a few movie auditions coming up too. Maybe the music part will just have to be put on the backburner until we can come up with something new.” Although the song was very important, it definitely wasn’t the only thing we had going for us.


    “Yeah I guess you’re right but still, how crooked can they be? It’s not like they don’t have people to write songs for them, so why would they need ours?” Even though Dawson had been in the industry a little longer than me, he was still a little naïve on how things went.


    “It’s not about needing ours; it’s simply about taking it away from us. That’s how this industry works. People steal tracks all the time. We just have to play this smarter so it doesn’t happen again.”


    Dawson continued pacing his anxiety away as he said, “I wish I could be as cool about this as you.”


    “I’m not happy about it, but I also know it’s not the end of the world. The hard part will be breaking it to Z. You know she’s been looking forward to shooting a video for the song.”


    Dawson finally stopped his pacing to say, “I’ll send a memo to her manager and make her do it.”


    “You mean her ‘mom-ager’?”


    “Yeah, Freaky Ass Erin,” Dawson said with a grin, his first since he had entered my office with the news.


    “Well, you go handle that and I’m gonna go see what I can find out about this whole song fiasco.”


    Once Dawson went on his way, I closed up shop in my office and headed for J&J Records. As I started the short walk, I sent Ariel a text.


    Jamison: You at the office?


    Ariel: Aren’t I always ;)? What’s up?


    I had no intentions of replying; just wanted to make sure my visit would be justified. Going on J&J turf may not have been the brightest idea, but I at least had a reasonable excuse to be there thanks to my girlfriend. Once I made it inside of their building, I was stopped by a perky receptionist.


    “You must be Jamison. I’ve heard so much about you. Okay, not really. I just stalked your Facebook page once I found out you were the one Ariel was seeing. Your profile picture surely doesn’t do you justice.”


    “Umm...thanks. I’m actually here to surprise her. Can you show me where her office is?”


    “Certainly!” I followed the girl as she rambled on and on about stuff I could care less about until we made it to a door with Ariel’s name sketched into the glass. I peeked inside and she peeked up with the phone attached to her ear before I heard her say, “I’ll call you right back Mommy.” Then she hung up the phone and sauntered over to me, giving me a kiss that I wished I could be more enthusiastic about. Even though I knew the whole mix-up wasn’t her fault, I still wasn’t in the best of moods about it.


    “Babe, what are you doing here?”


    “I just wanted to come see you. Can we...close the door?”


    “Oooo one of those visits huh?” She grabbed the waistband of my pants pulling me in closer and I grabbed her hands to stop her.


    “Uhh, not quite. Not this time at least,” I said, as I removed her hands and headed to close the door.


    “Well, what’s up?”


    “Have you heard the track your new girl group dropped today?” I wasted no time getting to the point.


    “Of course I have. It’s a smash right?” Her excitement was understandable. I was simply on the wrong end.


    “It sounds umm...very similar to the one Zalayah was gonna drop.”


    Her face frowned a little bit as she said, “You’re kidding me right? You don’t think they stole it, do you?”


    “I do, but I doubt I can prove it. Have they said anything to you about it?”


    “Nothing more than enough information to…” She stopped talking in response to a knock at the door. Before Ariel could actually get a chance to invite whoever it was in, the door was already opening and Ariel’s irritation instantly surfaced. “AJ. Can I help you with something?”


    “I was coming to check on the progress of the report Johnson and I asked you to take care of and it looks like I’m right on time. Aaron Jones, CEO.” He extended his hand to me as if it was our first interaction and not our third.


    “Jamison. We’ve met.”


    “Oh that’s right. You interviewed here didn’t you? Well sorry to break it to you, but we definitely picked the right candidate. She does stellar work around here; always going above and beyond for the best of the label.” Out of my peripheral, I saw Ariel grimace.


    “I can imagine that.”


    “You’d be surprised by some of the things she has done for the label; meeting all of our needs and more.” It felt like Jones’s words were laced with some kind of undertones but I didn’t wanna read into it too much. He had already tried to get under my skin once so I wouldn’t be surprised if he was attempting to do it again.


    Ariel must’ve had enough as she said, “AJ, I’d like to finish up here in private if you don’t mind. I’ll give you an update when I’m done.”


    “Sure thing, Ariel. Nice to see you again Jamison.”


    “Likewise Mr. Jones.” I waited until the door was shut and Jones was out of earshot before I said, “He hasn’t hit on you again, has he? You know I’ll knock his ass out in a second.”


    “I know Jamison. But no, you have nothing to worry about.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    I couldn’t sleep.


    Not because I wasn’t tired. I was actually exhausted. But I felt so guilty that it kept me awake night after night until my body couldn’t take anymore. Jamison had been nothing but good to me, day in and day out, and I had betrayed him. Not necessarily him the person, but him the professional. He shared things with me in confidence and I used it against him to save my own ass. It was selfish but there was really no way around it if I wanted to keep my job. I thought about calling J&J’s bluff a few times, but the thought of only getting a pink slip in return scared me out of it. So I continued to play the dutiful employee while trying to balance that with being at least a halfway decent girlfriend.


    The sound of my alarm seemed to come way too quick but I grudged my way out of bed anyway. The days were starting to blur together as I felt myself getting more and more invested in what would surely be considered some type of scheme. I could only hope that Jamison would understand when I finally got the chance to explain everything to him. He knew how important the job was to me and I was almost sure he would do the same thing if faced with a similar dilemma.


    Okay, maybe not, but the thought did make me feel better about it for at least a split second.


    As I stood in the shower, letting the borderline scalding water smack my skin, I pondered ways to explain what was going on to Jamison without sounding like a complete idiot.


    “My bad babe, I didn’t wanna lose my job so I slipped my bosses a note that Zalayah was auditioning for the role in that new animated film you told me about. Oh, and told them about her first single so they could do it first.”


    “I know, I know, it’s ridiculous that I’d rather sacrifice my relationship over my job. I feel terrible but I’m glad I’m still getting a check in case this thing between us doesn’t work out.”


    “No I didn’t tell them everything, just the most important stuff that could hurt the company you work for. No big deal though right? I mean we can still be together even though I did some shiesty shit behind your back.”


    I laughed to myself at that one. Not because I thought it was funny but because of how ridiculous I was being. There was no way this would come to light if I didn’t say anything. Jamison wouldn’t have a reason to even think I had something to do with all of this. So as long as I kept quiet and stopped acting so guilty about everything, we would be...okay.


    At least that’s what I hoped.


    - & -


    “I don’t know who ya’ll got over there keeping tabs on our moves but that shit isn’t stopping us,” Jamison said with an innocent laugh although his innocence made my guilt creep up knowing that the somebody he spoke of was me. We were sharing dinner at my apartment, our Wednesday night ritual, the one night of the week we made absolutely sure our schedules were cleared for so that we could spend time together.


    “Yeah...I don’t...know either.” It was times like this that I wished he would just ask me straight up so I could start the forgiveness tour but I knew it wouldn’t be that easy.


    “You still haven’t heard anything from anyone about it? I know somebody’s gotta be running their mouth by now.” He was so engrossed in the idea of figuring out who it was when all the conversation did was make me sick to my stomach. It was like no matter how much I tried to justify things to myself, none of it ever felt right.


    I looked down to my plate of spaghetti and catfish, swirling the noodles on my fork as I said, “Not a word. I mean, I don’t think this is really the type of thing you would want too many people knowing you were a part of.” It was easy for me to speak on how somebody may feel about the situation considering that somebody was me. I hoped that I wasn’t making that fact too obvious.


    “True, but since they must assume it’s working, you would think somebody would at least be braggin’ about their strategic success.”


    “Uhh...I guess whoever is doing it doesn’t really want the spotlight.” I could feel the heat of his glare without looking up. Matter of fact, I couldn’t look up because I would’ve surely given myself away.


    “If you say so. I’m just glad we’ve had so many angles with this Zalayah campaign that the interference doesn’t matter. Did I tell you she’s about to get the leading role in some new Disney show?” My ears seemed to perk up on their own. It was like they knew the task at hand without me needing to do any real work.


