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    Jayla 
 
    When do bad bitches get to take a day off? 
 
    The question had been lingering on my mind for the last ten minutes as I sat cross-legged on the couch in my apartment, going back and forth in my head about how badly I wanted ice cream from the convenience store a few blocks over.  
 
    Of course I wanted the ice cream, my mouth watering at just the thought of the cold vanilla hitting my palate. But making the trip meant getting dressed, and well, this bad bitch desperately needed her day off.  
 
    I wasn’t in the mood for a full face of makeup, wasn’t in the mood for lashes or one of my wigs, wasn’t in the mood for the stilettos I usually wore to accentuate my calves. No, I wanted to trot my ass down to the store with a fresh face, a baseball cap over my cornrows, and the tennis shoes that still looked brand new even though I had owned them for years since they rarely got worn.  
 
    But I couldn’t. 
 
    Because I didn’t want anyone to see me like that.  
 
    It was silly, especially considering there weren’t many people outside of my coworkers who even knew me in this town. But the last thing I needed was to run right into my future ex-husband looking like a teenage boy, something my mother had taught me early on.  
 
    Mama’s not here, though.  
 
    In fact, part of my move away from home had been to rid myself of the stupid rules she had used to whip me right into her mini-me over the past “almost” thirty years. And there was really nothing that said, “fuck those rules” more than leaving the house not looking my best and getting ice cream that went against her snatched waist guidelines.  
 
    This ice cream was a statement.  
 
    With that, I found myself a little giddy to throw on the only pair of sweatpants I owned that may or may not have been a little high water, the tennis shoes that were more for style than actual athleticism, and the baseball cap I had won in a raffle at a fundraiser for work. But then I looked in the mirror and… this is beyond a bad bitch break, Jayla.  
 
    I quickly exchanged the sweatpants for jeans, the tennis shoes for flats, but I kept the baseball cap on out of protest - and maybe because my eyebrows weren’t done. Then I made my way down to that convenience store with an extra pep in my step because no matter what I had on, part of being a true bad bitch was having the confidence to pull off any look.  
 
    “Then why’d you change out of those floodin’ ass sweatpants?” was the question that followed in my head, answered with the fact that breaking the rules was going to be a little harder than I thought. But this felt like a good start, especially since I was being rewarded with the ice cream I wanted in the first place. At least that was the plan until I saw a familiar face reaching for the same carton I had my eye on long before I had even walked over here. And not just a familiar face, but the finest face I had come across since moving here. 
 
    He was the eclectic kinda fine. The kind you didn’t necessarily see yourself settling down with, but couldn’t turn your eyes away from if you wanted to. Sandy brown locs, deep brown eyes, a glowing smile like he was always in a good mood. And on the few occasions he had passed my office working patrol, his walk literally screamed big dick. But since thinking about the security guy from the front desk at my job like that wasn’t really appropriate, I did my best to shake it off, waiting patiently for him to get his ice cream so I could snag the last one behind it.  
 
    Naturally, I wondered what the story was behind his ice cream. Was it a statement like mine? Was it to pair with the apple pie his grandma made him? Was it a treat for his pregnant girlfriend?  
 
    Apparently, I was thinking a little too hard since I totally missed him turning around, those playful brown eyes of his locking with mine in a way that made me wished I hadn’t walked over here looking crazy. But I had no problem owning my decision, especially once I saw the way his lips curved into a grin to say, “Mrs. Anthony.”  
 
    No matter how sweetly he made it sound, the fact that the ink on my divorce papers could probably still be smeared made me cringe, particularly because of the reasons those papers had to be signed in the first place. But there was really no use in going down that black hole, releasing a heavy sigh instead when I replied, “Khalid, we aren’t at work. You really don’t have to call me that.”  
 
    “I call you that out of respect, though” 
 
    “Even if it’s not totally accurate?” I challenged, lifting my left hand to wiggle my fingers at him, hoping he noticed the tan line of where my wedding ring used to be. The same wedding ring I had proudly pawned to buy myself a new designer bag with stilettos to match and a spa day at a five-star hotel.  
 
    I deserved, damnit. 
 
     With an empathetic look, Khalid offered, “Right. My bad.” 
 
    I quickly brushed him off. “It’s fine. I mean, it’s new to me too. And it’s still on my nameplate at work, still on my driver’s license, still on all my credit cards, still… I’m sorry. You don’t care about any of this. You have a pregnant girlfriend to take ice cream home to. Tell her I said sorry for the delay.” 
 
    I was already reaching for my own carton when Khalid chuckled behind me. “Wait, what? A pregnant girlfriend?” 
 
    From his reaction, I could tell my first assumption was way off. So I tried again, tossing the cold carton into my basket as I guessed, “No. It’s to go with your grandma’s apple pie, right?”  
 
    “The only grandmother I knew passed away years ago, Jayla,” he replied with a stale face that made me feel awful.  
 
    But instead of apologizing, or making another terrible guess, I decided to just let him explain when I trailed, “So it’s for…” 
 
    “Londyn’s birthday party,” he finished with a grin that told me he was obviously excited about his friend’s celebration; an excitement that might’ve had me questioning their definition of “friends” if I didn’t know Londyn was in a relationship with someone else. 
 
    “That’s none of your business anyway,” I thought to myself, snapping my fingers as I replied, “Shit. That is tonight, isn’t it? I forgot all about it.”  
 
    Truth be told, I hadn’t forgotten at all. In fact, the date had been marked on my calendar since she dropped the eVite in my work email. But now that the day was actually here, I wasn’t really in the mood to hang out with a bunch of strangers, something that only made me feel worse since Londyn’s adorable self had taken the time to invite me even after I had been a straight bitch to her.  
 
    Strangely enough, it almost seemed as if Khalid was equally disappointed when he said, “If you’re not comin’, I’ll be sure to let her know. I mean, you don’t really look like you’re in the mood anyway.”  
 
    Hold up.  
 
    I know he didn’t just... 
 
    Crossing my arms over my chest, I cocked my head to the side with a major attitude. “Damn. A bad bitch can’t take a day off without the security guy calling her ugly?” 
 
    He put his hands up - ice cream and all - to defend, “Whoa. Chill. I didn’t say you looked ugly. You never look ugly. It’s just… and this might sound crazy, but… I noticed when you’re in a good mood, you wear heels to work. And when you’re not, you wear flats. You have on flats right now, so I assumed that same pattern applied outside of work. That’s all.” 
 
    His explanation was… flattering as hell, to be honest. I mean, for him to see me as little as he did, but still notice something like that…  
 
    Once again, I felt awful. So awful that I quickly tried to see myself out once I agreed, “You’re right. Have fun at the party, Khalid.” 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t get more than a few steps away when he called after me. “Jayla, wait.” Then he did a little trot to catch up with me, grabbing my hand to insist, “You should come. Miss. Annie, Londyn’s mom, throws the best parties, and I can guarantee it’ll put you in a better mood.”  
 
    He could’ve told me I was a rich, caucasian woman and I might’ve taken his word for it; his tone - his touch - being that convincing as his thumb gently grazed the back of my hand in a way that made me wonder what other magical powers they had. I mean, if Londyn had broken their little friend code a time or two before she got with ol’ boy, I would’ve totally understood. But since I knew that sounded just as crazy in my head as it would’ve sounded out loud, I politely pulled my hand away, tucking it at my side as I questioned, “Aren’t you the same one who just low-key roasted me about not looking like I was in the mood? What changed that quickly?”  
 
    With a laugh, he replied, “I already told you, you always look good, Jayla.” 
 
    “No, you said I never look ugly. There’s a lot of gray area between not being ugly and looking good,” I told him, knowing good and well I was probably landing somewhere in that gray area right now.  
 
    But instead of indulging me, he offered me a real smile when he admitted, “Aight, you fine as hell. Company baseball cap and all.”  
 
    His little teasing made me roll my eyes, though it was paired with me blushing since it was good to hear I was still that bitch even when I wasn’t at my best.  
 
    “Take that, Mama,” I thought with a ridiculous grin as Khalid asked, “So, you comin’ or what? There will be ice cream.” 
 
    The way he sang it while waving his carton made me grin even harder. “Well, when you add that into the equation…” 
 
    Rightfully satisfied with his work, he gently pinched my chin, giving me a wink when he said, “I’ll see you later tonight then, gorgeous.” Then he left me standing there with my basket of ice cream, trying to figure out how I had let this young man game me so easily. 
 
    Clearly, there was a lot for me to learn.  
 
    & 
 
    The good vibes had worn off just that quickly.  
 
    When I left the store - left my interaction with Khalid - I just knew I was taking my ass home to find something to wear to Londyn’s birthday party. But then I saw the bouquet of flowers sitting outside of my front door; the third this week from the only person who’d be sending me flowers. 
 
    Jason.  
 
    He was what I considered my, “checks all the boxes” guy. 
 
    Handsome... check. 
 
    Six-figure salary... check. 
 
    No children... check. 
 
    College graduate... two checks. 
 
    Everything about Jason Christopher Anthony screamed perfect partner when it really should’ve been screaming perfect piece of shit.  
 
    Yes, he was handsome and charming early on, but he used that to charm his way into the panties of any woman he pleased - his wedding ring, be damned. Yes, he made great money, but it was doing a job that kept him on flights and in hotels more often than not. Something that wouldn’t have bothered me if it wasn’t for the fact that all those hotels in different cities served as the breeding grounds for his infidelity. And hell, that honestly made the whole “no children” thing a little questionable now. 
 
    But as much as I wanted to hate Jason for doing his dirt, I could only be mad at myself for letting my mother’s overly-meticulous life plan reign over what fit my reality. The life plan that included goals of an executive-level title with whatever company I found myself at by twenty-six, a six-figure salary of my own by twenty-eight, and a wedding ring before thirty.  
 
    Sure, those things had all technically gotten accomplished. But now, only a few months shy of my thirtieth birthday, everything was beginning to unravel… and I was the one pulling the string to make it happen. Changing careers to something I actually enjoyed doing rather than what brought in the most money. Moving to a town that better fit my speed instead of struggling to keep up with the pace of the city. And of course, filing for divorce against my mother’s wishes of “not losing a good one”. 
 
    Good one, my ass.  
 
    The flowers were beautiful, but I still wanted to launch them across the room, an incoming FaceTime call from my little sister the only thing that stopped me from doing so. And when I answered the call and pointed the camera towards the bouquet sitting in the middle of my kitchen counter, the first thing she said - in her best DJ Khaled voice - was, “Another one.” 
 
    I wanted to remain annoyed, but I couldn’t help the chuckle that slipped from my lips when I asked, “Seriously, Mila?” 
 
    “What? Maybe if he would’ve been this attentive while y’all were married, you wouldn’t be in this mess,” she replied with a roll of her eyes.  
 
    A motion I matched as I leaned into the counter and changed the subject. “Anyway. What do you want?”  
 
    From the suddenly innocent expression on her face, I already knew she was getting ready to make a heavy request. So I wasn’t at all surprised to hear her push out,  “I was calling… to see if I could come up there, for like a week. Your mom is getting on my nerves.” 
 
    “My mom, or our mom?” I challenged with a smirk, knowing they were the same person.  
 
    But Mila still tried to make a distinction between the two when she defended, “She was yours first.” 
 
    I chuckled, shaking my head as I asked, “How is she getting on your nerves, Jamila Nicole?” 
 
    “Come on, sis. She raised us both, so you know exactly how she’s getting on my nerves. When are you gonna find a husband? When are you gonna get a real job? You need to make a waxing appointment for that upper lip.”  
 
    “It is looking a little…” I started to tease, catching the side-eye she threw at the screen as I scrubbed my fingertip against my own upper lip, and decided the next time my eyebrow lady asked if I wanted lip too, I would be answering with a yes. But if Mila wasn’t interested in something, not even my mother could change her mind, part of the reason her and my mother constantly butted heads.  
 
    To be honest, I admired her independent thinking, even though I was a whole seven years older than her and even though that “independence” didn’t exactly extend to all parts of her life. Something I was sure to mention when I told her, “Sounds like a good reason for you to start saving up your money a little quicker so you can get a place of your own then.” 
 
    It was the same bug I had been putting in her ear for the past six months since she moved back home after graduation, knowing she was more than capable of having her own place. But leave it to Mila to find reasons to stay at a place she clearly despised, her eyebrow piqued when she challenged, “But why would I do that when I can live at home for free?” 
 
    Instead of responding, I only shook my head, not in the mood to give the full rant I usually gave about how she needed to branch out on her own. And I could tell Mila was happy I had saved my breath when she pushed out, “Anyway. Can I come visit you, or nah?”  
 
    “Sure, Mila. Send me the dates, and I’ll be sure to have the guest room ready for you,” I finally replied, earning a little cheer from her end that made me smile.  
 
    But my grin fell flat when she insisted, “Make sure you fluff the pillows how I like. And you know I only drink room temperature water now. The internet says it’s better for you. And...” 
 
    “Girl!” I snapped, cutting her off with a laugh that was more annoyed than amused.  
 
    I was glad she caught my drift enough to cut the bullshit, moving on from her little list of demands to ask, “Hey. Aren’t you supposed to be getting ready for some birthday party?” 
 
    After a quick glance at the clock that told me I definitely should’ve, at least, been in the shower by now, I released a groan. “I don’t know if I feel like going now. I mean, Londyn is sweet and all, but I don’t know if I feel like dealing with a bunch of… strangers.” 
 
