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His wallet was thick.

When he fetched it from the inside pocket of his suit jacket to pay his bar tab, it was the first thing I noticed; that it was thick and made of an expensive leather which told me everything I needed to know as far as tonight’s mission was concerned.

I’d stopped at this particular hotel bar for one thing and one thing only, gotten dressed in something especially sexy with those same intentions in mind. And with the thumbing of each one-hundred-dollar bill from the stack he’d pulled from his thickened wallet, he’d unknowingly become that one thing.

My prey.

It helped that he was handsome enough. Or rather, so handsome that I might’ve given him my attention even without the leftover cash I planned to make mine by the end of our encounter. With his neatly-tailored designer suit that told me he had the maturity to care about such a thing and big, expressive eyes that somehow spoke to his youth, meaning he was young and dumb enough to fall for my performed naiveté.

Honestly, the age never mattered.

In fact, it was often the older ones who were so full of themselves that they missed the obvious signs of my plans to make what was theirs my own, feeling so confident to the point of becoming sloppy in how they conducted themselves. They’d drink, a lot. They’d push how far they could go with physical touch and find comfort in the interaction when I didn’t immediately remove their hand from my thigh. And for whatever reason, they truly believed my fine ass wanted to fuck them, basking in the falsified compliments I knew drove their ego insanely high to the point of feeling invincible.

That’s all it took - a little touching multiplied by a mean ego stroke -  for them to leave their wallet unguarded, to leave their jewelry on the dresser, to tell me personal shit I could later use against them to get whatever I wanted. But oftentimes, I didn’t even need to finesse the situation since these same men thrived on having enough cash to pay me for my company, even the most powerful recognizing their money as their only selling point; the only thing that made them even remotely attractive.

Tonight’s prey was different, though. He had the money and the looks, a combination that almost made my pussy forget she had an unaffordable price tag. In fact, the longer I stared at his golden-brown skin, his bushy eyebrows, and his perfect smile that was only accentuated by the light layer of facial hair coating his strong jawline, the more I wished we could’ve met under different, more honest circumstances.

Unfortunately, it was far too late for that now. I was already in character as I sipped from my cute, colorful, non-alcoholic drink that I’d intentionally had poured into a martini glass, my gaze trained on my target until I caught his eye. And once I did, I gave just enough of a smile for him to give a nod of acknowledgment in response, being nonchalant about it as I returned my attention to the bartender so that I could ask for the check I knew I wouldn’t be paying for myself.

Like clockwork - because no matter how much finer he was than my usual marks, he still behaved all the same - the man made his way over to where I was seated, not bothering to ask if the seat next to mine was taken before he claimed it as his own. And once I went to reach for the billfold the bartender had dropped off in front of me, the man interjected, “Let me take care of that for you.”

Smirking, I glanced his way just slightly as I slipped my virtually-anonymous prepaid card into the fold while telling him, “I don’t order drinks I can’t afford, Mr…”

“Call me Key. And you are?”

“Elle,” I answered, giving him one of the many nicknames I used with strangers since the last thing I needed was for these people to be able to look me up when it was all said and done. And since it was clear “Key” wasn’t giving me full name privileges either, I had a feeling he wouldn’t be bothered by it, a look of intrigue on his face when he replied, “Elle. I like that for you.”

With a laugh, my face scrunched as I repeated, “You like that for me? What does that even mean?”

“It suits you. Simple, but sexy,” he explained, gnawing into his plush bottom lip as his eyes, very expectedly, went straight to my cleavage.

Typically, I’d play bashful about it since that was something these wealthy men were extremely into; the shy, innocent girl who had no idea just how sexy she was and needed the rich man to really bring it out of her. But something about Key had me feeling more like myself, a smirk on my lips when I teasingly asked, “So you’re calling me basic?”

“Do you really think I’d be over here sweatin’ you if I thought you were basic, Elle?”

Shrugging, I countered, “How would I know? Basic could be your type.”

The way he immediately licked his lips in response told me that wasn’t the case at all, something he doubled down on once he answered, “Nah, sexy as fuck is my type, and you got that on lock.”

“And let me guess, you’re tryna unlock all that sexy with your… little key?” I asked with a peek down to the fly of his dress pants, the dim lighting at the bar not doing either of us any favors even though his energy told me everything I needed to know.

He was carrying something heavy between his thighs. And I was very much intrigued.

That feeling continued to blossom when he gave a rumbling chuckle to question, “Is it that obvious?”

“That your dick is little? Totally obvious. And quite unfortunate. Your poor wife,” I joked, finishing off my drink under Key’s watchful eye before he cleared the air.

“I’m not married. But if I was, nothing about my wife and I would be poor.”

“Good to know,” I replied shortly as I slid my empty glass forward for the bartender to grab in passing, surprised when Key used the opportunity to place a new order for the both of us.

“Let me get another Macallan neat. And then another of whatever that baby bullshit was that she was drinking.”

Even though I knew the drink could very well be placed in my nephew’s sippy cup with no consequences, I was still quick to defend, “Excuse me? There is nothing baby about my drink of choice.”

“Except the fact that it’s basically juice,” he stated confidently. So confident that I almost wanted to correct him by letting him know there was nothing “basically” about it.

That only reminded me that I was losing sight of tonight’s goal.

I wasn’t supposed to be letting my prey in on my secrets, wasn’t supposed to be getting comfortable and sharing real flirtatious banter instead of the rehearsed shit I usually reserved in these situations. I wasn’t supposed to be enjoying him so much.

This was about one thing and one thing only; his money. Then again, I suppose there was nothing wrong with taking an even less obvious approach to getting it, a genuine smile on my face when I playfully whined, “I feel like you’re judging me.”

“And I feel like you’re not the type to give a damn either way.”

He was right.

I didn’t care what he thought about my drink choice the same way I didn’t care about him possibly judging me when I looked him directly in his eyes and requested, “Tell me exactly what you want from me so I can tell you if I’m willing to give it.”

While I still planned on following through with my goal of making off with at least a little cash for my time, something about this encounter felt different, true desire coursing through me in a rampant fashion that only grew wilder when Key licked his lips and admitted, “Honestly? I want you in my room, on your knees, gagging on my dick as I fuck that pretty ass mouth of yours.”

It was so bold and direct that I wanted to agree to it, disgustingly turned on by the thought of giving him exactly what he wanted, exactly how he wanted it. But instead of being easy about it, I giggled, “Sorry, I don’t suck stranger dick.”

“Name your price,” he challenged, only making me giggle harder as I thought to myself, “If only you knew…”

But considering he knew nothing, and would continue to know nothing, I simply replied, “My mouth is not for sale.”

“Everything in this world is for sale to the people who can afford it,” he reasoned with an arrogance that told me he was one of those people.

In fact, I automatically began to brainstorm his possible line of work as I stared him down, my eyebrow piqued when I asked, “And you think you can afford my mouth? What are the going rates for mouths these days? How much would I have to pay you for your mouth?”

After taking a long sip of his freshly-delivered drink, he shrugged. “Not a dime. Shit, if you want, I’ll pay you.”

“You’ll pay me to eat my pussy? Wow. Your dick really is little, huh?” I teased as if the thought of getting paid to get my pussy devoured by a man as fine as Key wasn’t #goals regardless of the size of his dick.

But again, I was only teasing because I knew there was something heavy tied to the man that had me feeling things I wasn’t supposed to be feeling for an intended target, my skin tingling when he put a hand to my thigh to answer, “Nah, I just recognize a privilege when I see it. And I want you that fuckin’ bad.”

Before I could respond, he removed his hand, my skin growing cold almost instantly as he left another few bills to cover our drinks plus the bartender’s car payment for the month. Then he dug in a different fold of his thick ass wallet and pulled out a key card, slipping it into my hand as he advised, “This will take you to the top floor. I’ll see you in a few.”

Without waiting for my response, he stood up from his barstool and buttoned his jacket, bending to press a gentle kiss against my cheek on his way towards the elevators like we were a thing, like we’d shared more than a few words, like he just knew I was going to follow him and furthermore, fuck him.

Should I?

There was something especially thrilling about bringing a man this cocky to his knees and then robbing him for everything he had on hand, a rush of its own that would only add to the orgasm he was sure to draw. And with that on my mind, I took my time finishing my juice, playing the different ways I was going to drive him wild in my head before I slid off the barstool and headed for the elevator.

A rush of nerves came over me once I moved the keycard against the security sensor and it knew exactly where to take me.

I’d been to this hotel before, had occupied a variety of rooms. But never the top floor.

This was different.

He was different.

Who is he?

Somehow I knew a simple Google search would render itself useless without an actual first and last name, not even wasting my time as I instead chose to brace myself for whatever I was getting myself into once the elevator doors opened. And when it arrived at the top floor, I literally gasped at the sight that appeared in front of me; a panoramic, ceiling-to-floor window view of the city that had me in awe until I heard a growly voice ask, “What took you so fuckin’ long?”

My eyes shot over to Key who was walking out of what I assumed was a bedroom, his jacket gone, the top few buttons of his dress shirt loosened, and a fresh drink in his hand that only added to his appeal even when I snapped, “Excuse me?”

Taking a sip of his drink, he looked me up and down with tight eyes before he responded, “I don’t like when people treat my time as their own, Elle.”

“But it is my own. Let’s not get shit twisted.”

Instead of being bothered by my attitude, he only smirked. “That smart ass mouth of yours is gonna get you fucked up.”

Coming from a complete stranger, I should’ve been intimidated. I had no idea what kind of power he had, had no idea what his definition of “fucking somebody up” even was. And yet, I didn’t feel the need to back down or run. In fact, I felt emboldened when I challenged, “Is that a threat?”

Again, he smirked, shrugging a little as he took another sip of his drink and answered, “Nah. It’s actually a pay raise. Now get on your fuckin’ knees already.”

My lips moistened in reaction, but I didn’t budge, instead staring him down as I demanded, “You first.”

Really, I should’ve said, “You only” because I had no plans of sucking his dick regardless of how much cash he planned to throw my way. But that didn’t seem to matter to him anyway as he sat his half-emptied drink on a side table and slowly stalked my way, glaring down at me once we were toe-to-toe with a look of pure lust that only weakened my lower limbs as he backed me into the wall. And after another beat, he dropped to one knee and then a second, his face aligned with my belly button where he took a deep inhale and groaned, “I can smell your arousal from here.”

Of course my pussy was telling on me long before I could speak for myself, literally dripping by the time he dug his hands into my waist and taunted, “One drink and a little wordplay? That’s all it takes to get you this wet? Or was it the thought of choking on my dick that got you like this?”

All of the above would’ve been the honest answer. But instead of telling him what he wanted to hear, I pressed my hands into his shoulders and reminded him, “I’m not the one on my knees begging.”

“But you will be,” he insisted, slipping a hand under my dress to check for evidence that everything he was doing, everything he was saying, was indeed working in the worst way. And after bypassing the bit of drenched fabric keeping me covered, he discovered that and more, my hands on his shoulders the only thing keeping me upright as he slipped two fingers inside of me and groaned, “Pleasure to meet you, Elle.”

Instead of creating a steady rhythm like I expected, he pulled them out to taste me, leaving me to watch him like an anxious chef waiting for her first review from a food critic. But there was nothing critical about Key’s review, a satisfied look on his face when he told me, “Worth every penny.”

How many pennies? I wasn’t sure.

But honestly, it didn’t even matter at this point. I was ready to receive everything Key had in-store free of charge, quickly losing sight of the fact that I was here for business and business only until he tried to push my dress up to my hips and became frustrated when it barely budged because of the tight fit.

It was the same fit that had attracted him in the first place, making it sound like a joke once he threatened, “I swear to God you better take this shit off before I rip it off you, Elle.”

Angling my arms to reach the zipper against my back, I scolded, “Unless you plan on buying me a new one, I suggest you find some patience.”

Of course, instead of agreeing to wait, I was met with the sound of fabric being torn straight from my thigh slit, Key wearing the smuggest look when he gave the now-ruined bottom half of my dress a stiff push upward and taunted, “You really thought that was gonna stop me, huh?”

I wanted to be mad.

I wanted to be so mad.

But his aggression, his urgency, was such a damn turn-on that I found myself not only aching for more but also wanting to match his energy when I tossed my leg over his shoulder and grabbed the back of his head to bring his face straight to my center.

Because of my six-inch stilettos, it was a balancing act to stay that way. But what Key was doing with his fingers and tongue made the extra effort worth it, every bit of strength in my leg being put to work as he did the true heavy lifting of eating my pussy like a man determined to ruin me for any others who dared to try and compete with his skill.

Like a man determined to ruin my hustle.

Don’t get too attached, Joella.

It was an important reminder that I typically didn’t have to employ since, well, only a small percentage of men had ever even gotten this far. And of that small percentage, not a single one of them were memorable, all talk about what they could do and not bringing even half of that energy when it was actually time to dine.

Key was different, though.

I recognized that from the very beginning and was somehow still caught off-guard by every layer of its truth since it was such a huge diversion from my plans for the evening. I mean, I’d come here to do a little harmless flirting with a wealthy man at the bar, make - or take - some easy cash for my company, and get my ass home. But instead, here I was on the exclusive top floor with my leg hoisted on the shoulder of a stranger who I felt like I needed to pay for what he was doing to me.

Ain’t that some shit?

Mentally, I had to check myself for thinking so foolishly. But physically, I decided I was going to enjoy every second of my time with Key who’d shamelessly dropped to his knees, ripped my dress, and been happily guided to the place he called a privilege.

A privilege.

He was absolutely correct, but it was still incredibly sexy to hear from someone who I somehow knew had access to whatever he wanted. And it was even sexier to watch him take so much pleasure in what he was doing, not stopping until my pussy began to pulsate as I cried his name.

Without checking to make sure I was steady, he wasn’t gentle in knocking my leg from his shoulder so that he could stand up. And without bothering to wipe his face, he pinned me against the wall with a hand firmly at my neck, kissing me like it wasn’t our first and using his tongue covered in my flavor to express that same aggression and urgency from before.

It was hypnotizing in a way I couldn’t explain, every swipe of his tongue against mine taking me higher and higher until he sent me crashing with no parachute thanks to a simple, “You can go now.”

“Huh?”

Instead of answering to my face, he stepped away completely, moving to grab a generous stack of cash I hadn’t even noticed and stuffing it in my hand when he repeated, “You can go now. We’re done here.”

“We’re done?” I asked, completely baffled as Key went to retrieve what was left of his drink like he had to wash me down.

Or maybe I was his liquor and he needed to chase me with something less intoxicating, that version sounding better in my head until he shrugged and explained, “I got what I wanted. You got what you earned…”

How he made it sound so ugly, I wasn’t sure. But in that moment, I knew it was time for me to leave before I started arguing over his word choice like he was telling a lie, or like he hadn’t just used that same mouth to make me cum.

“Gotdamn that mouth of his,” I thought as I gave his perfect lips one last glance before redirecting my attention to my dress, somehow finding a way to make it look less ridiculous by using the shreds to create a knot. And after making a move for the mirror to check my face and hair, I was reminded that Key wasn’t the only one with a mouth on him, grinning when I purposely muttered loud enough for him to hear, “Now to find somebody with a dick worth riding…”

“What was that?”

Laughing to myself, I turned back around with a straight face and answered, “I said, this doesn’t look like enough cash to cover my dress.”

It was a lot of cash - I mean, a lot of cash - way more than whatever he’d had in his wallet down at the bar. But the fact that he’d handed it over without thinking twice told me there was more of where it came from. And considering Key’s approach to our encounter, there was no reason for me not to milk him for every dime I could get.

“Elle, that dress fit you like a gem. But I know that shit came from Forever 21 at best,” he laughed, moving to where his jacket was hung up and digging in his pocket to pull out the now-familiar wallet.

“Actually, it was from Zara, asshole,” I snapped, only making him laugh harder.

“That shit is all the same. Rips all the same…” he groaned, licking his lips in a way that made me shudder since it was all so fresh on my being. Still, I found a way to hold strong as he continued, “But I guess I’ll be a gentleman. This will damn near buy you the whole store, right?”

Just the sight of more hundred dollar bills to go with the stack he’d already given me made my pussy throb, though I refused to let him know he’d affected me at all, frowning as I snatched the money from his hand and snarled, “Fuck you, Key.”

Again, he laughed. “Nah, you couldn’t take this dick if you tried.”

He was challenging me, taunting me, trying to get me to fall right into his trap - right into his lap. But no matter how tempting, I couldn’t let him get to me.

What I’d come up here for was already in my hands.

So instead of paying him any mind, I avoided his gaze in favor of stuffing the money into my Chanel bag so that I could leave, pulling the strap onto my shoulder with plans of telling him goodbye forever. But just like my dress, those plans were almost ripped past the point of repair once I heard Key scoff, “Should’ve known your ass was scary when it took you all day to come up here in the first place.”

The smart thing would’ve been to leave. But of course my ego wouldn’t allow it, my eyes tight when I looked up at him and snapped, “I’m not afraid of you. I just don’t wanna fuck you.”

That was a lie; a big, fat one at that. I mean, everything he was doing, everything he was saying, had me so ready to teach his ass a lesson. And he smelled like himself, while also still smelling like me, an erotic mix that only infuriated me once Key firmly grabbed me by the chin to reply, “Fuckin’ me was never an option. Did you forget that?”

“That’s not what your dick said,” I challenged, grabbing an angry handful that had me wishing I would’ve kept my hands to myself since… shit, that’s a lot of dick.

He knew it too, the smirk on his face telling me he recognized my mistake long before I’d even made it as he corrected, “Nah, my dick wants your slick ass mouth. Still. And really, I’m not with all this back and forth shit, so I’ma give you two options. On your knees or leave, Elle.”

When my feet didn’t move to leave immediately, Key wasted no time getting to work on removing his belt, his muttered, “That’s what I thought” pissing me off and snapping me back to reality all at once. And while he might’ve thought he had me right where he wanted me, I knew it was really the exact opposite as I forced a sensual grin to my lips so that I could answer, “Fine. But only if you shower first.”

Now that his dick palate was already set for some head and it appeared that I was on board, I knew he’d do whatever I wanted to see it through. But it did come as a bit of a surprise to see just how courteous my request made him, suddenly a man of compromise when he nodded and agreed, “That’s fair. I’ll be back. Make yourself comfortable. Have a grown-up drink or somethin’.”

“I’ll do that,” I lied, smiling as I watched him walk back into the bedroom he’d come out of when I first showed up. Then I casually moved to the maxi bar to wait for my signal just in case he decided to come back out, the sound of the shower running putting me on the clock as I quickly ditched the bar in favor of getting to his suit jacket so that I could snatch his wallet and get the hell out of here.

Once my hand hit the leather, it felt like a victory, my feet reminding me we didn’t have much time as they took off towards the elevator. But I’d only gotten a few steps before I was stopped dead in my tracks by Key’s growled, “So you came all the way up here just to steal from me? That’s what you’re on, Elle?”

“Oh shit,” I hissed, my eyes wide as I turned around and found him standing in the doorway still completely dressed with an expression so tense it felt like it was burning through me. And since there was no quick and easy way for me to escape, I was forced to deal with it, dropping his wallet on the floor as I stammered, “I… I can explain.”

Of course, he didn’t give a damn about any explanation I planned to give, furious when he stormed in my direction and snatched me by the arm to ask, “Who sent you?”

“Huh?”

With a tighter squeeze of my arm, he spat, “I said, who fuckin’ sent you, Elle? Or is that even your real name?”

“Yes! And no!” I shouted frantically, taking a deep breath in hopes of gaining some level of composure. “I mean, no one sent me. I’m sorry. Please, just let me go.”

For whatever reason, my plea only made him laugh, his grip loosening just slightly when he taunted, “I thought you weren’t scared of me? What happened to all that, huh? Or was that tough girl shit just a part of your act?”

Crazy enough, it was the furthest thing from any act I usually gave in these situations. But now that I was legitimately afraid, I was starting to question my own authenticity, damn near on the verge of tears as I begged, “Key, please. Just let me leave. Here, you can have it all back.”

I was already reaching for the money I’d tucked away in my purse when he let me go with a toss and another chuckle. “Stop all that shaking, Elle. If I was gonna hurt you, it’d be done already.”

There was no reason for me not to believe him, so I found comfort in the fact that other than the outline of a handprint from his grip on my arm, I was unharmed. But I still wasn’t cleared to leave. And because of that, I could only stand there and anxiously await my fate, a little surprised by the options he presented.

“Now we can handle this one of two ways. You can walk outta here empty-handed, or you can apologize.”

My voice was an octave passed whiny when I started, “But I already…”

“Nah, I’m not talkin’ about some basic ass sorry,” he interrupted, grabbing my chin to explain, “You tried to take from me, Elle. The only way to neutralize that shit is by giving.”

As if to cue me in on exactly what he meant, he brought his lips down to mine for a kiss, giving proof to his neutralization theory since all my fear from a few seconds ago was back to the lust that had my panties wet for Key in the first place. And with every swipe of his dangerous tongue against mine, I bought into the idea of being here for this and this only, forgetting my fright in favor of experiencing every fond feeling that came with him greedily exploring my mouth like he wasn’t just mad at me.

Or maybe he was still mad at me, the hand he wrapped tightly around the back of my neck speaking to the frustration he couldn’t - or just didn’t care to - speak on. Either way I was into it, completely fueled by his energy as he pulled away to say, “That’s a good start, but I think you can do a lot better.”

Without thinking twice, I took things a step further, grabbing his face with both hands to kiss him like my life depended on it - because maybe it did. But not even that fact was enough to stop my body from tingling, too consumed by the electricity of a new lover exploring every inch of my anatomy to focus on my original, failed plan of coming up here to take his money. And with every throaty moan Key released into my mouth, it felt like he’d forgotten my original objective too. At least, I thought that was the case until he moved his hand to grab a handful of my ass and followed it with a hard smack that made me jump and made him chuckle.

“Just a little punishment for your bad ass.”

Hearing it in that light made me smirk as I moved my hands to his shirt, unbuttoning the few buttons that were still fastened to unveil his broad chest and soft abs before moving onto his pants. And with my hand at the waistband, I told him, “If you’re gonna punish me, you better do it right.”

Instead of agreeing, he chuckled again. “Nah, I’ve already seen you scared. I ain’t tryna see you like that again.”

The reminder made me tense up, but our current dynamic allowed me to relax just as quickly, finding confidence in the control I had when I unbuttoned, unzipped, then slipped my hand into his pants to grab his dick. And I suppose Key appreciated the softness of my touch since he immediately let out a low groan that had me licking my lips before I asked, “You sayin’ a real punishment would scare me?”

“Obviously, Elle,” I thought to answer, knowing Key had evidence of exactly that after having me shook just a few moments earlier. But as I watched his eyelids slip to more of a squint in response to the soft strokes from my hand, I realized we were well passed those menacing moments, moved into a new realm of pure pleasure that had Key struggling to reply, “I’m sayin’, don’t talk yourself into some shit you can’t handle, Elle.”

“I wouldn’t still be up here if I couldn’t handle shit, Key,” I defended, adjusting my grip to emphasize, “If I couldn’t handle you.”

It sounded like the right thing to say. And honestly, I felt like I was in my bag as far as this sexy ass moment went. But instead of letting me have it, Key had no problem busting my bubble when he scoffed, “Fuck outta here, Elle. Only reason you’re still up here is cause you’re about your money. And honestly, I respect that shit. So if you wanna leave now, with everything I already gave you, you can.”

My hand should’ve been removed from his pants. My feet should’ve been moving. I should’ve been cuing up the elevator and telling him thank you with no plans of ever seeing his intimidating ass again. But like a crazy person, I did none of that, my grip and feet both remaining firmly in place when I asked, “Or?”

Like he was surprised to hear it, his eyebrow piqued and a smirk grew to his lips. “Or you can stay up here, wet your mouth, and give me what I want so I can give you more of what you’ve earned.”

This time, the word “earned” didn’t strike me with that same ugly undertone from before. And I suppose it was because of what was actually at stake this go-round, my smirk matching his once I commented, “I get the impression you aren’t talking about money anymore.”

Somehow, he managed to confirm and challenge me all at once when he replied, “You know exactly what I’m talking about, Elle. Now do somethin’ with it.”

Anyone else wouldn’t have continuously gotten away with being so demanding. But with Key, that shit was a major turn-on, my mouth watering as he pushed his pants and briefs down to free both his dick and my hold on it. And honestly, I wished the look of it would’ve remained a secret so I wouldn’t have been so tempted to put it in my mouth on sight, the smooth velvety skin just a shade darker than his regular golden brown tone and the thick veins that covered it so damn pleasing to the eye that dropping to my knees to see it up close felt like the only correct response.

Of course Key was happy to see me there, a satisfied grin on his lips as he bragged, “I already know your head game is fire. That’s why your ass been bein’ so dramatic about giving it. Tryna build the anticipation like we ain’t both know this was exactly where you’d end up.”

Truthfully, I had no plans of ending up like this. But with his dick growing harder and harder as I stroked him in my hand, I knew I wasn’t turning back, too anxious to see where all of this would lead even when I snapped, “Don’t ruin this.”

Shrugging, Key taunted, “Only person who can do that is you. The power is in your… aww fuck...”

Once my mouth was on his dick, his words turned to gibberish, his head tilted back and his right hand pressed into my shoulder to brace himself like I’d knocked him off balance. And honestly, that was all the motivation I needed to really make a point of doing him like he did me earlier, swallowing as much of his dick as I could and pumping what was left in my hand to create the perfect rhythm that quickly had him grunting more curse words.

More motivation.

Nothing turned me on quite like a man who didn’t shy away from letting how good it felt to him be known. And I suppose that’s why I called myself rewarding Key for good behavior when I used my other hand to massage his balls, the action catching him by surprise in the best way possible as his lust-filled eyes flashed down to mine before settling in to watch me work.

Now that I had his attention, I called myself putting on a show of sucking his dick like every amateur pornstar I’d ever seen, using all the tricks, and the spit, and the moans that came naturally because of how damn into it I was. And I wasn’t alone in that, Key completely mesmerized as he buried his hands in my hair to guide my head in a rhythm I had to work to keep up with so that I wouldn’t choke, though I knew that was his goal.

He wanted me to choke, and gag, be on my knees and at his mercy all at once. But I wasn’t going out like that. Even if he was controlling the rhythm, I still had control of myself. And while that pride somehow turned into spit running down my chin onto the front of my dress, my scalp screaming in response to his tightened grip on my hair, my arousal dripping down my thigh without my pussy even being touched, and my eyes tearing up, it was worth it to hear Key’s final, “Aww fuck” before he shamelessly nutted in my mouth.

His hands fell from my hair as he started to pull out. But I didn’t let him move, grabbing him by the back of his thighs to keep him in place and sucking him empty until he begged for me to let up.

“Now who’s at whose mercy?” I thought with a smirk and an exaggerated swallow, licking my lips to catch the last remnants of his cum before I taunted, “And now you know why there’s no putting a price on it.”