    “You didn’t. That’s cool. I’m sure she’ll do great.” I didn’t mean to be so nonchalant about his excitement but the information was simply a means to an end for me.


    “I know she will. She’s actually pretty talented, building the brand mostly on her own since our bigger projects keep getting sidelined by you guys.”


    “Jamison, I told you…”


    “I know, I know. That’s not your job. You’re just the promoter. You’ve told me that a million times already and I believe you but you still work there so it’s you guys until you get fired.” I knew he meant it as a joke but I couldn’t laugh. Not even a giggle. Things were a lot more serious than he knew.


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    “Wow Jamie. I mean I always assumed you would have some bad ass chick on your arm. But that...I don’t think anyone in this room can top her.” I couldn’t agree with Dawson more even though he called me by the nickname I still hated to this day. Ariel looked like a goddess, literally, as she made her way back from the bar at Intergalactic’s Annual Halloween party. She had initially turned down my invitation, her reason being that it was on Intergalactic turf, but after a little extra convincing, she eventually agreed to come.


    “Okay, why are you two looking at me like that?”


    “Like what? Like you’re the most beautiful woman in the room? Because you are.” I wrapped my arms around her waist, pulling her in closer but making sure she didn’t spill the girly ass drink she was holding onto.


    “I see you’re still tryna build your case for why this outfit should be for more than just Halloween. You aren’t slick Jamison Parker.”


    “I may not be slick but you sure are. At least you will be tonight.”


    “Alright lovebirds. Even I can appreciate seeing Black Love live but can it at least wait until I find something to snuggle up with for the night?”


    Ariel laughed her way out of my hold, “See Jamison, you’re making your friend uncomfortable with all of that PDA.” I pulled her right back in, reaching under her little goddess dress to grab her ass.


    “Does it look like I care? This is all mine baby and will be for a very long time if you act right.” I held her gaze and could feel myself getting lost in her orbs even with all the action going on around us. Ariel was a different kind of beautiful. Of course, she was physically beautiful. But even more than that, she had a beautiful soul that mine naturally gravitated to and couldn’t seem to get enough of.


    “If I act right? And what about you?”


    “Trust me. If you act right, you have nothing to worry about.” She offered me a smile that seemed to be lacking its usual genuineness, but it could’ve just been the couple of shots I had with Dawson beginning to fuck with my senses.


    “Well if it isn’t my two favorite marketers.”


    I turned to where the voice had come from to find Erin less than half-dressed in a cat costume. A cat costume that consisted of nothing more than cat ears, a bra, and panties with a tail attached.


    “Hey Erin. I didn’t know you were coming,” Dawson said as he shamelessly checked her out, surely her intentions when she decided on the costume in the first place.


    “You know I love a good Halloween party. Any reason to get dressed up in fact.” Even though she was having the conversation with Dawson, her eyes stayed fixed on mine. “You look good as always Jamison. Who’s your friend?”


    “This is my girlfriend Ariel. Ariel this is Erin, Zalayah’s mom.”


    Ariel turned her face up as she said, “Mom?”


    “That’s right,” she replied, taking a twirl as if she needed to do anymore to show off her body. Erin by herself was definitely a sight to see, but not so much in comparison to Ariel.


    “Wow. That’s...awesome. You should be very proud of your daughter. She’s doing big things.”


    “Oh of course. More than proud. But we couldn’t do half of what we’ve done without Jamison’s help. He’s the best of the best if you ask me. But I’m sure you know that.”


    “You’re right. I do.” I could feel the tension between the two ladies beginning to brew and although it was a little entertaining, I knew I had to break it up to avoid an argument with Ariel later.


    “Well Erin, I know Dawson’s been waiting for a dance partner so now that you’re here, I’m gonna take my girl out to the dance floor.” She looked annoyed by my rejection, but it was way more important to me to see the look of satisfaction on Ariel’s face as we made our way into the crowd.


    I turned her around, letting her ass fall right into the lap of my toga. The fabric was pretty delicate, so even though we were just dancing, the thin layer allowed me to feel every inch of her which may not have been a good idea since we were in public. I didn’t know if she was motivated by the fact that somebody had tried to get at me in front of her, or she was just really feeling the music, but her moves felt calculated; as if she was doing everything she could to turn me on. And boy was it working.


    “Slow down baby. You can get what you want when we leave.”


    “Don’t make me wait Jamison. I want you noww.” She was actually whining for the dick like it had been that long since her last dose. Unfortunately, it would have to wait as I was still on company time.


    “I have to stay baby. At least for another hour.”


    “We can stay. Let’s just…go to the bathroom or something.” It wasn’t like Ariel to engage in something so lewd and spontaneous but I instantly attributed it to the fact that she had been drinking all night. She probably didn’t even know what she was offering.


    “You’re really down for some public bathroom sex?” Maybe the mention of it being a dirty ass place would strike something in her brain for her to reconsider. Not that I was against it by any means, but I knew she wouldn’t be with it under normal circumstances.


    “I’d do you right here if things like that were considered acceptable, but for the sake of everyone else’s eyes and our criminal records, bathroom; now.”


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    I walked into the J&J building with a heavy heart. I had more information that I could share with my bosses but it just didn’t feel right. Not that it ever felt right, but with Jamison and I being closer than ever, it hurt me to hurt him. I knew it didn’t affect him on a personal level that much, but just the fact that I was doing the shit behind his back bothered me.


    I sat at my desk, skimming through emails, until it was time for our weekly all staff meeting that I dreaded going to. I had finally gotten use to AJ’s ogling, but I knew that after every meeting, J&J expected me to have an additional meeting with them privately to discuss whatever information I had gotten out of Jamison. As if it was any of their damn business what me and my man chose to talk about.


    Ha, who am I kidding?


    As the all staff meeting came to an end, I began to file out of the conference room just like everyone else. Hopefully they would forget about the…


    “Ariel. Get back here.”


    Fuck.


    I held my tablet close to my chest as I made my way back into the room, finding a chair as far away as possible to sit in. Mr. Johnson waited until everyone was completely gone before he addressed me again.


    “You know the drill, Ariel. What’s new?”


    “Nothing.”


    “You do realize you say that every week right? Yet, every week we get something new. So what is it this time? Another song? Movie? Possible endorsement deal? Or were you just giving him that ass without getting anything in return,” AJ questioned with a laugh.


    “Unlike you, he has a dick that’s actually worth my time.” Formalities were long gone. With all the extra work that I was putting in, my attitude was surely justified.


    “Oh Ariel, if you use your mouth for anything else as well as you do to spit fire at me, you could probably have a profitable career.”


    “Fuck you AJ.”


    “Alright, alright, that’s enough you two. Save that shit for another time. Right now is about business. So Ariel, what has that boy of yours told you that we could make use of?” Mr. Johnson called himself playing peacemaker even though his questioning was equally annoying.


    “I already told you; nothing. Nothing you guys don’t already know at least.”


    “Well I heard through the grapevine that they’re working with Disney. Is that true?”


    Damnit, how do they know that?


    “Uhh...I don’t know.” I looked down at my hands that were resting in my lap, refusing to make eye contact.


    “Bingo. Girl, you have got to work on your deception skills. I can read your ass like a book,” AJ said, making me finally look up just long enough to roll my eyes at him.


    “No need to play hardball Ariel. You do for us and you keep your job. It’s really a fair trade.” Mr. Johnson spoke of it so casually knowing good and damn well that it was really a messed up situation.


    “Whatever. Are we done now?”


    “Sure thing. Keep up the good work beautiful.”


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    This shit was getting out of hand.


    First the single, then the movie audition, and now the role in the Disney show.


    It was like somebody was tracking our every move before we made it and then capitalizing on it before we could. On top of that, Erin and Zalayah were both on our backs about what was going on as if we were setting her up to fail. I was finally getting use to the panicky Dawson pacing my office as we tried to figure out where the loose end was.