    Well… mostly strangers, the fine-faced security guy practically making me his plus one even though I had an invitation of my own. But considering that was none of Mila’s business, I listened in as she continued, “Which is exactly why you need to go, so everyone won’t be a stranger anymore. I mean, what’s the point of living in that small ass town if you can’t go where everybody knows your name?” 
 
    I smirked. “Is Cheers on Netflix now or something?”  
 
    “Cheers? What’s that?” Mila asked, her confusion only reminding me of our age difference. 
 
    In fact, I could still remember the day my mother and stepfather-for-the-moment told me I was getting a sibling, my reaction of a scowl and, “Why?” not the one they were expecting. But at the time, I was so comfortable in my world as an only child, the interruption of an extra person enough to drive anyone crazy. 
 
    And when that extra person also turned out to be the neediest being on the planet? 
 
    Eventually, I got used to her. And when she got old enough to talk, I started to like her. And by the time I was off to college and she was finally in double digits, I loved her as if I had birthed her myself, taking any and every opportunity I could to try and mold her into my mini-me. But Jamila was the absolute furthest thing from my mini-me; her go with the flow, fly with the wind attitude completely opposite of the more calculated one my mother had instilled in me. And that was yet another thing I admired about Mila, her ability to do that whole “carefree” thing I saw women brag about on the internet. 
 
    I cared -  a lot. 
 
    I snapped out of the daze I hadn’t even realized I was in to answer, “It’s a TV show, Jamila. Way before your time.” 
 
    She twisted her lips, huffing out a, “Hmph. I’ll have to find an episode on YouTube. Now take me to your closet so I can pick you out something to wear to this party.” 
 
    With a side-eye, I told her, “I can pick out my own clothes, thank you very much. And who said I was going anyway?” 
 
    “I did. I mean, it’s not like you have a reason not to go,” she insisted, some truth to her words since it wasn’t like I had any plans for the evening other than wrecking shop on the latest bouquet from Jason and accepting the challenge from myself to make it to the bottom of my carton of ice cream.  
 
    But that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to try and pull every excuse in the book, telling Mila, “I have plenty of reasons not to go. I’m tired. I don’t really like people, especially men, right now. And… I don’t have anything to wear.”  
 
    She sucked her teeth, rolling her eyes at me before she said, “That shit might fly with your new friends, but I know you well enough to call bullshit, Jay. And besides, you never know who you might meet. This could be a life or dick situation.” 
 
    “Life or… what are you even talking about, Mila?” I asked with a laugh, carrying the phone with me down the hall towards my bedroom.  
 
    The second I crossed the threshold of the door, Mila shouted, “You need some dick, damnit! Big dick, long dick, curved dick, strong dick, right dick, wrong…” 
 
    My squeal cut her off. “Oh my God! Will you please stop with this Dr. Seuss of dicks?!” 
 
    Clearly pleased with herself, she gave a little laugh of her own while replying, “I’m just sayin’. Nothin’ like some good dick to change your sour ass mood.”  
 
    “My mood isn’t even sour though. I mean, this is like… normal me,” I insisted, knowing it was a stretch since I wasn’t really sure what “normal me” even was anymore. There were just so many changes happening at once, so much reflecting, so much… learning and unlearning.  
 
    But none of that seemed to matter to Mila anyway, her only focus being on dick when she said, “Well it sounds to me like you should’ve been filing for divorce a lot sooner since Jason obviously wasn’t hittin’ it right.” 
 
    “Anyway. I’m gonna go to the party, but not for... Dr. Seuss dicks. Just for fun,” I told her, carrying her with me to the closet so I could put the fashion degree she only used on herself to use. It was truly a shame that she could be so talented yet so unmotivated. But once again, when I found myself getting ready to go on a rant, she found a way to cut me off.  
 
    “Sure thing, sissy. But if the opportunity presents itself, you better not turn it down. Now pull that black skirt for me.”  
 
    I rolled my eyes at her advice while also pulling out the only black skirt in view. “This one? This isn’t even party attire,” I said, glaring at it as I tried to figure out how she could possibly transform it into tonight’s look.  
 
    She was masterful at turning nothing into something, so I wasn’t planning on questioning her expertise until she replied, “I know. But it’s ugly as fuck and belongs in the trash.”  
 
    “Mila! This is one of my favorite work skirts,” I whined, feeling extra defensive since I had just picked it up from the cleaners earlier today.  
 
    But leave it to my sister to hold nothing back, her nose wrinkled as she said, “Well for you to be all about other people’s brands, you must not give a damn about your own wearing something that hideous.”  
 
    Hanging it back on the rack where it came from instead of tossing it like she insisted, I muttered, “You’re such a bitch.” 
 
    “Correction. I’m thee bitch who’s gonna have some fine ass nigga trippin’ over his feet to come holla at you at this party. Now let’s get you dressed so you can find some di… fun tonight.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Khalid  
 
    I was officially in my bag.  
 
    My work shit was on point with the raise and benefits to show for it, a fresh retwist and a few gifts to self had my swag on a thousand, and after a few weeks of watching Mrs. Antho… Jayla, I had finally worked up the courage to share real words with her; words that had talked her right into coming to Londyn’s party the same way I usually talked girls right out of their panties.  
 
    Yeah, ya boy was really feelin’ himself. 
 
    Even the playlist I had curated specifically for my best friend’s birthday was setting the perfect tone for what was sure to be an eventful night. At least, I hoped it would be an eventful night now that I knew Jayla was really planning on coming.  
 
    To be honest, it was taking everything for me not to constantly watch the door for her arrival, finally ready to shoot my shot now that I was really getting my shit together and had a slightly better understanding of her situation. And as if Londyn could read my mind, she asked, “So… are you gonna break the ice tonight, or what? I mean, I know you already got me a birthday gift, but seeing you make a move on Jayla would be just as gratifying as that Gucci scarf. And it doesn’t even cost you anything!” 
 
    Any other night, the question would’ve annoyed the hell out of me since we both knew the answer. But tonight, I had a little more to say on the subject, taking a hearty sip of my drink before I started, “Actually…”  
 
    I didn’t even get to finish my response when Chance cut me off, wrapping his arm around Londyn’s shoulder to scold, “Baby, what I tell you ‘bout that? Let that man handle his business on his own time.” 
 
    While I wanted to thank him the same way I always had in the past when it came to him taking up for me in this particular situation, I also knew there was more to the story after my little run-in with Jayla at the store; an interaction I was getting ready to share until Londyn defended, “I’m just sayin’. We’re not getting any younger, as proven by the fact that this is literally a celebration of me getting old as hell.”  
 
    My eyebrows furrowed, her explanation not as seamless as she thought since…, “You just stopped hiding this nigga from everybody like two seconds ago, and now you already on my neck about settling down? Fuck outta here, LoLo.”  
 
    Her side-eye of a reaction only made me laugh as I asked, “Y’all need anything to drink?” 
 
    Londyn’s face remained pulled into a scowl, only making her boyfriend squeeze her even tighter when he answered for the both of them, “Nah, we’re good, bruh. ‘Preciate it, though.” And while I was still getting used to seeing the two of them together, the way they were suddenly boo’d the fuck up made it easy for me to excuse myself with no plans of returning anytime soon, taking a peek at the front door on my way to the kitchen just in case I had missed Mrs. Anthony’s grand entrance. 
 
    I hadn’t.  
 
    Damn.  
 
    The anticipation was killing me, but I didn’t want to go the usual route of drinking to pass the time, something that was guaranteed to render me useless by the time she did show up. So instead, I made myself busy straightening up the alcohol supply, Miss. Annie’s selections being the perfect mix of sophisticated and ratchet as hell with everything from Rosé champagne to Mad Dog. 
 
    “Who the fuck is still drinking this shit?” I asked loud enough for only me to hear, holding the bottle of MD 20/20 in the air before taking a nasty sniff from the top. And just as I was getting ready to put it back down on the counter, someone behind me snatched it from my hand.  
 
    “You don’t know nothin’ ‘bout that, Young Blood,” Mr. Langston said, his presence alone enough to straighten me up since… the man was intimidating as hell.  
 
    Even in his version of nicer clothes - an oversized flannel short-sleeve, baggy jeans, and Nike Cortez’s - his whole vibe just dared you to try him. And while I believed Londyn when she said her father was cool peoples, I wasn’t about to test that shit out, giving him a simple nod instead when I finally pushed out, “You right.”  
 
    Once again, I tried to make it seem like I was busy, mainly so I wouldn’t have to share any more words with Mr. Langston. But instead of just pouring his drink and going back to wherever he had come from, he sized me up the same way he had done a few days back when Londyn and I ran into him at lunch. 
 
    “So your LoLo’s little friend, right?” 
 
    “Here we go with this shit…” I thought, releasing a heavy sigh since it wasn’t the first and surely wouldn’t be the last time I got the question. And it wasn’t like I was naive about the shit, meaning I completely understood how unconventional it was for two attractive people of the opposite sex to be as close as Londyn and I were without fuckin’ around. But it was our truth, and it had been for the last few years, something I would never shy away from since it was a friendship I valued more than anything. And if that meant standing up to her former jailbird daddy about it... 
 
    “Yeah. I mean, no. We’re friends, yeah. But I’m not her “little” friend. That’d be Chance,” I explained, getting ready to point Chance out to him in the crowd just so I could take the spotlight off myself.  
 
    With a nod and a sip of his drink, he put two-and-two together. “Ellen’s boy. Right. What do you think of him? Is he good for my baby girl?” 
 
    “Uhh… yeah. Chance is cool,” I rushed out, quickly deciding I was going to need a drink of my own to survive this interaction.  
 
    “Just sip slowly, bruh,” was what I told myself as I put together a mix of Hennessy and pineapple juice. But when I brought the cup to my lips for a swig, ready to take on whatever else Mr. Langston was going to throw my way, I caught a glimpse of Jayla walking through the door, the sight of her damn near making me choke on my drink. 
 
    Nah, I really did start choking.  
 
    In fact, Mr. Langston called himself trying to help me out, using his heavy ass hand to slap the fuck out of my back when he said, “Loosen up, Young Blood!”  
 
    My eyes started to water as I tried to hold the next cough in, not wanting to draw too much attention to myself even though I doubted anyone was really paying attention to us anyway. But just because no one noticed us didn’t mean Mr. Langston didn’t notice the person who had caused me to choke in the first place, his usual stoic expression turning into more of a grin as he stopped patting my back to say, “Ohhh. So that’s who’s got you swallowing your damn tongue, huh? She’s got nothin’ on my Annie, but I get it. Looks like a handful.”  
 
    Jayla was looking like a lot more than a handful, the flats from earlier replaced with thigh high boots, her blouse and jeans exchanged for a black off-the-shoulder dress that fit her in all the right places, and the baseball cap traded for long, flowy curls that fell perfectly against her mocha brown skin.  
 
    She wasn’t playing fair.  
 
    After a more successful sip of my drink, I finally told him, “We’re just friends.” 
 
    Calling her a friend felt like a stretch since we hadn’t interacted as much as that implied and I damn sure didn’t want to be just her friend. But that generic title was as much as Mr. Langston needed to know, though that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to challenge it when he replied, “Nah, y’all can’t be just friends. Because the way you said it right now is not the same way you said it about my baby girl. This is somethin’ different.”  
 
    “Niggas read a few books in jail and suddenly think they know it all...” I muttered more to myself than him, taking another sip as I watched Jayla look around the crowd for a familiar face. But it was quickly decided that that familiar face was going to be me once I heard Mr. Langston growl, “What did you just…” prompting me to leave him in the kitchen as I rushed out, “Nice talkin’ to you, big homie!” before heading Jayla’s way. 
 
    I did my best to duck through the crowd, peeking over my shoulder a few times to make sure he hadn’t followed me. And I was glad to find him still posted up in the kitchen with his drink and his scowl, bringing me the relief I needed to take on the woman who usually left me tongue-tied. 
 
    Not tonight, though. 
 
    Tonight would be different. At least that’s what I told myself as I gave her a little wave to get her attention before pulling her into a mostly-innocent hug. 
 
    My hands may or may not have gone a little low. 
 
    “Jayla, hey. You made it.” 
 
    The smile on her face when she pulled away gave me moths - cause real niggas don’t get butterflies - making me smile too as she replied, “And you actually called me Jayla.” 
 
    “I’m sorry. Mrs…” 
 
    She quickly held up her hands to cut me off. “No, it was perfect. Remember?”  
 
    Thinking back to our conversation from the store earlier, I gave her a short nod of acknowledgment, lifting my glass to ask, “Can I… get you something to drink?” 
 
    “I’m fine for now,” she answered, taking her attention back to the crowd that had seemingly doubled in size since I first arrived. “This is… not what I expected. In a good way.” 
 
    “Told you, Miss. Annie throws the best parties,” I replied, catching the low murmurs of people beginning to cheer, “Go, Annie!” from across the room meaning she was surely up to no good. And once I glanced towards where the chants were coming from and saw Londyn also heading in that direction, I extended my hand to Jayla. “Come on. Let’s go check it out.” 
 
    She didn’t argue against it, just slipped her warm hand right into mine and let me lead the way through the crowd until we found the source of the noise - Miss. Annie breaking Mr. Langston off on the makeshift dance floor. 
 