With a satisfied look, he nodded to agree, gnawing at the corner of his lip as he reached out to help me up from the ground. And while I expected him to be done with me now that he’d finally gotten what he wanted, that wasn’t the case at all as he kicked off his pants before pulling me towards his bedroom that was a bit muggy thanks to the hot shower he’d been running in the bathroom the entire time.

Realizing it at the same moment that I did, he teased, “Guess my dick was clean enough for you after all, huh?” And without waiting for me to answer with the obvious, he continued towards the bathroom, leaving me in the bedroom to make a decision.

Am I really about to do this?

For whatever reason, my mind was acting like I was back in high school where we’d convinced ourselves that hands and mouth stuff didn’t count. But the truth was, what I’d done - what we’d done - had counted in the only way that mattered. And as a grown ass woman, I wanted more.

I wanted it all.

While I assumed Key had gone to the bathroom to turn off the water, the fact that he was still in there made me realize he’d actually gone in there to clean himself up. And for whatever reason, the fact that he suddenly trusted me to be on my own made me chuckle as I moved in front of the floor-length mirror to take in my own appearance.

Disheveled hair.

Dress a hot, ripped, dampened mess.

Ashy knees.

And a smirk.

A fuckin’ smirk because even in the face of danger, I could still suck dick like a champion.

I was my own hero.

As if he could feel me getting too confident, Key returned with his bouncing dick leading the way, completely nude because he just knew he was fine enough to pull it off. But instead of smirking like me, he was wearing a frown when he growled, “Why the fuck do you still have that dress on, Elle?”

With a playful shrug, I turned my attention back to the mirror and asked, “Where else would it be?”

Instead of answering from a distance, he moved to stand behind me, bending to take a nibble at my ear where he quietly replied, “On the floor. With your bra. And whatever is left of your panties.”

Again, I shrugged. “Maybe I was just waiting for you to take it off of me.”

“Last time I tried that, I ripped the shit,” he reminded me with a raspy chuckle, giving me chills when he wrapped his hand around the front of my throat to ask, “Do you really wanna risk not having any clothes to leave here with? What room are you staying in anyway?”

The question made me panic as I repeated more to myself than him, “Room?” But of course, because of how close he was standing, he’d heard me anyway, his eyebrow piqued at me in the mirror as I did my best to cover. “Oh, right. A room. At the hotel. Because it has those. Um… 1305.”

Even with my stumble, I still expected an affirmative. But I didn’t get it, Key’s grip on my throat only tightening when he explained, “This hotel, like most, doesn’t have a 13th floor. So either you’re lying because you don’t want me to know where you’re really staying, or you’re lying because you don’t have a room here at all.”

“Does it matter?” I piped out, quietly judging myself for being so turned on by his hard dick pressing into my back and his weighty hand dominating my front like he couldn’t very well use that same hand to strangle me for lying.

Thankfully, that wasn’t his plan, an arrogant grin on his lips when he answered, “I mean, I’m about to fuck the shit outta you regardless, so I guess not.”

The way he spoke so matter-of-factly about fucking me made me shiver and moan all at once, though I still found the gall to ask, “I thought that wasn’t an option?”

Of course, I knew we were past that. But the petty in me couldn’t help reminding him that he was going back on his claims from earlier.

That I was making him go back on his word.

He didn’t seem to care either way, though. And this time with an easy push of my dress back up to my hips, he found my eyes in the mirror and replied with the words that were beginning to feel like some sort of aphrodisiac.

“You earned it.”

Like we were running out of time, Key didn’t even bother getting me completely out of my panties, only pushing them to the side so that he could get inside of me as quickly as possible. And considering the way his dick stretched me out on impact, I understood his urgency since adjusting to his size took some time.

Not to the point of being awkward or uncomfortable. But still long enough to have Key feeling even cockier as he bragged, “Knew you wouldn’t be able to take it.”

To make a point of just how wrong he was, I started throwing it back as best as I could, using the mirror for both leverage and a view of Key’s reaction to my ass bouncing against him. But once he caught me looking, he grabbed my hips to fuck me back even harder, taking total control and demanding that I keep watching.

Because of how damn good it felt, my eyelids defiantly began to drift closed in ecstasy anyway. But Key wasn’t having that, giving my hair a stiff yank backward when he coached, “Open those fuckin’ eyes, Elle. Watch me fuck you.”

Considering his strokes didn’t change, the task wasn’t an easy one. But I quickly realized it was worth the fight since there was something purely salacious about watching him kill my shit from the back.

The arrogant yet determined expression on his face, the flex in his chest and abs, the impressive arch in my back because I was that bitch…

It was like sensory overload to see what I was seeing, and hear the music of our moans intermingling, and feel everything I was feeling with each powerful stroke that took me closer and closer to the edge. But before I could go over it headfirst, he pulled out, finally taking the time to get rid of my panties, dress, and bra so that he could have full access to all of me.

When he grabbed my arm to move us, I assumed we were going to the bed. But instead, we went past it towards an extension of the panoramic window from the main room of the suite, the idea of getting fucked up against it making me hotter until I realized he was opening the door that led out to the balcony.

“Oh my God, Key! Are you crazy?!” I squealed when he stepped out onto it and started to pull me with him like we weren’t both completely naked.

I mean, don’t get me wrong, I wasn’t opposed to public sex. But this was many steps beyond a car parked in a discreet location with just the bottoms removed. Though, of course, Key was unfazed when he shrugged to ask, “What? You afraid of heights?”

“No, I’m afraid of jail!” I yelled, Key’s chuckle in response not making things any better.

In fact, I started to pull away from him until he gently insisted, “Come on, Elle. Can’t nobody even see us all the way up here.”

Considering his suite occupied the top floor of the hotel, I had a strong feeling he was telling the truth. And with that knowledge, my initial reservations began to weaken as I rattled, “But… but…”

Before I could come up with an excuse other than being a scaredy cat, we were already outside, the cool breeze giving me goosebumps and making my nipples rock hard as Key wrapped me in a hug from behind to say, “Just trust me like I trusted you to not try and steal from me a second time.”

I wanted to be offended, but he had a point. And thanks to his point, I found myself bent over in front of him with my hands gripping the railing, quickly forgetting the dangers involved when instead of fucking me, he lowered himself to eat my pussy from the back.

The sensory overload returned immediately.

There was the fresh night air and the quiet murmur of life happening many floors beneath us. The sounds of Key greedily lapping my juices and the feel of what he missed running down my leg. And then there was the view. The beautiful view of the city - my city - in a way I’d never been able to see it before, while I did things I’d never done before with a man I hadn’t known before tonight.

Honestly, it was magical. And the stir in my belly as I felt myself on the brink of an orgasm only made it even more magical. Though I shouldn’t have been surprised when instead of letting me have it, Key stood up to say, “Come ride me.”

While I was pissed that he’d let me come down, again, I was thrilled to follow his command since riding him put me in control; meaning if he wasn’t going to get me off, I could do it my damn self. And the cushioned chaise served as the perfect driver’s seat once we got comfortable, Key sitting up with his legs extended under me as I first rode him from my feet, then from my thighs, and finally all hips which I learned was his favorite considering how quick he was to mention, “You better move when I tell you to before you end up having my baby in nine months.”

With how good the extra friction felt on my clit, there was no way in hell I was letting up, too close to the finish line as I breathily asked, “Is that a warning or a request? Cause I’m almost…”

Before I could even finish my sentence, my pussy was throbbing with an orgasm so intense I thought it was going to kill me. Or maybe it did kill me since I totally missed Key’s final warning, the feeling of his seed shooting inside of me enough to bring me back to life and put the icing on the cake… literally.

I hated how much I liked watching him pull out when he was finished, hated how much I enjoyed the feel of his seed leaking from my pussy. And I especially hated how proud of himself he looked for doing it, attempting to steal his joy when I announced, “I’m on birth control. But for the record, you really shouldn’t be out here playing sperm roulette, Key.”

“And you shouldn’t be out here rawdogging strangers, playing STD roulette, Elle,” he clapped back, the frantic look on my face prompting him to continue, “Not that I have anything. I’m just sayin’.”

Rolling my eyes, I stood up from the chaise to head back inside while whining, “Post-sex buzz successfully killed. Thanks so much.”

“Post-sex? Who said I was done fuckin’ you?’ Key asked as he followed me to the bathroom. And once I caught my reflection in the mirror, the undeniable glow in my skin made my smile return when I answered, “I did. I really need to go. I have somewhere I need to be.”

His eyebrow piqued like he didn’t believe me as he wrapped me tightly from behind to ask, “Right now?”

I shook my head. “No, not right now. Just before morning.”

“So get there. Before morning,” he insisted with a lingering kiss to my shoulder blade that made it hard for me to stick to my guns.

I mean, who knew what would happen after tonight, or if I’d ever even see him again. Then again, the people I for sure had to see again would kill me if I wasn’t where I was supposed to be come morning, just the thought making me push myself away from him as I started, “Key, I…”

“Name your price, Elle,” he interrupted, moving back towards his bedroom so that he could put his actual money where his mouth was. But honestly, it wasn’t even about that anymore, something I was getting ready to tell him until I saw just how much money he was talking about.

Bill, after bill, after bill…

I felt like I was watching a waiter grate parmesan cheese onto my pasta dish, knowing I needed to tell him to stop but being too much of a glutton for more to do it. And by the time I realized he’d thumbed off enough to almost double my initial bag for the night, it became a no-brainer for me to stay a little while longer, an impressed smirk on my lips when I told him, “I suppose one more round wouldn’t hurt.”
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It was a miracle that I woke up when I did.

Of course, it was later than I would’ve liked. But it wasn’t so late that I wouldn’t be able to get to where I needed to be on time as long as Key didn’t distract me with more… things.

Not even just money, but things.

His mouth, his dick, his fingers, his ego…

Even now as I watched him sleep, I couldn’t get over how damn fine he was, somehow managing to look innocent after all the filthy shit he’d done to me. And just like that, he was throwing me off schedule again, my calculated move from the bed thankfully giving me a clean exit as I tiptoed to grab my clothes off the floor then made my way into the other room to get dressed.

Well, get dressed as best as I could since my clothes were an absolute mess, my dress looking like it had gotten run over and my panties so useless that I decided to stuff them in my purse instead of putting them back on. At least, that was the plan until I realized there was no room in my purse thanks to all the cash it was overflowing with.

Time well spent.

Tossing the panties in the trash, I moved in front of the mirror to whip my hair into a messy topknot. Then I wet my thumb to remove all the random dry spots of who knows what from around my mouth, grinning to myself at the possibilities before slipping my heels back on and making a move for the elevator.

This time, because I was leaving on solid terms instead of just trying to get away, I didn’t feel so flustered about my exit. But all of that cool and calm slowly began to disappear once I repeatedly pressed the call button to no avail.

“Why isn’t this working?” I whispered, holding the button down for longer than usual like that would make a difference. But my finger flew off the button almost instantly when I heard a voice behind me provide an explanation.

“You have to use the key.”

Like he hadn’t scared the shit out of me, I turned around and smiled. “Oh. Right. That makes sense.”

The half-hearted grin Key gave in return wasn’t nearly as enthusiastic, making me wonder if those solid terms were just a figment of my imagination when he approached me and asked, “You weren’t even gonna say goodbye? I thought we were better than that?”

One look at the morning wood he hadn’t bothered to cover before he came out here made me wish I would’ve woken up in time to give him - and it - a proper goodbye. But now, time was of the essence, though I was happy to clear the air when I answered, “We’re good. I just didn’t wanna wake you.”

From the skeptical look on his face, I could tell he didn’t fully believe me. Or maybe he was just studying me to see if I would crack, my truth rooting me firmly in place until he took a step closer and pressed, “I don’t need to check your pockets, do I?”

Before I could respond, his hands were already on my breasts, rounding down to my hips and ass where I realized, “I think you just wanted an excuse to feel up on me one last time.”

“Meaning, one last time today?” he challenged, making me giggle when he used his grip on my ass to pull me closer. And honestly, I wished I had a better answer than the one I knew I had to give for my own sanity, putting my hands against his chest to respond, “Key, this was a lot of fun, but right here is where it ends. I mean, I’m where I’m at. And you’re… wherever you came from. Let’s not pretend this is something worth exploring.”

Instead of the disappointment I expected, he only chuckled. “Relax, Elle. I ain’t tryna be your boyfriend. I just really, really enjoyed your pussy. Or should I say, it was worth every dollar.”

“Anyway,” I groaned with a playful roll of my eyes, pushing myself out of his hold and using the key he’d given me the night before to call the elevator as I tossed out a casual, “Enjoy the rest of your stay. Safe travels and all that.”

“I would say you too, but…” he trailed just as the elevator chimed with its arrival, saving me from having to fill in his blanks since they were the same blanks that preserved this as a pleasant, untainted memory for the both of us.

He didn’t need to know anything more about me other than what we’d done. I didn’t need to know anything more about him other than the money he’d lined my purse with and the dick that was still taunting me as I stepped on the elevator. And with that, I waited for the doors to begin closing before I told him goodbye, purposely making the moment melodramatic as if to end scene.

It hadn’t been an act.

Typically, yes. But things with Key were different, authentic, raw to the point of making me wonder if I’d made the right decision in leaving with those blanks.

Thankfully, I didn’t have much time to dwell on it since I had somewhere to be, the drive from the downtown hotel back to the suburbs where I lived not long at all thanks to the virtually empty freeway at this ungodly hour. And after using the private access to make my way into the guest house I called home, I had just enough time for a quick shower and a catnap before I had to report for duty in the main house.

My big sister hated when I talked about it like that, the arrangement for me to live on her and her husband’s property and nanny their twins full-time a lot more informal than it sounded. But it was the truth; a truth I took seriously since I recognized the privilege of getting paid to play with my family all day.

It was something like a dream job.

Well, maybe second to the work I’d put in last… nevermind.

Letting myself in through the kitchen door, I was surprised to see my sister already sitting at the counter sipping on her morning tea, a disgusted frown on her face when she whined, “Ugh. How is it even possible for me to mess up a Keurig cup?”

With a laugh, I explained, “You didn’t mess it up, sis. You just don’t know my secret ingredient, which is exactly why you should’ve waited for me to make it like you pay me to do. And what are you doing down here so early anyway?”

Stealing her mug, I moved to the spice rack so I could add a little bit of this and a little bit of that, listening in as she explained, “Meeting the new boss today. Apparently, he likes early meetings. So here I am. Up early and screwing stuff up because of it.”

“Must suck to have a shitty boss,” I teased, sliding the mug back her way and watching her take a sip that made her groan.

“Coke. It’s coke, right?” she asked, making me laugh again until she changed the subject with, “You were out pretty late last night, Jo. Everything okay?”

Avoiding her eyes, I moved to the fridge to find some breakfast for myself and the twins as I nonchalantly answered, “Mmhmm. Everything is great.”

It sounded good and pleasant. But the truth was, things were still a little bit too hazy to call. I mean, of course the rush I’d gotten from the money I’d made off Key was great - beyond great. But the expense it came at was still so fresh on my being that I wasn’t sure how I’d feel when it all finally settled in.

For some reason, I had a feeling that part of it wouldn’t be all that great. I mean, how was I not supposed to think about him, and what we’d done, and that balcony…

My pussy quivered at just the thought. And I was glad my face was still hidden by the fridge so that my sister couldn’t see how flushed I got, swallowing hard as I pulled out the cold ingredients for French toast and sat them on the counter. Then I moved to grab everything else from the pantry, attempting to lose myself in thoughts of preparing the quick meal until my sister blurted, “Who’s the new dick?”

“Maya!” I squealed, peeking towards the staircase since I knew the twins would be appearing at any minute.

But of course, their mother wasn’t all that concerned, more interested in the details of my night when she replied, “What? I know you, Jo. It’s all in your face. And on your neck. Jesus Christ, what kind of…”

Just the mention of my neck hit me with a vivid flashback of Key’s heavy hand deliciously wrapped around it while his dick was pressed into my back, when my lies meant nothing to him because getting inside of me was more important.

Open your fuckin’ eyes, Elle. Watch me fuck you.

I didn’t realize I’d closed them until those words played back in my head. And when I opened them, I found my sister staring at me with one eyebrow piqued, clearly getting ready to press me from more information about whatever had me daydreaming until we heard feet clattering against the hardwood floor followed by a pair of squealed, “TT JoJo!”

Shaking off my thoughts, I squatted to catch them in the hugs they were rushing me to deliver, giving each four-year-old a kiss on the top of their head when I told them, “Good morning, Jourdan. Good morning, Jersey. How are my favorite little people?”

“Goooood,” they sang together, Jersey being the first to ask, “TT JoJo, can we go to the zoo today?”

Of course, his sister Jourdan wasn’t having that, frowning as she exclaimed, “No! I wanna go to the library!”

It was virtually part of the morning routine for them to argue our plans for the day, making me well-versed in how to handle it when I calmly suggested, “How about we do the library today since it’s supposed to rain, and then we’ll do the zoo on Thursday when it’s nice and sunny out?”

Thanks to their part-time preschool schedule, there was still plenty of time during the week for outings, a plan they seemed satisfied enough with when they sang, “Okayyy.” And once I announced I was making French toast, they were fully back to their excited selves, the both of them volunteering to help and being immediately sent to wash their hands. But before they could do that, their mother got on them about not giving her some love, her tight hugs making them giggle as they gave half-assed greetings then started racing to the bathroom.

Shaking her head, Maya joked, “It’s like I didn’t even birth them. You want the parental rights? Cause I’ll sign.”

With a chuckle, I replied, “I don’t think your husband would appreciate that very much. But in your unforeseen absence, consider those babies mine.”

“Thank you, TT JoJooooo,” she sang like the twins would, the both of us laughing as I warned, “You better get going before you’re late to your meeting.”

Instead of agreeing, she rolled her eyes like she was already annoyed by what was to come of it. But knowing how much grief she went through on the regular with the people at her job as of late, her reaction to a new boss made sense.

Surely, he’d be one and the same.

Still, because Maya loved her work as a civil engineer and wanted to honor her role in what was technically the family business, she started looking through the cabinets for the thermal to-go mug that I ended up finding for her as she shared, “Vic is supposed to be working a full day in the ER, so you probably won’t see him. But if you do, don’t let the kids see him cause I know he’ll be exhausted and need some rest.”

“But what if he wants to see them?” I asked, knowing it was far from my place to get between my brother-in-love and his kids.

Right on cue, they came barging back into the kitchen, their mother peeking down at the both of them before giving a shrug to reply, “Trust me, he won’t.”

Shaking my head with another chuckle, I couldn’t help but smile as I watched Maya love up on her kids as they gave her real hugs and told her goodbye. And with a kiss to each of their heads the same way I’d done, she replied, “Bye, babies. Love you both! Be good for TT JoJo!”

Of course they were quick to assure her that they would be. But once she was gone, I knew it was more like a fifty-fifty chance since Jourdan and Jersey were every bit of siblings who loved and hated each other all at the same time.

Secretly, I wondered if Maya and I would’ve been the same way had we grown up together. But really, it was a miracle that we had a relationship at all, one I was incredibly grateful for as I thought about where else I might be without her and what else I would be doing to make money.

What I still got an itch to do from time to time.

Before Maya had kids for me to look after, hustling was all I knew. It was how I was raised, with the hours I should’ve been spending doing SAT Prep, or writing scholarship essays,  or whatever the hell else high schoolers usually stressed about spent learning the game from my mother who believed finding rich men to fund your lifestyle was the true key to success.

Considering how well we were living because of her methods, it was hard for me to argue against her, hard for me to see a life beyond the one she’d essentially groomed me for. And by the time I graduated high school, I was every bit of her mini-me, dressing out of her closet, accompanying her on “missions”, and flirting the wallets off of men damn near twice my age who only cared that I was legal.

It was… disgusting, honestly. But the more I did it, the more I became addicted to the rush of making off with a big bag, pushing myself to go after the most rich and powerful men I could access until the day I met my match.

My father.

All it took was one look for him to know who I was. But because my mother had never really mentioned him outside of making sure his child support checks stayed consistent when I was younger, I had no idea who I was dealing with when he sat down next to me at the bar and said, “I’m so sorry, Joella.”

Again, because he was virtually a stranger, my face scrunched for multiple reasons.

Why is he apologizing?

And how in the hell does he know my real name?

When I looked over to ask those questions, I could already see the pain etched on his face. I could also see familiarity in his features, our almond-shaped eyes and round-tipped noses so identical that I immediately grew angry in disbelief.

In fact, the drink I’d ordered with a fake ID almost got thrown in his face until he caught my arm to ask, “Are you safe? How can I help you to safety?”

Truthfully, I wasn’t in any sort of danger, and I didn’t feel like there was anything wrong with my circumstances. I mean, while my friends were in college accumulating debt, both my checking and savings accounts were flourishing. I worked when I wanted to and got to dress cute while doing so. And I was happy, mostly, finding my way in the world I’d literally been built for.

It was all I knew. And because it was all I knew, I brushed him off with an annoyed, “I’m fine. Now let me go.”

Because he didn’t want any trouble, he did just that. But not without offering me his card.

“Take this. Please. And when you’re ready, give me a call so we can talk,” he said as he slipped it into my hand, leaning in to whisper, “Are you sure you’re safe? Is your mother making you do this?”

“My mother has nothing to do with my choice to be here. And neither do you,” I snarled, glancing at his card so I could finish, “Brent Kincaid.”

The fact that this person was responsible for half of my DNA and I still had to look at his business card for a name only made my blood boil even more violently, Brent looking around like he was checking to see if I was telling the truth about my safety before leaving me with a final plea to reach out. And honestly, that card never even made it out of the bar, ripped to shreds and tossed in the trashcan in the women’s bathroom where I was forced to retreat so that I could get myself together after being so caught off-guard by his presence.

Still, even after days had passed, I couldn’t get his name out of my head, couldn’t get his face out of my head. It was so much like my own, the resemblance making me wonder how my mother had managed to keep him a secret for so long. But when I finally worked up the nerve to Google him and saw his net worth, I realized it wasn’t all that complicated since it was no question my mother had signed her name on the dotted line and gotten paid for her silence.

According to the internet, he was one of the founders of some mega construction and engineering conglomerate that had gone from a small firm to a Fortune 1000 under his tenure. He was already married when I was conceived and had another child - a girl with those same shared features - a few years older than me. And now that I was of the age where he was no longer obligated to pay child support, I was sure that made me a liability as far as the terms of his legal agreement with my mother went; a threat to the perfect image he and his family had presented to the public meaning this little run-in at the bar was no coincidence.

He’d intentionally shown up to see me.

At first, I was angry about it. But once I got past being emotional, I realized how I could twist things in my favor, finding contact information on his company’s website and making plans to meet up with him so that I could get an agreement worth double whatever he’d been paying my mother.

That meeting never happened.

In the moment, I figured he’d just decided to take his chances and not show up. But when I returned home, I learned from the news that a heart attack had taken out the man who left me feeling a loss I didn’t understand.

I mean, I never even knew him, had only just learned his name. And somehow, his death still hurt me, robbing me of any sort of closure surrounding his existence.

It was fucked up.

I’d gone most of my life without thinking about him, and now he was the only thing on my mind. When I tried to erase his face from my head, it was still the first thing I saw once I closed my eyes. And when I tried to forget I’d ever shared words with him that day at the bar, his apology still played back in my head.

What exactly was he sorry for?

I wasn’t sure.

But I knew the only way I’d get past this was by going to his funeral and accepting his apology, fighting myself about it all the way to the church where I came face-to-face with his wife.

Even in all her mourning, she still made a point of showing her displeasure with my attendance, leaving her huddle of family so that she could get right in my face to snarl, “Don’t think you showing up here changes anything. He wasn’t your father when he was alive, and he damn sure isn’t your father now that he’s dead.”

So she knew me. And she hated me. Because it was my fault, and not her husband’s, that I even existed.

Okay.

Rolling my eyes, I grinned and replied, “I’m just glad the checks cleared for all those years,” moving past her to enter the church until someone caught my hand.

Turning over my shoulder, I realized it was the girl from the pictures, his daughter, my… sister.

My sister.

“Please. Stay with us. You’re family too,” she insisted, squeezing my hand a little tighter like she didn’t want to let it go.

With the way her warm reception to my presence consumed me like something I’d never experienced before, I didn’t know how to react. But since that energy was also coming from someone I’d never met before, I pulled my hand away, offering a bit of a smile as I told her, “We can talk after, okay?”

After dealing with her mother, there was no way in hell I wanted to cause even more of a fuss since that wasn’t at all what I was here for. And I was glad when she agreed, giving a nod of acceptance that I let carry me straight to the front of the church where my father’s casket sat open for viewing.

The tears that immediately filled my eyes made no sense.

It was only the second time I could remember seeing him in person, and yet I still cried for him. I still mourned his loss. I still felt the somber energy of the church filled with people who really cared about him; people who knew him.

I didn’t know him, and now I never would. But I knew his memory lived on through his daughter, my sister, getting to know her quickly becoming a priority as I followed through on exchanging contact information with her after the service so that we could talk. And against her mother’s insistence, we’d talked every day since.

In the beginning, our conversations centered our upbringings which were vastly different, Maya attending all private schools, participating in extracurriculars that made her popular while balancing the community obligations that came with being Brent Kincaid’s daughter, and then following in his footsteps by going to college to study engineering. I’d spent those same years bouncing from different public schools in the district, learning the game from my mother and then hustling my ass off. But it was those differences that brought us closer, feeling like there was so much to learn about each other and so much to catch up on that we couldn’t stop talking.

It was everything that you could imagine meeting a long-lost sister would be.

When Maya struggled through the final leg of her master’s level engineering program while pregnant with the twins, I was there for her. And when my mother suffered from a brain aneurysm, she was there for me, literally holding me after I was forced to make the decision to pull the plug.

Truth be told, Maya was the only family I had. Her husband and children were the only family I had. And even though her mother still despised our relationship, it didn’t matter to Maya who was too happy to have a little sister and too grown to still care how her mother felt about it.

That’s how we ended up here.

After my mother’s death, living life the way she did just didn’t spark the same thrill. And with the twins’ birth plus Maya’s desire to jump into the workforce, it was a no-brainer for me to give her the help she was asking for; especially considering the comfortable living situation and hefty salary it came with.

Now though, I worried I’d gotten too comfortable. I mean, it was the only explanation I had for dipping my toe back into that lifestyle the way I had last night. And Key just had to make it good for me, tempting me to press my luck a second night with someone new.

Except, I didn’t want someone new.

I wanted him, again.

He was everything I needed and more, making my slip back into old habits well worth it both physically and financially. Then again, I’d lived that life, and now I’d found both family and stability.

There was simply no competing with that.













Keanu









Their whispers as I walked into the building fueled me.

Truthfully, it was expected since I was the one they didn’t know, the mystery, the “black sheep” who’d never been a part of the family business. But it was for those reasons that my father had appointed me to take over as CEO of Kincaid & Moore Co. in his retirement, so impressed by what I’d been able to accomplish on my own that he knew I’d be a much better fit for the position than either of my brothers.

Simply put, they didn’t have the juice.

According to my father, they were who they were because of him. He’d funded their educations, hired them the second they were of age, and allowed them to climb the company ladder even when they weren’t always ready.