    “It has to be someone from our camp playing for both teams. That’s the only way this could keep happening.”


    “Someone like who though? I mean, J&J would have to be paying damn good money for someone to sacrifice their credibility in the industry like that.” I knew for a fact it wouldn’t be worth the trouble to me.


    “I don’t know man, but there has to be some explanation for this. Maybe they hired a spy or something.”


    “Really Dawson? A spy? It’s never that deep. We both have good artists that can make a killin’. There really isn’t a reason to go that far. Unless...they didn’t hire anyone new at all.” My heart immediately began to thump out of my chest. The idea that came to my head couldn’t possibly be true. There was no way she would…


    Nah bruh, you’re trippin’.


    Then again, the coincidence of it all was a little too close for comfort. I mean I had literally just told her about the Disney deal, and somehow, some way one of the girls from their group was suddenly in the running for the same part. I had to play this smart. I couldn’t just come at her accusing her of shit that she hopefully had nothing to do with cause that would’ve surely created a rift between us.


    “Dawson, I need you to take care of things with Erin and Zalayah. Reassure them that everything will go as planned regardless of the latest J&J developments. I’ll take care of the rest.”


    “Alright man. Keep me updated.”


    Once Dawson left my office, I could only sit there, tapping a pen on my executive desk, brainstorming ideas on how to find out if my girlfriend was sabotaging the work I was doing. My gut feeling told me this was definitely an outlet to pursue, no matter how crazy it sounded.


    Maybe I could just ask her straight out.


    Or maybe I could go to J&J; ask them.


    Nah, this was gonna take some technical work. Especially if I wanted to keep my girl.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    Another Wednesday.


    Another date night.


    Another dinner I had to keep a straight face through so that I wouldn’t out myself.


    It didn’t seem to get any easier. In fact, it got harder and harder because I had fallen in love with Jamison though I was afraid to admit it. He was easily the best boyfriend I ever had yet he caught the worst of anything I had ever done to someone.


    “So Ariel, how’s work been going? It doesn’t seem like you talk about it much lately.”


    Yeah, cause its shitty.


    “Its...its work. Nothing new to discuss I guess.” I really wanted to just eat my Chinese takeout in peace. Maybe the heavy salt would send my body into shock so I wouldn’t have to have this conversation.


    “Nothing new? No new...assignments?”


    Just the one to take Intergalactic Records down.


    “Just the same ones I’ve been working on.” I doused my chicken fried rice in more soy sauce thinking maybe just maybe...


    “Sounds boring.”


    Not in the slightest.


    “Which is why I haven’t been talking about work.”


    “Well...wanna know what I’ve been working on? I mean, I think my side of things is at least an ounce more interesting than yours.”


    “I’m pretty sure you’re gonna tell me anyway.”


    “True that. Zalayah’s about to get a part,” He took a break in his speech to eat a bite of his lo mein before he continued on, “In a new Tyler Perry movie. Not a Madea one either. Something bigger than that.”


    “Wow, that’s actually pretty interesting considering they’re probably gonna steal that idea too.”


    Shit.


    Jamison stopped chewing mid-bite to look at me. I was ready to crack, ready to spill it all, ready to just say fuck this shit. But he spoke again before I could go that route.


    “Probably. Since ya’ll aren’t talented enough to do things the right way. You know, by the book. Earn your keep. So you - ya’ll - have to do sneaky shit to stay afloat. It’s pretty pathetic if you ask me.”


    My appetite was long gone.


    This was gonna be the last time.


    If J&J wanted anymore, they were just gonna have to find somebody else to do their dirty work.


    


    


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    “So have you figured out who the spy is?”


    I knew exactly who it was. And I would be lying if I said it didn’t hurt. Before this shit surfaced, I was about 90% sure I was in love even though I needed to be 110% before I would say it out loud. But now...now I was disgusted. One little false tip dropped casually over dinner had manifested into a girl from J&J’s group getting the leading role in a Tyler Perry film, according to the bloggers. I had made the shit up just to see if the informant really was Ariel, and to my disappointment, it was.


    “Yep. Somebody over at J&J has been...getting some insider information. I dropped the wrong tip and they took it and ran with it.” Dawson’s face lit up from the news and I wished I could share in his excitement.


    “You’re...you’re serious aren’t you?”


    “I am.”


    “Damn Jamie! You are the man! Like I knew you were the real deal, but this...this is gold. Not only are you saving our asses, you’re also saving Zalayah’s career.” Little did Dawson know I had almost single-handedly sabotaged Zalayah’s career.


    “Yeah you’re right about that.”


    “We should celebrate. How about you grab that pretty little girlfriend of yours and I’ll grab one of my chicks so we can go get a drink or five.”


    “Umm...I think we’ll probably want to celebrate alone.” I wasn’t sure how the conversation would go but I knew it had to happen.


    “Ahhh I see where you’re going with this you little devil you. She’s gotta have the best if you turned down Erin for it.”


    “Yeah…yeah for sure. The best.” Dawson seemed to pick up on my lack of enthusiasm no matter how much I was trying to hide it.


    “You alright man? You seem a little down like your cat died or some shit.”


    “No cats Dawson; just got a lot on my mind. That’s all.”


    “Well cheer up man. This is good news. Time to be happy.” It sounded so good, so simple, but happiness was surely evading me knowing that I had to let her go.


    


    - & -


    “I’m pretty sure this is the first Friday night we’ve both had off since we moved to NYC.” Ariel was all cool and casual as if she hadn’t tried to fuck me over.


    “Yeah I know.”


    “I would say let’s go out, but I’m pretty sure I would much rather stay in. We can be more… productive that way.” She said it with a sexy grin that instantly turned me on no matter how pissed off I was at her. A little parting fuck wouldn’t hurt right?


    “If you want the dick, just ask for it Ariel. You’re a big girl. You make big girl decisions any other time. What’s stopping you now?”


    She laughed as she straddled my lap before she whispered in my ear, “Well then Hot Shot, can I have the dick? Please?”


    God, I’m gonna miss this.


    I didn’t have to actually answer her for her to go to work, kissing me so deeply, so tenderly that I actually believed it. But there was no way she could feel so strongly for me and do what she had already done. When she finally pulled back, her eyes were brewing with a passion I knew I couldn’t let go to waste. So instead of walking away like I probably should’ve done, my hand found the back of her head, gripping a handful of her hair to pull her back in for another electrifying kiss. When I was done with her lips, I moved mine to her neck, leaving my mark for anyone that planned to come after me. A little selfish but she definitely had me beat in that category.


    “Damn babeee. You’re making me so wet.”


    “You like that Ariel?”


    “Hell yes. Love it. Love you.” I froze. She had never…ever said those words before and for them to come…now…now that I knew she was playing me fucked me up. But I already knew what I had to do.


    One last time.


    Then I was gone.


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    I woke up to an empty bed. After a long night of lovemaking, I was just sure Jamison would wanna sleep in but he was actually gone. It was so unlike him to just leave without a word so I assumed it had to have been an emergency. I rolled over to grab my phone checking to see if maybe he had sent me a text of his whereabouts but my hand only landed on a piece of paper. Knowing him, it was surely some sweetly crafted note about why he had to go, how he loved me too and would see me later. I was already swooning as I opened it.


    Ariel,


    I knew this industry was shady but I never expected it from you. I hope it was worth it. Thanks for the parting gift.


    Jamison


    I read it again, praying that I was imagining the content but I wasn’t. It was all there, in the finest of print.


    He knew.


    I wasn’t sure how he knew, but he knew.


    He had to have known when he came over but he actually had the nerve to fuck me first and then break up with me all after I had accidentally confessed my love for him. I felt sick to my stomach. And I wasn’t even mad at him for handling things the way he did because what I had done was definitely a lot worse. An apology didn’t even seem as though it would do the situation any justice. I would just have to let him cool off before I could even think about approaching him again.


    Or maybe I would just have to let him go.