    “Damn, how’d he get all the way over here without me seeing him?” was my first thought, something I kept to myself as Jayla said, “Wait a minute. I’m pretty sure I saw this woman in a video on Facebook. No, maybe it was Twitter? Either way, they’re adorable!” 
 
    I was quick to combat, “Ain’t nothin’ adorable about that buff ass nig…” catching myself once I realized Jayla would have no idea what I was talking about.  
 
    “I mean…. yeah, they’re dope,” I covered with as the impromptu dance circle fizzled out and the music changed to something a little slower; the timing so perfect you would’ve thought I made the playlist myself. 
 
    Oh, wait... 
 
    Finishing off my glass with a thick swallow, I sat it to the side and asked, “You wanna dance?”  
 
    “Dancing isn’t really my strong suit. I prefer to watch,” she replied almost shyly, the last thing I expected from the woman who exuded confidence every time she stepped into the building. And it wasn’t only her confidence inside of the building, but also the memories of the first time I saw her outside of it; the sight of her letting her hair down that had made me crazy about her in the first place. 
 
    I was sure to mention it once I told her, “Nah, I’ve seen you in action before. Hair swingin’ all over the place, hips rollin’, ass boun…” 
 
    Before I could finish, she cut me off, her expression a little panicky as she squealed, “When was this?!” 
 
    “Some weeks back. You were out with your girls.” 
 
    It was the same night Londyn hadn’t let me forget since I had shown up to her place afterward drunk as hell, and had accidentally interrupted her time with Chance. But I could tell when the memory finally came back to Jayla, her panicked expression falling flat as she pushed out, “Oh my God. That… is a night I still can’t remember.”  
 
    With a shrug, I insisted, “No sweat. We all have them.” 
 
    “Of course you have them. You’re still young. But someone like me is way too old for that shit; as proven by the days I spent recovering afterward,” she replied, making me smirk just as the song changed to, Permission by Ro James, not really giving me a chance to challenge her on the whole age thing since getting her to vibe out with me was much more important.  
 
    “This is my shit, though. You really gonna leave me hangin’?” I asked, extending my hand to her the same way I had done earlier. But this time, instead of taking it right away, she made me sweat a little bit, her smirk eventually matching mine as she slipped a little closer to accept my invitation. And with my hands at her waist and her hands resting against my shoulders, we found an easy groove; my night officially made when I told her, “I’m feelin’ this dress on you.” 
 
    “Well my bad bitch break got cut short thanks to you. So if you see me with sweatpants on in the middle of the week, you’ll know why,” she replied with a little giggle, making me laugh too since I knew good and damn well that wasn’t happening. 
 
    Not that Jayla didn’t ever dress down. I mean, she had already proven she was capable with the little outfit she had on at the store earlier. But I highly doubted she’d actually show up to work looking like that.  
 
    Unless she’s not talking about seeing each other at work... 
 
    With that in my head, I tightened my grip on her waist just slightly, gnawing on my lip when I said, “Balance, right? And besides, I wouldn’t mind seeing you in sweatpants. Or anything less, for that matter.” 
 
    It was my first shot attempt, and it felt like a score once I saw the way she immediately blushed in response. But then she went still in my hold, and I worried I had gone too far, getting ready to reel it in a little until she said, “On second thought, I think I will take that drink.”  
 
    “Yeah? What you got a taste for? Miss. Annie has just about anything you can think of.” 
 
    Instead of putting in her order with me, she suggested, “How about I just come with you? So I can see the options for myself.” 
 
    Her request was innocent enough, but I took it a little personal, mainly because her joining me meant she actually cared to keep me around. And with that, my ego meter shot up a few points as I grabbed her hand and led her through the crowd towards the kitchen, our journey coming to a sudden halt when we ran right into the guest of honor.  
 
    I could tell Londyn was really on one by the way she sang, “Jaaaaayla! Look at youuuu! How are you gonna out-bad bitch me at my own damn party?”  
 
    Jayla’s head snapped back when she challenged, “Girl, what? Are you kidding me? You look amazing! I’m just over here taking up space and taking down notes.” 
 
    While I didn’t totally agree since Jayla was definitely killin’ shit, I didn’t get a chance to give any input, Chance pulling me to the side to ask, “Yo, can you help me get this one to the car? As you can see, she’s had more than enough to drink.”  
 
    Any other time, it wouldn’t have even been a question since making sure Londyn was good was always high on the priority list. But this particular time, I could only sigh when I whispered, “Come on, bruh. I know you see I got somethin’ very important on my hands right now.”  
 
    “I know, I know. But it’ll be quick, I promise,” he reasoned, only making me huff again since I knew it wasn’t really up to him if it would be quick or not.  
 
    Londyn could easily choose not to cooperate, just the thought making me whine, “Man…” before directing my attention to Jayla to tell her about the change in plans. “I’m gonna help him get her to the car, but I’ll be right back. Feel free to pour up whatever you want. Kitchen’s straight ahead.” 
 
    She nodded in understanding before wishing Londyn a Happy Birthday. And then I took the back while Chance took the side, keeping his arm draped around his girlfriend as we guided her outside to his car in silence until Londyn gushed, “Oh my God, Khalid. She looked so into you. I mean, “So Into You” like the Tamia version without chipped-tooth Fabolous. But I guess he got his teeth fixed now anyway, so...” 
 
    Instead of responding to her drunk rambling, I only shook my head, telling Chance, “Man, I’m so fuckin’ glad this is your problem now.”  
 
    “Yeah. Looks like you got your hands full anyway,” he replied with a knowing smirk, making me that much more excited to get back into the party so I could really make something out of the night.  
 
    But for now, I could only match his smirk when I told him, “I’m tryin’, bruh.” Moving to the side so he could get Londyn into the car and telling them both, “Y’all be safe.” 
 
    “Safe? Ummm… did you see that gift he got me? And once he ties me up with that fancy ass scarf you bought me…” Londyn trailed with a daydreaming grin that told me way more than I ever needed to know about their sex life. I mean, after hearing plenty of stories I never asked for and being witness to his gift of what was essentially an anal sex starter kit, I really already knew too much.  
 
    My face twisted in disgust as I scolded, “Man, that ain’t what it’s for!” 
 
    Her grin only turned even more sinister when she replied, “It’s mine now. I can do what I want.” 
 
    Chance didn’t let our bickering go on for long, shutting Londyn up by closing her door and making his way toward the driver’s side before shutting me up with, “Welp. Let me get her outta here before you see something you don’t need to.”  
 
    While my face only twisted even more since… not my damn business, I still managed to tease, “Safety first, my nigga. I ain’t ready to be an uncle just yet.”  
 
    He didn’t assure me I wouldn’t be, only gave a smirk that told me pulling out was optional before he slipped into the car. And once he started it up, Londyn rolled the window down to yell, “You better not fuck that up in there, Khalid!” Reminding me I had someone waiting on me to get back into the party.  
 
    At least I thought she was waiting on me, quickly discovering that not only hadn’t she made it to the kitchen for her drink yet, but she had gotten hemmed up by the other half of the Miller clan.  
 
    Of course.  
 
    I wasn’t at all surprised to see Eric trying his hand at her, especially considering how small the dating pool was in this town.  
 
    A new face was easy prey.  
 
    But I was a little surprised to see how giddy she looked to be talking to him once I made my way over to her, only getting her attention when I asked, “Yo, Jayla. You good?” 
 
    Even then, she didn’t completely take her eyes off Eric to answer, “I’m excellent. Khalid, this is…” 
 
    “Eric. Londyn’s brother,” I finished for her, throwing him a look that told him she was spoken for. But instead of accepting the message and falling back, he shrugged as if he would only believe it from her mouth. 
 
    This is some bullshit.  
 
    Jayla was all smiles when she gushed, “I knew you looked familiar! It’s all in the eyes. Those beautiful, hazel brown eyes.” 
 
    “So… you still want that drink, or…?” I asked, hoping the reminder would get us back on track - or at least get her away from this nigga.  
 
    She snapped her fingers to reply, “Oh, right. That’s what I was doing.” And I was just getting ready to extend my hand to her the same way I had been doing all night until she turned his way to ask, “Eric, do you wanna get a drink with me?” 
 
    “Eric?” I asked out loud, or maybe in my head.  
 
    Shit, I wasn’t even sure to be honest, too caught off-guard by the fact that she was really choosing this cry baby ass nigga over me. And of course he had to rub it in, throwing his arm around her shoulder when he answered, “Of course, baby. I’m goin’ wherever you are.”  
 
    She seemed satisfied with his weak ass game, offering me a half-hearted smile before giving him a full one. And while I tried to save face, I knew there was no use once Eric had the nerve to stop and whisper near my ear, “Nice try, little homie.” before strolling to the kitchen with my girl. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jayla 
 
    “Hopefully I can see you again sooner than later.” 
 
    Cuddling deeper into the couch, I gnawed on my grin while reading the text a few times over, trying to decide what to send back without sounding too thirsty. I mean, it had been so long since I’d really done the whole “talking” thing that I wasn’t even sure if the rules were still the same, especially once you added the wild world of social media into the mix. And with that, I found myself legitimately stuck, deciding to use a lifeline and ask the audience which only consisted of my temporary houseguest - my little sister.  
 
    To my surprise, when I peeked up to ask her, she was already staring at me, a smirk on her face as she adjusted her position on the couch and said, “That peen must’ve been made of gold the way you’re over there grinning a whole week later.” 
 
    Instead of shutting down her assumptions like usual, I only laughed. “What? What are you even talking about, Mila? I’m just… happy.” 
 
    And that was the truth.  
 
    Work was going well with a few new potential clients on my radar, I hadn’t gotten any flowers from Jason this week meaning he might’ve finally been ready to leave me alone for good, and I had unexpectedly met someone new. A handsome someone new who had waited an entire week to use the number I had given him at his little sister’s birthday party, his use of time only making me that much more excited to hear from him now.  
 
    Then again, maybe I should’ve been turned off by that, like he didn’t think I was good enough to get in touch with sooner.  
 
    But isn’t a week standard? Or was it three days? 
 
    Before I could come up with an answer, Jamila suggested,  “Yeah,  you’re happy alright. Happily out of your dick drought,” making me laugh again before I admitted the truth.  
 
    “We didn’t even have sex yet. Just… fooled around a little bit. You know, kissed and stuff,” I told her, almost feeling guilty about it since making out with a total stranger was way out of my lane. But in the moment, it felt too right, Eric being an expert with his lips and hands as the music played out just like it would at the high school basement parties I used to sneak and go to back in the day.  
 
    All the freaky songs for last.  
 
    Instead of being impressed with an obvious step out of my comfort zone, Mila’s face only scrunched when she whined, “What are y’all? Teenagers? Grow up, Jayla.”  
 
    “Not everybody has to put out on the first night like you,” I defended with a roll of my eyes, glancing down at my phone when I realized I hadn’t texted Eric back yet. 
 
    “He made you wait, so he can wait a little bit too,” was the conclusion I drew in my head just in time to hear Mila reply, “Except… that was the whole point of you going to that party in the first place. I mean, you just got out of a marriage for fuck’s sake. Do you really think you need a boyfriend right now?” 
 
    Once again, I reminded her, “We’re just talking, Mila. You know, like normal people do.” 
 
    In fact, there had only been a few texts exchanged before this one, hardly enough to qualify as a substantial conversation. But of course, my little sister still wasn’t buying it, standing up and crossing her arms over her chest to challenge, “Does he wanna fuck you?”  
 
    I shrugged. “I mean, I’m assuming so. Eventually.” 
 
    “Then y’all aren’t “just talking”. He just wants you to think that so he can ease his way right into your dirty panties,” she replied, only making me roll my eyes again since she was probably right.  
 
    I mean, if anybody knew the signs, it would be her considering she bounced in and out of situationships more than those Armenian reality sisters. But instead of admitting she was right, I tackled the second part of her statement that was just as, if not more important than the first.  
 
    “My panties are not dirty.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you wear the same pair two days in a row?” she asked with a twisted smirk, my delay of an answer allowing her to claim an easy victory once she huffed, “Exactly.”  
 
    Even if she had won out on the whole panties thing, she wasn’t going to win when it came to what I had going on in my love life, something I felt pretty firmly about when I told her, “Anyway, Eric and I are just getting to know each other. And if it goes there, it is what it is. We’re…” 
 
    She didn’t let me finish, holding up her hand - her phone - to cut me off. “Wait. Hold that thought. Got a notification that my future baby daddy just posted on Instagram.”  
 
    “You can-not be serious right now,” I muttered more to myself than her, watching the excitement grow on her face as she plopped back down on the couch to open the app. And once she did, her shoulders sank with a heavy exhale as she dreamily stared at the screen wearing a lustful grin. 
 
    “I swear to God I’d throw it back on sight, no questions asked.” 
 
    Peeking over her shoulder to see what internet stranger had her so eager, I started, “Mila, that’s disgusting. You don’t even… oh my God.”  
 
    The rest of my words got caught in my throat as I stared at what was obviously a thirst trap. At least I hoped it was a thirst trap since I was caught up on every detail; mainly the face that allowed me to finish, “I actually do know him.”  
 
    “And you haven’t put me on? What kind of sister are you?” Mila asked with a scowl as if she was legitimately offended, though her attitude was easy to ignore with Khalid’s picture still on the screen in front of us.  
 
    I mean, the man was unfairly fine, the sun hitting his sweaty, caramel body in a way that made him look especially ripped since he wasn’t wearing a shirt. And it wasn’t just his body that benefited from the natural light, but his eyes and smile as well; a sexy smile that made sense once I read the caption.  
 