I, on the other hand, was who I was in spite of him. Growing up thousands of miles away with my mother, he wasn’t my direct influence. He sent money, sure. But it was only enough to cover basic expenses, forcing me to work my ass off so that I could earn a full-ride scholarship and graduate top of my class as the only black person in the construction engineering program.

Yeah, even with the distance, the apple still didn’t fall too far from the tree. And now all that work was paying off as I found myself in an executive role at one of the most competitive construction and engineering companies in the Midwest before thirty, nepotism be damned.

I’d earned that shit.

Making my way to my office, I offered minimal head nods to the folks I passed on my way, not quite ready to make any friends until I got a better idea of what everyone’s role was around here. But of course, that didn’t mean they wouldn’t be anxious to introduce themselves to me, the first one to knock on my door catching me by surprise since her ass was pretty as hell.

A familiar kind of pretty.

“Keanu?” she asked, waiting for me to nod before she entered to introduce herself. “Hi, I’m Maya Kincaid-Henson. It’s so nice to meet you.”

“And you as well,” I replied, returning the handshake she had extended my way as I realized, “Kincaid, huh? So you must be pretty important around here?”

With a proud smirk, she answered, “Senior Civil Engineer, though it doesn’t always feel like it.”

“Oh yeah? And why is that?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued as the question seemed to catch Maya by surprise. But her stumble of a response gave me a chance to get a better look at her.

Those almond-shaped light brown eyes, her warm, bronzed skin, that round-tipped nose…

The features were so distinct, but I still couldn’t place their familiarity, trying not to dwell on it as she replied, “Uh… well… is now really a good time? I mean, we do have a meeting to get to, right?”

Shrugging, I told her, “It can wait. Now tell me what’s up, Maya.”

With her being both a senior team member and carrying the half of the company’s name that wasn’t my father’s, I had a feeling she would be able to provide the best intel as far as the business went. And I shouldn’t have been all that surprised when she carefully explained, “Well, the interim leadership. They haven’t exactly been the easiest to work with as of late.”

The interim leadership, also known as my big brothers.

While Ellis Jr., the oldest, had the most potential and probably would’ve been appointed CEO if I didn’t exist, I could imagine him letting his role as interim get to his head. And Ian, the second oldest, was something like a wild card, great at making deals but completely useless when it came to actually seeing those projects through which would certainly be frustrating to a senior civil engineer trying to meet deadlines.

Nodding, I rounded the desk and assured, “You won’t have any more problems with them moving forward. I can promise you that.”

Even without talking to the others, I felt comfortable making that guarantee since I’d be damned if I let my brothers run off anyone with familial ties to the company. But with how surprised Maya looked in response, you would’ve thought I’d said something controversial, her lips parted when she exhaled, “Oh. Well, I... appreciate that. Now shall we get going?”

“After you, Maya,” I offered as I opened the door for her to pass me, the smile she gave as a thank you making the familiarity from earlier return.

Did I fuck her?

Shaking my head, I immediately knew that couldn’t be it since she wouldn’t have been acting brand new if that was the case. And not only that, Mrs. Kincaid-Henson was rocking a mean ass diamond on her left hand, one I decided to comment on thinking it might help me place where I knew her from.

“That’s a nice ring on your finger.”

Glancing down at her hand like she’d forgotten what it looked like, Maya replied, “My husband is a trauma surgeon. Or as I like to say, his gifted hands gifted my hand.”

“Clever,” I acknowledged with a grin. “Mr. Henson is a lucky man.”

No lie, if there was no Mr. Henson, Maya would’ve definitely been on my radar. She was gorgeous and ambitious, two of the top five qualities for my type. But lucky for her husband, I respected the concept of marriage even if that shit wasn’t for me, keeping my eyes to myself as we made our way into the conference room where my big brother Ellis was already waiting.

“You’re late,” he announced plainly from the head of the table, his position amusing me as I headed towards the opposite end without a pointless confrontation since I knew that was exactly what he wanted.

But the truth was, I wasn’t here to compete with this envious mothafucka.

The position was mine.

I’d already won.

So with that on my mind, I could only smirk as I unbuttoned my suit jacket and replied, “Yet you’re the only one here to say shit about it. How does that work?”

Because Maya snickered in response, Ellis directed his attitude towards her when he asked, “Maya, where the hell is Ian?”

“In his skin,” she replied with a frown that made Ellis seethe. Still, she didn’t back down, only shrugging as she continued, “Ian is a grown ass man, and I have two children of my own to keep up with meaning his whereabouts are the least of my concerns.”

“As they should be,” I agreed, staring my brother down from across the table when I told him, “Ellis, don’t bother her with Ian’s shit. He knows where he needs to be. And if he doesn’t, he better figure it out fast before I find somebody to replace his ass.”

Instead of taking me seriously, he chuckled in disbelief. “You don’t have that kinda power.”

“Try me,” I snapped, my eyes tight as the room began to fill with other team members.

There were a few more senior level engineers, two project managers, along with a variety of directors to round out the leadership. And while I didn’t plan on running things exactly the way my father did, I couldn’t help but be impressed by the diverse group he’d assembled before he retired, already looking forward to learning more about how each of them operated until the last team member, the middle child, strolled in late during introductions.

“My bad, my bad. Good morning, good morning,” Ian rattled as he passed everyone on his way to the only empty chair, plopping down before he looked across the table and asked, “Damn, Maya. Forgot to get the coffee again?”

Her face immediately twisted into another frown as she snapped, “Now you know good and well I don’t…”

With his hands up, he cut her off with a laugh. “I’m playin’, I’m playin’. Relax.”

Shaking my head, I scolded, “Nah, don’t even play like that. Show her some respect, man.”

“Aye aye, Captain,” he saluted my way with a smirk before I directed the attention back to the person he’d interrupted. And once we finished that, the team got me up-to-date on the various projects the company was currently working on; things I mostly knew from reading about them but still wanted to hear from their perspective since they were the ones who were really in charge day-to-day.

With each person’s spiel, it became more and more clear just how brilliant of a team I had working for me. But I also couldn’t help noticing the way my big brother, Ellis, seemed especially disinterested in it all, almost as if he had no respect for what each of them brought to the table.

No wonder Senior didn’t promote his ass.

Brushing off his negative energy, I addressed the room on a few things before calling the meeting to a close. And people were already beginning to disperse when Ian asked, “Wait. Did I miss the ‘welcome to the company’ party announcement? Or were y’all really planning on skipping right past it?”

Of course that’s what he was worried about; spending company money on alcohol and appetizers much more important to him than being on time for a meeting regarding how the company actually made the money he wanted to spend.

I was quick to tell him, “That’s not necessary.” But Maya was just as quick to disagree with me.

“Sure it is, Keanu. If we’re going to operate like family around here, it’s only right for you to meet our real ones.”

Turning her way, I replied, “I suppose I can’t argue that.” And when she smiled in response, I found myself staring at her, struck once again with familiarity until I realized it wasn’t her that I was acquainted with.

It was just someone who looked like her.

The girl from the hotel last night.

Elle.

While Maya was pretty in her own right, Elle was flat-out sexy in the worst way, worth every dollar I’d spent on her company even though I knew she wasn’t some ordinary escort.

Nah, her moves were different, her energy never just about the direct exchange of sex for money. She was after something bigger and had almost made off with it until I caught her in the act.

Not that it mattered.

With how good she fucked and sucked, she could’ve had whatever she wanted. And honestly, I hated that we hadn’t exchanged contact info since I would’ve been more than happy to tap that ass again.

Shit, maybe even a few times.

It was probably for the best, though.

I mean, there were plenty of other things I needed to be focused on right now, starting with whatever party was getting put together on my behalf when Maya asked, “Ian, since it’s clear you have the most interest, how about you set it up?”

“You ain’t said nothin’ but a word,” Ian agreed, standing up to announce, “Check your emails for an eVite by the end of business day, people.” And then he was gone, Ellis the first one to speak on it as he shook his head and groaned, “Just what he needs. Another distraction from the real work that needs to get done around here.”

Since his attitude wasn’t worth wasting my time on, I didn’t even plan on addressing it until he told Maya, “When the Premiere Business Park project falls behind schedule, it’s on you.”

“Nah, it’s on us,” I interjected. “We’re a team. And if you ain’t with that, you can hop off now.”

He knew his game of using Maya as a scapegoat was peeped, so he didn’t bother giving a rebuttal in front of her, waiting until I was in my office alone to come at me with, “Standing up for Maya at every turn doesn’t mean she’ll let you fuck her.”

His approach was so off base that I could only laugh as I stood up to taunt, “You mean the same way trying to put her down at every turn won’t make your dick any bigger, nor will it get you this job?”

Of course that reality only irritated him even more, his scowl tight when he asked, “Why are you here, Keanu? Kincaid & Moore Co. was just fine without you.”

Him being in my face was starting to feel like a joke. But knowing he was deadass only made the shit even more annoying, forcing me to make things as clear as possible once I reminded him, “If that was the case, Senior wouldn’t have brought me in, man. Now you can spend your days being mad about the shit, or you can spend them working with me to keep this company running successfully. The choice is yours. Either way, I’m not going anywhere.”

Regardless of how he felt about me being here, his envy wasn’t really stopping anyone’s show but his own. He could fuss, and pout, and be a little bitch about it all he wanted to. But the only thing I was worried about was the work to be done, the deadlines to be met, and the deals to be made that ensured the company’s longevity.

From here on out, he’d only get so many more of my minutes to waste. And yet again, it felt like a joke when he tried to turn that concept back on me by demanding, “Next meeting, be on time.”

“What’s today?”

Confusedly, he answered, “Tuesday, the twelfth.”

“And what day did your tenure as interim CEO end?” I questioned, Ellis quickly realizing what direction I was headed when I got right in his face to snarl, “Let’s not get shit twisted around here, Ellis. You’re not my boss. You never have been, and you never will be. Do your job, and we won’t have any problems. Got me?”

He didn’t answer either way, only stormed off like I’d give a fuck about his feelings. And as much as I wanted to laugh the shit off, the interaction left me irritated, wishing I had a way to alleviate the stress I was already feeling on day one.

That thought brought Elle back to mind.

Somehow, I just knew she was the type of woman who’d be happy to relieve every bit of aggression I felt after dealing with my brother. Well, as long as the price was right. But with no way to get in touch with her, there was nothing I could do about my craving, forced to shake it off so that I could get to work.
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“Alright, JoJo. Which one are you feeling? The black or the red?”

Glancing back and forth between the two dress options in Maya’s hands, I was honestly surprised she was holding either since both dresses were a step beyond the heat level she usually reserved for work shit. And while I knew my sister loved her husband dearly, I still couldn’t help teasing, “Showing a little extra skin for the boss man, huh? I ain’t mad at it.”

It was easy for me to joke about since Maya, whether she realized it or not, had come home with a new story every day this week about her new boss.

From the confidence he exuded when checking her office nemesis Ellis, to how good-looking he was in his tailored suits, she’d been nothing but complimentary of the long-lost Moore brother. But of course, now that I’d called her out on it, she was quick to defend, “For your information, my husband will be right by my side, and this will be our first sort-of date in weeks. This skin is all for him.”

“Mmhmmm,” I groaned. “That’s how it starts. One minute, you’re wearing something sexy in his presence hoping he notices, and the next you’re staying late at the office waiting for him to make a move.”

“You watch too many Tyler Perry movies,” she replied with a chuckle. “Now pick a dress.”

Again, I glanced back and forth between them before deciding, “The black will save your marriage. But the red… the red will make things interesting.”

With a playful roll of her eyes, she giggled, “I really can’t stand you sometimes.”

“Gotta make up for our childhood somehow. Now chop, chop. Vic should be here soon.”

As if to prove the thought of spending time with her husband truly excited her, she started doing an exaggerated strut towards the bathroom in response, the buzz of her phone against the countertop prompting her to announce, “Speaking of the devil…”

Because she hadn’t bothered to close the door, I could clearly see her facial expression change from excited to… something else; a something else that made sense once she slowly walked back my way to share, “Well, I guess Vic won’t be joining me after all. Something about complications with one of the surgeries he’s lead on or something. I don’t know.”

She tossed the phone my way so I could see the message for myself. And after skimming it, I honestly felt bad for the both of them since it was clear she was disappointed, and the multiple spelling errors in his “bad naws” text told me he was exhausted. But instead of letting her stay down about it, I joked, “My kinda plot twist. So you’re gonna wear the red dress now, right?”

Her irritation was still too fresh for her to be entertained by my antics, her eyes tight when she responded, “What? No, Joella. I’m gonna wear the black. And you’re gonna wear the red.”

Now it was my eyes that were tight, confused as I tried to fill in the blank with, “To bed? I’m wearing that red dress to bed?”

Shaking her head, she cracked a tiny smile to answer, “No, to the party. I need a date, and I’m tagging you in.”

“But who’s gonna watch the kids?” was always my first line of defense when it came to these sorts of scenarios. And like always, she offered the only option she knew I wouldn’t fight her on in response.

“We can drop them off at my mom’s on the way. Now come on, it’ll be fun,” she insisted, grabbing my arm to pull me off the bed, though I hardly budged. And I suppose she called herself trying to entice me by adding, “There’ll be free liquor and eligible bachelors.”

“Eligible bachelors from Kincaid & Moore? Was that supposed to make me wanna come? Because, ew,” I groaned, thinking of the last one of these events I’d let her drag me to.

A retirement party.

It was the kind of room ripe for old Elle who would’ve easily made off with something nice from those loose-pocket losers. But Joella couldn’t engage in that kind of activity, though my approach to playing Maya’s sweet little sister was about the same.

I laughed at corny jokes and was gracious beyond reason. I smiled, a lot, and did nothing that would draw any extra attention to myself. I asked a lot of questions about shit I really didn’t care about. And I acted overly interested in explanations I hardly understood because I knew it was the only way I’d survive the night without going back to my old ways and making things awkward for my sister in the process.

Damn, did they make it hard for me, though.

The men at Kincaid & Moore Co. were a special kind of easy target. Their egos were all larger than the projects they managed, though I knew for certain their dicks wouldn’t measure up. They were all secretly in competition with each other in everything they did, women included, making their overall game easy to manipulate. And they all believed they could cover their insecurities by overcompensating with the excessive sharing of their accomplishments, something these simple conversations quickly exposed.

Long story short, I was in the right room for all the wrong reasons. And because of that, I was getting ready to whine my way out of ending up there again until Maya said, “Oh, that’s right. You already found new dick. Sorry to that man.”

Just the mention of “new dick” made my pussy quiver, still affected by the thought of Key even though it was days later.

Honestly, it was annoying that I hadn’t been able to shake him off, hadn’t been able to rid my mind of the memories from that experience. But considering that was none of my sister’s business, I was forced to play it off for the moment by reminding her, “I never confirmed that.”

“You never denied it either,” she challenged, her eyebrow piqued like she really thought I was about to spill the tea.

I couldn’t spill the tea.

It was still too complicated to explain.

Sure, Maya knew all about my past life, was fascinated even by some of the stories I’d shared with her. But she also believed it was only that; my past. And no matter how intelligent my sister was, I knew the desire to hustle for the thrill and not just the money was a bit beyond her sheltered understanding, forcing me to change the subject by asking, “Free liquor, you said?”

Shaking her head, she sighed, “This isn’t the end of this conversation, Joella.”

“If you want me to come to this party with you, it is,” I challenged, Maya’s face scrunching immediately when she whined, “No fair.”

“Nah, it’s completely fair,” I told her, finally standing up from the bed to ask, “So… what will it be? Tea, or par-ty?”

While I hadn’t known Maya all of my life, there was still something we had in common, the both of us having certain habits instilled in us early on that were hard to break. For me, it didn’t need to be repeated. And for her, that was the maintenance of her perfect public image, meaning I wasn’t at all surprised when she finally answered, “Get dressed.”







  *



The drinks were weak.

Typically, I didn’t even bother with the alcohol at these sorts of events because I wanted to stay sharp and alert. But tonight, it felt mandatory, the crowd at Kincaid & Moore so far from my kind of people that I had to do something to keep myself sane.

It was either that or get into some trouble.

Of course, even without looking for it, trouble somehow managed to find me in the form of Ian Moore. He was annoyingly handsome, filthy rich, and plenty dumb enough for me to take full advantage of. In fact, the only reason I hadn’t was out of respect for Maya’s position at the company his father was formerly the CEO of, not wanting to start any trouble when Ian realized I was using him for one thing and one thing only.

Now though, his father wasn’t around to save him. And for that reason, along with my boredom, I gave a smirk as he sized me up while singing, “Joella, Joella, Joella. It’s good to see you again, baby. How you been?”

“I’ve been well, and yourself?” I asked, perching my elbow against the bar top in a way that gave my titties an extra boost. And once Ian’s eyes gravitated towards my cleavage, I was reminded of just how easy this shit was, struggling to hold in my amusement when he licked his lips and answered, “Better since laying eyes on you. You know you ain’t playin’ fair in this red dress, right?”

“This old thing?” I asked bashfully, glancing down at it like I’d forgotten what I had on. “I was just glad to have anything to wear at all. My invitation was very last minute.”

“Next time, you can be my guest,” he offered almost immediately, his eagerness telling me he’d be willing to come up off plenty more of whatever I asked him for. And that note was worth tucking in my back pocket just in case I ever got desperate, my smile especially pleasant as I sipped from my drink before telling him, “I’ll think about it.”

My response was just the confidence boost he needed, and I could see in his eyes that he was getting ready to make a move. But before he could do it, I heard Maya announce, “Joella, there’s someone I want you to meet.”

Her interruption was so perfectly timed that I was already smiling as I turned around. But that smile fell from my lips just as quickly once I saw who was standing next to her when she introduced, “Keanu, this is my sister Joella. Joella, this is my new boss I’ve been telling you about. Keanu.”

Keanu.

His real name.

It was him.

And he was Maya’s boss?

So many thoughts ran through my head, so many feelings coursed through my veins. But for the sake of mixed company, I held it together, sticking my hand out as I repeated, “Keanu. It’s uh, nice to meet you.”

“Yeah, you too, Joella,” he emphasized while returning my handshake, the feel of those heavy palms of his against mine giving me nasty flashbacks of when those same hands were all over me just earlier this week. And considering how long he held it, I could assume he was experiencing the same thing, forcing me to save the both of us when I pulled away just as Maya started talking me up.

“I know you don’t have any children yet, Keanu. But when you’re ready for them, I’d be happy to share Joella with you. She’s one of very few people who I trust with the twins, and they absolutely adore their TT JoJo.”

For whatever reason, that made him smirk, the heated gaze he paired with it making my nipples rock hard when he said, “Somehow you being good with kids doesn’t surprise me. You look like you could handle a load of ‘em.”

His words held an undertone that neither Ian nor Maya understood, my cheeks growing hot as Maya innocently agreed, “Right? I really think teaching is her calling, but she’s not trying to hear me.”

Because he knew real kids weren’t the kind of “load” he was talking about, Key gave a little chuckle that I had to play off by telling Maya, “Your two keep me busy enough, sis.”

She gave a nod to agree, but was still getting ready to offer a rebuttal until Ian loudly cleared his throat to get our attention. “Joella and I were talking before you rudely interrupted, Maya.”

From the immediate look of annoyance on her face, I could tell my sister was about to get in his ass about just how “not rude” she’d been. Key, on the other hand, wasn’t at all concerned with their impending spat, his eyes trained on me so intensely that it damn near made me fold.

Not even damn near.

It did make me fold, swallowing hard before I announced, “Actually, if you guys will excuse me, I need to take a trip to the ladies’ room.”

Breaking her attitude with Ian, Maya kindly offered, “You want me to come with?”

“No, no. I’m fine. You stay here and chat,” I insisted, avoiding Key’s eyes on my escape to the bathroom where I exhaled for the first time since he showed up. And as I stared at myself in the mirror, I couldn’t believe how flushed my skin was, so flustered by his presence like I hadn’t been in front of plenty of fine ass men before.

Key was different, though, our intimate acquaintance giving me chills as I thought about just how well he knew my body without knowing me at all.

Now he had a connection.

Now we had a connection.

And honestly, I wasn’t sure what to do about it, wanting to view it as a sign to get mine but also knowing better than to double back with someone who only knew me for my worst behavior; someone who encouraged my worst behavior.

I couldn’t go back to that life.

Not for him, or for anyone, releasing a heavy sigh as I ran some cold water on my hands to calm my nerves since I knew I couldn’t hide out in the bathroom forever. And as I moved to dry them, I heard someone else enter, giving me another reason to finish up until I turned around and saw the temptation I was struggling to fight locking the door behind him.

His energy was so potent that I had no choice but to look away like him showing up in the women’s bathroom was completely normal. But there was no ignoring the way my skin prickled with every step he took in my direction, his voice dangerously low when he shared, “I’ve thought about it,” slowing his approach to explain, “What I would do if we ever crossed paths again.”

Because it felt like the safest place, my gaze remained on my feet. But Key didn’t let it stay there, lifting my chin in a way that forced me to look at him when he confessed, “I haven’t been able to get your pussy outta my head, Elle. Seeing Maya back at the office, I was only reminded of you; how good you tasted, how good you felt…”

I hated the way his words turned me to putty, literally melting in his hand as I weakly reminded him, “We weren’t supposed to see each other again.”

“Yet, here we are. Doing just that,” he stated obviously, using his grip on my chin to turn my head so that he could access my neck where he immediately went to work with nips and kisses that had me forgetting where we were.

Not that he gave a fuck.

It was clear in the way his opposite hand grazed the hem of my dress, getting ready to push it up my thighs until I breathily asked, “What do you think you’re doing, Key?”

My question didn’t stop his pursuit, my dress already at my hips by the time he replied, “I’m pretty sure you know the answer to that, Elle. Or should I say... Joella?”

Without giving me a chance to respond, he lifted me onto the bathroom counter, the cold marble against my ass making me tremble as he remained between my legs and started dragging his kisses across my throat. And with my head tossed back against the mirror, I realized I’d lost all control, already panting when I asked, “Key, are you crazy?”

“You’ve known that since the balcony, Elle,” he groaned, taking a small step back to pose a question that made me disgustingly wet. “Now do you want this dick or not?”

I shouldn’t have wanted his dick so bad.

I shouldn’t have been engaging in any of this.

But my hands were already working to undo his belt buckle before I could really scold myself about it, Key quickly taking care of his suit jacket then moving to finish off his pants. And they’d just barely hit his ankles when he pulled me towards the very edge of the counter, pushing my panties out of the way so that he could dive balls deep into my pussy.

From there, all sensibility was lost.

The location didn’t matter.

The timing was irrelevant.

Shit, even the aftermath wasn’t a concern as Key straight up drilled my pussy like he’d missed it, his hands gripping into my hamstrings as he buried his dick as deep as the position allowed him to go. But I wanted him deeper, and I wanted it harder, and I needed him closer, wrapping my arms around his neck and my legs around his waist to meet his strokes to the point that I became completely dependent on his strength when he carried me off the edge.

The fact that he didn’t at all struggle to hold my weight only turned me on even more as I gasped with each plunge, trying not to scream since I worried people would hear. But the way Key was fucking me, I could tell that was what he was after, wanting me to lose my shit and playing himself since he ended up being the first to blow.

Depositing me back onto the counter, he didn’t exactly pull out in time to miss me completely. But it wasn’t so much cum that I’d be leaking when I returned to the party, something he seemed proud about when he said, “Just a little somethin’ to keep me on your mind.”

“Because you think you haven’t lived there already?” I admitted, annoyed that I’d said it out loud once I saw the arrogant smirk he responded with. And that annoyance only grew when he fixed his pants then reached into the pocket of his suit jacket for his wallet, pulling out some cash and tossing it on the counter next to where I was still seated.

“Show up when I ask you to, and there will be plenty more where that came from,” he explained cryptically before checking himself out in the mirror for any tell-tale signs of what we’d just done.

Then he turned to leave like nothing had even happened, only stopping when I asked, “But wait. How are you going to ask me anything if you have no way to get in touch?”

It was a question that should’ve stayed in my head since I wasn’t supposed to want him to be able to get in touch. But the side of me that should’ve already been satiated by the thrill of it all was too greedy to let it go unsaid, the fire brewing deep in my belly only being stoked once Key answered, “I know your real name now. That’s all the information I need, Joella.”

The sound of him unlocking the door snapped me back to reality. While Keanu had easily put himself back together to return to his event, I was still a mess. My skin was even more reddened, there was a wad of cash sitting next to my wet pussy, and shit… there was no doubt in my mind that Maya was beginning to wonder my whereabouts.

Only in this moment was I thankful there were very few women who worked for Kincaid & Moore Co., saving me from any immediate run-ins with someone needing to use the bathroom. But that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to haul ass getting myself back decent, making quick work of fixing my dress, smoothing down the edges of my flat iron as best as I could, and then stashing the money safely in my purse before making my way back out to find Maya.

“There you are,” she sang once I approached where she was posted up at the bar talking to one of her associates. “I was starting to worry about you. Everything okay?”

What a complicated ass question.

Technically, nothing was wrong with me. In fact, I felt great now that the adrenaline in my system was beginning to lull. But all it took was a split second of locking eyes with Key from across the room to have me questioning what I’d gotten myself into, forcing me to swallow hard before I lied, “Yeah. Everything’s fine.”













Joella









His request left me feeling anxious.

It was so open-ended that I didn’t know how to prepare myself, or if I even wanted to prepare myself since it was bound to come with consequences I wasn’t sure I was equipped to handle.

On a basic level, sure. My sex drive and his desire seemed to be a perfect match. And my attraction to him was legitimate, making “showing up” not exactly a chore. But considering the terms in which we initially became involved, getting into any sort of arrangement with him meant fully exposing a side of myself that had been dormant for years.

That was dangerous.

I mean, for however long Key planned to fill that void, there wouldn’t be a problem. But what was I supposed to do when he inevitably got tired of having me and only me? What was I supposed to do when his requests slowed to the point of becoming non-existent? Was I ready to get myself hooked only to have to find that thrill elsewhere when he was over it?

Because I knew I was getting way ahead of myself, I tried my best to stop thinking about him completely, mad that the kids weren’t around to distract me like usual since Maya’s mother had decided to keep them for the weekend. But that also meant I could binge something for adults on Netflix, getting nice and settled in until my phone began to buzz at my feet.

Just like that, my anxiety returned. But when I picked my phone up and discovered it was only an incoming FaceTime call from my friend Tamika, I realized how crazy I was being, laughing it off as I tapped the screen to answer it.

While I was snuggled up on the couch in my pajamas, I could tell by the turn-up music playing in her background that she was getting ready to go out, clearly finding it offensive that I wasn’t doing the same when she snapped, “Bitch, it is Saturday night. Why are you over there in the cut lookin’ like somebody’s brokenhearted ex-girlfriend?”

Chuckling, I replied, “First of all, hello to you too. Second of all, I can’t be cozy in the comfort of my own home?”