    - & -


    “That Tyler Perry tip was the icing on the cake,” Mr. Johnson said, as I rocked from leg to leg in front of his desk. He seemed to be the more sensible one so I was glad to be sharing the information with him alone. Maybe this would be enough for him. It had surely been enough to cost me my relationship with Jamison.


    “Can I go now?”


    “No, how about you sit. Let’s...chat.” I rolled my eyes but found the seat opposite of his at the desk. He stood from his chair and began unbuttoning his suit jacket. Something about the way he was moving made me uneasy, so I took a deep breath as his massive frame seemed to permeate the room. “Ariel, you are...excellent at what you do. I mean, it’s really fascinating the way you’ve taken charge so quickly. And the way you handled this last assignment. You’ve made a lot of people a lot of money, beautiful.”


    By this point he was standing behind me and the fact that I couldn’t see him made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.


    “Well, since I did my share can this whole thing be over now? I’d like to be able to give my all to my real work. You know, the stuff I was hired to do.” I heard his office door lock and it made me jump.


    Why is he locking the door?


    “No one does what they are hired to do in this industry. They simply go above and beyond to save their own ass. And my, do you have a beautiful ass to save.” My heart began to pound as I felt him step closer to me.


    “Mr. Johnson, I have a dinner meeting in ten minutes across town that I’m not completely prepared for. I really need to go.”


    “Ten minutes is plenty of time.” I could hear him unbuckling the belt of his pants. I rose from the chair in hot pursuit of the door but before I could get to the lock, he grabbed me by my wrist and threw me against the wall lined with platinum records. “Where are you going Ariel? AJ said you would never put up a fight; that you seemed like the...obedient type. But I knew he was wrong. You have way too much attitude for that.” He had both of my wrists pinned over my head with one hand as he tried to put his lips to mine. I shook my head back and forth, dodging each attempt.


    “Let me go!” He used his free hand to rip my button-up blouse right down the middle, leaving me partially exposed.


    “I like ‘em feisty Ariel. Keep this up and I may cum before you even let me touch it.”


    “You won’t be touching a damn thing! Now get your mothafuckin’ hands off of me!” I used all my might to give him a swift knee to the gut, making him double over while simultaneously releasing my wrists. While he was down, I gave him a knee to the nose for good measure then I dashed to the door, my fingers trembling as I worked to unlock it.


    “You stupid bitch!” He held his leaking nose as he lunged at me, taking me down by the legs with his free arm. His large frame swamped my petite one as he dragged me back to the middle of his office floor. “Now since you wanna play hardball, this is gonna be a little less romantic.” I tried to kick myself out of his hold but it was a lot tighter than the one from before. He pushed my skirt over my hips and gave my panties a rough tug. The fabric dug deep into my skin before the stitching let go.


    “You sick bastard! Can’t get pussy on your own?! You must have a little dick!”


    “Oh, I’m gonna show you a little dick alright.” I continued trying to get out of his grip, kicking and screaming with everything I had but it didn’t seem as though it made any difference. That was until he tried to get cocky and let go of his hold on my legs to get his pants down. That little moment of arrogance gave me just enough time to land a swift donkey kick to his temple. Thanks to my choice of heels for the day, the kick was enough to make more blood spill from his face. Instinctively he used his hands to soften the blow and control the leaking. And I used the spare seconds to haul ass out of there.


    


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    I assumed this whole thing would be a lot easier than it actually was. Ariel was the one that had betrayed me yet it seemed like I was the one with the hurt feelings. She hadn’t even tried to explain herself, apologize, anything. She read the note and she left me alone. I had never been one to invest a lot of emotions into my relationships because well...bitches ain’t shit. And now the second I did, because it felt so natural, so right, it had actually worked against me. I was the victim and still felt attached to her as if I should’ve stayed and let her explain herself, let her make the mistake and forgive her so that we could move forward; together.


    I couldn’t sulk too much longer though as there was work to be done now that J&J was actually out of the way. Zalayah was going on a school tour to promote the No Bullying project we had put together as the socially-conscious aspect of her marketing campaign. She would perform a few songs at each school and then get all of their students to sign a No Bullying pledge to be posted in the school. It was a win-win for us since it not only gave Zalayah a chance to get her music out on a large scale but it also allowed consumers...I mean kids, to see her in a positive, caring, role model-like light; a lot different than the diva she had originally made herself out to be.


    I was busy getting all of the promotional items organized for the tour when Erin strolled into the conference room I was occupying. Even though the NYC winter was approaching, she wore a short dress with thigh high lace up boots. If her outfit was any indicator of her mood, she was definitely on a mission.


    “Erin. What can I do for you?” She picked up one of the buttons that had an image of Zalayah holding a No Bullying sign.


    “These are cute. You guys are rockin’ it.”


    “Thanks. But what’s really up?”


    “Dawson told me you could use a pick me up. Said you’ve been walkin’ around here lookin’ like a kid who lost their cat. Am I sensing some...trouble in paradise?” It was surely none of her business, but of course that wasn’t stopping her.


    “Since you’re so curious, paradise is no longer. But if you don’t mind, I have some work I’m trying to get done.”


    “Oh this?” She picked up one of the giveaway t-shirts with Zalayah’s face on the front before she continued on, “This can definitely wait. I have something more...enjoyable in mind. Did you ask Dawson about me?”


    “I did.”


    “So you already know what’s up. Let’s go back to your office so I can...make you feel better.” I surprised myself with the fact that I was actually contemplating taking her up on her offer. I wasn’t gonna fuck her. That would’ve been way too unethical. But maybe just a little...something to get my mind off Ariel would help.


    “I’ll umm… I’ll meet you there.”


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    I was all out of tears.


    I never thought something like this could happen to me, but it did.


    I should’ve been more careful, more aware of my surroundings, something. But now, none of that mattered because the damage was done.


    And what was I suppose to do? Just go back to work and act like none of this shit ever happened? Is that what girls in my situation did? Just take it because they knew nothing would be done since their attacker had money and power?


    I couldn’t go out like that.


    I wouldn’t go out like that.


    But I knew I couldn’t do it alone. Going to the hospital and getting a sexual assault kit completed I could do alone, but for everything else, I needed support. My first call would be to Valerie. Maybe there were cameras in his office that she could pull footage from. Or maybe there was footage of him going to the bathroom to clean himself up after the...attempt.


    My body trembled in remembrance. I had showered at least twenty times since the incident but I still felt dirty. I still remembered the smell of his cologne blended with sweat as he fought to keep me in place. I still remembered screaming for him to stop even though I knew the only people in the building at that time of night were probably janitors with their headphones in. And I still remembered running out of the building mostly shirtless, definitely panty-less. Considering how sick he was, he probably kept them for his personal collection.


    I had been lucky enough to get away before he could actually rape me but I could only imagine how many women weren’t so lucky. What made it even crazier was that I had always prepared myself for an encounter like that with AJ but never...ever with Mr. Johnson. He seemed so conservative, so about his business, so...normal. But if I had learned anything from being on a college campus, it was the simple fact that things like this could happen to anyone and be done by anyone.


    I picked up the phone and dialed the J&J office.


    “Jones and Johnson Records, this is Valerie.”


    “Hey Val. It’s me, Ariel.” She wasted no time going into her usual ramble.


    “Ariel, aren’t you supposed to be here by now? What’s going on? Are you calling in sick? I can reschedule all of your meetings for today and tomorrow if you’re not feeling well. That way you can recuperate properly.”


    “Umm…I’m not exactly sick Val. I was calling because I need a favor. From you.”


    “A favor? From me? O…kay. What do you need?” She was already suspicious of my intent but I had to go on considering she was the only one I trusted enough to get the information I needed.


    “Do you know if there are cameras in Mr. Johnson’s office? Maybe in the hallway, leading up to his office?”


    “I would think so. I’m not 100% sure though.


    “I...I need you to find out. Please.” I tried to keep my voice as even as possible to avoid the excess of questions she would surely ask if she knew too much.