    “When shorty shows up to your pick-up game lookin’ like a snack...”  
 
    “So he does have a girlfriend?” I asked in my head while Mila asked out loud, “So are you gonna tell me how you know him, or are you holding onto those details too?”  
 
    Telling her about the situation at the store that led to the situation at the party would’ve been way more information than she needed. So instead, I kept it plain when I answered, “He… works at my job. I mean, he works in the same building as me. He’s the security guard in my building.” 
 
    “Well I guess Monday will be take your sister to work day cause I need all parts of this,” she replied with a little chuckle as she clicked out of the single picture to his full profile, the idea of thirsting over more of his pictures tempting until I noticed something equally interesting on the page.  
 
    “He has a lot of followers. Like, a shit ton. Why?” 
 
    As if I had asked a stupid question, Jamila’s face scrunched. “Uhhh… did you see how fine he is? His body? His dick print? His smile? His impeccable locs? His…” 
 
    This time, it was me cutting her off. “Okay, okay, I get it. Shallow. But I get it,” I told her, catching the satisfied grin on her face as she finally started her scrolling. And it only took a few aesthetically-pleasing pictures for me to really get sucked in, even going as far as taking over the scrolling for Mila when she got tired of showing off her “future baby daddy”.  
 
    The deeper I got into the archives, the more I became hip to what it was that kept me scrolling; his natural glow that made me - and his thousands of followers - want to be wherever he was, doing whatever he was doing just because of how good he made it look. In fact, the ideas for how I could turn him into a real brand were already churning in my head, the fact that he was still working security telling me he obviously wasn’t monetizing his influence. But that was something I could help him with, something I hoped he’d be interested in when I finally admitted, “He’d make a great client.”  
 
    While my mind was strictly on business, Jamila’s was strictly on pleasure when she countered, “He’d make a great escort.”  
 
    “Mila!” 
 
    With a shrug, she continued, “I’m just sayin’. He could make good money if that’s what he wanted to do. I’d happily pay for a night with his fine ass. I’d even pay extra to include dinner. You know, make it feel like a real date.”  
 
    “What a great way to invest all the money you’ve been saving by living at home,” I told her sarcastically, catching the glimpse of annoyance on her face since I was going there yet again.  
 
    But instead of really absorbing my shade, she kept her nose high to reply, “In the words of my favorite Canadian philosopher, you only live once.”  
 
    “Bitch, those are Drake lyrics,” I said with a laugh I couldn’t hold in if I wanted to, especially once I saw Mila stay in character to whisper, “Brilliant. Truly brilliant.”  
 
    “Anyway, I think I’m gonna mention it to him next time I see him,” I told her, suddenly becoming aware of the fact that I hadn’t seen him at all this past week; hadn’t seen him at all since the party.  
 
    Before I could come up with an explanation for his absence, Mila interrupted my thoughts to ask, “Mention what? That I’m ready to empty my pocketbook on his hotel nightstand?”  
 
    “Pocketbook? You really need to get out of mom’s house, ASAP,” I told her with another laugh, catching her side-eye as I continued, “But, no. That I think he should consider being a social media influencer, and that I would be willing to represent him in that arena if he’s interested.”  
 
    “Not nearly as fun as my suggestion, but I guess that makes sense,” Mila finally replied with a shrug as I grabbed my own phone to copy down his username, then gave hers back. And once I found his profile, I got right back to scrolling, this time with a real purpose.  
 
    Research.  
 
      
 
    & 
 
    It had taken me three whole days to actually run into Khalid, the fact that he had gone ghost for a solid week and a half when I usually saw him nightly making me feel as if he had been avoiding me on purpose. Then again, what reason did he have to be avoiding me? 
 
    A few possibilities - or maybe just Eric - came to mind, but I shook it off since I had finally spotted the man I’d been low-key stalking, doing my best to sound chipper as hell when I walked up to his desk and squealed, “Khalid! Just the person I wanted to talk to.” 
 
    “Mrs. Anthony,” he replied plainly, keeping his eyes on the security monitors instead of looking at me.  
 
    I tried to get his attention by leaning into the countertop and putting on my best smile to remind him, “We talked about that, remember? You can call me Jayla.” 
 
    Instead of accepting my efforts, he only added more ice to the cold shoulder he was giving me when he replied, “Not so sure anymore. Rather be safe than sorry, you know?” 
 
    Him not being too happy with me wasn’t really a surprise considering I had sort of neglected him at Londyn’s birthday party. But I was tempted to call him out on it since, according to his little caption on Instagram, he had a girlfriend meaning he shouldn’t have been pushing up on me in the first place. 
 
    “Not your business. Stay focused on the mission, Jay,” I coached in my head, pushing out a breathy, “O...kay,” to stabilize myself before continuing, “But anyway, I wanted to talk to you because I have a... proposition of sorts. A business proposition, that is.” 
 
    “Go on,” he tossed out, his expression remaining stale as hell when he finally gave me his eyes. And even they looked especially disinterested, their usual brown glow replaced with something much darker; something much more serious.  
 
    Once again, I reminded myself to stay focused, getting to the point of my little visit when I started, “So I stumbled across your Instagram this weekend and noticed you have quite a following.” 
 
    “Yeah, what’s your point?” he asked with a shrug, keeping his attitude intact while also giving me a little more of his attention.  
 
    But his attention was all I really needed since the rest spoke for itself, something I was excited to share when I told him, “Well, I work in marketing, more specifically influencer marketing. And I think you really have something. That thing that everyone wants. The ability to get paid for just being yourself.” 
 
    His expression turned confused. “I still don’t think I’m following.”  
 
    “I want you,” I blurted, watching as his eyes only tighten even more before I quickly elaborated,“ I want to get you in front of companies willing to pay you good money, as an influencer, to advertise their products.” 
 
    It was truly the perfect pairing, something I was surprised hadn’t come up sooner since companies were almost always looking for people like him - micro-influencers - to push their products. And it was clear Khalid was at least a little familiar with the process when he said, “Look, Jayla. I respect the vision, but that shit is for women. I mean, what I look like tryna tell another nigga to drink flat tummy tea? And I’m pretty sure Fashion Nova doesn’t have a men’s line yet, so…” 
 
    With a laugh, I insisted, “Khalid, it’s not just for women. There’s plenty of companies that would want to work with you. I mean, you truly have the look.”  
 
    Between his attractiveness and his charming energy, not to mention his natural knack for entertaining according to the videos scattered amongst his page and on his story daily, he was an easy sell. Though he saw things a little differently, smirking when he replied, “You ain’t have to come up with some fake ass marketing strategy just to tell me I was fine, Jayla.” 
 
    Even though the part about him being fine was true, I was still quick to defend, “Khalid, I’m serious! I’m talking four, even five-figure checks for just doing what you already do on social media. And consistently posting about products so others will be more inclined to check them out.” 
 
    As expected, mentioning an actual number was what caused him to really give it some thought. And when he rose from his seat, I hoped it would be to accept my proposition so we could get the ball rolling ASAP. But instead of giving me what I wanted, he sized me up, leaning into the countertop to ask, “What’s in it for you?” 
 
    His question caught me off-guard, or maybe it was just his positioning - his glare - that had me a little shook. Either way, I did my best to stay on track, pulling my shoulders back to explain, “Well, as your representative, I’d get a small cut for being the gatekeeper, connecting you to those companies, keeping your endeavors in order to make sure you’re abiding by the contracts. etc.. But this is easy work for you. I mean, you can’t tell me you dreamed about working this security desk for the rest of your life.” 
 
    At least I hoped he hadn’t dreamed about working security forever. Not that there was anything wrong with his job, and I respected him making a living for himself period. But I also knew he was leaving a hell of a lot of money on the table if he didn’t take me up on the offer.  
 
    I worried that was exactly what was going to happen when, instead of showing interest, he only shrugged, plopping down in his chair to reply, “Maybe I did.” 
 
    Still, I wasn’t backing down, ready to lay it all out there when I whined, “Khalid, come on. I can see you’re still mad at me for... playing you out at the party, or whatever. But don’t let that come between you and your coins.”  
 
    “Oh, so you do know what you did?” he asked, his eyebrow piqued teasingly as if he wasn’t as upset about it as he was acting; something I was thankful for since that meant it was easily rectifiable with a little apology even though I could argue that I hadn’t done anything wrong. 
 
    But… it wasn’t about how I felt; it was about getting him on board, meaning I was especially sweet when I leaned into the countertop and told him, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He brushed me off. “Don’t be. You deserve to live your new singlehood to the fullest. I guess I’m just jealous.”  
 
    While I could appreciate his honesty, I still snapped my head back to challenge,  “Jealous of what? You have an almost cult-like following of women ready and willing to risk it all; my little sister included. I’m small fish compared to them.” 
 
    Seeing the way women responded to him was fascinating to say the least, and I could only imagine how his girlfriend felt about all the extra attention he got. But instead of agreeing with me, he only laughed. “You’re not small fish and you know it. But if you wanna play humble, I get it.” 
 
    With a smirk, I went in for the kill, pouting my lips to beg, “So will you just… think about it? Please?”  
 
    He didn’t answer right away, only stared blankly at the security monitors as if he was weighing his options. And when he finally spoke again, it was to ask, “You really think companies would wanna work with me?” 
 
    “Oh, definitely. With that following and that face, it’s a no-brainer.”  
 
    “Like, what kinda companies though? I can’t be reppin’ shit I ain’t really about,” he said, the fact that he wanted to keep his integrity intact something I welcomed since I knew just how easily the extra spotlight and money could change people.  
 
    I used my research from the weekend to reply, “Well for starters, I’m thinking something sophisticated. Maybe watches. And then we can get into other apparel, especially fitness since that’s a hot market.” 
 
    His face lit up when he suggested, “What about those little teeth-whitening things? My dental insurance just kicked in, but I’d do that shit for free just to try it out.” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh as I explained, “First rule to this, nothing comes for free anymore, with the exception of charity-related posts to show you actually give a damn about the rest of the world. But we can put them on the list if that’s what you want. I’m really just here to facilitate.”  
 
    The excited expression on his face had me excited too, quick to capitalize on his mood when I offered, “How about we set-up a meeting for later this week? Maybe over dinner?  
 
    “I mean, as long as your boy Eric won’t get mad,” he replied teasingly, stepping from behind his desk to meet me on the other side. And now that I had a full body view of him, I was only reminded of what had started all of this in the first place; his charming ass looking especially fine in his security uniform.  
 
    “Yep, he’ll definitely be an easy sell,” I thought to myself, grinning as I told him, “He’s not my boy. And besides, this is business. No boys are ever getting in the way of that.” 
 
    He seemed satisfied with my response, offering me a nod as I dug in my purse for my business cards and handed one over to him. “Just shoot me a text when you’re ready to set something up.”  
 
    My walkaway might’ve been a little enthusiastic in the hips to ensure that text would be coming sooner than later. And while I wasn’t expecting it to be as soon as it came, I was happy to know I still had the juice when, by the time I made it home, there was a notification waiting for me.  
 
    “Saturday. 8 PM. Perry’s Steakhouse.” - Khalid 
 
      
 
      
 
    



 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Khalid 
 
    “I’m not even saying this to be funny. But like, why would anyone be into Eric? Especially someone as gorgeous as Jayla?” 
 
    After watching his Snapchat story that detailed every part of the date he had apparently taken Jayla on the night before, I was wondering the same thing, trying to figure out what it was about him that had Jayla so intrigued. I mean, Eric was cool peoples, something like family since I considered Londyn the same. But he was also a straight up clown when it came to women, something that hadn’t changed according to Jayla’s annoyed expression in at least half of the videos he had shared. 
 
    Still, regardless of her reasons for going out with him, the sight only solidified that our plans for tonight were really about business and only business. So with a shrug, I answered, “Shit, your guess is as good as mine, LoLo. I mean, he’s your brother. But I saw it with my own two eyes at your party, and now you see it too. He must just be her type.” 
 
    “Or maybe he’s the exact opposite of her ex-husband. Like, she’s into him out of spite,” Londyn reasoned, making me shake my head at how crazy it sounded. 
 
    Then again, it sounded very Londyn, something I was sure to mention when I replied, “That sounds like some shit you would do.”  
 
    “What’s your point?” she asked, completely unfazed by her own crazy as she changed the channel to HGTV which was basically my cue to get the fuck up out of here before I got too invested in somebody’s House Hunters search. More so, too invested in how they were able to afford the shit with jobs that didn’t pay as much as their budget insisted. But I also didn’t want to leave before I got a chance to run Jayla’s proposition by her, wanting to hear her opinion on it before I really signed my name on the imaginary dotted line tonight. 
 
    So I got straight to the point, moving toward the edge of the couch to tell her, “I got some news for you.” 
 
    Her eyes immediately flashed my way in a panic as she hissed, “Fuck. Daniella’s pregnant, isn’t she? Gotdamnit, Khalid! I told you to leave that girl alone!” 
 
    “And I already told you I haven’t seen her in months, so chill out,” I replied with a little laugh, still remembering the phone calls from the both of them after Londyn went ham on Daniella in the club for saying something slick.  
 
    I wasn’t sure what Daniella was expecting me to do after her ass wrote a check she couldn’t cash and got her ass whooped. But I was glad it had all worked itself out eventually, my friendship with Londyn remaining intact and my relationship with Daniella’s crazy self rightfully fizzling out.  
 