The only people who binge-watched Netflix shows in jeans on purpose were serial killers, so I wasn’t going to be ashamed regardless of what she answered. But instead of humoring me, she took a slightly different approach, shaking her head as she sighed, “Never thought I’d see the day where you’d be so washed. Damn. You had a good run, Jo.”

“Anyway,” I groaned. “Why are you playin’ on my line?”

From the sly grin on her face, I could already tell she was up to no good. And since that was usually the only reason she ever called me - to get me into some shit - I wasn’t at all surprised when she answered, “I was calling cause I have an invite to Liam’s After-Party with your name on it, but you clearly aren’t going anywhere any time soon.”

Sitting up from my lounged position on the couch, I admitted, “I didn’t even know he was performing here tonight.”

It was a far cry from the life I used to live where I’d literally create my “work schedule” around these sorts of events, knowing celebrities always brought out the ballers because they knew that’s where the women would be. But as a firsthand witness to the way things had changed for me over the last few years, Tamika was quick to roll her eyes and mutter, “Sounds about right. Ever since you started living that suburban nanny life, the only time you’re checking the calendar is to see when the twins have a playdate.”

“I have a life,” I immediately defended.

Though when I tried to come up with the receipts, I couldn’t think of anything particularly exciting, Tamika practically reading my mind when she replied, “You used to. Now… I don’t know, Jo. Shit is just different.”

Shit was different.

Old Elle would’ve definitely been right next to Tamika, getting dressed in something sexy for some risky Saturday night shenanigans. But Joella the nanny was comfortable, and safe, and... content.

For as much as those characteristics filled my basic need for stability and growth, it did nothing for my desire for some adventure, some excitement, some uncertainty. And after pairing that with my need for a distraction from thoughts of Key, it was nothing for me to tell Tamika, “I’ll come. Send me the info.”

With a squint of disbelief, she replied, “Joella, don’t play with me.”

“I’m not playing, Tamika. Look. I’m getting up now to find something to wear,” I told her as I hopped up from the couch to head towards my closet. And after flipping the camera’s view to show I was sifting through a variety of outfit options, a satisfied grin came to Tamika’s lips.

“That’s my girl. I’ll text you the deets.”

Before I could respond, she’d already ended the call to do exactly that. But I didn’t wait to receive the info, instead giving my full attention to finding something to put on and realizing just how washed I’d become since I couldn’t find anything new.

“That’s because Keanu ripped the last new thing you bought…” I realized, annoyed that he’d popped up on my mind yet again as I pulled something equally sexy from the back of my closet and found some shoes to go with it. And after a shower plus a few runs of the flat iron through my hair and a quick beat, I was ready to go, excited for whatever would come of the night when I grabbed my phone to get the info and saw Tamika’s text wasn’t the only notification I’d received.

 

“Cash App: K. Mo sent you $500 for fun.”

 

“Your key card should still work. Wear something you’d think I’d like.” - Key

 

Staring at my phone, I was shook for a number of reasons.

How he’d really managed to get in touch just from knowing my name...

The way he was approaching this like I was really on call...

That my immediate reaction was to change my plans so that I could show my ass up…

Before I could get swept up in that energy, I sent a reply.

 

“Can’t. I have plans.” - Elle

 

At first, I could see that he was typing out a response. But then the bubbles disappeared, and a different sort of notification popped up.

 

“Cash App: K. Mo sent you $500 for canceled plans.”

 

Shit, he wasn’t making this easy for me.

I mean, on one hand, I knew I shouldn’t have been letting him throw off my evening since I didn’t want him to get the impression that that could be a recurring thing or that his money controlled me. But at least with him, there was a solid guarantee of how my night would end, almost like the best of both worlds.

Before I could overthink it, I sent another text.

 

“Something came up. So sorry, T.” - Jo

 

“I knew your boring ass was gonna flake lol. All good. Maybe next time.” - Tamika

 

If only she knew just how not boring my night would be.

Honestly, I was sure she’d be proud that I was choosing this option over the after-party. But because it was still too new for me to disclose, she’d just have to find out about it later, a nervous grin on my face as I typed out another response.

 

“On my way.” - Elle
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“How’d you get my number?”

Walking off of the elevator directly into Key’s suite, I was surprised to find him outfitted so casually, his plain black tee and gray jogger sweatpants making me feel way overdressed even though the attire looked so damn good on him.

Honestly, I wasn’t sure if anything didn’t look good on him. Because no matter what he had on, he was always equipped with that sexy ass smirk of his, one he wore proudly when he answered, “You’re one of Maya’s emergency contacts.”

Though his method was a lot less invasive than I imagined, I still couldn’t help asking, “Desperate much?”

“Nah, just resourceful,” he corrected, draping his arm around my waist to pull me flushed against him where he groaned into my neck, “I see you followed my directions, with your sexy ass.”

His compliment in combination with an inhale of his woodsy cologne made my stomach flutter. But I refused to give in so easily, trying to put him in his place when I shared, “This dress was actually for the plans you got in the way of. I just didn’t feel like changing.”

“Didn’t feel like changing,” he repeated with a chuckle of disbelief, doubling down as he pulled away and sarcastically replied, “Yeah, okay.”

I hated that I actually missed being in his embrace, missed the smell of him and the feel of his dick pressed against my ass. But I couldn’t let that distract me from the number of questions I had, starting with, “If you’re here for a job, why are you staying in this hotel?”

Part of what made our first encounter so smooth was the fact that I assumed he was only here for a visit, meaning I’d never have to see him again. But now I knew differently, watching him give a little shrug as he poured himself a drink and explained, “I haven’t really had the time to find anything permanent.”

“Is that also why you pay for pussy? Because you haven’t had time to find someone permanent?” I pressed, drawing an amused grin from Key who took a slow sip from his glass before setting it to the side to approach me.

Getting as close as he could without running me over, he tipped my chin up to answer, “I don’t pay for pussy. I’m paying you for your time because I think time is our most valuable asset. You just so happen to have the best… fuckin’... pussy.”

The way he said it made her leap to attention, clearly ready for action until he followed with an affectionate ass kiss that only confused me. It was so different than his approach to our encounters in the past. So gentle, and tender, and… sweet.

Why is he being sweet?

Before I could get caught up in how good his lips felt against mine, I pulled away to ask, “In that case, exactly how much of my time did you pay me for tonight?”

The question was more about setting a boundary than anything, a necessary reminder that this was an exchange and not the ordinary hookup it was beginning to feel like. But with one firm grab of my ass, I wished I would’ve just let the kiss go on, an arrogant smirk taking shape on his lips instead when he replied, “Come on, Elle. I know you know better than to let somebody else dictate your worth.”

“Shit, good point,” I realized, getting ready to play it off until he continued, “But honestly, I didn’t have an actual time frame in mind when I hit you up. I really just wanted to see where your head was at; see if I could really depend on you or not.”

“Well now that I passed your little reliability test, I think we need to lay down some ground rules.”

“I’m listening,” was what he responded. But the fact that he was already kissing on my neck said otherwise, forcing me to pull out the big joker when I asked, “First and foremost. Are you fuckin’ other people, yes or no?”

His head popped up immediately. “Well, damn. Came right out the gate swinging with that one.”

Unashamedly, I shrugged. “I gotta make sure I’m protecting myself if that’s what you’re on.”

Sure, we hadn’t been the safest thus far. But depending on his answer, not only would I be less attracted to him, but I’d also be a thousand times more careful moving forward.

No amount of money was worth that kind of risk.

“In that case, I should be asking you the same question,” he replied, turning things back on me instead of just giving a straight answer. But because I had nothing to hide, it was easy for me to share, “I’m not currently fuckin’ anyone. But if the opportunity presents itself…”

“Nah, that pussy is mine,” he stated firmly. “I don’t really care if you date, or finesse niggas, or whatever the fuck it is you do in your free time. Just make sure you show up when I ask you to.”

His possessive energy had me wanting to show up even when he didn’t ask, but I did my best to stay on track, licking my lips before I casually replied, “As long as it doesn’t interfere with my work obligations, I suppose I can do that.”

“Can you also stay consistent with that birth control? Cause I don’t have time for any accidents.”

With a bit of a chuckle - because nigga, me neither -  I assured, “I’ve only been doing so my entire sexual life. Trust me, that won’t be a problem.”

He nodded in understanding then bit his lip to ask, “What’s your price list lookin’ like? You got a loyalty program or something? Buy ten handjobs, get one free?”

Again, I laughed. “You can give yourself a handjob, Key.”

“Nah, a woman’s touch hits different,” he insisted with a knowing grin, clearly reminded of the first time we were in this space and I was showing him just how different my touch hit.

As if I needed a reminder myself, I slowly ran my hand against his dick through his sweatpants while telling him, “To answer your question, just continue to come correct, and we’ll adjust when necessary.”

“I’m cool with that, as long as you don’t try to make those adjustments behind my back by stealing from me like last time,” he teased, chuckling in my face about it now like he hadn’t scared me half to death the night it actually happened.

It was such a rollercoaster of emotions, that night. But one part of his reaction still stood out from the rest, something I decided to ask about when I commented, “While we’re on the subject, who the hell did you think sent me that night?”

I expected him to speak to some sort of trouble he’d run away from, or a past lover trying to get him caught up, or maybe even some enemies he had in the industry. But to my surprise, his assumptions were even more twisted than I could’ve imagined, a frown on his face as he shrugged to answer, “Might’ve been my dad tryna test me. Or my brother, Ellis, tryna sabotage me before I could even step foot in the office. Or hell, maybe even my brother, Ian, thinking he was doing me a favor by sending a gift that turned into my ass getting robbed.”

Naturally, I empathized with his seemingly fucked up family situation. But there was another layer to his response that felt more important to address, my frown matching his when I shared, “My sympathy for you is getting overridden with disappointment in the fact that you really thought a man would be behind my years of expertise.”

Even if I hadn’t gotten off clean, there was still levels to how I’d ended up so close. But Key wasn’t interested in giving me any credit, more amused than anything when he repeated, “Years? Gotdamn, Elle. You started scamming right out of the womb or what?”

Shrugging, I replied, “Before I left the womb, actually. But that’s another story for another time.”

Things were already getting too personal; I’d already shared too much. And thankfully, Key knew not to press me on it, happy to move on when he agreed, “Yeah. Cause right now, we got some more important shit we need to get to.”

In the blink of an eye, his lips were back at my neck, his hands greedily roaming my body when I realized there was something else I’d forgotten to ask. And before I could get too far gone in how good it felt to have him all over me, I interrupted, “Wait. One last question.”

With an annoyed grunt, he pulled away to ask, “What is it, Elle?”

“Why are you doing this? I mean, not to stroke your dick prematurely, but I’m pretty sure you could get any woman to agree to this at no expense.”

In the same way he’d claimed earlier, I needed to know where his head was at, needed to know his intentions so that I could govern myself accordingly. And I was glad to hear he didn’t shy away from being completely honest when he replied, “I could. But not without running the risk of them wanting a relationship, or falling in love, or thinking they can change me with time. With you, there’s certainty in the expectations. I know you can give me what I want when I want it with no strings attached, and I can give you what you want in return; money and a good time.”

Little did he know, it was the good time part that I was really after, desperate for something to disrupt how mundane my life had become. But the money normalized the arrangement in a way that saved me from having to admit the truth, though it was interesting to hear that it was his desire for certainty that would be fueling my need for the uncertain.

It was a sort of yin and yang that made me feel good about my decision to come here tonight. And with the way Key was looking at me like he was ready to devour me from top to bottom the second I gave him permission, there was no doubt in my mind that he was about to give me every reason to keep showing up.
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This shit was harder than I thought it would be.

Knowing the ins and outs of a company on paper was one thing. But actually being responsible for its overall success and running it day-to-day was an entirely different beast that had me stressed the hell out like I’d been here for years instead of a little over two weeks.

There was always something going on.

A competitive bid that needed to be approved and submitted.

A project deadline drawing near and a new one being set.

A budget to balance, or a site to visit.

And the meetings…

As much as I appreciated my team wanting to run every little detail by me, I knew they were competent enough to make some decisions without my input. They’d been hired for their specialty in whatever area they worked, and many of them had been working here well before I’d even graduated college, so I wasn’t going to poke my chest out like I knew best unless I had to. But of course, the only person who’d even required that sort of response from me was Ellis since he called himself trying me on the regular.

In meetings, he’d jump at any opportunity to oppose my strategies. On site visits, he’d rush to address the construction workers like he was still in charge. And honestly, I was already sick of that nigga, adding “Get rid of his ass” to my mental to-do list as I tried to focus on the actual one in front of me.

Keyword: Tried.

Because there was always something, I shouldn’t have been surprised by the interruption knocking at my door, doing my best to hide my annoyance when my assistant, Alaina, slipped inside of my office to say, “Mr. Moore, I just wanted to check and see if you needed anything before I left for lunch.”

Without paying her much mind, I replied, “I’m good, Alaina. Thanks.”

“Are you sure? You want me to grab you something while I’m out?” she pressed, her offer tempting until I realized I probably wouldn’t have time to eat it anyway.

“Nah, I’ll just order something when I’m ready for it,” I told her, peeking up to give her a dismissive smile that had the opposite effect since it only made her step in closer.

“I can order it for you.”

I appreciated her eagerness to help. But for this, it wasn’t really necessary, only making this conversation go on longer than it needed to when I replied, “Alaina, I’m pretty sure I can take care of my own lunch order.”

Again, instead of leaving it alone, she stepped even closer, this time getting all the way to my desk where she pressed her hands against the edge to ask, “But why do it yourself when I can… handle it for you?”

There was a sensual undertone to her offer that had me taking a second look at her, easily recognizing why she was so confident coming at me like this since she had the kind of body most women had to go under the knife for.

Big titties, non-existent waistline, bigger ass…

It was the classic recipe for trouble, and she was serving it on a platter when she licked her lips to say, “Look. I know from working for your father that this job can be pretty stressful. So if you ever need some… relief, don’t hesitate to ask.”

Just like with lunch, her offer was tempting. But before I could respond either way, there was another distraction knocking at my door.

“I’m sorry. I’m not interrupting anything, am I?”

“Speaking of the damn devil…” I thought, glancing past Alaina at my father to answer, “No, Alaina was actually just leaving for lunch.”

Playing off the fact that I hadn’t exactly matched her energy, Alaina stood upright and cleared her throat to say, “Mr. Moore, so good to see you. Retirement looks to be treating you well.”

“And whatever you’re doing is working too,” my father replied flirtatiously, closely watching the sway of Alaina’s hips on her exit before turning back towards me to warn, “Be careful with that, boy.”

Rolling my eyes, I challenged, “The same way you so obviously weren’t?”

From the way Alaina had approached the conversation with me, to her brief interaction with my father, it was clear that even with the age difference they had some sort of history. But instead of admitting anything directly, he shrugged to reply, “If I would’ve been careful with all of my administrative assistants, you wouldn’t be here.”

And there it was.

The reminder I didn’t need.

According to my mother, it was a classic workplace romance. She’d fallen for her boss and a baby, me, was a result of that. But considering the fact that both of my brothers were also a result of a classic workplace romance with his assistant before her, it came as no surprise that they didn’t work out, my mother making a decision to move back to her hometown to raise me closer to her family while Senior found a way to make it work with Ellis and Ian’s mom so that he could be more involved in their upbringing.

Naturally, that created a rift between him and my mother which inevitably affected me. And because of his sporadic interest in my existence as he invested time in his local sons, I honestly wasn’t fucking with him anyway, happy to make it without much of his help and build something on my own.

I was doing just that when he called me about his retirement plans, my mother convinced he was using it as an opportunity to right his wrongs because he was terminally ill. But when I met up with him to discuss the terms, I learned his sickness was just a figment of her imagination since not only was he in decent shape, but he was also sharp in explaining why he thought I was perfect for the job.

It was weird that I even cared to hear it.

I mean, it wasn’t like I’d grown up on a quest for his approval. Only my mother had that kind of power. But to have it in such a major way was still… cool.

It was cool. Though it was also the same reason that his assumed successor, Ellis, hated me since he’d been something like his protégé while I was just the undeserving “other” in his mind.

Shaking my head, I finally asked, “So what brings you by, man?”

With a deceivingly innocent grin, he looked around at the changes I’d made to his old office while answering, “I was just coming by to check on you. See how you were doing.”

Instinctively, my eyebrow piqued. “Went most of my life only seeing you every blue moon, and now you’re stopping by just to see how I’m doing?”

That was enough to break his facade, his eyes tightening when he answered, “You’re running the company that bears my name. You best believe I’m gonna pop in whenever I please to make sure you’re doing it right.”

“If you didn’t trust me to do it right, you wouldn’t have appointed me CEO.”

“Or maybe I only appointed you because I needed to keep the position in the family and I didn’t trust those other two clowns to do it,” he reasoned, only making me laugh since…

“Two clowns you literally groomed for this spot, and they still weren’t ready. Damn. I’m glad I didn’t grow up with you as a father.”

At that, he couldn’t help but chuckle too.

“That’s a good one,” he said with a wag of his finger, finally taking the seat across from mine to compliment, “You’re looking good in that chair, boy. Almost as good as me.”

“Almost?”

“Yeah, you’re missing a nice tie.”

Looking down at my crisp white button-down shirt that I’d already loosened the top button of, I quickly decided, “Ties are overrated.”

“But they come in handy with women like Alaina around. Whew, the things that woman can do with a necktie after dark,” he groaned, my face scrunching instantly as I whined, “Come on, man. I ain’t tryna hear all that.”

Before he could go into more explicit detail, yet another person came barging into my office. But this time, it was one of few people I actually cared to see, getting right to the point of her visit when she started, “Keanu, did you see this… oh. Hey, Senior. What are you doing around here?”

Turning back over his shoulder, he smiled to answer, “You know I couldn’t stay away for too long, had to come see how my boy was doing. He’s not in here ruining my legacy, is he?”

Returning his smile with one of her own, Maya replied, “No, he’s actually quite helpful. Especially when compared to those other two you left me with.”

Because we’d just been talking about them, my father could only chuckle before changing the subject. “How’s the Premiere Business Park project coming along?”

“That’s actually what I was coming in here to talk about,” she replied, motioning with the phone in her hand to ask, “Keanu, did you see this email from Karen over at Allied?”

Just hearing the name of our main materials supplier already had me on edge as I answered, “Nah, I haven’t gotten around to my afternoon inbox check just yet. What’s going on?”

“Apparently, today’s delivery couldn’t be fulfilled due to an outstanding balance on our corporate account.”

“You already forgetting to pay the bills?” my father asked teasingly.

But nothing about the truth was funny, a scowl on my face as I turned back to my computer to see the email for myself and explained, “Nah, it had to be Ellis. And he probably did the shit on purpose knowing I was getting ready to take over.”

Downloading the invoices attached to the email, their due dates only confirmed my suspicions. And now it had me wondering what other fires he’d intentionally left behind for me to put out, annoyed that he was even taking shit this far, though my father found it all entertaining.

“Ahh, a classic sibling rivalry. You love to see it.”

“Even if it means your brand’s reputation getting tarnished for pushing a deadline?” I questioned, keying out a quick apology email to the supplier that I cc’d our finance department on so they knew to make the payment a priority.

With a nonchalant wave of his hand, my father insisted, “The balance will get handled and the order will be delivered. But the competition? You can’t put a price on that.”

Before I could respond, Maya groaned, “So glad my sister and I don’t have those kinds of problems.” And just like that, I was hit with another distraction.

Elle.

Because of how busy my work schedule had been, I hadn’t had a chance to employ her outside of my initial test of her interest. But damn had I thought about it every night, tempted to hit her up for something quick but not wanting to come off extra thirsty for her company.

The arrangement already gave that impression enough.

For my lifestyle, it made the most sense, though. I didn’t have to worry about being a good companion or maintaining any sort of relationship. I didn’t have to carve extra time out of my schedule for dating since Elle was willing and ready to provide the only thing I was after. And she had her own reasons for keeping the shit lowkey, meaning I didn’t have to be concerned with her trying to use the arrangement against me.

It just… worked.

At least, it seemed that it would, a test of my assumption becoming a priority as my father asked, “How is Joella doing?”

Since I hadn’t talked to her in about a week, I was just as interested as he was in an answer, glad to hear Maya say, “She’s doing well.”

“And the twins?”

“They’re even better. I was going to surprise them today by picking them up from school and going for ice cream. But the way this day is panning out…” she sighed, bringing her phone into view to suggest more to herself, “Maybe I’ll just have Joella bring them to me instead.”

My ears perked up as I watched Maya look to be typing on her phone, surely shooting a text to Elle about her prospective change of plans as my father commented, “I admire your attempt to find work-life balance, Maya.”

“Unfortunately, we’ve both seen what happens when you don’t,” Maya replied somberly, checking her phone and then tapping it against her hand to say, “But let me get back to work so I can be ready when Joella drops the twins off. It was good seeing you, Senior.”

“And you as well, Maya. Keep up the good work. Your father would be so proud.”

That brought a genuine smile to her face as she turned to leave, my father releasing a heavy sigh as he shook his head to mutter, “Gone way too soon." And that cued me in on exactly what Maya meant by her initial comments about seeing what happens when you don’t have that balance, speaking to the unexpected loss of her father to a heart attack that was partially induced by the stress of what was now my position.

Of course, back then, he shared it with my father. And with his passing, my father made it his own until he retired. But now it was all on me. And considering I wasn’t trying to go out early like Mr. Kincaid and was nowhere near retirement age, I realized I needed to start working on finding some balance of my own, thoughts of Elle surprisingly being the first thing that came to mind.
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For all of the times I’d visited Maya’s office, not once had I ever been nervous about it. I was just coming to deliver her children, so it shouldn’t have been a big deal. But it was a big deal because Maya wasn’t the only person who worked at Kincaid & Moore Co., and I knew it would be just my luck to have a run-in with the man who’d been suspiciously quiet to the point of driving me crazy.

Why hadn’t he reached out?

The answer to that question was really none of my business. If he needed me, he knew exactly how to get in touch.

Still, I struggled to keep myself from wondering because, well, I kinda wanted him to.

After my last visit to his hotel, it was another routine week of caring for the twins. And with Maya and Vic both home the entire weekend - a rarity in the Henson household - I found myself bored beyond belief, constantly checking my phone to make sure I hadn’t missed any notifications and annoyed with myself for being so pressed about it.

“You gotta find another hobby, girl,” I decided, releasing a heavy sigh as I grabbed the twins’ hands to take them into the building. And because there was an elevator involved - meaning lots of opportunities to press buttons - I found myself breaking up little spats from the second we got on to the second we got off. Though I was honestly grateful for the distraction since it kept me from being so anxious as we made our way to Maya’s office that was located just a few doors before where I assumed Key had taken over in his father’s retirement.

Against my better judgment, I took a peek in its direction, only to discover the light was on.

Is he here?

My nerves returned, but I played them off for the sake of greeting my sister with a cheerful, “Special delivery.”

Peeking up from her computer, she gave a strained smile as her kids rounded the desk to ambush her with hugs that she looked like she desperately needed. And by the way she absorbed them for longer than usual, I was glad I was able to help facilitate the moment, admiring the exchange as the twins started yelling over each other to tell their mother about their day.

Because they were the same damn stories I had to hear on the drive over, I wasn’t planning on sticking around for the encore. But when my lips parted to interrupt so that I could tell everyone goodbye, the words never actually made it out thanks to a familiar voice behind me asking, “Maya, those your babies?”

Turning around to confirm his identity, I immediately regretted it since… damn, he always looks so fuckable.

Even with the stress of the day resting at the corners of his eyes, I was still turned on by the sight of Key in his business attire, the sleeves of his dress shirt rolled up in a way that left his thick forearms exposed and his pants tailored just right to show off his prominently muscular thighs. But since I couldn’t react the way I wanted to, I was forced to undress him in my head instead as my sister answered, “Yes, these are my babies. This is Jourdan, and this is Jersey. Kids, say hello to Mr. Moore.”

“Hi, Mr. Moore,” they shouted in unison as Maya added, “And you remember my sister.”

With a bit of a nod in my direction, he smirked to say, “I do. Good to see you again, Joella.”

“Yeah, same,” I replied nonchalantly, crossing my arms over my chest in an attempt to hide how affected I was by his presence and finding safer grounds by focusing on the kids when I announced, “So... I’m gonna get going. But you guys have fun with mommy, okay?”

“Okayyy,” they sang, Maya’s grin of a reaction making the torture of facing Key in mixed company a little more worth it as she said, “Thank you for bringing them, Jo. I really appreciate it.”

With a wave of my hand, I told her, “It’s no problem at all,” giving a short nod of acknowledgment in Key’s direction on my way out. And because he was occupied with his little meet and greet, I assumed it was the last time I’d be seeing him, getting all the way inside of the elevator when a foot slipping between the threshold of the closing doors said otherwise.

Smirking, he stepped inside and teasingly asked, “Why are you hauling ass out of here like you stole somethin’? Oh, wait…”

“Very funny,” I muttered as I watched the doors close behind him, the confined space making his one step closer feel like he was already on top of me when he said, “Sorry I haven’t been in touch. Shit got a bit hectic around here.”

His apology was so unexpected that I didn’t know how to outwardly react. I mean, of course it was nice to hear that he even cared to give one. But because the last thing I wanted was for him to know how pressed I’d been about it, I brushed him off. “No need to explain yourself. It’s not like I’ve been waiting by the phone.”

Obviously that was a lie. But I’d sold it well enough for him to lick his lips and respond, “Never struck me as the type who would. That’s why I chose you.”

Another step closer and now he was really in my personal space, crowding me in the corner as I playfully asked, “Is that so? Cause I always thought it was because of how much you really, really enjoyed my pussy.”

“That too,” he agreed with another smirk. “So if the kids are with Maya, that means you’re free now, right?”

“Depends on who’s asking.”

“I’m asking.”

Pulling my phone into view between us, I squinted at the screen and gushed, “Wow, would you look at that? Something just came up.”

“Don’t play with me, Elle,” he chuckled. “My time is limited. But seeing that you’re already here…”

With a quick glance behind him to see what floor we were at, he moved to click another floor destination then did some trick to cancel the one I’d previously selected. And before I could ask how he’d done it, he was already backing me against the elevator’s handrails, getting ready to tease my neck with kisses until I pressed my hands into his chest to ask, “Key, are you insane?”

He met my question with a puzzled look. “You know that, and yet you still act surprised every time. Why?”

“Because it’s never not surprising,” I defended as if it wasn’t his adventurous approach to sex that I enjoyed most. And like he already knew that to be true, it seemed easy for him suggest, “If you keep fuckin’ with me, you’ll get used to it.”

Once the words left his lips, they were headed back towards my neck until I reminded him, “Key, there’s cameras in here, and people still at work needing to use this elevator, and…”

Just as the elevator chimed, he cut me off. “And now we’re on the maintenance level, taking this car out of service until I say otherwise.”

“Okay, but what about the cameras?” I asked, knowing there was for sure at least one located right above where we were standing.

“As long as you stay in this corner, you won’t be seen.”

“How do you know that?” I questioned, the fact that he had immediate answers for everything making it clear that this wasn’t his first time.

But instead of admitting anything, he only smirked. “Cause I’m good with angles by profession, Joella. Any more questions?”