    “O...kay. Hold on a sec.” There was that suspicion again. I listened to the holding jingle over and over. I even put the phone on speaker mode so that I could mosey around the house waiting for her to come back to the line. I was just getting ready to go to the bathroom when I heard, “Ariel?” I rushed back to where the phone was placed in the middle of the kitchen counter.


    “I’m here.”


    “Sorry about that. I went to ask AJ about the cameras and he started…”


    “Damnit! You asked AJ?! Why did you ask him of all people?” I didn’t mean to blow up on her. It really wasn’t her fault considering she didn’t know any details of the situation. But the whole point of me having her find out was to avoid coming up on J&J’s radar.


    “Who else would have that kind of information Ariel? Anyway, he said to tell whoever is asking there are no cameras.”


    Of course he did.


    Which could only mean the answer to my question was actually yes. Now I just had to act fast, as if everything was normal, so that I could get my hands on the footage.


    “Okay thanks. I’ll be in soon.”


    - & -


    As I got closer and closer to the building, chills ran down my spine that had nothing to do with the changing temperatures in preparation for a NYC winter. I was afraid. Afraid that he may have moved a few steps faster than me. Afraid that he may be setting up for another attempt. Afraid that they would already have all the stuff from my office in a box waiting for me to pick up. I took a deep breath before I gave the double doors a tug, something that I had done just about every day since I started working here, but today it just felt so different for obvious reasons.


    Once inside, I found Valerie at her normal spot at the front desk.


    “Ariel, you finally made it. I was able to reschedule those couple of morning meetings you would’ve missed out on, but the ones for this afternoon, including the one in about ten minutes, are still a go. Are you sure you’re feeling okay? You look a little...not like you.”


    “I’m good Val. But about that meeting in ten minutes…”


    She was already firing off on her keyboard as she said, “Already on it. I could tell by the look on your face that you wouldn’t be up for it. No worries.”


    “You’re a lifesaver.” I gave her a half-hearted smile and was turning to head to my office as I heard her say my name very faintly, making me turn my attention back to where she was sitting. “Yes Val?”


    “You can help a lot of people with what you’re trying to do. Even me.” My face turned inquisitive as she continued on, “Don’t ask how I know. That’s not important. What’s important is that you do what a lot of us… never had the courage to do.” I wanted to question her, get more details of her situation, figure out why the hell she was still here. But instead I simply replied, “I’ll do my very best.”


    She gave me a smile intended to make me feel better, but my nerves were already frazzled from simply being in the building. I was a few steps away from my office when a familiar voice called out to me from a few doors down.


    “Ariel. Ariel, can you come here a minute?” My insides panicked. I knew if things were normal, there wouldn’t be a problem with me answering to AJ’s call so I tried to relax as I turned his way, taking carefully measured steps to his office. At least this time I was more prepared with my pepper spray locked and loaded, ready for use.


    “You can shut the door behind you.”


    “I’d rather not.”


    “I suggest you do. This is kind of...private.” Usually when AJ said things like that, they took a tasteless tone. Today, his tone was a lot more serious which had me concerned but I closed the door anyway. Once it was confirmed as shut, AJ found his spot at the desk and I remained nailed to the floor by the door just in case I needed to make a quick escape.


    “I understand your uneasiness but I promise you, you’re safe here.” I could hear the sincerity but I wasn’t falling for that shit. Nothing about being in his office made me feel safe, or comfortable, so there was no way I was letting my guard down.


    “What do you want AJ?”


    His usual confident demeanor seemed muted as he replied, “I umm...I pulled the tapes and I’m...I’m so sorry that happened to you.”


    Wait what?


    I knew he knew someone was curious about the tapes thanks to Valerie’s blabber mouth but for him to have pulled them and actually be apologizing? I didn’t know what to do, or say, so I did nothing.


    “Johnson’s never been one to...I mean, usually I’m the one getting in trouble when it comes to the female kind and he takes the scolding role. But now that it’s him...I guess what I’m trying to say is, I wanna help you Ariel. Anyway I can, I want to help. All these years that bastard has gotten on my case about getting involved with our female employees like he was Mr. Perfect but now...it’s clear he’s not.” He pulled open a drawer and removed what I recognized as an old school video tape. “I don’t even know if he knew about the cameras in his office so he won’t be suspecting anyone to have this type of evidence.”


    I walked over to the desk, slowly as I was still cautious about AJ’s motives. As he handed the tape over to me I couldn’t help but asking, “What’s the catch?”


    “No catch Ariel. That shit is simply unacceptable and even though I know he probably won’t get the punishment he deserves, I suggest you milk that mothafucka for every penny he has. I mean, don’t leave him broke, we still have a company to run and quite frankly that’d be a hell of a lot of money that he would probably try to kill you over before agreeing to, but you take however much you need from him. You at least deserve that much.” Even though I knew I was gonna work towards getting Johnson at least a little jail time, I would definitely keep AJ’s suggestion in mind.


    “Thank you AJ. I...really appreciate it.”


    “No problem. And I’m sure you won’t wanna stick around after this whole fiasco but I’ll make sure you receive your normal salary until his check clears. Cause I can guarantee he will be writing a check. Oh, and if you need a letter of recommendation to find another job, I’ll be more than happy to write one for you.” My emotions were in shreds. I couldn’t believe that AJ was actually offering his support rather than his dick amongst other things that I had gotten use to.


    “Why are you doing this AJ?”


    “I guess I’m just trying to make up for all that slick shit I threw your way. You’re a smart girl Ariel. A talented girl. You’ll do well in this industry.”


    I smiled at the compliment even if it was coming from greasy ass Aaron Jones.


    “Thank you AJ.” There was a lingering silence before it was clear our little impromptu meeting was done. “I’m...gonna go get my things.”


    “Fair enough. Good luck with everything Ariel. If I can help you in anyway, please don’t hesitate to call.”


    “Thank you… again.” I was in better spirits as I headed back to my office, prepared to pack up and say goodbye to everything Jones & Johnson.


    Now if I could only get those spirits to carry over to dealing with Jamison.


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    My eyes had to be playing tricks on me.


    I read the headline a few times over, making sure I wasn’t creating the content in my own head.


    “CEO of Jones & Johnson accused of attempted sexual assault by employee.”


    I hadn’t spoken to Ariel since I left her the note of our break-up but I was just sure she would have a mouthful to share about the news of her CEO actually getting caught up for something everyone in the industry already knew. I thought about calling her to ask about it but figured they were on lockdown as far as speaking to outsiders were concerned. And besides, she had no interest in talking to me for the last month, maybe more, so why would she wanna talk to me now?


    Still, it was like no matter what I did, my thoughts continued to revert back to her. When Zalayah’s single shot to number one on the Billboard charts, she was the first person I wanted to call just so I could playfully rub it in her face. When I took a celebratory blowjob from Erin, I thought about how much better of a job Ariel would’ve done. And every Wednesday night, that I now spent alone, I thought about how if she would’ve been honest from the jump that I probably would’ve forgiven her by now. But since she wasn’t interested in fixing things, I couldn’t continue to wait for her.


    I exited out of the article and closed my laptop, preparing to head home for the day when there was a soft knock at the door.


    “Jamison. Jamison, it’s me.”


    Ariel?


    I must’ve thought her up. My heart seemed to start a race of its own as I rose from the desk and headed to the door. When I opened it, I was pretty sure it was her. Okay, I was definitely sure it was her. But she just looked...different.


    “Ariel. What are you doing here?”


    “Can we...talk?” I was taken aback by the fact that she wouldn’t look me in the eye no matter how much I stared at her or how long I made her wait for an answer.


    “Oh so now you wanna talk? You haven’t talked to me in how long and now you wanna talk?”


    “I’m so sorry Jamison. I didn’t mean to… I just didn’t know how to…” And just like that, the water works were turned on. For as long as I had known Ariel, she was as tough as nails. But now she was actually crying which left me in an awkward place. Of course I got the urge to comfort her, hold her until her crying simmered down. Instead, I simply guided her into my office so that we could at least have full privacy once I shut the door.