    The impatience on Londyn’s face snapped me out of the memory, prompting me to release a heavy breath before I finally shared, “I’m… taking on a new gig. Well, a new side hustle for now. As a social media influencer.”  
 
    The whole thing was still a little crazy to me since I had never really thought of myself as much of an influencer, especially not a good one. But Jayla’s passion and certainty about it had me sold on the idea. At least, I thought I was sold until I saw the way Londyn’s face scrunched when she asked, “Like an Instagram Ho?”  
 
    “Damn. Why it gotta be all that?” 
 
    She held her hands up to defend, “I mean that with all respect. Instagram hoes are living the dream. Minimal work for good pay. Honestly, where can I sign-up? Do they have auditions or something?” 
 
    “Actually, Jayla’s the one who brought it up to me. Said I have the look and following for it. We’re meeting for dinner tonight to discuss details, potential companies, and all that,” I explained, watching her nod in understanding before her lips turned upward into a sly grin, letting me know some bullshit was sure to follow.  
 
    “I could barely get you to say hello to the woman outside of work, and now you’re going to dinner with her? For business of all things?” she asked almost skeptically.  
 
    While I wished I had more of an explanation, I could only shrug. “The universe is wild, ain’t it?” 
 
    Londyn wasn’t impressed, tossing me a side-eye before her eyes dropped to her lap. “Well… you aren’t the only one with news.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Chance really didn’t pull out on your birthday, did he?” I asked teasingly, catching a punch in the arm that made me laugh as Londyn immediately squealed, “No! I mean, yes! But that’s not what I’m talking about.” Then she waited for my laughs to settle before she shared, “Chance and I are moving in together.” 
 
    “So Chance is moving back?” I asked, a little surprised to hear it since he had made it pretty clear he wasn’t interested in being in town any longer than he had to be for his mother.  
 
    But I quickly learned that wasn’t the case at all when Londyn damn near whispered, “No, I’m moving to the city. Because I also got that job that I applied for.” 
 
    Her quiet demeanor quickly got masked by my excited one as I gushed, “Word?! Congratulations, little baby.” Pulling her into a celebratory hug that she sank into as if she was relieved to have the news off her chest. And I only squeezed her tighter around the shoulder when I expressed, “That’s what’s up LoLo, for real. I’m proud of you. When are you moving?” 
 
    “Two weeks,” she muttered in my hold as if she didn’t want me to react.  
 
    Still, I couldn’t help myself since..., “Two weeks?! Damn. That’s practically tomorrow.” 
 
    “Crazy, right?” she said, settling a little deeper under my arm as if she was suddenly trying to savor the moment. Or maybe that was just me, a little sad about my best friend leaving town as if the two weeks had already passed.  
 
    Of course I had other friends, but none of them were quite like Londyn. She was my road dog, the one who I had had the pleasure of watching bloom from a young college girl into a grown woman, the one who had always had my back through right and wrong, and the only one who always believed I could be better. I became better, because of her. And honestly, her decision to follow her dreams really only inspired me that much more.  
 
    “What about your crib? You have a real estate agent and all that lined up?” I asked, glancing around the place that was damn near like a second home to me.  
 
    “Actually, that was another part of my news. I want you to have it.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I thought in my head, sitting up a little straighter to ask, “Me? I can’t take on no mortgage, LoLo. You know my credit score is still trash from all those student loans I couldn’t pay on after I dropped out.”  
 
    Sitting up herself, she explained, “I don’t need you to buy it, Khalid. Just… rent it out temporarily, for a much better price than what you’re paying over at that box you’re living in now.” 
 
    Her shade wasn’t subtle enough for me not to defend my spot when I told her, “Man, quit hatin’. My studio is lush.” 
 
    “But just imagine what you could do with all this extra space? I’ll even throw in most of the furniture,” she offered, that part making me really consider it since the furniture at my current place was nothing more than a mixed-matched combination of shit I had picked up from different thrift stores over the past few months.  
 
    “Now you’re makin’ an offer a nigga can’t refuse. You know how much I love this couch,” I told her, falling back against the cushion that seemed as if it was molded perfectly for my body.  
 
    In fact, I was already imagining the naps I would take on it when Londyn shitted on my dreams and said, “Except this. This is coming with me. But I will leave all my gaming consoles since Chance pretty much has all the same ones.” 
 
    Even that was enough to have me sold, nodding as I replied, “Shit, it’s a deal then. My lease was about to be up next month anyway.” 
 
    “See. God’s Plan,” she insisted excitedly, clearly relieved that both of her pieces of news had gone over well. But now that the first part had settled in a little more for me, I low-key felt somber as hell, thinking of how much her moving away would change things for me.  
 
    I mean, shit had already changed quite a bit with Chance in the picture, welcomed changes since Londyn could be a lot. But she was damn near like a lifeline for me around here with most of my immediate family being a few hours away, meaning I’d really have to keep my shit together or run the risk of falling off completely. 
 
    “Damn. I can’t believe little LoLo is really gettin’ outta here on me,” I said more to myself than her.  
 
    Though it was clear she had heard me when she replied, “I’ve only been wanting to leave this town for forever, Khalid. This move is long overdue.”  
 
    “Oh, I know. And I’m happy for you, for real. Just gonna miss your crazy ass,” I expressed, my lips twisted into a half-hearted smirk.  
 
    Seeing me all in my feelings, Londyn attempted to make me feel a little better about it, putting a hand to my shoulder and suggesting, “Unless this dinner goes well. Then you won’t miss me at all, and then I’ll have to come back and hurt Jayla for stealing my best friend from me.” 
 
    With a laugh, I insisted, “That ain’t gonna happen, LoLo. Shit, if anything I gotta worry about Chance locking you up and throwing away the key to the city.”  
 
    Instead of denying it, she only groaned, “Ooh. Sounds kinky.” And that was yet another cue for me to get my ass on, popping up from the couch while telling her, “Man, I’m outta here. I need to go get ready for this... business meeting.” 
 
    She joined me standing up, but didn’t quite agree with my word choice, following me towards the door and out onto the porch as she said, “It’s a hot first date, Khalid. Call it what it is.” 
 
    I wished I could say the same, but unfortunately I couldn’t, the possibility of something developing between Jayla and I officially balled up and tossed in the trash with a strong, “Kobe!” now that I knew she was messing around with Eric. But I wasn’t going to sweat it, shaking my head instead when I defended, “It really ain’t though. We’re making money moves. Word to your girl Cardi.” 
 
    Smirking, Londyn crossed her arms and agreed, “You know I love me some Cardi B. But I hope your meeting goes well, cause first month’s rent is due soon and I will charge your ass a late fee.”  
 
    “So now you on your Londyn the Landlord shit, huh?” I asked with a laugh, not giving her a chance to respond as I jogged down the stairs towards my car.  
 
    But even with the distance, I still heard Londyn loud and clear when she replied, “That does have a ring to it.” Before shouting after me, “Can’t wait to hear about your first date!”  
 
    “Find some business, Londyn!” I shouted back, climbing in my car to head to the spot that was still technically my home until she moved. But somehow, Londyn still found a way to get the last word, my car reading her text out loud through the speakers.  
 
    “Now that you’re my tenant, you literally are my business. So I’ll be expecting a full recap by tomorrow morning at the very latest. Thanks in advance.” - Londyn 
 
    & 
 
    A business dinner with Jayla seemed straightforward enough when the plans were made. But the second she walked in looking less like business and more like she wanted to be my dinner, I knew I was in trouble, struggling to keep it strictly-professional with every word she spoke and every bite of food she took. I mean, it really wasn’t fair how good she looked sitting across the table from me, the canary yellow dress she had on giving her skin an extra glow and fitted in a way that had her titties looking crazy delicious - like dessert.  
 
    In fact, I caught myself literally getting ready to lick my lips when she asked, “So do you have any other questions? Anything I can clear up for you? Any concerns about how this will all go?” 
 
    Pulling my napkin from my lap - which maybe wasn’t the best decision since it was doing double duty of keeping my pants clean and hiding my bulge of a reaction to her fine ass - I replied, “No concerns. But I do have a question for you.” 
 
    “Shoot.” 
 
    It might’ve been bad etiquette, but my grandmama wasn’t here to call me out on it when I rested my elbows against the table and asked, “What made you move here of all places? I mean, I’m technically a transplant too, but I’ve been here long enough to know most of the people around here are trying to get out. So for somebody of your caliber to willingly come here... I guess I’m a little baffled.”  
 
    From the first day I saw her, Jayla’s whole persona had always screamed big city corporate woman, from the way she dressed to the way she carried herself with the utmost professionalism; especially compared to some of her coworkers. And while I still wasn’t sure where she had moved from, it almost seemed as if being in a town like this was a step-down - to most standards - from wherever she had been before. 
 
    Of course, she tried to pull that humble shit again, giggling as she put a hand to her chest to ask, “Someone of my caliber? What does that even mean?” 
 
    “Come on, Jayla. You know exactly what I mean,” I reasoned, taking a short sip of the scotch I called myself drinking on my businessman shit.  
 
    With a grin, Jayla matched my sip with one from her glass of fancy red wine before she insisted, “I don’t. Enlighten me.”  
 
    If she wanted to hear it, I had no problem gassing her up when I repeated, “Someone of your caliber. You know, clearly on your game with the work shit, fly as hell even on your days off. And if all those late nights in the office prove anything, it’s that you have the ambition of a lioness.”  
 
    I suppose she had gotten enough fuel to finally admit, “I needed a fresh start, in a lot of ways. So when this job opening came up, I figured it was a sign to pull the trigger and do just that.”  
 
    “Because of the divorce?” 
 
    She nodded. “That and other things. Personal things.” 
 
    Now it was me nodding, catching her hint that it was her business to tell if and when she ever became ready. So I didn’t press, simply replying, “I got you. I was just asking so I know you won’t get me all tied up in this shit just to leave me hanging for the next opportunity. You know, making sure this ain’t just some pit stop for you.”  
 
    The last thing I wanted to happen was for me to start relying on the extra income only to have the rug pulled from up under me when Jayla moved onto something better. But she did her best to put me at ease about it when she replied, “Khalid, I’ve only been here for like, two months, and my last few boxes are just now getting unpacked thanks to my little sister. Moving is way too much work for me to be ready to skip town again already. And besides, I kinda like it here.” 
 
    “Why?” I asked, my face scrunched since the sentiment - someone actually liking it here - was foreign as hell.  
 
    Not that the town was completely awful. But it was definitely an acquired taste - an acquired vibe; something that Jayla was apparently already fond of when she listed, “Well mainly because I love my job. But I also appreciate the small town, community feel, and people not knowing who I am until I want them to since I’m new. And all the people I’ve met have been really nice, really welcoming. You included.”  
 
    “Well when you throw me into the equation, it does start to make sense,” I teased arrogantly, making her laugh before she snuck another sip of her wine. But once she sat her glass down, I could tell there was something more on her mind that I encouraged her to share with a simple, “What is it?”  
 
    “You’re asking me why I’m here like someone of your caliber should be here instead of… Los Angeles or something. So tell me. How Sway?”  
 
    I couldn’t help but snicker at her Kanye reference, though the question made me almost as uncomfortable as Sway was during the interview she was referring to since it required some reflecting. But if I was going to be doing business with Jayla, I figured she deserved the truth.  
 
    So instead of trying to craft some perfect response, I gave her the real, releasing a heavy breath before I started, “To be completely honest, this was just a good place to find my way. Cost of living was affordable, finding decent jobs that didn’t require a college degree was never too hard, and I knew I didn’t want to move back home after I dropped out so… I ended up here. An hour away from where I went to school.”  
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised when her first follow-up question was, “Why did you drop out?” 
 
    For a second I considered hitting her with the same “personal” line she had used on me earlier. But from the look in her eyes, I could tell her interest was coming from a genuine place; not just because she was investing some time into this new venture of ours.  
 
    She legitimately wanted to get to know me. And even if she wasn’t ready to be as open, I had no problem leading the way when I answered, “Originally, because I wanted to do music. But looking back, I don’t think school was ever for me to begin with. Stuck around a little longer than I needed to cause Londyn talked me into staying an extra semester, but it wasn’t really my thing.” 
 
    “So what happened to your music career then?” she asked, leaning even further into the table as if my story was really that damn intriguing. And maybe it was to someone like her; someone who had obviously taken the most straightforward corporate ladder track instead of jumping headfirst into the unpredictable waters of being an artist like I had.  
 
    Thinking back on those days, I couldn’t help but smirk when I replied, “Shit low-key popped for a little bit around here locally; got a few radio plays, did a few shows. But I don’t think I was ever really passionate about music. It was just something a few of the homies talked me into doing cause I was decent at it and that school shit was for the birds. I guess I just thought the lifestyle might be dope, and it was fun for a minute. But once those expenses started adding up faster than my little warehouse job at the time could afford, shit wasn’t so fun anymore.”  
 
    She nodded in understanding, following up with yet another question. “So how’d you end up working security then?”  
 
    “Finally somethin’ simple,” I thought as I answered, “Londyn put me on.” 
 
    “Sounds like Londyn is… very important to you,” she replied, eying me suspiciously over her glass before taking another sip of her wine. 
 