“Yeah,” I nodded, licking my lips to ask, “Why the fuck did I have to wear jeans today?”

As far as elevator quickies went, they were easily the most inconvenient, Key chuckling to agree, “Your ass looked fatter than a mothafucka from behind. But, yeah. Definitely not the best choice. Keep that in mind for next time, aight?”

Even without knowing the exact outcome of this go-round, I was already looking forward to it as I unbuttoned my jeans and shimmied them down to my ankles, only kicking off one pants leg since that was enough to give Key the access he needed. Then he applied that same angle knowledge to lift my leg so that my foot was resting against one handrail while I used the adjacent one to keep myself balanced when he dropped to his knees in front of me and went to work.

“Fuck, I missed this,” I thought the second his tongue swiped against my swollen clit, communicating the same thing to Key with a moan as he stretched my panties further out of his way so that he could inhale me before going in for more. And even though he’d assured me we were in the clear, the thought of getting caught – or being watched - only made it more exhilarating as he ate my pussy like it was his only meal of the day, my juices running down his chin when he pulled away to groan, “So fuckin’ good.”

After a few more kisses down below, he stood up to give those same kisses to my other set of lips, my flavor only making them sweeter as I blindly started working on his belt and zipper. And instead of waiting for him to make the next move, I dropped into a squat, giving his briefs just enough of a tug to free his erection so that I could swallow him.

Yet another thing I’d missed…

In no time at all, Key’s hand was buried in my hair as I pressed into his thighs to balance myself, finding a rhythm in my bob that quickly had his grip clenching even tighter. Then he gave his handful a stiff yank downwards that forced me to look at him as he pumped his dick between my lips, the tip crashing against the back of my throat repeatedly until he held it there just long enough for me to choke on.

I loved that shit.

According to the satisfied grin on his lips, Key did too, so much so that he used that same grip on my hair to pull me up from the ground for another sloppy kiss that had me buzzing with arousal. And now that we were both fired up, Key wasn’t at all gentle in turning me around so that he could prop my foot back up against the handrail and slam into me from behind, getting a few strokes in when I realized, “Key. The cameras.”

“Fuck ‘em,” he growled with a hard smack to my ass that was surely caught on the security feed. But by this point, if he wasn’t concerned as the CEO, then I wasn’t going to be either, relying on the wall for support as Key gripped into my waist to pound me recklessly like he couldn’t control himself if he tried.

Honestly, I didn’t want him to be able to, finding balance in the belief that I had the same sort of “bad influence” effect on him that he had on me. And even if I didn’t, the thought still turned me on as I started playing with my clit while Key delivered more spine-tingling backshots that had me breathlessly begging him not to stop.

Unlike most of the men I’d dealt with in the past, he knew not to switch up to get me there, maintaining his pace until it sent me over the edge. And with my pussy throbbing around him, he wasn’t too far behind, his grip on my waist tightening as he emptied inside of me with a few grunts before collapsing against my back.

I could feel his heart thumping like he’d given all he had to our quickie, a proud smile on my face when he finally pulled out so that I could lower my leg back down to the floor. But when I turned around with plans of putting my jeans back on, I was met with one last demand.

“Come clean me up.”

As encouragement, Key gently pressed his hand down onto my shoulder for me to follow in its direction, an eager grin on my face as I squatted just enough to swirl my tongue against the mess we’d made on his dick. And once I got a taste, I found myself greedy for more, lapping up every bit of our mixture until there was nothing left to show for what we’d just done.

“Gotdamn, Elle. I said clean me up, not make me want a round two,” Key groaned, making me chuckle as I stood upright to wipe my mouth. And while he made himself busy getting himself back together, I did the same, adjusting my clothes then using the front-facing camera on my phone to check my face and hair when a notification popped up at the top of the screen.

 

“Cash App: K. Mo sent you $500 for that.”

 

My eyes flashed over to Keanu who was now standing near the elevator’s control panel with a satisfied grin on his face, casually slipping his phone back into his pocket when he asked, “Lobby, right?”

Once I responded with a nod, he pressed some combination of buttons to put the elevator back in order, the short ride to my destination just long enough for him to ambush me with another breathtaking kiss before pulling away with the chime of the elevator’s arrival at my floor.  And because there was someone waiting to board, he didn’t say anything more, only bit his lip and gave a short nod of acknowledgment to send me on my way.
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“I can still smell you on my lips.”

 

That was the text I walked out of the shower to, my skin still damp as I first grinned at the message and then frowned at the time before sending a reply.

 

“You haven’t taken a shower yet? Or at least, washed your face?” - Elle

 

It was well into the evening, long past the twins' bedtime and only a little before my own. So for him to still smell like me seemed neglectful... unless he’d done it on purpose.

I was torn between being turned on and being creeped out until I read his response that made sense of it all.

 

“Nah, I’m still at the office. Duty calls, and I’m the one responsible for answering.” - Key

 

“Wish I wasn’t, though. Rather be laid up in you.” - Key

 

My grin returned as I plopped down on the bed in my towel and thought about him being able to do just that. After our encounter in the elevator, it was hard not to want more of him and even harder not to act on it. But it was clear Key had no shame in letting his desire be known, something I admired even though I teased him about it in my reply.

 

“When don’t you wanna be laid up in me?” - Elle

 

“Good point. What you still doin’ up?” - Key

 

His question was so casual that I started typing out a response until I realized… wait, when did we get here?

Fucking around and discussing it flirtatiously was one thing. But sharing casual conversation, like friends, was a different kind of personal that had me quick to put things back into perspective; more for myself than him.

 

“I’m pretty sure you don’t pay me enough for that to be your business.” - Elle

 

“In that case, tell the nigga you’re kickin’ it with that that pussy is off-limits.” - Key

 

Giggling to myself, I let him sit with that belief as I took my time lotioning up, finding something to sleep in, and exchanging my contacts for my glasses. Then I poured myself a glass of wine, settled into bed, and scrolled a little bit on Instagram before finally sending a reply.

 

“You’re so possessive.” - Elle

 

It wasn’t a complaint; more of an observation of how he operated. Something I found extremely attractive since he knew exactly what to say to make it sexy instead of it being a complete turn-off. And like he could read my mind, he only doubled down on that energy in his response.

 

“Only when it comes to you, Joella.” - Key

 

Again, I laughed because I knew that wasn’t exactly the truth, something I was quick to correct him on in my response.

 

“Not me. Just my pussy lol. Everything else you don’t really care either way.” - Elle

 

“That’s not true. Your pussy is just the only part of you that you’ve allowed me to become acquainted with.” - Key

 

“Interesting,” I thought to myself, my eyebrow piqued as I sipped from my wine glass and pondered his claim.

I mean, the circumstances didn’t exactly call for us getting to know each other more personally, so it wasn’t like I’d done anything wrong by keeping that information guarded. But the thought of being more open didn’t quite strike me as strange either; though I still couldn’t help but challenge him about it when I asked, “The only part I’ve allowed? Or the only part you’ve tried?”

 

“Touché. Tell me about yourself.” - Key

 

“Don’t you have work you need to be doing?” - Elle

 

“Too distracted now. I’m about to call you.” - Key

 

He wasn’t asking, instead giving a warning that had my fingers flying to type out a response that never got sent thanks to his incoming FaceTime call. And naturally, that sent me into a panic since I wasn’t in any condition to be seen by anyone, let alone him. Though my nagging curiosity wouldn’t just let it keep ringing like I should’ve.

With a calming sigh, I tapped the screen to answer the call and then immediately put it on pause so that I could make myself decent while telling him, “Hold on. I was expecting a regular phone call. Not this.”

Like he already knew what I was up to, he chuckled. “Nah, don’t switch up. Let me see you how you are.”

I’d barely had enough time to remove my headscarf and fluff my hair around, but that was just going to have to be enough. And thankfully my reflection wasn’t as alarming as I imagined it would be when I finally unpaused it, Key seeming to appreciate it too when he complimented, “The glasses are a nice touch. And why do you ever wear a bra if your titties sit like that naturally?”

Smirking, I ignored his question to reply, “Hello to you too, Mr. Moore. What ever did I do to deserve a phone call?”

Initially, I wanted to complain about him catching me off-guard; warning be damned. But now that I could see how good he looked sitting back in his chair under the dim lighting of his office, I was suddenly appreciative of being able to watch him shrug when he answered, “Texting takes too long. I’d rather just try to bag you the old school way.”

Considering the old school way was definitely a regular phone call and not this, I couldn’t help but giggle as I teased, “Try to bag me? That’s what you were doing?”

“Damnnnn, you couldn’t tell? That’s fucked up,” he whined playfully, all of it a big joke since he’d already bagged me in the only way that mattered.

But for the sake of conversation, I played along, licking my lips to tease, “Takes more than a few texts to bag a bad bitch like me.”

“Unless one of those texts is from CashApp,” he added with a knowing smirk that made me roll my eyes before asking, “And your point is?”

Instead of answering my question, he only chuckled again. “I can’t take your bad girl shit seriously in them thick ass glasses, Elle.”

Now it was me whining, “Wowwww. First, they were a nice touch, and now they make me a joke? Somebody is sensitive about their game being trash.”

“I don’t need to game you. That pussy is already mine,” he stated so matter-of-factly that I struggled to argue against him.

I mean, what else could I really say other than a groaned, “Anyway.”

“It’s not?” he pressed like he just needed to hear it.

Still, I refused to give him the satisfaction, instead changing the subject when I asked, “Why did you call me, Keanu?”

He grinned, almost adorably so as he replied, “Because I wanted to talk to you, Joella.”

“About…?”

“Anything. Everything,” he emphasized. “Something to take my mind off this Premiere Business Park bullshit.”

With an understanding nod, I commented, “Maya has been really stressed about that too.”

Over the last few weeks, there hadn’t been very many days that my sister came home and didn’t say something along the lines of not being able to wait for that project to be over with. So even without the details, I could imagine him feeling the same way, the heavy sigh he let out behind it speaking to exactly that when he suggested, “So change the subject. Tell me something I don’t know about you.”

Giggling, I took a sip from my wine glass and reminded him, “You don’t know anything about me, remember?”

“I know you have a sister that you nanny for. Kincaid is your dad; was your dad.”

His mention of Brent had me quick to correct, “He was never really my dad. I mean, I didn’t grow up with him or anything like that.”

It was a small detail, but one that Key clearly found interesting considering the way he sat up straighter to conclude, “So we have something in common, except my pops is still around to get on my nerves.”

“At least you know what he’s like,” I defended, getting unnecessarily personal when I shared, “I… didn’t have that privilege.”

While I didn’t think about it - about him - as often as I used to, it was still a fact that haunted me. Though Key somehow managed to frame things differently when he asked, “How sure are you that it would’ve been a privilege to know him?”

Maybe he was speaking about his own experience, or maybe he just had a really good point since, from what I did know, the assumption was a stretch. But in the moment, I decided not to let his question consume me, instead laughing it off as I told him, “Whoa. This is getting a little too deep.”

Nodding, he smiled innocently and agreed, “You’re right. My bad.” Then he fell back into his chair and just stared at the screen, his sleepy gaze plus the wine I’d consumed turning my grin goofy to the point that he asked, “Why are you smiling like that?”

“Because you’re so obviously exhausted, but still sitting at your office like any more work is going to be done tonight. Just go home, Key.”

Trying to shake off the fatigue, he sat back up to reply, “I can’t. The second I let up is the same second Ellis tries to use that shit against me. I can’t let him see me sweat.”

Just the mention of Ellis made me roll my eyes since I knew he’d been giving Maya hell lately too. But to hear Keanu be a little vulnerable about his situation with the family business was interesting, the fact that he even felt comfortable sharing that with me making me wonder if he’d really called me needing the support of a friend.

Are we friends?

I almost wanted to ask, but decided against it for the sake of not making things awkward, instead giving him the same advice I’d give a stranger on the internet. “You can at least take a catnap. I mean, how much progress can you really make with a foggy brain anyway?”

He shrugged. “Virtually none at all, especially while I’m on this phone tryna figure you out.”

My face scrunched when I repeated, “Figure me out? What is there to figure out?”

“The other day. You asked me why I’m doing this with you, and I gave you my reasons. But why are you doing this with me?”

Without giving it much thought, I answered, “Because I like money and dick. Next question.”

My response amused him, but it wasn’t enough to satisfy his curiosity considering the way his eyebrow piqued as he insisted, “Nah, that’s not it. Cause if that was the case, you’d be doing this shit all the time.”

“Good point,” I thought, doing my best to play it off when I smirked to suggest, “Maybe I prefer exclusivity.”

“Maybe,” he agreed. “Or maybe it’s something else.”

The way he was so pressed for an explanation beyond what I’d already given him left me unnerved. I mean, it wasn’t like my reasons would change my involvement, so it shouldn’t have even mattered to him.

In fact... “Why does it matter?”

“It doesn’t. I just wonder what could be so damning that you gotta lie to kick it,” he replied, only annoying me even more since I hadn’t technically lied about anything. But he was already convinced he knew it all, brushing it off with, “It’s all good, though. I should probably get back to work.”

“Yeah, you should,” I agreed with a bit of a frown that only made him chuckle.

“Damn, you’re really bothered by this. It must be somethin’ serious.”

My frown remained as I defended, “I’m not bothered. I just don’t see what any of this has to do with our… arrangement.”

Okay, maybe it had everything to do with our arrangement. But it didn’t have anything to do with the technical parts, with the simple exchange. And because Key knew exactly what I meant, he nodded to agree, “You’re right. Let me see that pussy.”

“Keanu!” I squealed, caught off-guard by his request that he only doubled down on when he replied, “What? You want me to stay focused on the arrangement, then I will.”

“Fine. So will I,” I hastily agreed. “Which means if you’re tryna see some pussy, you need to pay up.”

Instead of offering any money, he only chuckled. “You’re kinda cute when you’re mad. Bet you’d throw crazy ass behind it too.”

“Probably so,” I told him with a nonchalant shrug that had him quick to give me a warning.

“Don’t make me pull up on you, Elle.”

Because I knew it was more of a threat than a promise, I couldn’t help but tease, “Pull up and do what? Fuck my thick ass glasses off?”

Smirking, he replied, “Nah, I’d fold ‘em up nicely. Then make you fold right after.”

Like the thought of him doing just that didn’t turn me on, I sarcastically sang, “Awwww. How caring of you.”

“I do what I can,” he boasted with a proud smile, making us both laugh since the shit was so ridiculous. But it felt good to just chop it up about a whole bunch of nothing, and crack jokes, and… giggle.

Keanu was turning me into a fuckin’ giggler.

Almost like he could sense we were getting a little too cozy at the same time that I did, he reeled things back in with, “I really should get back to work. But I appreciate you for the distraction.”

“I would say any time. But the way this wine is set up…” I trailed before chugging the last remnants. And when a driblet hit my chest, I took that as an opportunity to remind Keanu who he was dealing with, swiping at it with my fingertip and slipping it into my mouth with an exaggerated groan that had Keanu shaking his head.

“Aight, the glasses hit a little different when you did that shit,” he admitted, somehow managing to compliment me and tease me all at once. And with that, I could only roll my eyes as I told him, “Good fuckin’ night, Keanu.”

“Good night, Joella.”

The call was ended, but I found myself still grinning at the screen, trying to make sense of what had just happened - and why I felt so giddy about it. I mean, it was nothing for me to flirt with anybody, and Keanu was no different in that regard. But the warm and fuzzy feeling our conversation left me with was unusual, something I knew I needed to check myself on before I got too caught up since that was exactly what he was paying me not to do.













Joella









It’d been a day from hell.

The kids were on their worst behavior. The house was a mess. And after sneaking off to Key’s damn near every other night for the past week and a half, I was exhausted - and sore - trying to fight it as I worked on the simplest dinner I knew the twins wouldn’t hate - tacos.

They were quick, and easy, and the guaranteed win I needed with the rest of the day feeling like a loss. At least, that’s what I assumed they’d be until I heard Maya come into the house and ask, “Hey, Jo. You got enough for one more?”

Peeking up, I expected to see her mother which would’ve warranted an automatic, “Hell no” phrased nicely enough for the kids to hear. But it wasn’t her. And because of who it was, it became a little harder to breathe as Maya dropped her purse on the counter and sighed, “I know, I know. I’m sorry. I should’ve called first. But we always have leftovers, so I just assumed.”

She was fair to assume since I’d made plenty of meat, and the fixings were always in surplus.

But her guest…

Trying not to react, I nonchalantly replied, “It’s fine. He can eat.”

Once the words left my lips, I could feel Keanu staring at me. And when I peeked up to meet his eyes, I caught his teasing look of, “You know that better than anyone, huh?”, though he kept it PG when he offered, “I appreciate it, Joella. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a home-cooked meal.”

If it was just the two of us, I would’ve been able to call bullshit on him acting like the room service food wasn’t phenomenal. But because that was information I wasn’t supposed to have, I could only reply, “It’s literally just tacos.”

Honestly, now that I knew he was joining us for dinner, I was mad I’d gone the lazy route.

Not that I needed to impress him.

Still, it would’ve been fun to show off my culinary abilities, though Key didn’t seem to care either way when he smirked to reply, “And I just so happen to really like tacos.” Then he held my gaze for a second past comfortable, only breaking it to ask, “Maya, where’s your bathroom?”

Skeptically glancing back and forth between the two of us, she directed, “Down the hall to the left,” barely waiting for him to hit the threshold of the kitchen when she turned back to me to ask, “Am I trippin’, or is there a little chemistry brewing between you two?”

Playing it off with a frown, I challenged, “You mean, the same chemistry that had you working late at the office again?”

“Don’t get cute,” she snapped, glancing at the clock to add, “Vic should be home soon.”

The mention of Vic only gave me more ammunition, a teasing grin on my face when I grabbed the serving bowls to carry to the table and tossed over my shoulder, “He might not be too happy about you having your work husband over for dinner.”

Grabbing what was left, Maya followed me to the dining room and explained, “It was the least I could do after he put Ellis on his ass again for me today.”

“He did what?”

Chuckling, she clarified, “Not literally, Jo. I mean, I wish it would’ve been literally since he deserves it. But he just, very firmly, put him in his place in front of everybody when Ellis tried to belittle me during our strategy meeting. Ellis got so upset that he stormed out of the building and never came back, which is also the reason why we ended up working late; to cover what he was supposed to be doing today.”

Shaking my head, I groaned, “What a bitch.”

“Must’ve gotten it from his mama,” Maya added as we headed back to the kitchen and were met with the cutest sight I’d ever seen.

“Look who I found,” Keanu announced with a boyish smile, glancing down at the twins who were hanging from each of his arms to ask, “Maya, do you know these kids?”

“Oh my God, my fuckin’ ovaries,” I whispered, Maya using the same low tone to agree, “Shit, mine too. Where’s my husband?”

Before I could remind her he was on his way, Jersey shouted, “Mommy, look! Mr. Moore is strong!”

“Like a superhero!” Jourdan added, giggling as Keanu started curling them with ease and managed to hypnotize me in the process.

I mean, I knew from personal experience that Keanu was strong. But to see him exercising that strength while interacting with the twins so effortlessly…

For the first time in forever, I started to wonder if having some kids of my own wouldn’t be so bad until their mother asked, “Were you two good for TT JoJo today?”

Just that easily, ‘Operation: Make Keanu my baby daddy’ was canceled since the kids knew better than to answer with anything other than a pitifully sang, “Noooo.”

“And why not?” Maya pressed with a scowl, the both of them yelling over each other to give bullshit explanations that their mother cut off with a, “Aht. I don’t wanna hear it. Come over here and apologize to her for being naughty.”

Because of how legitimately sad they looked, it was hard to hold in my laugh when they whined, “Sorry, TT JoJooooo.” And while I was easily forgiving, their mother wasn’t here for any of it, getting ready to tell them about themselves until Vic showed up asking, “What y’all do to my babies?”

He’d barely set his bag down when the twins rushed over to greet him with hugs, Maya shaking her head as she asked, “You see why I be ready to drop their little asses off at the fire station? Where was any of that energy for me?”

It was a fair question, but I understood why’d they been distracted since the same person was now distracting me. So much so that Vic pointed his way and asked, “Jo, this you?”

His assumption snapped me from my daydream and sent me into a panic all at once; though Key was quick to cover for us both when he extended his hand to introduce himself. “Actually, I work with your wife. Keanu Moore.”

Like it was familiar, Vic returned the handshake while repeating, “Keanu Moore. The new CEO. Nice to finally meet you, man. Sorry I couldn’t make it to your party. You know, was busy saving lives and shit.”

Rolling her eyes, Maya groaned, “Don’t be annoying, Victor.” But all that attitude dissipated instantly when he stalked over to her and wrapped her in a hug.

“Hello to you too, beautiful,” he groaned, inhaling her neck to add, “Mmm. You smell like you’re tryna send the kids to bed early tonight.”

Giggling, Maya swatted at his arm and asked, “Will you stop? We have company.”

“I’m sure he understands,” Vic insisted, peeking back to where Keanu was already nodding to agree.

Of course he understood.

The same way Vic had my sister giggling was the same way Keanu made me giggle in the few moments we were able to keep our hands to ourselves. And as of late, it was the same way he made me giggle even when he was deep inside of me, a symptom of getting more comfortable with each other to the point that laughing together under any circumstances came naturally. But experiencing it with someone and watching someone else experience it while the person who you dealt with privately was in the same room was a lot. So much that I didn’t feel bad about interrupting them with, “Well this isn’t awkward at all…”

“Mind your business, Jo,” Vic sniped teasingly, only making his wife giggle even more. And because of her silly energy, she was a lot friendlier in how she addressed the kids.

“Jourdan and Jersey, go ahead and sit down for dinner. Mommy will be there to help you in a second.”

Without skipping a beat, Jourdan grabbed Keanu’s hand and said, “Come on, Mr. Moore,” Jersey taking the opposite one to add, “Mommy said we gotta sit down.”

It was borderline frustrating to see them take to Keanu so easily, even more so when his fine ass had the nerve to tell them, “Let’s make sure your TT JoJo doesn’t need help with anything first.”

All three of them looked at me for an answer, but only Key’s eyes made me feel a way, forcing me to look elsewhere so that I could answer, “I’m good. But thank you.” And with that, the twins dragged Keanu to the table while Vic went to go change out of his scrubs, leaving Maya and I to finish getting everything set.

Or rather, leaving me to finish getting everything set and leaving Maya to pretend like she was helping when she’d really only stuck around to casually speculate, “I don’t know, Jo. Looks to me like Keanu likes what he sees. Too bad new dick is standing in the way.”

The fact that Keanu and “new dick” were the same person made it easy for me to laugh when I grabbed the pitcher of lemonade and asked, “You’re still on that?”

“Considering the way you’ve been sneaking around here after dark? Absolutely,” Maya answered as she grabbed the cups to go with it.

Now we were at a crossroads.

Maya knew something, but she didn’t know it all. And without a destination to name, it was easy for me to fill in her blanks with a lie. “So Tamika invited me out a few times. What’s the big deal?”

“Tamika?” she repeated, giving an arguably disgusted look to add, “I didn’t even know you were still friends with her.”

“Of course I am. Why wouldn’t I be?” I asked, my eyebrow piqued as Maya made herself busy grabbing napkins and silverware.

It was a tactic that kept me from being able to see her face when she replied, “Cause she’s still living that city girl life, and you’re…”

“I’m what?” I interrupted with a frown, getting right in her pathway so that she couldn’t run from giving me an explanation.

But of course she did anyway, having the perfect excuse when she insisted, “Come on. We have people waiting.”

Because people was just Keanu, I was tempted to argue against it. But knowing he was still alone with the kids - and that no stranger should be subjected to that - I was forced to let it go for now, unable to hold back my grin when I got to the table and saw the twins had Keanu surrounded.

“It was a compromise,” he announced the second we joined him, Vic making his way to the table just a few short moments after. And for as awkward as things could’ve been, dinner surprisingly went pretty smoothly, Vic making a friend out of Keanu the same way he could make a friend out of anybody and the twins enjoying their tacos with their new buddy by their side.

Simply put, he fit right in with my family.

But considering that was the last place I needed him to occupy in my life, I was happy to bring it to an end, standing up to clear the table and not all that surprised when Keanu jumped up to help me.

Before he could try anything crazy, I warned, “We can’t do that here.”

“Do what? Be nice to each other?” he asked with a bit of a chuckle as he sat his handful of plates in the sink.

He might’ve thought it was funny, but I wasn’t amused, completely stale-faced when I told him, “You know what I’m talking about, Key.”

“I’m not even on that, Elle,” he defended like he wasn’t licking his lips and ogling me right after he said it. Or maybe that was just what he always did when he looked at me, a habit I tried to give him a reason to break when I shared, “Maya’s already getting suspicious. Something about the chemistry brewing between us and how you like what you see.”

Instead of falling back, he only doubled down with, “I do like what I see. And I think it’d be even more suspicious for me not to react accordingly.”

He had a point.

Him being obvious in avoiding any interactions with me would’ve certainly been a red flag. So even though I hated admitting he was right, it only made sense for me to agree, “Fine. Just don’t overdo it.”

“Not now. But I’m definitely overdoing it when you come see me tonight,” he replied with an arrogant grin that made me roll my eyes, more annoyed with myself for reacting down below than I was at him for doing it.

I mean, it wasn’t even fair that he had it so easy, making it feel like a win when I turned him down with a sighed, “Can’t. I told Maya I’ve been hanging out with my friend Tamika which means I actually need to do the shit so that it doesn’t look like I’m lying.”

Without skipping a beat, he suggested, “Okay, so come by after. I’m sure I’ll still be up.”

“I’ll think about it,” was my response in the moment. And I did think about it; while I was getting dressed, and while I was bored sitting in the VIP section of some young ass basketball player who was barely old enough to drink, and finally while I was snapping a video of Tamika and I rapping along to Megan Thee Stallion’s, Cash S**t, feeling every bit of Megan’s lyrics as I shared the clip to my Instagram where I knew Maya would see it.

As far as I was concerned, that was all the proof I needed for tonight, giving an exaggerated yawn to get Tamika’s attention. And like clockwork, she looked over at me and shook her head, moving to speak directly in my ear, “Gotta ease your way back onto the scene, Jo. You know it’s not for the weak-hearted or washed.”

“Bitch, it’s the middle of the week. No one should be built for this,” I shouted back, making her laugh as she lifted her arm to give a pageant-style wave.

“Hello. It’s me. A bitch who’s built for it.”

“Anyway,” I groaned, standing up from the couch to tell her, “I’m gonna get going. But thank you for letting me tag along at the last minute.”

“You know I always got you, boo. We used to roll everywhere together. I kinda miss it.”

“I would say the same, but I’m feeling too much like the old bitch in the club to actually mean it,” I admitted, glancing around the section filled with girls who looked like they’d just graduated from high school.

Right then it hit me that I used to be them.

I used to live for the scene and what I could get from it, lived for bypassing the entourage and going straight to whoever was covering the tab, lived for playing the game the way I was taught and making off with a profit. And being here now, reviving that, was not it. Though Tamika did her best to soften the blow when she insisted, “You showed up tonight, and that’s all that matters.”