    As I was making my way back to the seat at my desk, the only place I knew I wouldn’t act on the urge to touch her, Ariel wiped her face with the back of her hand, smearing the few touches of makeup she was wearing.


    “Do you umm...want a bottle of water or something?”


    “A box of kleenex would be nice,” She pushed out with a little embarrassed laugh. I grabbed the one that usually just collected dust on the shelf behind my desk and handed it to her. While she cleaned herself up, I got to take a good look at her. For it to be a work day, she was very dressed down. Her hair wasn’t in any particular style. And even the makeup she was wearing did little to cover up the bags under her eyes.


    So unlike her.


    I could tell she was stalling for time, so I decided to get the conversation she apparently came to have started for her.


    “So what brings you by? Tryna cop another idea or what?” My words must’ve finally struck the nerve I was going for as she peeked up with visible anger in her eyes before she looked back down at her lap.


    “I came to apologize Jamison. I was wrong…so wrong to do that shit but I was stuck between a rock and a hard place. I just...I made the wrong decision and I need you to know that I’m sorry for doing...what I did to you.” I didn’t wanna get all emotional but I felt it building up and boiling over before I could contain it.


    “Ariel that shit was foul. Like I get doing what you gotta do for the work place but I...I guess I just thought I meant more to you.”


    “You did. You...you do. But I know recovering from that is probably far off the radar now.”


    “Now? Yeah, you’re right. Then? Not really. But you didn’t even try Ariel. That’s what hurts the most. Not the fact that you did what you did but the fact that you just left it at that and moved on with your life like this shit didn’t matter to you.”


    “It mattered to me Jamison!” She took a heavy breath to calm herself down before she continued on, “It still…matters to me.” Her emotional reaction had my emotions in knots. Of course I wanted to take the easy way out and make good with her so we could get back to normal but I would’ve been crazy to volunteer myself for the role of Fool.


    “Why now Ariel?” She thought long and hard on her answer making me question if I should believe her reasoning when it finally did come out.


    “Because I really need a friend right now Jamison. I have a lot going on and I...I miss you. As a lover of course, but even more so as a friend.”


    “So you try to fuck up my career and then you come in here asking for my friendship back? How does any of this make sense Ariel?”


    “It doesn’t Jamison. None of it makes sense. But somehow it still brought me here.” I could respect her effort but it simply came a little too late.


    “Look, I appreciate you coming by here. Apology accepted if that makes you feel better. But I don’t...think I need a friend like you.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    “I’m so happy you’re here.”


    Jasmine sat on the edge of my bed since I refused to come from under the covers other than to let her in. Dealing with the incident at my now former workplace was one thing; dealing with Jamison denying me his friendship was a whole different level of emotional onslaught.


    “You knew I’d be on the first thing smoking once I heard the news. I may not be a lawyer quite yet but I know enough about this shit to know you have a strong case. I mean, there’s video evidence. Not even money can dispute that. Did you make a copy?”


    “Umm...no. This isn’t exactly the type of footage I would want multiples of.”


    Jaz rolled her eyes at my clear lack of knowledge on matters like this before she said, “Not like that girl. You need to have copies just in case J&J sends some people over here to ransack your shit looking for the tape.”


    “Ransack?” My body instantly tensed up at the idea. I mean if they would come into my apartment looking for a tape, what would they do if I was actually here?


    “These people can get crazy like that. And if you lose the tape, your chance of a payday goes down tremendously.”


    “I don’t even want the money, ya know. I just want him to pay somehow for what he...tried to do.” It was still hard to think about, let alone talk about. But Valerie’s words about courage, a little before I quit my job at J&J, still rang in my head.


    “How else do you pay if not with money Ariel?”


    “I don’t know Jaz. I guess I just don’t want him to be able to do this to anyone else. I know for a fact I wasn’t the first, but it would be nice to know I was the last.”


    “Unfortunately, when people are as powerful as he is, it’s extremely tough to completely pull off but I linked you up with one of the best in the city, expense-free thanks to my charm and good looks.” I knew exactly what she meant no matter how she tried to sugarcoat it.


    “You mean your charm, good looks, and strong head game?”


    “Okay, maybe that too. That part of it was way before he was a lawyer though and we were actually in a relationship at the time.” Jaz definitely wasn’t the relationship type. Relations? Absolutely. But some committed, boyfriend and girlfriend type stuff was nowhere near her speed.


    “If you consider unlimited booty calls for a year a relationship then I suppose you’re right.”


    “Anyway, since we’re on the topic of booty calls. Where is that fine ass Jamison? I’m surprised he hasn’t gone up in J&J knocking heads off.” I wished solving my problems was that easy but I was pretty sure that I would catch a lot more of Jamison’s wrath than J&J would. If not his wrath, then surely a fat ass I told you so.


    “We umm...we broke up.”


    “Broke up? Already? What the hell happened? That little fucker cheated on you didn’t he? I knew he was too smooth to be true.” Maybe if he had cheated on me, I would feel a little better about the whole thing. But knowing him, that was surely far from the case.


    “No. He umm… he broke up with me.”


    Jasmine’s face instantly turned to one of confusion when she said, “Well I know you didn’t cheat on him so now you really have to tell me what happened.”


    I took a sigh, pulling the cover further up my body, “It’s complicated Jaz.”


    “And you think I flew clear across the country for my best friend because anything was simple in this bitch? Spill the beans girl.” I had never been one to judge Jaz for her life choices and she had never really been in a position to judge mine. But with this, I definitely felt the pressure of the jury.


    “Fine. Jamison broke up with me because I ...told my bosses about some stuff his record label was doing.”


    “O...kay? What’s so wrong about that? It was bound to happen considering ya’ll work for competing labels.” Clearly, she hadn’t caught my drift.


    “Well...I was assigned to find out information ahead of time so that J&J could capitalize on it before Intergalactic made their move. Eventually, Jamison put two and two together and caught me in the act.”


    I could tell when the light bulb clicked on for her and her evident disappointment made me feel even worse than I already did. “Ohhh, so he broke up with you because you fucked him over? That’s so unlike you though Ariel.”


    “I know! But they were threatening to fire me if I didn’t do it so I didn’t really have a choice.”


    “No, you did have a choice. Refuse to do it and if they don’t like that and fire you, well you find somewhere else to work. But you don’t let a good man with a good head on his shoulders, a good job and a good dick just get away like that.” Even though some of those factors were a lot more important than others, I knew exactly what Jaz meant. Like why had it been so easy for me to do the shit that was definitely against every ounce of morality I had? Work was surely not that damn important.


    “I know girl. I was trippin’. But it’s too late now. I went to apologize and he gave me the politest fuck you. At least that’s how I interpreted it.”


    “Oh Ariel. I’m sure it wasn’t that bad.”


    “I’ve cried more this past month than I have my whole life. It was that bad.” I couldn’t believe there was actually a fresh batch of tears cooking up as I spoke. Jasmine came closer to where I was on the bed to lay a comforting hand on my shoulder.


    “You’ve been through a lot boo. It’s gonna be okay though. We’ll work through this case, work through your man drama, work to find you a new job and get you right back on track. Starting with this nappy ass hair of yours.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    It was like déjà vu.


    Dawson and I were at an event celebrating the release of Zalayah’s debut album and in the distance I could see Ariel and her friend Jasmine. They weren’t dancing on tables like the time before, but their beauty, Ariel’s in particular, definitely stood out from the crowd. It was good to see Ariel wearing a smile unlike the last time I saw her when she was leaving my office fighting back tears. I hated to see her that way, but it felt like the right thing to do at the time even though I still missed her like crazy to this day.


    “Hey, isn’t that your girl over there?” He must’ve caught the direction of my gaze.


    “Nah. I mean, yeah that’s her, but we’ve been over for a good minute now.” I tried to speak of it casually even though it still bothered me.