    I already knew what the look was about. In fact, it was the same look I had gotten over the years from any woman I called myself showing interest in after they learned about my friendship with Londyn. But just like with them, I had no problem being completely honest about it when I agreed, “Yeah, that’s my dog. My ace boon coon. My A1 since day one.” 
 
    “But you two never actually dated?”  
 
    I shook my head. “Nah, it’s not like that with us. I mean, we vibed for a little bit early on back in college, but we’re better as friends. The best of friends.”  
 
    “And how does your girlfriend feel about that?”  
 
    The question caught me way off-guard since…, “My girlfriend? I don’t have a girlfriend, Jayla.” 
 
    As if she didn’t believe me, she reasoned, “But the other day, your caption on Instagram said something about shorty showing up to the basketball court.” 
 
    I quickly brushed her off with a laugh. “Aw, nah. That was just a joke. More about creating the fantasy that any of my followers could be “shorty”, you know?” 
 
    It may have sounded silly, but the game was the game. And if the number of women who hopped in my DMs in response to that post said anything, it was that the game still worked like a charm. But instead of agreeing with me right away, Jayla just stared at me with a look of marvel in her eyes. A look I didn’t quite understand until she let out an astonished, “Wow. You were really made for this.” 
 
    “I’m glad you think so, shorty,” I replied with a wink, catching the amused smirk on her face before she took another sip of her wine. 
 
    She swallowed hard, then sat her glass down with a little point my way when she said, “I see what you did there. Clever. I like it.”  
 
    “Well you didn’t have to say anything for me to already know that. It’s all in the way you’re still over there blushing, Mrs. Anthony,” I teased, expecting her to giggle right along with me since I was clearly on her good side.  
 
    She didn’t. Only offered me a scowl when she groaned, “Ugh. Not anymore.” Before downing the rest of her wine; an action that confused me until I realized the little slip-up I had made with her name.  
 
    The way it immediately elicited that sort of reaction had me wanting to question her the same way she had done to me. But then I remembered her little “personal” line again and decided not to press my luck, choosing something more surface level once I asked, “Damn. It’s that bad, huh?” 
 
    She shrugged, gnawing on her lip as she pushed out, “Not as bad anymore, but still bad.”  
 
    What “not as bad” looked like, I wasn’t sure. But considering the Jayla I knew, I felt confident reaching across the table to grab her hand and express, “Well if it means anything to you, whoever Mr. Anthony is is a lame ass mothafucka who ain’t deserve you no way.”  
 
    My words made her blushing come back as she first looked down at our connected hands then brought her eyes up to me, the softness in her expression giving me those pesky ass moths in my stomach again. But just when I thought the possibility of an “us” wasn’t trashed after all, she gave my hand an innocent squeeze before dropping it on the table, putting me back in my place with ease when she replied, “I’m glad you think so, Khalid. Now let’s get to this money.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jayla 
 
    “How was your dinner with my Man Crush Monday?” 
 
    The front door wasn’t even closed before Jamila was throwing that question at me from the couch; the answer not as clear and simple as I would’ve liked since there was a lot more to Khalid than I realized, a lot more that intrigued me in ways beyond business.  
 
    His entire vibe was just… attractive. His honesty, his openness about his past, even the way he held his glass screamed a special kind of masculine confidence without having to be hard. But considering the fact that mixing business with pleasure was an absolute no-no, I was forced to put things back into perspective for the both of us, doing my best to make that clear while somehow also being the one to blur the lines by getting all up in his personal business.  
 
    “Do better, Jayla.” I thought to myself, pulling my heels off at the door as I plainly answered, “Dinner was fine. Business as usual.” 
 
    Of course she wasn’t taking that for an answer, waiting for me to join her on the couch before she asked, “Well on a scale from annoying faucet drip to broken levee, how wet are your panties? Cause me personally? I’d be on some once in a lifetime rainstorm shit after spending the evening with a man like that. I mean, does he smell as good as he looks? You know good cologne goes straight to the...”  
 
    Cutting into her obvious excitement, I interrupted by asking, “Will you chill? Khalid and I were meeting about business. Not for… rainstorm vaginas.”  
 
    Instead of accepting that as a sufficient answer - one that wasn’t completely true since being around Khalid had definitely… affected me down below -, Jamila only leaned in further to question, “Okay, but what did he think about this dress I picked out for you though? Could he take his eyes off you? Did he have to adjust in his seat on sight? Or did you really waste all of your good, feminine juice on Jason’s lame ass?” 
 
    It was the second, unnecessary mention of Jason tonight that made me snap, “Why does that matter? I wasn’t wearing this for his opinion. I wore it because it made me look and feel good.” 
 
    And that was the truth.  
 
    Dressing in something that made me feel confident was a staple of all my successful business meetings. Though Jamila still wasn’t quite convinced, her lips twisted when she challenged, “Made you look and feel good for a business meeting with the finest nigga in this city when you could’ve easily worn a suit for that same purpose. You knew what you were doing, sis. Bad bitch status was fully activated with this one.”  
 
    Instead of agreeing, I only rolled my eyes. “Anyway. When are you going back home?” 
 
    It wasn’t that I hated having my sister as company. In fact, I welcomed her presence after spending so much time alone since the move and divorce. But then there were times like now where I wished I could decompress on my own, a concept that was threatened when Jamila answered, “Never. I just got the call back about a job interview I went to the other day.” 
 
    Now I was the overly-excited one, snapping my head back to repeat, “A job interview?! What kind of job?! Why didn’t I know about this? And where the hell are you going to live?” 
 
    “If you’d just relax, I could tell you,” she replied with a roll of her eyes, waiting for me to calm down before she started, “So before I came out here, a fashion buying internship with a local lingerie company came open. I wasn’t really looking for an internship since I already did one back in college, but it was one of the few paid ones I’ve seen and I love a good lingerie set, so I thought I’d check it out and pay you a visit. You know, kill two birds with one stone.”  
 
    The convincing smirk she put on made me side-eye her as she continued, “When I went to the interview, they loved me. Obviously. So instead of offering me the internship, they offered me a real position as an assistant fashion buyer.”  
 
    Her explanation left me grinning from ear-to-ear now that I knew the entire story, feeling especially proud when I asked, “So this trip wasn’t just about mom getting on your nerves? You actually came here with an agenda. A responsible, adult-like agenda.” 
 
    Instead of embracing my enthusiasm, she played it down, putting a hand to my shoulder to suggest, “Remember that chill you asked me about earlier? Find some, please.” 
 
    “But I’m just so excited for you!” I gushed, taking it up a notch by squeezing her neck in a hug that didn’t last long since she immediately started to fight me off of her in response. And once I finally let her go, I was sure to mention, “You still haven’t answered my question about your living arrangements though...” 
 
    Keeping her responsible streak alive, she grabbed her laptop from the coffee table to show me the tabs of her internet browser while explaining, “I’ve been looking at some places online, but I won’t be able to actually visit them until Monday during business hours. So if you could spare me at least another week…” 
 
    “For this? Oh, absolutely!” I squealed, damn near ready to call out for the week just to help her expedite the process. But for now, I couldn’t stop smiling, feeling giddy as hell when I muttered, “My little sister is finally leaving the nest for real, for real. Never thought this day would come.” 
 
    I was really just thinking out loud, but that didn’t stop Jamila from responding, “Have you met your mother? I no longer had a choice. It was truly a do or die situation.”  
 
    While I couldn’t help but giggle at that since I knew the circumstances all too well, I was also curious enough to ask, “Why here though? I’m sure you could’ve found a similar opportunity in the city if you tried.”  
 
    The way she shrugged and gnawed at her lip looked all too familiar, reminding me that while we might’ve had different fathers, we still shared our mother’s blood. And with that, I could only smirk as I listened to her explain, “I guess after seeing the success of your move, I thought a fresh start might be good for me too. I mean, this seems like a pretty good place to live, a good place to find my way. And you’re here, so I won’t be completely alone.”  
 
    The fact that the move my mother considered a huge mistake was something Jamila viewed as a success brought me a special kind of warmth; a feeling I didn’t even realize I was craving until she delivered it through her words. And it wasn’t only that, but the way her perspective sounded so incredibly similar to Khalid’s from dinner; him finding his way in this town something I knew would happen for my little sister in due time. 
 
    This time, she didn’t fight me when I wrapped an arm around her shoulder, pulling her closer to me when I gushed, “Listen to you. I could just cry right now.” 
 
    “Or… we could go out and celebrate the good news,” she suggested from under my arm, the tone of her voice telling me this was on her mind long before I made it home. 
 
    In fact...,  “You’re already dressed under this robe, aren’t you?”  
 
    As if to answer my question, she busted out of the robe she had slowly stolen from me over the span of her visit to unveil some barely-there dress she already had on, grinning when she finally replied, “I was really just waiting for you to get back.” Then she stood up from the couch to adjust the hem while admitting, “And I might have seen my MCM on Instagram at this little club not too far from here.” 
 
    “Jamila, you were creeping on Khalid’s Instagram?” I asked with a scowl, her interest in him amusing and annoying all at once.  
 
    Amusing since I now knew the different ways he played into said interest.  
 
    Annoying since I shouldn’t have been even remotely interested in the same person as my little sister. 
 
    Of course there was no shame in her game when she defended, “It’s not creeping! He wouldn’t have posted it if he didn’t want me and my internet sister-wives to watch.”  
 
    My face scrunched as I ran her words back in my head, quickly deciding there was no use in addressing the specifics once I replied, “You are… something else.” 
 
    She easily brushed it off, getting back to her original point when she asked, “So, are we rollin’ or nah? I just need to put my shoes on.” 
 
    For a second, I thought about turning her down, my dinner with Khalid plenty to sit on without having to face him again any time soon. But the news of my sister finally making the moves I’d been hoping she would was far too exciting to let him get in the way of properly celebrating, something I kept in mind even when I told her, “Hurry up before I mess around and fall asleep.”  
 
    & 
 
    Any time I went out with my little sister, it was really only a stark reminder of our age difference, her ability to throw back shots with no real repercussions something I had to be mindful of so I wouldn’t be tempted to match her glass for glass. But the urge to join her hit me square in the face once I glanced down the bar and saw Eric; the same Eric I had gone out on a date with the night before, smiling and giggling in the face of some other girl.  
 
    I must’ve been staring too hard since Jamila noticed enough to ask, “Did he take one of your clients? Steal your parking spot at the store even though you had your blinker on? Or is it just the fact that he looks like a carbon copy of Jason that has you muggin’ him so hard? Either way, I will happily go over there and ruin his night.”  
 
    While I probably should’ve been holding her back since I knew my little sister was about that action, I was quicker to defend, “Eric does not look like Jason.”  
 
    Or does he? 
 
    Same skin tone, same general facial structure, same height, same… oh my God.  
 
    My internal panic got interrupted by Jamila asking, “Bitch, that’s Eric? Like, the Eric you just went out with the other night? Oh, hell no! I’m definitely about to…” 
 
    I was forced to jump into action, catching her by the arm to finish, “Calm your ass down. It’s really not that big of a deal. I mean, it was just one date. It’s not like we’re suddenly exclusive.”  
 
    It sounded good, but I still felt away, especially once I saw him using some of the same moves he had used on me during our date. The touches in certain, intimate places, the whispers in the ear, his sense of humor that now had her giggling; all things that had me looking forward to date two... until now. 
 
    Ugh. 
 
    It was clear Jamila felt the same way once she expressed, “Still. It’s the principle. And I’m pretty sure he wouldn’t be okay with you doing the same thing with one of these niggas in here. I mean, look at him. He’s definitely trying to take her home tonight.” 
 
    She was absolutely right. But for the sake of not causing a scene, I told her, “Look. If I’m chill, then you should be too. So make that happen, please.” 
 
    “No wonder Jason was out here on your ass,” she muttered before downing a shot, clearly thinking I hadn’t heard her considering the plain expression on her face once she slammed her empty glass on the bar top. 
 
    But I had heard her, and I wasn’t about to let her get away with that slick ass comment, getting ready to check her when someone behind me asked, “Excuse me, Miss?” 
 
    “Not now… Khalid?”  
 
    The second his voice registered in my head, I turned around to meet those playful brown eyes of his, noticing an extra glow about them as if he had already downed a few drinks himself. And even his smile seemed especially giddy, only doubling down on my assumption when he said, “What’s good, Jayla? I ain’t expect to see you two times in one night. Always a treat though.” 
 
    “It’s uh… good to see you too, Khalid,” I told him in an attempt to calm down my earlier fury with Jamila, her gentle elbow nudge into my side prompting me to introduce her. “This is my little sister, Jamila. Jamila, this is…” 
 
    “The man of my dreams. Or probably something like it,” she gushed with a wink, her flirty demeanor only making me roll my eyes. Then again, she had been looking forward to this moment since finding out I knew him in real life, so it only made sense for her to be ready to make good on the opportunity now that it was right in front of her. 
 
    Of course Khalid fell for it right away, brushing her off teasingly when he replied, “Ah, come on with that flattery shit, shorty. Blush doesn’t even look right on my cheeks.”  
 
    “Yeah right. Everything looks right on you. Literally everything,” she practically groaned in a way that only made me side-eye her even harder, especially once I saw the way Khalid licked his lips in response.  
 
    “He’s really feelin’ this shit,” I thought to myself as he gave her a once-over before running a hand over his mouth, his lips pulled into a grin as he said, “I got a feeling I could say the same about you, but I’m chillin’.” 
 