Honestly, I wondered how she was able to keep showing up, wondered how well she was even faring amongst this new pool of prospects. But I knew better than to ask, especially since it wasn’t out of the ordinary for someone to stick around long past their prime.

Thoughts of my mother immediately came to mind. And just like that, I was turning from the old bitch in the club to the sad bitch in the club, making my exit even more urgent as I told Tamika, “You be safe, girl. I’ll let you know when I make it home.”

Of course, I wasn’t going home. And I was sure Tamika would be one of the few people in total support of where I was headed, not even bothering to alert Key that I was on my way since my visits had turned into a recurring thing. But when I walked into the hotel he was staying at, I wished I would’ve said something, completely stunned when I saw him sitting at the bar chatting it up with another woman.

He looked… into it.

Like, really into it.

A familiar kind of into it that had me turning around to leave before I got too caught up watching since it wasn’t like I could really call him out on it. But when I got to the door and took one last peek back to make sure I hadn’t only imagined the whole thing, it was just enough to catch his eye, my feet quickly moving in the other direction once I saw him stand up from his barstool to come after me.

Suddenly, I regretted parking so far, my heels of choice not doing me any favors in making it hard for Keanu to catch up to me. And by the time I got to my car, he wasn’t far enough behind for me to be able to avoid a confrontation; though I tried to dead it before it could even start when I told him, “You don’t owe me an explanation. So if that’s what you came out here to do, you can save it.”

Amusedly, he asked, “Elle, will you chill? We were just having a conversation.”

“And again, you don’t owe me that. I know what it is, and I should’ve told you I was coming. That’s my fault for being so… comfortable.”

The word sat heavy in my throat after I said it, knowing it was the exact thing I’d been trying to avoid by engaging in any of this. It was supposed to be my cheap thrill, my excitement, my disruption. And somehow, I’d still managed to make a routine of it, so much so that it took this of all things to remind me otherwise.

Honestly, the shit was embarrassing. And after the day I’d already had, it was the last thing I felt like dealing with, prompting me to start digging in my purse for my keys so that I could leave. But when I finally got ahold of them, they slipped from my hand and fell to the ground, only making me more frustrated while also making Key chuckle.

“What’s so funny?” I asked, frowning as I watched him bend over to pick them up for me.

He didn’t give them back right away, though, keeping them to himself when he answered, “You. You’re really in your feelings about this.”

Because it was much bigger than him and the bitch at the bar, it was easy for me to defend, “I’m not in my feelings about that at all. I just don’t know why you came out here or why you’re holding me up right now.”

Grabbing my chin, he backed me into the car door to answer, “Because I asked you to come see me, and now you’re here. What else should I be doing right now other than this?”

Before I could respond, he bent to press his lips against mine, their warm whiskey flavor making me hot and pissing me off all at once since it was only a reminder of what I’d seen. But now that he was here with me, assaulting every last one of my senses, it was hard to put up much of a fight, growing weak as his hand began to skim the hem of my dress.

“Keanu…” I sighed when his lips traveled down my neck over to my clavicle, confidently covering every inch of skin he could access with kisses while asking, “This is what you came here for, right?”

Straddling the line between second and third base in the hotel parking garage might not have been my exact agenda when I left the club. But now that we were going at it, it felt like it should’ve been my only reason; though I still managed to defend, “I came because you asked. And now, I’m leaving.”

With that, I pushed his chest in an attempt to free myself from his spell. But it didn’t work, he didn’t budge, only crowded me even more when he arrogantly asked, “Are you, Elle?”

As if to give me more motivation to stay, he grazed his fingertips against my thigh while waiting for me to respond. And when I didn’t do so quickly enough for his standards, he took advantage of my indecisiveness, slipping his hand under my dress and straight to my center where I gasped on contact.

Smirking at my reaction along with my arousal coating his fingers, he immediately began to play with my clit while explaining, “Karen Buchanan is Head of Sales over at Allied, our main materials supplier. I offered to buy her a drink as an apology for our finance mishap a couple weeks ago, and she decided to take me up on it tonight. Since you were already going out, I figured it was good timing.”

His story was convincing enough. And by this point, I didn’t really give a fuck about the narrative anyway, much more focused on what he was doing with his hand and the adrenaline coursing through me from the thought of getting caught.

It felt so good, and so wrong, making it all right as he strummed my pearl on a mission to make good use of our time. It was also the perfect reminder of what I’d really come here for, putting things back into perspective as he went from playing with my clit to full-on finger fucking me like an audience wasn’t even a possibility.

Since I knew my moans would echo, I was forced to hold them in as he growled against my ear, “It was just business, Elle.” And that in combination with his skilled fingers was enough to draw a subtle tremor of an orgasm, one that had Key’s smirk sitting especially cocky when he withdrew his fingers and slipped them into his mouth with a groan.

The sight was almost enough to make me forget I wasn’t supposed to be so pleased with him. Then again, he hadn’t technically done anything wrong. And just like he claimed with Karen, I knew it was important for me to check myself along with my expectations since truthfully, this was just business too.
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I couldn’t stop thinking about her.

It was crunch time as far as the Premiere Business Park project was concerned. But the only thing on my mind was Elle, thoughts beyond wanting to be inside her plaguing me as I tried to figure out how I’d let shit between us get so out of hand.

I mean, we had a very clear understanding of how our arrangement would work. We’d fuck, I’d throw her some money for the time, and we’d move forward accordingly. But it felt like our dynamic was shifting in ways that neither of us seemed to be able to control, shifting in ways that neither of us cared to control which was how we ended up so… comfortable.

That was how she responded to seeing me with Karen the other night. Not upset with me, but upset with herself for being so “comfortable” in how she was navigating our acquaintance. But truthfully, I couldn’t understand why that bothered her so much since I definitely didn’t want her to feel un-comfortable with me.

In the moment, I explained myself, got a taste of her pussy, and invited her to go upstairs and wait for me while I finished up with Karen. But after she turned me down, I spent the rest of the night sitting with how things had played out between us, trying to make sense of why I felt so compelled to explain myself at all.

She’d repeatedly insisted that I didn’t owe her that, but it was almost like I couldn’t help myself, pressed to get her to understand that I was only about her. And I suppose that’s why she was still on my mind so heavily days later, because being “only about her” wasn’t a part of the plan.

Sexually?

Yes.

But on a personal level?

I wasn’t supposed to be so attached.

But here I was anyway, wondering what she was up to for no reason other than wanting to make conversation and trying to find holes in my schedule so that we could link up.

“What the fuck is happening to me?” I thought, trying to shake it off when a knock at the door served as the perfect distraction.

Well... almost perfect since Ellis was the last person I wanted to see. But the sight of him was enough to take my mind off of Elle, especially once he announced, “I need you to come out to San Francisco with me next week.”

With an annoyed chuckle, I frowned while telling him, “Pretty sure that’s not how the hierarchy works around here. And what the hell is in San Francisco?”

“An opportunity for us to expand our operations to the West Coast,” he answered plainly, only making my frown grow even tighter with skepticism.

Before I could let him get me bent completely out of shape, I brushed him off with a dismissive, “Not interested.”

“What?” he gasped like he couldn’t believe my response. But I was happy to make things clear for him when I moved from my desk to repeat, “I said, not interested. We get plenty of business here, and we always have according to the company’s longevity. No need to spread ourselves thin just to end up bankrupt within a decade trying to do too much.”

“I won’t let it go bankrupt,” he defended with an energy that told me this was about much more than just the company expanding.

Nah, this was personal for him. And because it was personal, I couldn’t help but smirk when I asked, “Oh, so this is what? Some sort of pet project for you? Missed your opportunity to take over here, so now you wanna start your own shit elsewhere?”

Shaking his head, he explained, “Not my own. Just an extension of Kincaid & Moore.”

“Well you’d be better off going solo cause I’ll never approve,” I replied, once again trying to dismiss the conversation since it was a waste of my time.

Of course, Ellis wasn’t letting up, following me back to my desk but wisely parking on the opposite side of it to say, “You know you aren’t the only one around here with a vote, right? I tried to be nice and include you, but…”

“Try some more sneaky shit around here if you want to,” I interrupted, matching his stance to add, “I don’t know if you know this, but the people around here don’t really fuck with you the way you might think they do. They see the name, and they know better than to say it to your face because of what it could mean for their job at your daddy’s company. But you? On your own? Nah, they all know you’re full of shit.”

Until now, no one else could get away with speaking on it. But there was no reason for me to hold back on the truth. And because he knew I was right and there was nothing he could do about it, his only defense was, “Fuck you, Keanu.”

“Anything else?” I asked as I sat back down and crossed my hands on top of the desk while giving him a look that told him there better not be shit else coming from his mouth. And for the second time today, he made the wise decision of getting the fuck out of my face; though I shouldn’t have been surprised when my phone rang with a call from my father just a few moments later.

Somehow, I already knew it had something to do with his eldest son. But instead of jumping to conclusions, I played nice when I answered, “Senior. What’s going on? Golfing already boring you to death?”

He didn’t entertain me, getting straight to it with a question that caught me way off-guard.

“What’s this I hear about Junior possibly resigning?”

“This dramatic ass mothafucka…” I thought, shaking my head as my father continued,  “He just called and told me he’s done with the company. That he’s packing up and moving on from Kincaid & Moore.”

It was so ridiculous that I had to laugh while asking my father, “Am I supposed to feel bad? Because I don’t.”

Even though it was the truth, it wasn’t what my father wanted to hear, his voice laced with legitimate concern when he replied, “Keanu, you need to fix this. I can’t have my son, with my name, working for the competition.”

Again, I couldn’t help but laugh as I told him, “Thinking he’s qualified to get another job with the competition is giving him a lot more credit than he deserves.”

“Oh, come on. He’s not that bad,” he defended. But I was sure he hadn’t gotten word on what had Ellis pouting in the first place, something I assumed he would agree with me on once I brought it up.

“Did he tell you about his little plan to expand Kincaid & Moore operations to the West Coast?”

Instead of the immediate disapproval I expected from my father, there was this pregnant pause, just long enough for me to brace myself for the response I wasn’t expecting. “I actually don’t think that’s a bad idea, Keanu. I mean, Brent and I had given it some thought a time or two. But after he passed, I knew it would be too much for me to take on by myself.”

“You boys are still young and healthy, though. And hell, considering the way you two have been bickering at every turn, I’m surprised you aren’t jumping at the opportunity to send his ass packing,” he replied with a chuckle, making a good point since getting rid of Ellis was the only thing on the list of pros.

Still, I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around such a massive undertaking so early in my tenure, something I addressed when I told Senior, “I just don’t think it’s smart. At least, not right now.”

“Which is fair,” he agreed. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t pacify him by at least agreeing to take a look at what he’s talking about.”

Pacifying a grown ass man through anything was easily at the bottom of the list of shit I cared to do. But unfortunately, it seemed like the best way to go about it if I wanted to get both him and my father off my back, shaking my head as I replied, “You and his mother pacifying him for too long is why he is the way he is now.”

“And your mother not pacifying you at all is the reason I made you CEO,” he countered, something I couldn’t exactly disagree with as he continued, “Now go on out to California and enjoy yourself. I know this PBP Project has you all tight in the shoulders. Take a couple extra days to get yourself together so you can come back and finish strong.”

Again, his point was well-received since the PBP Project definitely had my pressure up. But going out there with Ellis only didn’t sound relaxing at all, giving me another idea as I ended the call with him and made plans to see about getting someone else to join me.

Of course, the thought of inviting Elle had me right back distracted. And when I checked my notifications and found one about whatever picture she’d posted on Instagram today, it felt like a sign for me to reach out right away; especially once I opened it to see how fuckin’ sexy she looked.

It was supposed to be innocent according to the candy shop location and caption about how her niece always took pictures at the best angles. But Elle had way too much effortless sex appeal for it to go unnoticed; not to mention there was a whole ass lollipop hanging from her mouth, adding an extra layer of sexy that had niggas cutting up in her comments.

One in particular caught my attention, though. It was multiple tongue emojis from some verified account that Elle had already responded to with a matching number of kiss emojis.

Who the fuck is this?

Since the name didn’t immediately ring a bell, I clicked over to his profile, curious to see what kind of guy Elle was entertaining so publicly. And I shouldn’t have been surprised to discover he was some local luxury real estate agent; the exact kind of guy Elle could stick her claws in to get her way the same she’d tried to do with me. One she’d probably already made a victim out of while still leaving him wanting more considering the way he was thirsting after her on IG.

Being honest with myself, the shit left me with mixed feelings. I mean, it wasn’t like we were dating or exclusive, so I shouldn’t have felt a way about it. But the fact that I did anyway annoyed me to no end since getting involved with Elle was supposed to be feelings-free.

She didn’t want that from me. And I didn’t think I wanted that from her until I started reflecting on the shift between us that had been on my mind before, reflecting on why she’d be on my mind in the first place.

She’d become a friend, someone I looked forward to speaking to, and learning more about, and… being with. I liked being with her, so much so that she was first on my mind to invite on this extended trip to San Francisco.

I didn’t want to disrupt that.

I also didn’t want to come on too strong and end up running her off because I couldn’t maintain my end of the arrangement. So I’d just have to stick to the script, which meant inviting her to San Francisco with very direct intentions of being inside of her as much as possible and making the time worth it for her financially.

Truth be told, I was sure I’d need all of her that I could get after dealing with Ellis for the first few days. And with that on my mind, I decided to reach out, shooting her a text that I put my phone down after sending so that I wouldn’t be so anxious about her reply.

 

“Meet me in San Francisco next weekend.” - Key

 

When I finally picked up my phone almost a half-hour later, I discovered she had responded immediately.

 

“San Francisco???” - Elle

 

Her reaction to my request was expected since it was seemingly out of the blue. But I had no problem giving more of an explanation in my next text.

 

“Yeah. Traveling for work and extending my trip a couple days for some much-needed R&R. That’s where you come in.” - Key

 

Like she’d been waiting by the phone, her response came instantly.

 

“I literally just made plans for next weekend with someone else.” - Elle

 

Thinking back to her Instagram post, I couldn’t help but roll my eyes since I had a feeling she was talking about that lame ass real estate nigga. But instead of making any assumptions, I replied with the only question that really mattered.

 

“How much they paying you?” - Key

 

“Nothing. It’s a date. A regular date.” - Elle

 

I was sure she expected that to deter me, but it didn’t since there was now a simple solution to my problem.

 

“Sounds like you can easily reschedule that shit.” - Key

 

“Or I can keep my plans with the potential love of my life, and you can have fun on your trip alone.” - Elle

 

Her word choice had me frowning at the screen, trying to figure out if she was for real or just fuckin’ around to get under my skin. But the fact that there was no “LOL”, no emojis, no nothing told me to take her seriously as I annoyedly typed out, “Love of your life? That’s new.”

 

“New to you.” - Elle

 

Now I was really pissed, letting my displeasure with her choice be known when I replied, “He looked corny on his IG.”

 

“So now you’re cyberstalking my dates?” - Elle

 

“Nah, I just happened to notice his thirsty ass.” - Key

 

“So you’ve been creeping in my comments?” - Elle

 

“If you think you met the love of your life, why you still textin’ me?” - Key

 

I could only imagine how I’d feel knowing the love of my life was not only getting her shit cracked on the regular by someone else but was also still in heavy contact with that person while we were supposed to be vibing. But instead of responding to my question, she turned things back on me in her reply.

 

“Now look who’s in his feelings…” - Elle

 

Taking a page from her book, I avoided her claim in favor of getting back to the topic.

 

“Are you coming to SF or not? Cause if you aren’t, I need to figure something else out.” - Key

 

“Is that like a threat, or…?” - Elle

 

It wasn’t exactly a threat since there was no one else I wanted to go with, and I’d rather spend that time alone than trying to force some shit out of spite. But I couldn’t let her know I didn’t have options, leaning into her assumption when I replied, “Maybe it is.”

 

“In that case, you can find someone else to go with you.” -Elle

 

Now it really felt like she was trying to get under my skin. And while anybody else would’ve easily gotten moved on from, Elle had me stuck playing her game, annoyed with myself for being so pressed when I typed out,  “Why you gotta be so difficult?”

 

“I’m not being difficult. You said you’ll figure something out if I’m not available. So figure something out. Cause I’m not available.” - Elle

 

She was maintaining her stance as a hard ass, but I knew one way to get to her that never failed. So instead of continuing to argue her down about her availability, I sent her a little monetary motivation on CashApp before following it up with a text.

 

“How about now?” - Key

 

The move had me feeling confident enough to put my phone down, though I picked it right back up the second it chimed with a notification. But it wasn’t the text from Elle that I was expecting, instead a message from CashApp letting me know my “motivation” had been refunded along with a note that said, “Try again.”

Releasing an annoyed sigh, I stared at the screen, trying to decide how much more begging I was willing to do. I mean, the shit had already gone too far as is. Anything more and I’d be acting just as thirsty as the nigga on Instagram.

Then again, it almost seemed like that was what she was after. Real proof of my desperation because it spoke to how much her presence actually mattered to me.

She wanted it to matter and it did, something I didn’t expect to be so easy to admit. But it was the truth. And as much as I wanted to say fuck it - and her - I decided to give it one last shot, making it clear that I was deadass when I texted, “Joella Mason, quit fuckin’ with me.”

 

“Full name? Damn, you’re big mad.” - Elle

 

Her response told me she still thought this shit was a joke. But I was done playing around with her, getting right to it when I asked, “When’s your birthday? I’m about to cop your flight.”

 

“I’m. Not. Coming.” - Elle

 

“Why not? And don’t say your date with the real estate nigga cause we both know he ain’t the one.” - Key

 

If there was anything I was certain about, it was that.

Sure, Elle would entertain a corny mothafucka for some money, no question. But actually settling down with one?

I just couldn’t picture it. And apparently, she couldn’t either according to her response.

 

“Ew! That’s who you think my date is with?!” - Elle

 

Since it was obvious my assumption had offended her, I decided to double down.

 

“He seems like your type. Rich and willing to beg for it.” - Key

 

“Like you?” - Elle

 

My natural instinct was to get defensive since me and that mothafucka were not at all the same. But I knew Elle was just trying to match fire with fire. And since that wouldn’t get me what I wanted, I chose to take the bait, playing nice when I replied, “Yeah. Like me. So when’s your birthday so I can cop your flight?”

At that moment, I decided I wouldn’t ask again if she turned me down. I mean, if we could get this far in the conversation and she still continued to not show any interest, then maybe… maybe she just really wasn’t fuckin’ with me like that. And while that was something I’d have to deal with personally, it was what it was, my mind made up about it until I read her response.

 

“If you really want me to come, figure it out and make it first class ;).” - Elle

 

She’d issued a challenge, but it was one she knew wasn’t impossible. And just like that, I was suddenly looking forward to spending a few days in California, grinning to myself as I texted back, “Say less.”
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The flight confirmation was taunting me.

It wasn’t that I didn’t expect Keanu to be able to figure out how to get me to come to San Francisco with him. In fact, I was confident that he’d be able to do so once I posed the challenge. But I wasn’t exactly sure what his invitation meant, or if it meant anything at all beyond him wanting to fly me out and fuck me.

Not that I was opposed to it being that and only that. But something about his persistence -  his energy towards us overall - was starting to feel different in ways that left me confused, meaning this trip could possibly make that worse.

I mean, my feelings for him were already complicated enough. The last thing I needed was another reason to let them flourish. Still, it seemed like a risk worth taking since it had been far too long since my last vacation, and Keanu didn’t strike me as the type of person to spare any expense in making it a good time.

Just hopefully not too good of a time.

Shaking off my concern, I started pulling outfits to throw in my suitcase, surprised by the knock on the door that drew my eyes from my clothes to the only person who would come inside without an invitation. And once she noticed what I was doing, Maya squinted to ask, “Headed somewhere?”

With a nonchalant shrug, I replied, “Just a quick little weekend trip to San Francisco with uh, Tamika.”

Once the lie left my lips, I made a mental note to cue Tamika in on my alibi. Though my choice of co-conspirators only made Maya even more skeptical according to the look on her face when she questioned, “Tamika, huh? How come I haven’t seen her around here if you two are hanging out so much now?”

“Because you don’t like her, and she knows that, so she stays off your property,” I answered without missing a beat since it was more truthful than not.

I mean, I hadn’t exactly extended an invitation recently since Tamika and I weren’t as close as I was leading on. But the two of them had never really gotten along, though I wasn’t surprised that Maya was still quick to defend, “I never said I didn’t like her, Jo.”

“But you don’t, and we all know it,” I challenged, moving back to my closet to grab shoes while also giving her some time to come up with a better defense since we both knew her first one was bullshit. And when I returned, I was glad to hear she’d found a better way to frame it.

“It’s not that I don’t like her. I just know her being back in your life like this could mean trouble, and I don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

While I could, and would always, appreciate her concern for my safety since it wasn’t something I’d had the pleasure of growing up with, the reality was, “Maya, we are both adults. If I find myself in some trouble, I have to own my part in it.”

Really, that applied to both my alibi and the truth. With Tamika, I was always in control of what I did and dealt with the consequences accordingly. And with Keanu, I knew what he did and didn’t want from me. So if I were to let my feelings get involved, I’d just have to deal with the consequences there too, Maya nodding to agree, “That’s fair,” before inquiring, “Where’d you say you were going again?”

“San Francisco.”

It was almost like she’d heard my previous thoughts the way she mentioned, “Keanu and Ellis have been out there for a few days now. Maybe you’ll run into them.”

“Or not,” I replied with a little too much enthusiasm, Maya’s raised eyebrow prompting me to cover, “I mean, San Francisco is a big city, you know?”

Brushing me off, she insisted, “Well I’m gonna tell them to keep an eye out for you anyway.”

She was already reaching for her phone to do so until I interrupted, “That’s... not necessary, Maya. I’ll be fine. We’ll be fine.”

The last thing I needed was for her to make any connections between Keanu and me. And thankfully - at least, to my face - she let it go, giving me a bit of a smile to say, “Okay, okay, fine. Well have fun. And be safe, please.”

“Always, sis,” I assured right before kicking her out so that I could finish getting my things together in peace. Then I called Tamika to let her know the situation, unable to hold back my glee when she offered me her full support along with a ride to the airport.
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I’d missed him.

I knew I was setting myself up by acknowledging that. But it was the only explanation I had for the giddiness I felt in my stomach when I walked down to baggage claim and found Keanu waiting for me, dressed down in a way I wasn’t used to that somehow made him look even more attractive than usual.

I mean, don’t get me wrong. Keanu could wear the fuck out of a tailored suit, and I appreciated it every single time, in every single color. But seeing him in a designer sweatshirt, jeans, and sneakers gave him a different sort of appeal that had me swallowing hard as he approached me with his arms extended for a hug.

“How was your flight?” he asked once he had me in his arms, a question that was hard to focus on with how damn good he smelled.

But after running it back in my head a second time and thinking of all the free champagne I’d consumed in-air, I couldn’t help but smile as I told him, “You can’t really beat first-class.”

“You can flying private. Maybe next time,” he insisted with a shrug like it was nothing. And while having the choice between first-class or private might not have been to him, it was to me. Though I also hadn’t missed the way he’d so effortlessly spoken of a next time like this was going to become a recurring thing.

Not that I couldn’t get used to being flown out to meet my… him for some fun. But I didn’t want to get too ahead of myself, doing my best to neutralize things when I replied, “Gotta see how this goes first before I start thinking about next time, Keanu.”

Instead of responding with words, he only gave a little smirk as he grabbed my carry-on and gently guided me out to the white Model 3 Tesla sitting curbside; one I had to wait for him to show me how to open the door of since there wasn’t a regular handle for me to use. And after taking care of my bag, we were off into traffic, Keanu’s hand casually resting against my thigh as we rode in a silence that almost felt too comfortable. So much so that I decided to break it up with meaningless conversation.

“Where are we staying at?”

It was a question I probably should’ve asked before agreeing to come out here. But I suppose that was yet another sign of how comfortable I’d gotten with him, trusting that he’d do right by our living accommodations the same way he’d done with my flight.

Thankfully, I wasn’t wrong, tickled to hear he’d put some real thought into it when he shared, “I rented a spot for us out in San Rafael. Thought you might like that more than a hotel since we do that all the time.”

I didn’t know much about the area. But if it was anywhere near as luxurious as the hotel suite he’d been staying in back home, I knew I was in for a treat, his word choice leaving room for me to inquire, “I might like that more than a hotel, or you might like having new and exciting places to fuck me other than the couple spaces in a hotel?”

Gripping the steering wheel a little tighter, he smirked to answer, “Both.”

Just the thought gave me chills, suddenly anxious to get to our destination. But according to the GPS on the screen between us, we still had a ways to go, forcing me to chill even as I replied, “Well, the fact that you considered what view I’d like while taking backshots is very appreciated.”

“You’re welcome,” he answered shortly before returning his attention to the freeway. And then there was that silence again, so thick that I considered just wallowing in it until I saw the contemplative look on Keanu’s face and began to wonder what was on his mind.

Was he thinking about us? Thinking about me? Regretting his decision to fly me out?

Or was he so happy to see me that he was working overtime to contain it so that I wouldn’t judge him? So excited for the weekend and simply busy running his plans for us through his head?

Instead of trying to figure it out on my own, I decided to just ask, “Is everything alright, Keanu?”

It was almost like he hadn’t even realized he was in a daze until he shook it off to reply, “Yeah, I’m good. Why you ask?”

“You’re… quiet. Almost eerily so.”

“My bad,” he acknowledged. “I’m just thinking about this potential Kincaid & Moore expansion to the West. Everything Ellis showed me over these last couple of days was solid. But him being in charge of something so major and the timing of it still concerns me.”

So he wasn’t thinking about us.

I was glad that I hadn’t expressed my assumption out loud since it would’ve been embarrassing to find out just how wrong I was. But now that I knew the truth, his silence and the look that went with it made a lot more sense; though I wasn’t sure what to do now that he’d shared it with me.

I mean, was I supposed to just be a listening ear? A supportive shoulder? A warm body to pillow talk with later? Or maybe I was only supposed to be the distraction like usual, something to take his mind completely off the stresses of work.

That one made the most sense until another idea came to mind; the idea that maybe he actually wanted some advice and trusted me to give it to him straight. So after giving his situation a little more thought, I decided to go that route when I finally replied, “I think it’s normal to be skeptical about an opportunity just falling in your lap, normal to wonder what’s the catch. But sometimes… sometimes there isn’t one. Sometimes it’s exactly what you need. It just so happened to come when you least expected it to via the person you least expected it from.”

Nodding, he smirked to agree, “Yeah, I’ve been feelin’ that with a lot of things lately. Shit happening when I least expect it with people I didn’t expect it from.” And as if to cue me in on exactly what he was talking about, he moved his hand to gently grip the inner part of my thigh before amusedly taking his eyes back to the road.

So he was thinking about us.

Maybe not when I originally assumed, but definitely now as he slowly started running his hand up and down my leg, only to become frustrated when he realized that was how far he’d be able to go.