    “Seriously? Well shit, you mind if I slide up on that? You think she’s into white guys?” My immediate reaction was to snatch his ass up for even speaking that shit, but instead I used my words like they taught me in preschool.


    “Dawson, I will whoop your white ass if you even think about talking to her. Have some respect man. She is technically my ex.”


    “Yeah, your ex and my next.” My hand instantly balled into a fist even though I knew I wasn’t gonna actually act on the urge to punch him in the face.


    “Dawson…”


    “Okay, okay, I’m done. I just wanted to see how much you still love her.”


    “Love her?”


    “Bro, it’s pretty obvious. I mean, I’ve seen the way you look at her. Excuse me, looked at her. Your eyes traded themselves for hearts like an emoji man.”


    “You’re right, but I could never love someone who did what she did to me.” I had never shared that Ariel was the spy Dawson had talked about. It just didn’t seem necessary to let him know that much since the problem had been taken care of.


    “I don’t care what she did. When a woman looks that good, you forgive your ass off. Hell, I know I would.”


    “Not that easy man. She did some real grimy shit.”


    “Grimy, slimy, crimy, I still don’t care. She’s a gem man. Rare. And by the looks of things, you’re not even that mad at her anymore.” My anger had definitely subsided in our time apart but I still wasn’t ready to take her on.


    “I’m not mad. But I don’t think I could ever trust her again, so what would be the point?”


    Dawson took a long drag of his beer before he responded, “You’d be surprised by the things love allows us to do.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    “You know he hasn’t stopped looking at you since we got here.”


    I was afraid to check and see if Jasmine’s words were true. Making eye contact was an absolute no-no as far as my emotions were concerned. Seeing Jamison in his element, doing what my former employer had set out to destroy, made me so proud but I wasn’t in any condition to tell him that no matter how much I had his eye.


    “I don’t know how to not be awkward about this.”


    “I can guarantee if we get a few shots in you, you’ll have no problem with that.”


    “As tempting as that is, I’m really not in the mood to drink.” Hell, I was hardly in the mood to come to the event but it had been on my calendar since before Jamison and I broke up . Once Jaz saw the notification reminder on my phone, she wouldn’t let it go.


    “Suit yourself girl. I’m gonna have me a drink. Maybe three.”


    “Go ahead. I am more than happy to be your designated driver.”


    “Well in that case, let’s go before you change your mind.” I followed Jasmine to the bar and as she flirted with the bartender trying to get her drink for free, I scanned the crowd forming on the dance floor. My eyes instantly found Jamison amongst the partiers and to no surprise he wasn’t alone. He was dancing with a lady I immediately recognized as Zalayah’s mom. The two seemed extremely comfortable as she grinded up and down his body, her dress riding up her legs as it got caught on the friction from his pants. I had no rights to who he involved himself with these days, but seeing it with my own two eyes cut deep.


    Jasmine turned around in her seat, with her free drink in hand, and immediately caught on to what had my gaze. “Fuck him Ariel. He’s an asshole.” I just couldn’t take watching Jamison with someone else knowing it was all my fault that it wasn’t he and I out there enjoying his moment together.


    “I...shouldn’t be here Jaz. Can we go? Please?” I thought I was strong enough, thought I had recovered from my emotions being ripped to shambles, but apparently I jumped the gun.


    “Yeah. Let me finish my drink then we can roll.”


    


    - & -


    I stirred out of my sleep at the sound of loud pounding coming from my front door. It stopped for a short moment but then swiftly returned making me clench the covers closer to my chest. Whoever was at the door was persistent as hell so I gave Jasmine, who had fallen asleep at the foot of my bed, a little kick.


    “Jaz. Jaz, wake up.”


    “Ariel. Please come to the door. It’s me.”


    Oh shit.


    What the hell is he doing here?


    I kicked her again, “Jaz. Wake up.”


    “Fuck Ariel. I’m trying to sleep. What’s going on?”


    I wasn’t sure how thin the walls were so I whispered, “Jamison’s here.”


    “Why? It’s like...4 in the morning.”


    “I don’t know. Can you go answer it? Please?” She huffed and puffed, kicking her feet in annoyance.


    “Bitch...you are so lucky I like you.” She threw the covers back and crawled out of bed, heading to the front room. Once she opened the door, she wasted no time going off on his ass.


    “It is four in the fuckin’ morning and your drunk ass is out here banging on doors. Why the hell are you here Jamison? She obviously wants nothing to do with you.” Okay, that definitely wasn’t true.


    “I just...I need to talk to her. Please.” I rose out of the bed and headed into the hallway to get a closer view. From his red eyes to the dishevelment of his clothes, Jasmine’s analysis of Jamison’s intoxication was spot on.


    “There’s nothing you can say that she actually wants to hear. She’s been through hell these last few weeks and your ass was nowhere to be found. So you know what? It should probably stay that way.”


    “Through hell? What are you talking about?”


    “Don’t play dumb now. You’re in the industry. I know you’ve seen all those headlines about J&J.”


    “Wait? He…? Ariel?”


    “Duh mothafucka. Now if you would excuse me, I would like to get back to...hey! Get back here!”


    My heart began to race as I knew he was heading my way. I tiptoed back to the bedroom as fast as I could, closing the door and locking it before I could feel the vibrations of his heavy pounding.


    “Ariel. I’m so sorry he did that to you baby. I’m…please…just let me in.”


    “Jamison, you’re drunk. Go home!”


    “No, I’m not leaving. I need to…please let me in Ariel.”


    “She said no you asshole, now leave!”


    Against my original plan, I opened the door to a sight I was nowhere near ready for; Jamison on his knees pleading for me to let him in. The moment we locked eyes, I knew I was in for it. He stood up, immediately pulling me into an embrace as he said, “Baby….” It felt so good to be in his arms again, inhaling the scent of his cologne mixed with whatever dark liquor he had been sipping on. But no matter how good the moment felt, it didn’t necessarily make it right, so I put my hands to his chest, putting a little room between us.


    “Why are you here Jamison?” It came out as a whisper thanks to my breath being stolen by his mere presence.


    “I saw you…at Zalayah’s event tonight. And I…it did something to me. I miss you Ariel. I love you and I miss you and I just want to move on from all of this. Start fresh, whatever we gotta do. I just…I want you Ariel. And I feel like shit because I wasn’t there to protect you, circumstances be damned. But I promise you it will never happen again if you…”


    “Jamison, will you shut up and kiss me already?” He gave me a smirk before his lips met mine. It was as though we hadn’t missed a beat, even with all that had transpired. And though I didn’t quite understand what any of this meant, it felt good to have my friend back.


    “Guess I’ll be sleeping on the couch.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    jamison.


    I love you too.


    I could hear the words coming from somewhere even though my eyes were sealed shut. Maybe they were on loop in my dream of her or maybe…


    I peeled my eyes open and there she was; the girl of my dreams despite everything that had gone on. She was caressing my face, letting the side of her palm graze my skin as if I was a baby and not a grown ass man. Not that it didn’t feel lovely. It definitely did. But what was I doing here?


    “Good morning handsome. Did I wake you?”


    “Kinda. But that’s not the concerning part. When did I get here?”


    “About four in the morning. You were pretty wasted. Saying all types of shit that I’m sure you didn’t mean.”


    “Like what? Like I love you? Nah, I meant that.” My words must’ve caught her off guard as she readjusted in her seat next to me on the bed in response. Since she didn’t look eager to speak, I sat up and continued on, “And I know you feel the same which is why I didn’t understand the shit that you pulled; at least at first. But now...I kinda get it. It really wasn’t about me. I mean yeah, you used me and it’s still a little fucked up, but it was strictly business. You did what you had to do to get the edge and I can only imagine the stipulations surrounding that shit. I guess I wouldn’t be a man if I couldn’t respect your grind. And with the industry that we’re in, sometimes shit like that is just part of it regardless of personal relationships.” She wouldn’t respond; just looked at me astounded by my words as if she was never expecting to hear them.


    “You can jump in at any time Ariel.” She looked down at her hands that were resting in her lap before she used one of them to push her hair behind her ear.