    Their interaction had me feeling like a third wheel, forced to insert myself when I blurted, “Jamila is getting ready to move here. Just took a job in fashion.” But I instantly realized my words only made that third wheel scenario more accurate since Khalid turned her way with his eyebrow piqued, completely blocking me out of the conversation.  
 
    “Oh, word? Congratulations. Maybe you can swag me out one day now that I’ma be working with your big sis,” he offered with a hand tossed my way, almost as if I was an afterthought. 
 
    This is some bullshit.  
 
    “I’m sure we could make that happen,” Jamila sang, peeking over towards me like she was expecting me to back her up.  
 
    I didn’t say a damn thing.  
 
    In fact, I only gave an annoyed roll of my eyes, that annoyance growing even thicker once Khalid asked, “How about we discuss the details right now? Over a dance?” Then he stuck his hand out to my sister; a hand I was tempted to knock out of reach until Jamila filled it with her own.  
 
    “I like the way you think, Khalid,” she replied just before he led her out towards the dance floor, the sight making me a little sick since… that should be me.  
 
    Or maybe it shouldn’t have been me. I mean, they did look good together, they were a little closer in age, were at similar points of adulthood. And even their energies were alike, that carefree, go with the flow attitude towards life something they both shared.  
 
    Honestly, they seemed like a perfect match, or at least a lot better of a match than Khalid and I could ever be. But before I could really sulk about it, I felt a warm body standing a lot closer than it should’ve been, prompting me to peek over my shoulder just as that person groaned, “Damn, baby. You look amazing.” 
 
    His words - his presence - might’ve put me in a better mood if I hadn’t been a witness to his little situation earlier. But considering I wasn’t the only one to see it with two eyes, my scowl only tightened when I replied, “I know.” 
 
    “Lemme buy you a drink,” Eric offered, clearly unfazed by my cold shoulder.  
 
    But I wasn’t budging, instead taking a step to the side to create more space between us as I crossed my arms and told him, “I’m good.”  
 
    “Is there a problem, Jayla?” he asked, his eyebrow piqued in a way that told me he already knew the answer to his question. 
 
    “Just like a man,” I thought in my head, shrugging as I turned my attention back towards the dance floor. “No problem at all. I’m just no longer interested in the likes of you.” 
 
    Of course, it was that that really bothered him, his tone turning more urgent when he asked, “But what happened? I mean, we had fun the other night, right?”  
 
    Looking him in the eyes would’ve only made me more upset about it all. So instead, I kept my eyes trained forward as I told him, “Yes. The same fun you just had with homegirl a few bar stools down. But it’s all good. I’m not even trippin’. Thanks again for the dinner.” 
 
    “So it’s like that?” he asked, doubling down on that whole “just like a man” thing from earlier. In fact, it only reminded of the day I told Jason I wanted a divorce and he asked the same question as if I hadn’t been dealing with his shit for far too long up until that point.  
 
    The memory in combination with my current attitude fueled me to snap, “Obviously, Eric! Damn. Now get the fuck on somewhere.”  
 
    “Man, you’re buggin’,” he muttered on his walk away, my shoulders dropping with a heavy sigh as I considered all the ways this night had taken a turn for the worst. I mean, I was supposed to be out celebrating Mila’s new job and basking in the afterglow of my successful business dinner with Khalid.  
 
    But now... 
 
    “Great news! I just found a place!” Jamila squealed on her surprisingly-solo return, her interruption of my pity party really only confusing me since I wasn’t sure how that could’ve happened in the matter of a few songs.  
 
    I must’ve been wearing that confusion on my face since it didn’t take me asking for her to explain, “Khalid is getting ready to move out of his apartment into a house, and he told me I could take over the lease if I wanted. He only has a month left on it, but I’ll be able to renew and all that. It’s perfect!”  
 
    The arrangement definitely sounded good. And knowing Khalid had convinced my little sister to take his apartment over a dance, sight unseen, told me he really was good at that persuasive shit. But thinking back to the conversation between Mila and I before Khalid showed up had me struggling to be happy for her, pushing out a weak, “That’s… great. Congratulations.” 
 
    Of course she picked up on it immediately. “Wait. What’s the matter, Jay?”  
 
    The environment wasn’t ideal for the conversation, but I knew my sister wouldn’t take “nothing” for an answer. And honestly, she needed to know exactly I felt regardless of the circumstances since she obviously had no problem taking it there in the first place.  
 
    Just thinking about it had me right back fired up when I finally answered, “That comment you made earlier, about Jason. That was fucked up, Mila.” 
 
    She didn’t even pretend not to know what I was talking about, instead getting right to the point as she replied, “I’m sorry, sis. But you just… you have a way of ignoring the obvious signs right in front of you until you absolutely can’t anymore. I mean, you always knew shit with mom was a little off, but you let her control your life - your decisions - for the longest time. You knew Jason wasn’t being faithful, but you let it ride until a horde of women started approaching you about it as if one or two wasn’t enough, doing that whole “chill” thing until he started throwing it in your face via random birds. You know you like Khalid and he likes you, but you’re steady denying it for the sake “business” which… that nigga is even finer in person and he can dance his ass off, so I have no problem competing with you there. But you see Eric obviously ain’t worth a real damn, and yet…” 
 
    “Actually, I just told him to fuck off,” I interjected, trying to find a bright spot in her case now that she had decided to read the hell out of me.  
 
    While I wished I could rebut everything she was saying, I knew there was a lot of truth to her words which meant I was better off just listening even when she teased, “Wow. Then maybe you really are changing for the better.”  
 
    At that, I cracked the slightest smirk as she continued,  “Seriously though, Jay. You’re one of the smartest people I know when it comes to this business shit. But you can be one of the silliest when it comes to just... trusting your instincts in your personal life. I guess I just want better for you, boo.” 
 
    Hearing it from my little sister of all people, the one whose case I got on more than anybody’s, had me feeling a little emotional. Maybe because it was a sign she was really growing up, or maybe because she was spot on and I needed the gut check.  
 
     Either way, I had to swallow the lump in my throat as I muttered, “Got me getting all teary-eyed in the fuckin’ club of all places…” 
 
    Wrapping her arm around my shoulder, she turned me back towards the crowd to suggest, “Well if they decide to drop, I bet I know someone who will happily lick those tears right off your pretty face.”  
 
    The new positioning gave me an almost perfect view of Khalid who was busy talking to the DJ, the two of them laughing it up after he whispered something in her ear that wasn’t covered by headphones. The action was innocent enough, but it was also the perfect reminder that dealing with anybody other than myself right now probably wasn’t the best idea.  
 
    I needed to get my shit together. And if I really expected that to happen, I’d have to focus strictly on me. So instead of going after Khalid, or anyone for that matter, I gave my sister a half-hearted smile when I told her, “Nah, I think I need a break from men for a minute. Let’s just go dance.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Khalid 
 
    Things were officially in motion. 
 
    Londyn had moved out of her house and I had moved in, Jamila had moved into my old place, and I had just received my very first direct deposit for a series of Instagram posts featuring some dope ass watches I got to keep thanks to Jayla’s business savvy. It was honestly fascinating to watch her in her element, sweeping through contracts and negotiating better deals, optimizing my Instagram for best engagement and teaching me how to take fly ass product placement pictures with minimal equipment, always looking so damn fine. But now that we were really doing business together, I was trying my best not to mess up our working relationship, even if that meant falling back when it came to my forever-growing attraction to her. 
 
    She didn’t make that shit easy, though.  
 
    In fact, it almost seemed like she was purposely taunting me when she floated towards my desk wearing a fire red pencil skirt that had her ass on swole and a floral print blouse that was a few buttons short of being closed now that it was the end of the workday for her. And not only was her outfit on point, but her smile was full and her heels were on.  
 
    Today was obviously a good day.  
 
    She could barely contain her excitement when she gushed, “Your first check. Congratulations, sir.” 
 
    With a proud nod, I told her, “Thanks, boss lady. I must say, you knew what you were talking about.”  
 
    “Did you ever doubt me?” she asked, cocking her head to the side teasingly with an arrogant smirk. 
 
    “Damn, she’s really in a good mood,” I thought to myself, abandoning the desk to meet her on the other side and answer, “Never that.” 
 
    She gave a wink as if to say, “Good answer” before laying her folder out on the desk to show me what she’d been working on, one of my favorite parts of the process since the shit always got her crazy excited. And as usual, I could only smile while I listened in on the latest rundown. 
 
    “So I have a couple of new opportunities lined up for you. Natural hair care products for this mane of yours, some new black-owned cereal company since you say it’s your favorite food, and a new Bluetooth speaker that’s shaped like a Hennessy bottle designed to blend in at house parties – or kickbacks as you guys call them.”  
 
    “All lit. I’m with it. What you need from me?” I asked, glancing at the thick stack of papers she had brought along.  
 
    She was already flipping through the pages that were all marked and highlighted as she answered, “Just a few signatures right now, then we can get the shots we need for the posts sometime this weekend if you’re free.” 
 
    “Actually, I have a little something going on this weekend. Something I’ve been meaning to invite you to,” I told her, the silent curiosity already brewing in her eyes once she turned my way. And I didn’t keep her waiting, leaning against the countertop as I continued, “I’m having a little housewarming party. All chill, nothing major. But if you don’t have any plans, I’d love to have you drop by. Jamila too.” 
 
    The party was actually Londyn’s idea, though I imagined it was really just an excuse for her to bring her ass back to town already. But once she mentioned all the free shit – gift cards - I could possibly get, it was a no-brainer for me too. 
 
    To my surprise, Jayla’s interest seemed to grow when she crossed her arms and asked, “Ahh, so that’s what this is about? I’m getting the pity invite because you really want my little sister to come?” 
 
    “What? Nah. I want you to come, and I’m inviting Jamila to be nice. I mean, since she’s still new to town and all that,” I told her honestly, knowing it might’ve been a little shady if I didn’t include her.  
 
    Still, Jayla thought she was onto something when she groaned, “Mmhmm. I saw the way you looked at her at the club a little while back. My sister is a baddie.” 
 
    “No denying that. But I think I might know somebody who has her beat,” I replied with a wink, watching as she rolled her eyes teasingly in response while muttering, “Forever the charmer.”  
 
    Her attention went back to the stack of contracts, directing me where to sign as she said, “Anyway. Send me the details. I’m sure we can make some time if you make some time for me to get these pictures taken and posts scheduled.”  
 
    “So we’re trading favors now?” I asked, scribbling my name and initials down in the designated places.  
 
    She waited for me to finish them all before she answered, “One is a favor, the other is mandatory business. Though it might be cool to get some pictures of the speaker actually in use at your housewarming party. So I guess we can blur the lines a little bit.” 
 
    “If only that same energy could apply in other places…” I muttered more to myself than her, though I could tell by the way she tensed up a little bit that she had heard me.  
 
    But after a quick sigh, she acted unfazed, plastering on an easy smile to ask, “So we have a deal?” 
 
    “I’ll see you this weekend, boss lady. And I know you like to show out, but the dress code is super chill. Give me convenience store Jayla with the company cap,” I teased, laughing once she threw a little tap against my arm as she groaned, “Boy…”   
 
    Gathering her papers, she placed them back into the folder before tucking it under her arm. Then she placed a gentle hand against my bicep to say, “I’ll be in touch, alright?” 
 
    “Yes, please.” 
 
    Her smirk was enough of a goodbye, especially since I’d be able to witness the treat of her walking away once she turned around. But she only got a few steps before she stopped dead in her tracks and hissed, “Damn. Have I really been here that long? When did it get so dark out?” 
 
    “If you’d pick your ambitious ass head up from your desk a little more often, you’d know,” I teased, catching the side-eye she threw my way in response even though she knew I was right. Then again, her hard work was turning into a dope little side hustle for me which meant I had no room to complain.  
 
    “Think you can walk me out?” she asked, her expression hopeful as if she thought I might turn her down.  
 
    But really, I was already holding the door open for her by the time I asked, “You scared of the dark or somethin’?” 
 
    She stepped past me with a short nod of thanks before she answered, “Of course I’m not scared of the dark. But as you may know, Mr. Security Guard, there are a few weirdos that like to linger around here when the sun goes down.”  
 
    “Well, tell them to come inside and start some trouble so I’ll have something to do. This overnight shit gets hella boring,” I admitted, knowing this little interaction with her would surely be the highlight of the next six hours.  
 
    Who am I kidding? Seeing her is always the highlight.  
 
    “In the age of YouTube and Netflix, how could you ever get bored?” she asked, the sight of her car in the distance - one of the few left in the parking lot - slowing her stride, almost as if she wasn’t quite ready to get rid of me just yet. 
 
    With that, I decided to take my time too, slipping my hands in my pockets as I answered, “For one, I’ve already watched just about every YouTube video you can think of. And for two, Londyn canceled her Netflix account since Chance already has one, so now I don’t have access.” 
 
    I was still a little salty about that shit, mainly because Londyn knew I was only two episodes away from finishing all the seasons of Breaking Bad and didn’t even give me a warning so I could hurry up and watch them. But Jayla was practically speaking my love language when she offered, “Want my password? I hardly ever have the time to use it.” 
 
    “Wow. I’m flattered, but nah. It’s only twelve bucks. I can afford to splurge a little bit now that I’m making some extra money thanks to you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” she replied teasingly as she opened the door to the backseat, then bent over to drop her folders on the leather.  
 