“You and these fuckin’ jeans…” he groaned. “Thought you might’ve learned your lesson. That’s too bad.”

I might not have learned the lesson he had in mind, but I had certainly learned something from dealing with Key, a smirk on my face when I agreed, “Maybe for me, but not for you. I mean, these cars do have the ability to drive themselves, right?”

“They do,” he answered with a nod.

“And these windows are nicely tinted, aren’t they?” I pressed, watching a curious look grow to Key’s face as he tried to figure out what I was up to.

“They are,” he eventually replied, giving just the confirmation I needed to take the next step of unbuckling my seatbelt. And once I made a move across the center console so that I could access his zipper, he started to chuckle. “Elle, you wildin’.”

“Learned from the best,” I replied with a lick of my lips that made him smirk proudly. And after watching me wrestle with the restraints of his jeans and briefs to free his dick, he was grinning even harder as I started stroking him in my hand while suggesting, “You might wanna initiate that self-driving mode before I make you crash.”

“You’d really make me crash just to prove a point?” he asked teasingly, tempting me to reevaluate my plans since him crashing would certainly affect seatbelt-less me more than it would him. But I couldn’t worry myself with the worst-case scenario, instead trusting that he’d keep us safe even when I responded with a little teasing of my own.

“If you die... you die.”

His chuckle in response got swept into a moan once I lowered my head into his lap and wrapped my lips around his dick, giving it a full suck that had him grunting, “Shit, Elle.”

“Focus, Keanu,” I taunted before swallowing him again, this time finding a rhythm in my bob that had his thighs clenching and his breathing ragged as he defended, “I am. On you.”

Giggling, I pulled away just enough to find his eyes and tell him, “If it’s too much for you to handle, I’ll quit playin’.”

His eyelids were already sitting lustfully low, but that didn’t stop him from keeping his pupils on the road when he replied, “Nah, don’t stop. Keep goin’.” And as if I needed the encouragement, he used his free hand to gently guide my head back down, keeping it against the back of my hair as I swallowed his dick while crossing the Golden Gate Bridge.

I only knew because of the way the lighting changed, prompting me to peek up and take in the sight before Keanu insisted, “I’ll bring you back here tomorrow.” And while I could assume he was only offering because he was close to bustin’ and needed me to finish him off, I had no problem doing so until he started navigating the car up a long, winding road.

Again, I peeked up to take in the sight, the total darkness outside of the Tesla’s headlights make me grow fearful since, “This is like the start of every horror movie I’ve ever watched.”

Chuckling, Keanu replied, “Chill, Elle. I would never let anyone hurt you.”

It sounded good, but it didn’t quite bring the kind of relief I was looking for since I was still able to challenge, “Who’s to say you're not the one who’d do the hurting? ”

Bringing the car to a stop, he licked his lips and responded, “I’d never hurt you.”

“That’s what they say in the movies too. And he’s always just as charming as you’re being right now,” I replied, only making him chuckle again as, instead of putting me at ease, he only pressed a kiss to my cheek.

“Come on. Let me show you the house.”

Before I could respond, he was already maneuvering his coated erection back into his jeans to climb out which prompted me to follow his lead. And thankfully, the area closer to the house was lit a lot better than the road we’d taken to get here, Keanu grabbing my bag from the backseat then guiding us to the front door of the mansion that was way more room than two people needed.

“Guess he was serious about wanting to have more places to fuck me,” I realized as I watched him use the keypad on the door to gain entry. And once we were inside, I couldn’t help but be impressed by his selection, immediately being drawn to the view of outside that Key joined me to take in more closely.

Again, because I wasn’t familiar with the area, I wasn’t one hundred percent sure what I was even looking at. But Keanu knew enough to be able to point out the Bay along with the two bridges in view, a sight that had me in awe as I turned back his way to acknowledge, “This is absolutely beautiful.”

Nodding to agree, he moved to wrap me in a hug from behind, speaking directly into my ear when he insisted, “We’ll have to catch the sunset with dinner tomorrow. I heard it’s incredible from here.”

The thought alone had me giddy as I imagined how romantic it would all be. And even though “romance” wasn’t supposed to be on my mind when it came to Key, it felt like I couldn’t help myself, grinning hard once I told him, “Consider it a date.”

The kiss he pressed against my neck in response sealed that. But I quickly learned my neck wasn’t the only thing he was after, his hands moving to undo the button of my jeans until I blurted, “I’m hungry.”

“So am I,” he growled into my ear, nipping at it in a way that made me giggle as I emphasized, “For food, Mr. Moore.”

Turning me around to face him, he kept me wrapped in an embrace while suggesting, “There’s quite a few restaurants around here we could go to. Pretty much whatever you have a taste for.”

“Or we could just order something in?”

For whatever reason, that made him laugh. And I didn’t understand what was so funny until he replied, “Damn, you really ain’t tryna be seen with me. You must’ve been serious about finding the love of your life.”

“The fact that I’m here with you should tell you how serious I am,” I countered, the way his eyebrow immediately piqued in response making me correct, “Wait. That came out weird. I meant like, here with you instead of…”

Saving me from making things even more awkward, he cut me off. “What do you want to eat, Elle?”

Averting my eyes, I consulted with my taste buds before deciding, “Sushi sounds good.”

Releasing his hold on me, Key dug in his pocket for his wallet and sifted through his credit cards before handing one my way with a list of instructions.

“Order whatever you want, get yourself settled in, and meet me over by the pool when you’re done, aight?”

Glancing down at the card, I couldn’t help but grin as I thought about all the ways old Elle would’ve acted a fool with this kind of financial access. But the fact that Keanu was trusting me with it, even with my history, had me wanting to do right, being courteous when I peeked back up to ask, “You don’t want anything?”

“The only thing I want to eat is already here, Joella,” he answered with a sexy smirk, followed by a kiss that held that same energy. And with the intimate setting, I quickly found myself lost in his lips, savoring each of the soft waves of his tongue against mine until my stomach growled embarrassingly loud.

Key’s chuckles against my lips didn’t make it any better. But it did remind me of what I was supposed to be doing as I tightened my pinch on his card before asking, “Are you sure you don’t want anything? Cause according to that growl, I won’t be sharing.”

“Greedy ass,” he teased. “Just add-on a couple extra of whatever you’re getting.”

“I thought you were only hungry for me?” I challenged, halfway pouting as I started to push away from him.

But of course, that only made him pull me in closer when he answered, “I am. But I got a feeling that fuckin’ around with you is gonna have me needing some extra fuel, and I wanna be prepared.”

Giving a nod of “touché”, I left him to go handle my business of ordering us some food, getting out of my travel clothes into something more appropriate for the pool, and giving myself a real tour of the house since Keanu hadn’t made it very far in doing so. Then I headed back outside only to find him deep in thought the same way he had been in the car. Except now, he was shirtless. And instead of his gaze being set on the freeway, he was gazing out towards the Bay, almost like he was studying the darkness though I could pretty much assume where his head was at yet again.

“Still thinking about the expansion?” I asked on my approach, my slow steps against the pavement giving him a chance to drink me in. And he did so, thoroughly, very much appreciative of the sheer swim robe I’d thrown on over my simple thong bikini set as he stood up from the lounger to greet me with a groaned, “Not anymore.”

Spinning me around, he gave a bit of a whistle that made me giggle before sitting back down and pulling me with him. And now that I had his same view of the Bay, I could see why it was so easy for him to fall into a trance, falling into one myself until he wrapped his arms around me and asked, “So what made you change your mind?”

“I needed a break. Like, a real one. For more than just a few hours,” I answered as I settled more into his hold.

Truthfully, once the offer was on the table, it was a no-brainer for me to cancel my date in favor of joining him for an all-expenses-paid vacation. But then he started playing like my company was easily replaceable which only reminded me of why I’d set up a date in the first place, knowing I couldn’t have all my eggs in the Keanu basket since it was only a matter of time before he humpty-dumped my ass.

Simply put, I was getting too used to having my romantic needs fulfilled by someone who didn’t want a relationship, someone who was only paying me for my company. And in an effort to find some balance, I’d accepted the DM date offer from a man who’d just so happen to catch me at the right time; a man who was still on Keanu’s mind considering the way he followed up with, “You get that date with the love of your life rescheduled?”

Chuckling, I replied, “I never said he was the love of my life. I said he had potential; the same potential as all of my suitors.”

“Oh, so there’s more of these niggas?” he questioned, only making me laugh harder.

“I’m just speaking generally, Key.”

Like he didn’t believe me, he groaned, “Mmhmm. I’m sure you keep an army of ‘em.”

“Well you shouldn’t be that sure because I don’t. My original date this weekend would’ve been my first real one in a very long time,” I admitted, giving him more information than he probably needed. But it was the truth, especially since he’d been in my life taking up much of the time that could’ve been spent putting myself out there for love.

Love.

It wasn’t even something I was sure I wanted, wasn’t sure if it was worth the energy to sift through a bunch of zeroes just to find the one. But according to Keanu, I was playing the wrong numbers game anyway, his tone reeking with sarcasm when he mentioned, “Must’ve been a special guy to have you giving him your time without a price attached.”

Turning around to face him, I playfully sighed, “Guess we’ll never know.”

“You’re right. You’ll never know,” he said with an extra emphasis that had my eyebrow piqued curiously until the doorbell rang in the distance, giving him an out. “I’ll go get it. You lookin’ way too good, and I’m not tryna have to fight anybody tonight.”

Giggling, I settled into the empty spot he’d left while calling after him, “It could be a girl, then I’ll be the one having to fight.”

“Nah, you don’t like me like that,” he insisted with a smirk before slipping into the house, leaving me with something to think about since… what’s that supposed to mean?

By the time he returned, I still hadn’t drawn a conclusion. But I was too hungry to dissect it any further, digging into the plate of California Rolls that I almost forgot I was supposed to be sharing a few of until Key teased, “Damn. The way you’re killin’ those, I’m almost scared to ask for one.”

“I told you I was hungry,” I whined, pinching another with the chopsticks before dipping it in the soy sauce and offering, “Here. Open your mouth.”

Moving his head a little closer to the plate, he opened wide so that I could feed him, exaggerating how good it was with a groan before asking for another. And it quickly became a game until I looked down and realized, “Keanu, you ate the rest of my sushi!”

“Correction, you happily fed me the rest of your sushi. Thank you, Joella.”

“Ugh,” I groaned, hopping up from the lounger to go back into the house. But I didn’t get very far, Keanu catching me in a hug from behind to tease, “Aww, you mad?”

“No. I’m hungry,” I snarled, only making him laugh.

“Are you really? Cause we can order some more.”

Rolling my eyes, I sighed, “I mean, I’m not really hungry. It’s just the principle.”

“Well what can I do to make it up to you then?” he asked, releasing his hold just enough for me to be able to turn around. And with a peek behind him, I got an idea, being sugary sweet when I countered, “You really wanna make it up to me?”

Licking his lips, he looked down and replied, “Yeah. I do.”

There was a sincerity to his tone that almost made me feel bad for what I was about to do next, my two hands slowly gliding up his chest where I yelled, “Then take this!” before pushing his ass right into the pool. And with the splash, I started laughing like a maniac as Keanu’s head popped out of the water.

“You done fucked up now,” he warned as I took off running towards the house with no real destination, not all that surprised when my indecisiveness led to me getting caught. And I was a fit of giggles once Keanu swept me into his arms and threw me over his shoulder like a doll, carrying me all the way back to the pool where he paused and asked, “Can you swim?”

“Is my answer gonna stop you from throwing me in?”

“Nah. But I might save you if you can’t.”

“Might?!”

Instead of responding, he tossed me in the water and waited to see what would happen next, my expert breathing abilities allowing me to stay underwater just long enough for him to panic and jump in after me. But once he started swimming towards me, I popped up for oxygen, gliding through the water in the opposite direction when he realized he’d been played.

By the time he got to me, I was already sitting at the edge of the pool, whipping my drenched hair into a topknot as he moved to stand between my legs. And once my hair was secured, he gently pulled me back down into the water, my legs instinctively wrapping around his waist and my arms around his neck as he admitted, “You scared me.”

Grinning, I teased, “Didn’t know you cared so much.”

“Of course I care,” he defended. “Can’t have a dead body tied to my Airbnb account.”

“Wowww,” I groaned, getting ready to swim away from him until he locked his hands on my thighs and laughed, “I’m playin’, I’m playin’. I wasn’t gonna let you die.”

“Cause you like me like that?” I challenged, using his words from earlier against him.

But instead of admitting anything directly, he moved his hands from my thighs to my ass where he squeezed and replied, “I like you enough to do this.”

His ass grabs were nothing new, so I wasn’t sure what he meant until he grazed my asshole with his middle finger, the contact instantly making me clench as I squealed his name. But that wasn’t enough to stop his pursuit, his finger continuing to tease me as he floated us towards the pool’s exit and insisted, “You’re the one who started shit with that head in the Tesla.”

“I did, didn’t I?” I asked with a playful smirk that had him matching my expression when he nodded in response.

“You did. And now it’s time for me to finish it.”

Like we weren’t both dripping wet, he carried me into the house and deposited me onto the closest surface which just so happened to be the kitchen table. And in contrast to how he usually handled me and my clothes, he was gentle about pushing me onto my back so that he could undo the two knots holding my bikini bottom in place, peeling the wet fabric away from my body and then taking a moment to savor the sight of me wide open for him before affirming, “Yeah, I’m definitely about to finish this shit.”

Just the mention had me giddy as I watched him pull up a chair for a more comfortable dining experience. And from there, it was game on as he yanked me closer to the edge so that he could bury his face between my thighs, teasing me with kisses and nips before giving my swollen clit a full suck that told me he was serious about finishing it. Or rather, serious about finishing me since that had to be the goal with all the pleasure he was unloading.

It felt so good that I didn’t want him to stop. But it also felt so good that I needed him to stop before I became even more addicted; though I feared it was already too late. And with every flicker of Keanu’s tongue, it seemed as if he was drilling that into my mind as a fact, purposely getting me high like he planned on continuing to fulfill my supply. Then again, maybe he was only stocking his own supply, every one of his satisfied slurps and groans speaking to the theory that he was the one who was truly addicted.

With that, I was able to relish in the moment, the steady rhythm of his tongue against my clit making my stomach coil as I slowly began to arch away from the table. And like a man raised with manners, Keanu didn’t stop eating until his meal was finished, holding me close as I bucked with the impact of the orgasm he drew before gently lowering me back down to the surface.

My chest was still heaving when he stood up from his chair and wrapped his fingers around my neck to pull me upright, delivering a deliciously sloppy kiss against my lips that snatched the little breath I had. And like he didn’t know he’d only awakened a beast, he had the nerve to ask, “You done?”

To prove just how not done I was, I pushed him back into his chair and shimmied down from the table right into his lap, matching the energy of his previous kiss as I left just enough room between us for him to remove his wet shorts. And with our lips still connected, I lowered myself onto his dick, greedily inhaling his moan as I started doing a slow wind with my hips that matched the pace of our tongues as they passionately intermingled.

It was all so sensual in ways beyond what we’d previously explored. And once Keanu’s hands moved to release the knot keeping my top in my place so that he could abandon my lips in favor of showing my nipple that same attention, that sensual energy only became more potent, damn near to the point of hypnosis as I watched his tongue explore my nipple before giving it a hard suck that made my pussy pulsate.

“Oh, you like that, huh?” he taunted with a smirk before doing the same thing to the other breast. And as I continued to ride him, he went back and forth between my nipples like he couldn’t pick a favorite, his struggle only making more pleasure for me as I found a steady bounce in my hips that forced him to choose neither so that he could focus on prolonging the moment.

Little did he know, I was determined to give him the same thing he’d already given me, determined to help him reach the same point of satiation that had me on the cusp of another orgasm. Meaning no matter how long he thought he was going to last, I was giving everything I had to cut that time in half, going into second gear just to hear him admit he could no longer contain himself.

Thankfully, I was already there too, letting go just before he released inside of me with thick spurts accompanied by a jumble of cuss words that only stroked my ego as I rested my temple against his shoulder to catch my breath. And when I finally lifted my head to meet his eyes, I almost couldn’t believe the enamored look I found staring back at me, a smirk growing to my lips when I teased, “That’s what you get for eating all my sushi.”
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Our only full day in the city was jam-packed with activities.

Keanu kept his promise of taking me to see the Golden Gate Bridge, along with the beautiful views from Twin Peaks and the bustling Fisherman’s Wharf. We took a ride in a cable car and a quick ferry cruise across the Bay for the experience. And somehow, we ended up at North Baker Beach, totally unplanned but a highlight for Keanu since it gave him an excuse to get naked in public.

In fact, he was already halfway undressed when I told him, “You’re on your own with that, Key. It’s way too cold out here.”

Sure, there were already others hanging out on the nude beach who looked like they were having a good time in their birthday suit. But to me, the weather was more appropriate for looking cute on the sidelines; not running towards the dangerous waters dickfirst the way Keanu did after shouting, “Live a little, Elle!”

Like it was nothing, he jumped right into the first wave that came our way, popping up from the water looking too damn delicious when he waved me towards him. And even though I moved a little closer with his insistence, I still wasn’t getting in, crossing my arms to tease, “I bet that cold ass water made your dick shrivel up, huh?

With a grin, he found waist-high water to stand in and taunted, “I don’t know. How about you come in and find out for yourself?”

It was a tempting offer since, well, anything involving Keanu’s dick was a tempting offer. But in this particular case, I had good reason to hold off, halfway frowning when I replied, “I’m not getting in that shark-infested water.”

“What if I’m drowning? You wouldn’t try to save me?” he yelled, backing deeper and deeper into the waters until a wave rushed over his head. And when I could only barely see him after it passed, I started to worry, putting on my best caregiver voice to yell back, “Keanu, stop! That’s not funny!”

“But it was funny when you did it last night?” he yelled in response, floating back towards safer grounds and then getting out of the water to grab my hand and urge, “Elle, come on. The water’s fine.”

“That’s what you’re supposed to say,” I whined, only making him scowl as he decided to take a new approach.

“Ain’t scared to rob a mothafucka, but got the nerve to be scared of a little bit of water.”

“Will you shut up?” I hissed, looking around to make sure no one was close enough to hear him.

But of course, that didn’t stop him from continuing to provoke me, an arrogant grin on his lips when he mocked, “Little Miss. Hate Being Comfortable, but still choosing to stay in your comfort zone right here in the sand. Perfect opportunity for you to make your point and you steady lettin’ it pass you by.”

Naturally, I wanted to be offended by him putting me on blast. But I couldn’t even argue since his point was incredibly valid.

I was the one here for the thrill of it. The one chasing after something exciting, something to totally disrupt how boring I’d become over the last few years. And here was my chance to prove to myself how serious I was about doing so, a fresh wave crashing against the shore snapping me into a go-mode as I pulled my maxi dress over my head and tossed it aside before telling Keanu, “Consider it done.”

With that, I took off running with Keanu only a few short steps behind me, the cold water against my skin slowing my steps as I squealed, “Ahhh, this shit is freezing! You fuckin’ liar!”

“You wouldn’t have gotten in if I told you the truth,” he laughed, splashing behind me before pulling me back into his arms. “Come ‘ere. I’ll keep you warm.”

“Fuck off, Key,” I snarled as I pulled away, playfully splashing water into his face that only made him grin harder when he said, “I’m proud of you, JoJo.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. Kiss my ass,” I groaned like his praise hadn’t left me feeling a way.

A good kind of way that was only amplified once he smirked to insist, “That’s a bet.”

Now that my body had begun to adjust to the water’s temperature, I was smirking too; though Keanu just had to take things a step further when he pointed out, “You know you’re a chicken for keeping your bra and panties on though, right?”

Instead of allowing him to hang that asterisk over my head, I pouted as I removed both, keeping ahold of my bra and slipping my panties into his hand with a grumbled, “I can’t believe I let you talk me into this shit.”

“It didn’t take much,” he replied as he grabbed my hand to pull me in deeper and encouraged me to float through the next wave, a freeing feeling that didn’t keep me from insisting, “You’re a bad influence.”

“Or the best kind,” he countered with a sexy smirk that had me rolling my eyes to keep from blushing.

Of course, it didn’t work. And I was sure my rosy ass cheeks made it hard for him to believe me when I whined, “I really dislike you right now.”

Chuckling, he easily replied, “We both know that’s not true.”

“So what is the truth, Keanu?” I challenged, my eyebrow piqued as we rode another wave before he pulled me in closer to press, “You tell me, Joella.”

With his naked body against mine, it became hard to focus. And really, I didn’t know what truth he was after, stumbling as I suggested, “I… we should probably get going if we don’t wanna miss that view of the sunset.”

I expected him to call me out on changing the subject. But surprisingly, he agreed, “Yeah, aight. We can dip,” before helping me out of the water back to our pile of clothes laying in the sand. And since my bra and panties were both soaked, I went dress-only, my pussy’s easy availability tempting Keanu the entire drive back to the rental house where we parted ways to get cleaned up for the personal-chef prepared dinner he’d set up for us.

Because it was our last night in the city, I decided to go all out, taking my time with my hair and makeup, and planning to choose a dress that kept that same energy. But when I came back to the bedroom, I was met with a box labeled with my name, giddy as I pulled off the ribbon and opened it to discover a close replica of the dress I’d worn on the first night Keanu and I met.

Close replica as in same style, same color. But the quality was unmatched, something Keanu made sure to note in the card he’d left that read, “This one won’t rip ;).”

Smiling to myself, I clutched the dress to my chest, basking in the thoughtfulness that had me wishing it was easily rippable since he deserved. But I figured he’d be just as appreciative of me actually wearing it, the expensive fabric against my skin making me tingle as I found some shoes to match then met him outside for the view of the sunset that literally took my breath away.

Once Keanu heard me gasp, he turned around with a smile, a drink already in his hand when he approached me and complimented, “You look beautiful.”

“I know,” I replied with a smirk, stealing his glass for a sip that lowkey had my throat burning as he leaned in to whisper near my ear, “You also know how cocky mouths get fed around here, so tread lightly.”

“Or should I?” I challenged, his eyebrow piqued as he licked his lips like he was ready to drag my ass right back into the house. But because of how nicely everything was already set up, he guided me over to the table instead, pulling out my chair before taking the one opposite of mine and gesturing for the chef to bring me a drink.

“I need something a little lighter than whatever was in your cup.”

“Don’t worry. I made sure there was some baby bullshit in stock,” he teased, making me giggle as I took him in.

Like me, he’d gotten dressed nicely for the occasion, outfitted in a white button-down shirt that had the top few buttons undone to show off his herringbone chain and a peach blazer that looked incredible against his skin tone with the fitted pants to match.

Only some shit the finest of niggas could pull off.

But that was Keanu; fine for no good reason, intelligent without being a square, thoughtful in ways I didn’t know I cared about, and apparently a romantic at heart.

Admittedly, I was smitten. And now seemed like the perfect time to discuss just how much, a grin on my face when I sipped from my freshly-delivered drink before announcing, “So… we should probably talk.”

Nodding, he agreed, “Yeah, we should. But first, I have something for you.”

After the gifted dress, I was already feeling giddy as I watched him dig into the pocket of his blazer, thinking maybe he’d picked out some jewelry or something to go with it. But when he pulled out an envelope and slid it my way instead, I was a little puzzled as I picked it up and peeked inside to find… shit, this is a lot of money.

Because it was a mix of hundreds and twenties, it was hard to eyeball exactly how much. But the fact that it even existed had me frowning when I asked, “What’s all this for?”

“The weekend,” he answered, looking just as puzzled as I had been when he questioned, “You thought I wouldn’t pay you for your time?”

“I mean, I guess I just… forgot,” I admitted, releasing a heavy sigh as I began to process what this money meant as Keanu went on to say, “Yeah, we had a good time. Definitely have to build some more of these little getaways into our arrangement.”

Again, I sighed as I repeated, “Our arrangement. Right,” feeling sick to my stomach when I realized what I thought was a beautiful and legitimate connection between us was really just… him getting his money’s worth.

While I’d forgotten the exchange of my time for his money even existed, it was the first thing on his mind in a moment so intimate, making me feel silly for ever thinking otherwise. And that feeling only grew when he finally asked, “So, what’d you wanna talk about?”

“Hm?”

“You said we should talk. About what?” he questioned as the chef delivered our plates that smelled delicious. Though, for obvious reasons, my appetite was suddenly non-existent.

Still, because it served as a distraction, I pretended to dig right in, using the food as a crutch to play off my disappointment when I told him, “Nothing. It’s not important anymore.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah, I’m positive,” I replied with a forced smile. “Let’s just enjoy the last of this.”

He might’ve thought I meant the last of the trip. But really, I meant the last of… everything.

No more meet-ups.

No more money.

No more… each other.

I mean, Keanu had made it plain that he wasn’t interested in a relationship from the jump. But I’d foolishly fallen for the fantasy anyway, foolishly gotten wrapped up in him anyway. And now I knew the only way to really check myself would be to disengage completely, the thought alone driving me to finish off my drink and wave to the chef for another.
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The sunset dinner had changed everything.

Elle had tried her best to act like all was well between us, but I could tell she was only going through the motions; picking at her food, drifting off mid-conversation, not at all interested in a nightcap to seal our trip the right way. And even on our flight home the next day, she’d barely said more than a few words, just enough to let me know that she didn’t need a ride because her friend Tamika would be picking her up from the airport.

In the moment, it didn’t make any sense to me. We were having a wonderful time, and the setting for dinner only fostered that. But now that days had passed with no real contact between us, I found myself trying to pinpoint exactly where things had gone left, quickly coming to the conclusion that everything about Elle’s energy had changed the second I gave her that envelope of cash.

From the beginning, Elle had always been about her money, so I didn’t understand why that moment would’ve been any different. But it was different, because the dynamic between Elle and I had shifted exponentially since that first night together, and now the money was… irrelevant.

Not that she wouldn’t accept it anymore, cause she definitely hadn’t given the envelope back. But it represented an arrangement that no longer served us since, well, now we actually fucked with each other for real.

At least, that’s what I assumed since Elle claimed to have forgotten the exchange was even a thing and had been thoroughly enjoying my company up until that point. But I’d fucked that up thinking I was just holding up my end of the deal when really the money had only fucked with her head; an unexpected outcome that was haunting me now that she wasn’t responding to any of my calls or texts.

Unfortunately, there wasn’t much else I could do about it right now since returning home meant getting straight back to work. And with the PBP project heading into its final days, I really needed to stay focused; though, of course, my need for focus only meant a distraction was right around the corner.

That’s why I wasn’t surprised when Alaina told me I had a special visitor headed my way. And while it could’ve been a number of people showing up without an appointment scheduled, I was totally caught off-guard seeing my mother stroll into my office, a scowl on her face when she asked, “Sent your ass out here to your daddy, and you suddenly forgot who raised you?”

Chuckling, I stood up from my desk to greet her with a hug. “Hello to you too, Mama. Welcome back to Kincaid & Moore Co.”

“Well I am not happy to be here. But unfortunately, I had no choice since someone hasn’t cared to stay in touch,” she scolded with a side-eye that had me playfully clutching my chest before I offered a defense.