    “I guess I just feel like an idiot because I put you never speaking to me again at risk for a job I no longer have nor care to have after the shit I’ve been through...the shit I’m going through.” Just the thought of that smug mothafucka putting his hands on my girl had me ready to go find his ass but I knew that wouldn’t be a smart move. I couldn’t be much of a boyfriend from jail.


    “It’ll all work out baby. I promise you that. He’ll get what he deserves one way or another.” She offered me a half-hearted smile.


    “I missed that.”


    “Missed what?”


    “You calling me baby.” I smiled as I pulled her closer to me, wrapping an arm around her shoulder and giving her a kiss on her temple.


    “I’m sure you missed more than just me calling you baby. If I were you, I would’ve missed my charm, good looks, constant compliments, and big dick.”


    “I see you haven’t lost your arrogance.”


    “You love it.”


    That finally elicited the smile that warmed my heart as she replied, “You’re right. I do.”


    Even with the time that had passed and the situation we had been through, it felt entirely natural to kiss her. For a moment, she let me do all the work; seeming to bask in what had taken us too long to get back. Then she grabbed my face and leaned against me making me fall onto the bed. Apparently my little kisses weren’t enough as she pulled my shirt over my head to kiss her way across my chest. She started making her way down my body with kisses until everything came to a sudden stop.


    “What’s the matter Ariel?”


    She sat up so that I could see her fully, doing her usual downward gaze as she said, “Umm…last night. You were with Erin. Are you guys…a thing?”


    “A thing? Nah, we’re not…a thing.” I used her words carefully to hopefully avoid going to an unnecessary place.


    “Why do I hear a but in that?”


    Damnit.


    “Look Ariel. I’m not gonna lie to you. I did let her give me head a couple times but it was while we were broken up. Last night, I was only dancing with her for the sake of celebration.” She seemed to be thinking my words over for a long moment before the corner of her lips turned up into a partial smile.


    “She can’t do you like I can anyway.”


    


    


    

  


  
    



    ariel.


    “Mr. Johnson, please understand that we have video footage proving you guilty of attempted sexual assault. If you were wise, you would settle on the agreed terms.” I really wanted to take the whole thing to trial and maybe even get an arrest but I knew that wasn’t likely to happen so I settled for the next best thing; a settlement large enough to start my own freelance promotions company and a little extra for good measure.


    “You can’t prove that’s him in the tape.” I could only sit nearby with a scowl as I watched the lawyer Jaz had hooked me up with go back and forth with Mr. Johnson’s representation. I couldn’t believe he was really denying the incident knowing good and well he had tried to rape me.


    “But I’m sure the millions of people who are fans of Mr. Johnson’s and the artists he works with would have no problem identifying him. I can only imagine how their interest in J&J may collapse with the knowledge.”


    Okay, he better be bluffing.


    There was no way I was letting that tape be seen by anyone other than the people that had already saw it for legal reasons. I watched as Mr. Johnson leaned in and whispered into his lawyer’s ear before the lawyer’s face turned to one of disgust.


    “Are you sure?” Mr. Johnson shook his head yes and his lawyer immediately loosened his tie as if the knot had him struggling to breath.


    “My... client has agreed to settle.”


    “Yes!” My lawyer jumped up and down which I knew was a little inappropriate for the environment once I saw the side-eye coming from the meeting’s mediator. I wanted to be as happy as him but I simply couldn’t be knowing my attacker would still be on the streets, just short a few mil. On the brighter sight of things, that few mil was more than enough to get me the hell out of here. NYC was a beautiful place, a place that I had easily fell in love with, but certainly not the place for me.


    Not anymore at least.


    After taking care of seemingly endless paperwork, the mediation finally came to a close and I was more than grateful that the weight of J&J had been lifted off of my shoulders. I thought about calling Jasmine and thanking her but I had something more important to do first. I took the subway to the station near Intergalactic Records and trudged through the fresh layer of snow that had fallen until I arrived at the building. I had only been there once, but I still remembered exactly where Jamison’s office was. Thankfully, the receptionist recognized me and let me past without any trouble.


    I knocked lightly before I opened the door to Jamison on the phone, exactly how I always pictured it. Feet on his executive desk, shirt a little loosened, sexy as ever.


    “Hey, can I call you back in a few? I have a very important visitor… Tomorrow? Great. Talk to you then.” He hung up the phone and wasted no time making his way over to me for a kiss.


    “Hey beautiful. How’d your meeting go?”


    “It’s done.” He took a step back, still holding onto my arms.


    “Done? Like done, done? Like you won?”


    “I won. The papers are signed. The transactions will be made.” He pulled me into a hug so tight I heard my back crack.


    “Congratulations baby! I told you everything would work out.”


    “This wasn’t exactly how I wanted things to go Jamison. You know I wanted jail time.”


    “But you’re also a realist who knew that jail time was the least likely option and that this was the next best thing.”


    “Yeah I guess you’re right. But that wasn’t the only news I came to share.” Now my heart was pounding. I wasn’t sure how Jamison would take my proposal but now was the best time to make it even though the curious look he was giving me had my heart in overdrive.


    “More good news?”


    “Kinda. I’m leaving New York City. Going back to Cali.” His reaction of dismay wasn’t exactly the one I was expecting but I suppose it was because I hadn’t given him all of the information. “And I want you to come with me.”


    He sighed - not a good sign -, before he delivered a reply, “Ariel, you know I’ve kind of established myself here at Intergalactic. I don’t know if me leaving would make a whole lot of sense.”


    “I’m starting my own freelance promotions company and I could use a heavily-sought after marketer like you on my team.”


    He gave me a sly grin before he licked his lips and said, “So is this a business offer or a pleasure offer?”


    I leaned in a little closer, letting our gazes align before I licked my lips the same way he did his and replied, “What’s the fun in business if you can’t have a little pleasure?”


    


    


    


    

  


  
    

    Months later...


    jamison.


    “Wow Jamie. I can’t lie, I’m a little jealous. You think your girl may have some openings out here?” I smiled proudly as I showed Dawson around the office space Ariel had leased and designed for her company that was set to open for business in less than a week. It was still a little crazy how she convinced me to just up and leave the city, but nothing had ever felt more promising than this; business-wise and relationship-wise.


    “Probably. It would be kinda nice to have my partner in crime out here to take over the Cali scene with. You should ask her.”


    “Ask me what?” I turned around to find Ariel dressed down in sweatpants and a t-shirt but still breathtakingly beautiful. I waited as she made her way over to us before I wrapped my arm around her waist, giving her a quick kiss on the cheek.


    “Dawson wants a job. And I can personally vouch for him. He’d be a great hire.”


    “Anyone that can get you to vouch for them must be worth something. If you want a job, it’s yours.”


    “Seriously?”


    “Seriously. I can’t have my man doing all the marketing work around here. He’d never have time for the more important stuff, like spending time with me.” Dawson and I shared in a laugh even though Ariel was being dead ass serious.


    “Baby, trust me. You have nothing to worry about. When you’re the boss, you can do whatever you want; including summoning me for private meetings.” I kissed her on the lips, letting the sweet static we created linger until Dawson’s voice broke the electricity.


    “Alright, alright, that’s enough lovebirds. If I’m gonna work here, I’m definitely not being hired as Executive Third Wheel.” Ariel laughed her way out of my hold even though I was nowhere near done with her.


    “Oh Dawson, we wouldn’t do you like that. Actually, I can only speak for myself.”


    “Yeah, speak for yourself baby cause my love for you has definitely made me do crazier things.”


    


    The End.


    


    

  


  
    



    Enjoyed this book? Wanna talk about it? Find me on Facebook, on Twitter/Instagram (@mspiedoubleu) or shoot me an email at thebookwormlodge@gmail.com !


    


    Ready for my next release? Check out thebookwormlodge.com/alexandras-author-page for updates!


    


    And if you feel inclined to do so, leave a review!


    (I hope you do lol)
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