“Dang, your boy can’t be busy with work?”

“So busy with work he can’t check-in to make sure his mother is still breathing?” she challenged, going on to grunt, “Ugh. I knew you favored that man, but I wasn’t expecting you to adopt his overworking ways so quickly.”

“Will you relax, woman?” I asked with another laugh. “I actually just got back from a little vacation a couple days ago. And thanks to your consistent Facebook status updates about your primetime television lineup, I knew you were breathing the entire time.”

Rolling her eyes, she groaned, “That’s not the same thing as calling me, Keanu.”

“And for that, I apologize,” I told her, grabbing her by the elbows to ask, “Now can you at least pretend to be happy to see me?”

Swatting at my chest, she insisted, “Boy, ain’t no pretending. You know I’m happy to see you in this big ol’ office looking like a boss.”

“Because I am the boss,” I replied with a confident grin that must’ve made her proud considering the way she gave a look of, “I know that’s right,” before moving past me to take a gander around my office.

For whatever reason, that made me nervous. And when she stopped at one of my bookshelves for a closer look, I just knew she was about to get on my neck for it already being dusty, surprised when she kept that commentary to herself in favor of asking, “How’s everybody been treating you around here? I don’t need to have any closed-door conversations, do I?”

“Nah, everything’s been love for the most part,” I answered, leaning against the front of my desk as she looked over her shoulder to question, “For the most part?”

With a nod, I explained, “Ellis Jr. was giving me a little trouble in the beginning, but I think we’ve found some compromise.”

While my trip with Elle hadn’t ended on the best note, my trip with Ellis had been more productive than I could’ve imagined. And now that I’d had a little more time to think on what he was proposing, I was honestly excited about it. Though the mention of Junior only had my mother shaking her head as she sighed, “I’m sure that boy is just like his father,” turning back towards the shelf to quietly add, “And even more like his crazy ass milk of magnesia mother…”

Before she could start really going in, I cut her off with a laugh. “Mama, you gotta chill.”

“Boy, I’m grown. Ain’t nobody worried about her,” she insisted, only making me chuckle harder as I changed the subject.

“So how long are you here for?”

Taking the seat in front of me, I couldn’t help but notice the way she avoided my eyes to answer, “Well, Eddie’s never been here before. So we’re staying a couple days to do some sightseeing since it’s been decades for me too.”

She was trying to make it seem like it was no big deal. But her traveling to see me with a man I didn’t even know she was dating was definitely something, my eyebrow piqued when I repeated, “Eddie?”

“You remember Eddie, don’t you? From my old job?”

I did remember Eddie, but it was for one specific reason. “He was your boss, right?”

“Keyword, was,” she emphasized, giving a little smirk when she added, “Now he’s my man.”

Her energy about her new boo had me amused as hell, our location making it easy for me to tease, “Oh, so you came back to your old stomping grounds to show off, huh? You ain’t slick.”

Instead of indulging me, she sang, “Mind your business, Keanu.”

“You know I’m just messin’ with you, Mama. Whatever makes you happy.”

Now that she was past being upset with me, I could see an undeniable glow in her aura. And apparently, she could see the exact opposite in me, wearing a look of concern when she asked, “Speaking of which, who’s making you happy out here? Cause they don’t look to be doing a very good job at it according to that somber look in your eyes when I showed up.”

Shaking my head, I was quick to acknowledge, “Nah, that’s my fault. I messed up.” And without even giving me a chance to explain, she was just as quick to start scolding me.

“Keanu Lee Moore, I know I raised you better than that!”

“Not like that, Mama,” I interrupted. “I mean, we’re not even technically in a relationship for cheating to be a thing. But I might’ve handled our situation poorly, and now I’m stuck tryna figure out how to fix it.”

That was the most I could say about it without really diving into all the complicated details. But of course, the details were exactly what my mother wanted, a frown on her face as she urged, “Make it plain for me, son. You’re speaking in code, and I can’t help you with that.”

My code was designed to save her from being scandalized by the truth. But considering the way she’d come in here bragging about her new man, I figured she was in a good enough mood for me to take things a step further, releasing a heavy sigh before I shared, “Aight. So I had a nice little… benefits-only sort of arrangement goin’ with this woman.”

With a wave of her hand, she easily concluded, “You two were bumping uglies. Go on.”

“Well, from that, real feelings grew,” I admitted, continuing on to explain, “We both knew it, but it was never really addressed.”

“So what’s the problem? Sounds like you two just need to have a conversation.”

Thinking back on those moments right before dinner was served, I could only shake my head as I realized, “I’m pretty sure that was going to happen. But I messed it up by…”

“By what?” my mother interrupted.

Now I really had to choose my words carefully since I wasn’t quite ready to explain why I’d been paying Elle in the first place. But really, it was more about what the payment represented, something I spoke to when I finally answered, “By... doubling down on what we’d originally agreed upon without acknowledging the shift. Making it seem like it was only about the arrangement when really we’d become so much more than that.”

Like the solution was a no-brainer, my mother replied, “Okay, so just tell her how you feel, Keanu.”

“I would, but she’s not tryna talk to me right now,” I explained, tempted to check my phone and see if that had changed.

But according to my mother, I was going about it all wrong anyway, making it sound like a rookie mistake once she challenged, “If the only way you’ve attempted to seek her out is by phone, then you haven’t really tried.”

“What am I supposed to do? Just pull up on her?”

The idea sounded risky as hell, and I was glad to hear my mother agree when she gave a bit of a smirk and replied, “Nah, that might get you shot. But just… get a little more creative. Do something that shows you really give a damn.”

“I did, and somehow we still ended up here anyway,” I whined, once again thinking back on all the little touches I’d put on our romantic dinner. “And besides, how can I do anything if she won’t even talk to me?”

“She might not talk to you, but I bet her friends will,” my mother suggested. “That’s if she hasn’t already dragged your ass through the mud to them.”

Even if she had dragged me to her friends, I knew there was one person she hadn’t bothered to let in on our situation, my mother dropping a gem that had my mind going into overdrive as I answered, “Nah, I can guarantee she hasn’t.” And with one quick glance at the clock, I realized it was a fifty-fifty chance that that one person was still in the office, making it urgent for me to tell my mother, “Excuse me for a minute. I’ll be right back.”

After receiving a nod of confirmation, I bolted out of my office down the hall towards Maya’s, the fact that the light was still on making me hopeful as I peeled inside of her doorway to find her packing up.

Perfect timing.

Giving the door a little knock to get her attention, I asked, “Yo, Maya. You got a second?”

“Sure, what’s up?” she asked, just barely peeking up from her files to acknowledge me until I replied, “I need a personal favor.”

Like she already knew what I was after, she started to grin while guessing, “What? Another home-cooked meal? Let me just make sure to give Joella a heads-up this time.”

“Nah, not a meal. But this is about Joella,” I told her, the mention of her sister quickly taking priority as she stopped what she was doing to serve me an inquisitive look. And considering the way my heart started racing, you would’ve thought I was about to ask for her blessing to propose, the fact that it was nothing nearly that serious making me chuckle a little bit when I finally explained, “I wanna ask her out. On a date.”

Once the words left my lips, I realized how elementary that shit probably sounded. But right now, it was the only real option I had; though it honestly irked me a little to see how animated Maya became when she asked, “Is that so?”

After my nod in response, she went on to say, “Joella is grown, so you don’t need my permission to date her. But if you need me to plug you in…”

Before she could even finish, I interrupted, “Yes. That’s exactly what I need.”

My desperation must’ve been obvious since Maya was quick to agree, “Alright, Mr. Moore. I’ll do you the solid. But if you fuck with her, you will have to see me. Understood?”

Little did she know, I was already on the hot seat. But the fact that she didn’t know anything gave me hope that my plan might actually work, a half-hearted grin on my lips when I finally replied, “Understood.”
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Dinner was done, the house was clean, and the twins were quiet. But I was tempted to undo it all and start over, desperate for any distraction that would keep me from replaying the San Francisco trip in my head.

It was beautiful from beginning to… almost end, filled with blissful memories that only made it even more of a struggle to continue ignoring Keanu since he’d been a part of every minute. But I knew it was for my own good not to engage with him, the only guaranteed way I wouldn’t play myself again. And for that reason, I decided to bake a batch of cookies from scratch, interrupting the twins reading time so that they could help and create a big ol’ mess for me to clean up afterwards.

Of course, the one time I needed them to fuck some shit up was the one time they were extra careful, all of the ingredients actually making it into the bowl and the cookies making it into the oven without more than a few dishes to wash. But instead of loading those into the dishwasher like usual, I took my time hand-washing them one-by-one, so focused on scrubbing that I didn’t even notice Maya had made her way inside until she started singing, “JoJooo, I have some good newssss.”

Because she hadn’t come home from work this happy in a very long time, I expected the news to be related to that. And it was, sort of, her tone extra giddy when she finally shared, “Keanu wants to take you out on a date.”

“You have got to be shitting me,” I groaned, turning to face Maya wearing a frown that only confused her. And for good reason since she had no idea what had happened this past weekend - or between Keanu and I, period - forcing me to try and play off my initial reaction with, “I mean… that’s interesting.”

Crossing her arms over her chest, she studied me for a moment before challenging, “That’s the best you got? Interesting? This fine ass, rich ass man wants to date you, and you just think it’s interesting?”

“That’s what I said, isn’t it?” I countered, turning back towards the sink with plans of not saying anything more on the subject.

I mean, what else could I say other than it was interesting to hear the man who was currently being ignored for hurting my feelings had now decided to go through my sister to get to me? Had made his interest in me beyond our arrangement be known right after giving the impression that that was all we were about?

Honestly, the shit was confusing. And I suppose it was my confusion that led to my sister making herself comfortable against the countertop next to me so that she could ask, “Jo, what’s going on with you? Ever since you got back from your trip with Tamika, you’ve been… different.”

Hearing my lie told back to me put me on edge as I avoided Maya’s eyes to question, “Different how?”

“Quiet. To yourself. Making big, complex meals and cleaning up shit that’s not even your responsibility meaning you must be trying to distract yourself. From what?”

The way she’d read me so easily, you would’ve thought we’d known each other our entire lives. And now that she was paying close attention, I knew I wouldn’t be able to get much else past her, releasing a heavy sigh as I decided it was finally time to give her the truth.

“Maya, I need to tell you something. But I need you to promise not to overreact.”

Only because she was anxious for the tea did she quickly agree, “I promise. Now spill it.”

“I… didn’t go to San Francisco with Tamika.”

“Okay…” she trailed, her eyes slightly squinted as she waited for me to continue. But now was the hard part. The part that would cause a spiral of questions I wasn’t sure I was ready to answer, though it felt like I had no choice.

So instead of beating around the bush, I just went for it, closing my eyes as I blurted, “I went out there to meet Keanu, who I’ve been secretly screwing for weeks now.”

I would’ve kept my eyes shut for a little bit longer had it not been for the timer buzzing to let me know the cookies were done. And even though it gave me something to occupy myself with, it wasn’t enough to stop Maya from asking, “Hold on. What?”

Pulling the cookies from the oven, I started to explain, “One night, when I was really, really bored, I went out to a hotel bar to…”

Like she already knew where my story was headed, she interrupted with a sighed, “Joella, no...”

“Maya, yes. Before Keanu was your boss, he was my mark,” I told her, making it plain with plans of continuing my summary until I realized how caught up she was on that small detail according to the judgmental frown on her face.

“Joella, I thought you were done with that?”

“I was! I... am,” I corrected. “And when I left his suite early the next morning, I never planned to even see him again. But then I came to that party at your job, and he was there, and…”

“And y’all have been screwing ever since,” she finished for me. “Wow. How did I miss all of this?”

“You kinda didn’t. Remember “new dick”?” I asked, her eyes going wide with realization as I continued, “We kept it under wraps because we were involved for one reason and one reason only.”

“Were?”

“Yes, were. As in no longer,” I clarified, making myself busy with finding something to put the cookies on as Maya continued her line of questioning.

“But y’all were just vacationing together a couple days ago. What the hell happened?”

Yes, Joella.

What the hell happened?

How we’d ended up in our current predicament didn’t make any sense without me first setting the scene, though transferring the cookies from the baking sheet to a cooling rack remained a priority as I rattled, “It was supposed to be a simple exchange. Show up when he asked, throw some ass, take his cash, and go on about my business. But I… we…”

“You caught feelings, didn’t you?”

“In the worst way,” I sighed. “And I thought it was mutual until he… put me in my place, I suppose.”

Without even knowing all the details, Maya snapped, “That motherfucker…”

“It’s not his fault completely,” I defended. “I mean, did he play with my feelings by renting us a beautiful house in the hills, and eating my pussy for fourthmeal, and buying me a new dress that looked exactly like the one I wore the first night we met? Sure. But I knew what it was, and I still got caught up anyway. I can only blame myself for that.”

“Oh, honey…” Maya sighed, her pouty face making me chuckle as I told her, “I’m good, I swear.”

“You don’t have to be, sis. It’s okay,” she insisted with a supportive hand against my back, rubbing small circles that soothed me right into a confession.

“I just… it really felt like we were on to something special, you know?”

That was the only reason any of this hurt. Though my sister seemed convinced my feelings weren’t in vain when she suggested, “And that may still be true, Jo. I mean, why else would he be asking you out?”

“Whose side are you on, Maya?” I asked with a frown that had her quick to offer up a defense.

“I’m just sayin’. Maybe he realizes he made a mistake and is trying to make up for it now.”

“And again, I ask. Whose side are you on?”

For whatever reason, that made her chuckle like it wasn’t clear she was on her boss’s team once she went on to say, “That transition from something casual into something serious can be… complicated, and messy, and not everybody gets it right right out of the gate, Jo. But in my opinion, I think it might be worth it to at least hear him out. If nothing else, you’ll get a free dinner from it.”

Everything she was saying made so much sense, and I honestly wanted to believe she was right. But my pride… my pride just wouldn’t allow it, too scarred from the fallout to trust that I wouldn’t end up right back in this same position - or worse.

So before she could get any more into my head about it, I ended the conversation with the only thing that mattered. “Please tell him I’m not interested.”

“Joella…”

“I said what I said, Maya. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m taking some of these cookies and I’m going home. Tell the twins I said goodnight.”

We hadn’t even eaten dinner yet, but I was too over it all to care, desperate to get to my place of refuge so that I could busy myself with something else. But when I made it to the guest house, I was only reminded that I’d done all the cleaning I could do the night before, quickly deciding on a long, hot shower and a little self-love to help me relax.

Unfortunately, that only reminded me of Key, the fact that I hadn’t used my vibrator since meeting him only making me more anxious to get back to the basics. And with my legs propped open, I was doing just that, the tension slowly leaving my body until a knock on the door forced my legs shut and brought all that tension right back.

“I’m sleep!” I yelled, hoping that’d be enough for Maya to leave me alone. But because of who she was, she entered anyway, a scowl on my face as I repeated, “I said, I’m… Keanu! What are you doing here?!”

Naturally, my heart began to race for a number of reasons once I hopped out of bed.

He’d almost caught me masturbating and had shown up looking so damn good that I wanted him to finish me off. I wasn’t looking good, my oversized t-shirt the only clothing I’d bothered to put on after my shower along with my bonnet and glasses. And he was here, in my space, continuing towards me like he hadn’t just barged in out of nowhere, wearing a non-threatening grin when he finally explained, “Maya let me in. Warned me to knock first.”

“That traitor…” I muttered, making plans to deal with her right after I kicked his ass out. But the closer he got to me, the weaker my resolve became, forcing me to create some space between us once he continued, “And I’m here because she told me what you said.”

“If she told you what I said, then you’d have no reason to be here.”

“Okay, so maybe I’m here because I miss you,” he admitted, taking a step closer to add, “And I want you. And I’m sorry, for hurting you, Elle. I swear that wasn’t my intention at all.”

“Then what was your intention, Keanu? How was I supposed to feel about you choosing such a beautiful moment to… pay me?” I questioned, my head cocked and my arms crossed defensively over my chest.

But it was clear Keanu had come here on a mission to disarm me, his tone especially apologetic when he replied, “I asked myself that same question. And even though I didn’t think anything of it in the moment, the answer I came up with made sense of why you’ve been ignoring me.”

So he really understood?

Honestly, I wasn’t expecting that, wasn’t expecting any of this for that matter. And when he took the last few steps to get to me, I realized how grossly underprepared I was to be trapped in his aura again, my skin tingling as he tilted my chin to say, “That’s why I’m here now, to clear things up and tell you to your pretty ass face that I like you, Joella. Like that.”

There was a battle within as I stared into his eyes, one side telling me to save myself while I still had the chance and the other side swooning at his sincerity. But when I thought about why I’d gotten involved with Keanu in the first place, I realized this was exactly it.

There was risk tied to letting him back in my life, and the potential thrill of actually falling in love with him. And then there was the uncertainty of whatever was on the other side of me admitting, “I like you too, Keanu.”

That drew a smirk as he wrapped me in an embrace, licking his lips before he asked, “So where do we go from here? What’s protocol? I’m askin’ because this is unfamiliar territory, and I don’t wanna fuck things up any more than I already have.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle as I insisted, “It’s simple, really. We just continue to do what we’ve already been doing. Unsolicited.”

“Sounds easy enough,” he agreed, grabbing greedy handfuls of my bare ass to ask, “Now can we get to the part where I fold your glasses up, or…?

“Actually, I have something for you,” I told him with another giggle, pushing myself out of his embrace to grab my wallet so that I could hand over the credit card he’d left in my possession. “I should’ve ran it up, but I didn’t. That alone should tell you how much I like you.”

Squinting like he was surprised to see it, he replied, “Damn. I didn’t even notice it was missing.”

“That’s because your girl still has skills,” I bragged, not even realizing the weight of what I’d said until he asked, “My girl?”

With a hard swallow, I was getting ready to make a correction, fearing I might’ve gotten a little too ahead of myself. But once he pulled me into his arms, I knew I was exactly where I was supposed to be, his lips nearly pressed against mine when he whispered, “I like the sound of that.”













Keanu











One Month Later.





My brother Ian could throw one hell of a party.

It was the first public viewing of the Premiere Business Park, a showcase of the structure we had created that would soon be available to whoever wanted to lease the various office spaces. But for now, it was packed with people here to celebrate what we’d somehow managed to finish ahead of schedule, that guest list including the woman who’d significantly improved the quality of my existence since we’d made things official.

She’d supported me through the stress of this project.

She’d helped me find a permanent place to live.

She’d kept me fed and well-fucked.

And honestly, I was starting to wonder how I’d ever done this life shit without her, making it imperative that I continued to handle business so that she would never have to want for anything.

Joella Mason was forever good with me.

Like she could hear me thinking about her, she gave me a look from across the room that had me excusing myself from current company so that I could head her way, stopping by the bar to grab her a drink that I delivered with a kiss to her temple before asking, “You good, babe?”

“Great,” she answered with a smile. “And proud. So fuckin’ proud.”

Smiling back, I replied, “I appreciate that.” Though that smile was wiped away just as quickly once she said, “I’m not talking about you, Key. I’m talking about my sister. She killed this shit.”

“I mean, I agree. But damn,” I replied with a chuckle, pretending to feel slighted even though I knew she meant no harm. And I suppose she called herself making that clear once she wrapped her arms around me in a hug, giving me her sexiest expression when she assured, “You know I’m proud of you too, handsome. And I can’t wait to show you how much once we get back to your new place.”

“Shit, we can go right now if you’re serious,” I suggested, getting ready to guide us towards the exit until she anchored herself with a giggle.

“Nah, enjoy the party. Ian worked hard on this, or so I’ve been told.”

“Yeah, this is about the only thing we can get that nigga to work on,” I groaned, only making her laugh again as she swatted a hand against my chest.

“Be nice, Key.”

“Yeah. Be nice, Key,” Maya mocked from behind us, keeping her little sister giggling while she complimented, “I can not get over how cute you two look together.”

“Not as cute as us, babe,” her husband chimed in, wrapping an arm around her shoulder to pull her in for a kiss on the cheek that made her blush even as she muttered, “Victor, shut up.”

Pulling away from me, Joella moved to grab her sister by the hands and express, “Maya, this is amazing. Honestly. You’re brilliant, and I love you, and I am so proud to be your little sister right now.”

“Awwww, JoJo. You’re gonna make me cry,” Maya whined, the two of them laughing and then sharing a long hug that might’ve never ended had it not been for my father coming over to interrupt.

“Brent would be very proud of the work you’ve done on this project, Maya.”

The name drop had me watching Joella for a reaction she didn’t really give, her smile intact as she remained focus on her sister who fell back into her husband’s arms and agreed, “Thanks, Senior. I’d like to think so too.”

It was good that Maya had pleasant enough memories of her father to value the sentiment. But my concern remained with my girl who had every reason to feel a way, the kiss I pressed against her forehead just a subtle reminder that I had her back as my father asked, “Joella, can I borrow him for a minute?”

While my instincts were to be protective of her, she was happy to throw me to the wolves when she answered, “Sure. Have at it,” following it up with a wink of support that made me feel a little better as I started to excuse myself from the group.

“I’ll be right back, babe.”

“Yeah, he’ll be right back, babe,” Maya mocked, the two of them laughing again as my father pulled me to the side for a chat.

Without wasting any time, he acknowledged, “A beautiful structure completed ahead of schedule, on budget, and without killing your brothers? This is like my dream come true.”

The fact that all three of those had been close calls made it easy for me to chuckle as I told him, “You left some pretty big shoes to fill, Senior. But I gotta say, they fit me like a charm.”

“I agree,” he nodded. “I’m impressed. And I’m proud of the man you’ve become.”

Giving credit where it was due, I gave a nod towards the corner of the room where my mother was standing to say, “Wouldn’t be who I am if it wasn’t for her. I honestly can’t thank her enough for everything she’s done for me, even still.”

It was impossible to go back in time and see where I would’ve been had my father played an active role in my upbringing. So I couldn’t even dwell on it, grateful for the parenting I did have as Senior agreed, “A wonderful woman she is. And who’s that man she’s here with?”

Cupping a hand onto his shoulder, I warned, “That would be none of your business. And I can guarantee your wife wouldn’t be too happy to hear you asking about her.”

Because he’d been caught, he could do nothing but smile as I told him, “Enjoy the festivities, Senior.”

“Wishing you plenty more, son,” he replied with a nod that sent me back over to where Joella was now standing alone.

“Everything okay?” she asked, wrapping me in a hug like she just knew I’d need it after dealing with my father. And while I was happy to accept it, I was also happy to report back, “Yeah, everything’s good. You about ready to go?”

With a chuckle, she insisted, “Keanu, slow down. You worked hard for this moment. Take it all in.”

She had a point.

Our next major bid had been accepted, so my mind was already racing with the possibilities of how to top this. But this… this was important too. This was a moment too. And being able to share it with the woman I adored amongst others was worth giving my full attention to, a smirk on my face as I finally agreed, “Fine. But for the record, I’d much rather be taking you all in.”

Biting her lip, she groaned, “Mmm. Tell me more.”

I planned on giving her every explicit detail once I buried my face against her neck, the contact alone making her moan before I’d even said a word. But unfortunately, I never got around to it, her moan turning into more of a cough once we heard someone behind us ask, “May I interrupt?”

The moment he’d caught us in had me wanting to answer no, though Elle gave him a reason to stick around once she extracted herself from my hold with the need to hit the bathroom. And after giving Ellis a little nod of acknowledgment, she did just that, watching her ass bounce as she walked away helping to calm me for whatever bullshit my older brother had come over here to address.

Surprisingly enough, it wasn’t bullshit at all, his tone earnest when he said, “Keanu, I just wanted to congratulate you on the completion of your first project. As much as I hate to admit it, our father picked the right man for the job.”

I’d been telling him that since day one, but it was good to hear he’d finally accepted it too, a genuine smile on my face as I told him, “I appreciate that, Ellis. For real.”

“And I know I haven’t been easy on you. But I was hoping we could move past that and find success together.”

“Another day one request,” I thought, shaking off my annoyance in favor of meeting his positivity with a dap when I replied, “That’s all I’ve ever asked for, bro. From the Midwest to the West coast. It’s time to leave our mark.”

He was nodding to agree when we heard the third Moore brother get on the mic and announce, “If I can have everyone’s attention, I’d like to make a toast.”

“Aww shit,” I groaned, afraid of what was getting ready to come out of his mouth since he was clearly in his element. But I grabbed one of the glasses being handed out anyway, taking an extra one for Elle who returned just in time to hear Ian say, “To Keanu, for coming into the family business and setting the tone for years to come. And to Maya, for always keeping the coffee fresh.”

There was a murmur of laughter that had Maya playfully rolling her eyes as he continued, “I’m playin’, I’m playin’. The PBP wouldn’t be here without your engineering expertise. And for that, the rest of us at Kincaid & Moore Co. will forever be grateful. Hear, hear!”

The crowd cheered in response, clinking glasses and swallowing down the champagne Ian hadn’t spared any expense on. But for now, I wasn’t concerning myself with that, enjoying the rest of the celebration with my woman by my side and letting that good energy carry us back to my place.

Only my place because my name was on the condo’s lease. But from the day I’d moved in two weeks ago, it had really been “our” place, Elle spending just as much time here as she did at her own spot with the closet full of shit to show for it.

Honestly, it was only a matter of time before we officially made that move. And just the thought of waking up to her every day had me grinning the same way Elle was as she stared out of the massive window dominating the main room, her tone soft as she dreamily sighed, “I will never get over this view.”

“And I will never get over that giddy ass look on your face every time you see it,” I told her, wrapping my arms around her waist from behind and resting my chin against her shoulder as we looked out at our new angle of the downtown skyline together.

“It’s just so beautiful.”

“And so are you,” I added with a kiss to her cheek. “Tonight, and every night.”

It was a legitimate compliment, but she giggled anyway, slipping deeper into my hold to tease, “You are such a fuckin’ cake.”

“You made me this way,” I defended. “Being all sexy, and perfect, and easy to love.”

“Love?”

The word had come out so effortlessly that I hadn’t even thought twice about it until she said something. But I wasn’t running away from it, turning her around so that I could look her in the eyes and say for the first time, “Yeah, Joella. I love you.”

The way she immediately blushed in response told me I’d done well with my timing this go-round, learning my lesson and being rewarded with the sweetest, “I love you too, Key.”

But really, coming for Elle’s pretty ass mouth, it was sweet and sexy, a smirk on my lips when I admitted, “Damn, that shit just made my dick hard.”

“I love you. I love you. I loooove you,” she taunted, reaching for my dick to see if her words were continuing to have the same effect. And I couldn’t help but laugh at her antics, though I was also sure to warn, “Elle, quit playin’ with me unless you’re ready to do something about it.”

“And what if I am?” she challenged with a lick of her lips, her energy reminding me of the first night I’d met her back at the hotel.

From that initial interaction, that initial encounter, I would’ve never guessed we’d end up here. But now that we had arrived at a place of love, it brought me even greater pleasure to be able to tell her, “In that case… get on your knees.”

 

The End
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