    While I probably should’ve had my eyes elsewhere, they were glued to her ass as I muttered, “That I am.” Though it was clear she hadn’t heard me when she stood back upright to say, “Have a good night, Khalid.” 
 
    “You too, Jayla Mitchell,” I replied as plainly as possible since I knew it would get a reaction out of her regardless. And once her eyes went wide, I was quick to explain, “Jamila insisted on putting her number in my phone, and she put her full name. That’s your fam, so…” 
 
    “We have different fathers.” 
 
    “Oh damn. My bad,” I told her, suddenly feeling silly for assuming.  
 
    Well… feeling silly until I saw the smirk on her face when she said, “But that’s still my maiden name too.” 
 
    “So you think you funny, huh? Yeah, you definitely gotta come to the party now,” I told her with a little chuckle, her teasing only making my appreciation for everything about her double in size.  
 
    Her professional side, her sense of humor, her resourcefulness, her… sexiness. 
 
    The woman was really everything. And she only made me that much more excited to have her in my crib this weekend when she finally replied, “I’ll see you then.”  
 
    & 
 
    Getting the crib in order for the housewarming party was already stressful enough. But leave it to my little cousin, Shaq, to do nothing but add to that stress when he asked, “What kinda hoes you got comin’ through here? You invite a few of them Instagram honeys?” 
 
    To be real, the invitation I had extended to him was more of a courtesy than anything since I knew my grandmama would’ve flamed my ass from heaven for leaving him out. She had raised the both of us, with Shaq being a few years younger - and a whole lot dumber - than me. And even though we favored each other in looks, our differences were clear every time he opened his damn mouth.  
 
    “Nah, this ain’t that kinda function,” I told him plainly, checking my wrist for the time and discovering a lot more had passed than I realized.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    After a quick sweep of the kitchen, I headed to my room to get dressed. And Shaq was right on my heels muttering, “Ain’t that kinda… then why the hell am I here? That’s the only reason I came! That’s the only reason I ever come.”  
 
    “Clearly, nigga. Since you didn’t bring a housewarming gift nor any body-warming liquor,” I told him annoyedly, slipping into the bathroom to change out of my chill wear into something a little nicer.  
 
    Designer chill wear. 
 
    “You the one making those internet dollars now. I figured you had it, bruh,” Shaq replied the second I emerged from the bathroom as if he had any idea how that shit worked. But I suppose I couldn’t blame him since he pretty much thought the same thing that most people, including myself, did; a sponsored post meant instant cash. 
 
    I was tempted to school him on the business shit until I heard incessant honking coming from outside, directing my attention to the source when I told him, “Londyn just pulled up. Make yourself useful and go help her carry some of those bottles in here.” 
 
    Instead of making moves like I had asked, he only peeked at her through the blinds. “Man, she ain’t missed a beat since y’all went to school together. I can’t believe you really never bagged that. Just what kinda nigga are you?” 
 
    With a little shove towards the front door, I answered, “A nigga with more morals than you’ll ever have. Now go help her with the liquor before I help you to these hands.”  
 
    “Nah, nah. Don’t try to be all hard now,” he replied jokingly, the stoic look I gave in response telling him I wasn’t in the mood for that shit. And I was glad he picked up on it enough to say, “Aight, aight. I’m goin’.” 
 
    Once he stepped outside, I did another quick sweep, this time of the living room to make sure there wasn’t anything out of place. But the only thing I found was a wrapper from the weed brownie Shaq must’ve consumed on the low stuffed into the couch.  
 
    “It’s gonna be a long night,” I thought to myself, shaking my head as I fixed the cushions. Then I went to drop the wrapper in the trash just as Londyn and Shaq’s soon-to-be high ass made their way back inside.  
 
    Londyn was all smiles when she announced, “You know I haven’t seen this fool since college. And he’s still as ugly as I remember.” 
 
    “Hit your little grown woman glow-up and suddenly forgot about those multi-colored kinky twists, huh?” Shaq teased, earning himself a punch in the arm as Londyn squealed, “Shut up!” Then she got busy arranging her and Miss. Annie’s contribution to the party on the countertop, taking short glances at the space that used to be all hers.  
 
    “I like what you’ve done with the place, Khalid. Not my style, but I guess it fits you well,” she said with a subtle hint of shade to let me know she wasn’t really all that impressed.  
 
    Either that or she was just sad to see it look a little differently than she remembered, something she’d simply have to deal with since, “That’s all that matters, right?” 
 
    Instead of answering, she only side-eyed me, sticking her personal bottle of liquor into the freezer before turning back my way to say, “You should’ve told me to come-by earlier so I could fix that hair of yours. You’re looking a little rough, homie.” 
 
    “Been thinking about cutting it to be honest,” I replied, scrubbing a hand over my locs that were definitely past needing a touch-up. But between my regular job and my side gig with Jayla which included a strategic increase in my presence on social media, I hadn’t really had the time to find a new stylist even though looking good was part of my “brand”.  
 
    Of course the mention of cutting my hair fired Londyn right up as she screeched, “What?! And let all my hard work go to waste?! You’re trippin’!” 
 
    I totally understood where she was coming from, especially since my locs had been around just as long as she had. They were really like a staple of our friendship; the thing that had kicked it off and a small part of what had sustained it over the years. But with the circumstances changing for the both of us, I admitted, “Now that you aren’t here to get me right on the regular, shits nothin’ but a hassle.” 
 
    “If I need to make a trip back once a month to retwist you, you know I will,” she replied, her unwavering generosity something I had always admired. I mean, this whole housewarming thing wouldn’t have even been possible without her letting me rent the house for a more than fair price, her leaving some furniture behind to make the place look reasonably inviting, her having the idea to put this little shindig together, and then supplying the alcohol without me having to ask.  
 
    She was a real one, no doubt about it. But the fact that she was so willing to make the trip only made me laugh since..., “Damn. You’re that homesick already, huh?” 
 
    While we hadn’t talked about it directly, she had made plenty of comments via text that hinted at her starting to miss home. And even if it wasn’t enough for her to undo the move since she was definitely thriving in her new digs, it was clear she was slowly becoming hip to that whole “No place like home” concept.  
 
    Gnawing on her lip, she pushed out, “No… Yes… Sometimes. I mean, I can only ride my man so many times in one day before he tells me I need a new hobby. And making new friends as an adult is just… hard. ” 
 
    “Learn how to be nice to people, and maybe they’ll stop running from you,” I teased as I blew past her towards the fridge and pulled out the sandwich platter she’d insisted I order from the grocery store deli. No matter how much she claimed her mother’s parties annoyed her, it was clear she was starting to take after her in that regard.  
 
    “Haven’t lost your sense of asshole, I see,” she muttered under the loud popping sound from the bag of chips she was opening. Then she reached into the cabinets and pulled out a bowl I didn’t even know I owned, dumping the chips out with an attitude like my little comment had really hurt her feelings.  
 
    I wanted to ask her who she thought she was fooling with that shit, wanted to remind her that I knew her far too well to fall for the okey-doke. But instead, I pinched her cheek teasingly while telling her, “Keeps you humble, little baby. You know that.”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Whatever,” she replied with a roll of her eyes, snatching away to throw the empty bag in the trash as a new thought dawned on her. “Wait a minute. What happened to Shaq?” 
 
    “Awww shit,” was my immediate reaction since I could only imagine what he had gotten himself into now that some time had passed meaning his edible had settled in. And while I probably should’ve been surprised, I was only annoyed to find him outside sitting on the roof. 
 
    “Cuz, what the hell are you doing up there?” I shouted, wondering how he had even gotten up there since I didn’t see a ladder nearby. 
 
    He didn’t bother looking down at me, instead kept his eyes toward the sky when he pointed out,  “That cloud. It’s White Jesus. I know it’s White Jesus. He saw me picking money up off the floor to throw in the strip club two weeks ago, and now he’s coming to shut me out of heaven’s gates for my sin.” 
 
    Londyn immediately started dying laughing, forced to put a hand over her mouth to keep from drawing too much attention to us while I told Shaq, “Bruh, you are tweakin’. Get down from there.”  
 
    Instead of listening, he only shook his head. “Nah, I deserve it. Sapphire thought she was making double, and really I was just recycling her earnings. White Jesus is about to send me straight to hell.” 
 
    If he wasn’t my responsibility, I might’ve thought it was funny too. But since he was my responsibility, I only grew more annoyed when, through her laughs, Londyn asked, “Exactly what did he smoke, and where can one buy some? Asking for a me.” 
 
    “It was just one of those brownies,” I told her with a roll of my eyes as Shaq started singing some offbeat remix of Ruben Studdard’s, “Sorry 2004” a whole fourteen years too late. 
 
    “This is my sorry forrrr, two thousand…eighteen. And I ain’t gonna pick up no more, of her tipssss...”  
 
    “Oh damn. He must’ve eaten the whole thing then. You know they say you should only eat half,” Londyn replied just as Shaq broke from his song to make another request for forgiveness. 
 
    “Black Jesus, come save me! White Jesus is trippin’. He doesn’t know my heart like you do! We don’t even speak the same language!” 
 
    “Fuck, man. We gotta get him down from there,” I hissed, peeking over to Londyn to find her filming the whole thing instead of brainstorming ideas like she should’ve been. “Londyn, are you serious?! This shit ain’t funny! What if my neighbors see him?! What if they call the police?” 
 
    “Shit, it might be us calling the police if we can’t get him down ourselves,” she replied as Shaq started singing out another plea, this time via his own remix on Justin Bieber lyrics. 
 
    “Is it too late now to say sorryyyyy… cause I really loved her bodyyyy.” 
 
    “Is it too late now to say sorryyyyy…Yeah, I knowww that I let you down. But her booty cheeks were hellaaa round.”  
 
    Londyn had the nerve to start jigging to his song, earning herself a little shove in the shoulder when I finally replied, “Hell nah! Can you imagine their response to a black man, high off cannabis, screaming from the rooftop in this nice ass neighborhood? They don’t give a fuck about it being your property; they’ll still shoot his ass down without even blinking.”  
 
    It was a sad reality, but reality nonetheless. And while I hated its truth, it was at least enough to get Londyn on my side as she said, “On second thought, I’ll go get the ladder from the garage.” 
 
     
  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jayla 
 
    “Mila, I’ve told you this a million times. Khalid said the dress code for tonight is super chill.” 
 
    Leave it to my little sister to come over with a garment bag full of clothes to try on as if she couldn’t have just arrived to my place already dressed. And of course she had brought along a bunch of stuff that didn’t exactly scream “housewarming party”.  
 
    More like, Grammy’s after party.  
 
    “Well this is my version of super chill,” she replied as she adjusted the hem of her skintight leather dress, turning around to check her ass out in the mirror before throwing her fur vest over it.  
 
    While the ensemble did look good on her, I still couldn’t help teasing, “Jamila, you look like you’re about to sit front row at a boxing match. I mean, is the leather and fur really necessary for an in-house function?” 
 
    Running a hand down the front of her dress, she defended, “First of all, I’m vegan now. So if anybody asks, this is pleather and this is faux fur. Second of all, you should probably mind your own business since you’re dressed like you’re about to work at a boxing match as a corner man.” 
 
    “This Adidas tracksuit is brand new! And if this isn’t considered super chill, I don’t know what is,” I replied, glancing at myself in the mirror and wondering had I overdone it on the “chill” part.  
 
    I was determined to break out of the polished and pristine persona my mother had ingrained in me, but I also didn’t want to look like a total slob. And Jamila didn’t exactly make me feel better about it when she patted my shoulder to sarcastically reply, “If you say so, Run DMC.” 
 
    With a sigh, I huffed, “Fine. I’ll change. But it has to be something made of soft, stretchy material.”  
 
    The task of dressing me was one of Mila’s favorite things, so of course she sprung right into action, vigorously flipping through my closet until she found her first option. “How about this t-shirt dress?”  
 
    “It shrunk in the dryer, so now my ass practically falls out of it,” I told her, expecting her to put it back so I could donate it later.  
 
    But instead of doing that, she squealed, “Perfect!” before pulling it out and laying it on my bed. “We’ll do this. A little denim jacket for some contrast and flare. And... those tennis shoes you never wear.” 
 
    “You mean, the tennis shoes I was already planning to wear,” I muttered as I unzipped my track jacket and got rid of it along with the matching pants and t-shirt so that I could replace it all with Mila’s pick. And while I wanted to be mad at her for making me change, the outfit looked too good on me to complain.  
 
    Mila knew it too, peeking over my shoulder as she emphasized, “See. Super chill, but make it fashion. Now you actually look worth a damn.”  
 
    “I always look worth a damn,” I replied as I licked my lips and flipped my hair over my shoulder, almost tempted to take a selfie since the lighting was still perfect from Mila doing her makeup earlier. But I must’ve been feelin’ myself a little too much since Mila only rolled her eyes in response.  
 
    “You take a girl from looking like a potato to looking like a snack, and suddenly she’s flipping her hair and popping her lips in the mirror,” she groaned annoyedly, making me giggle since she was really just being a hater. 
 
    Instead of letting it get to me, I only smirked when I replied, “In my opinion, potatoes make the best snacks. Now are you ready to go? Or do I have to sit through another outfit change?” 
 
    “You’re in luck. I already ran through all the outfits I bought with me. So unless you wanna drop-by my…” 
 
    “Nope! Let’s go,” I told her, practically dragging her out while I still had the chance. And it didn’t take long at all for us to get to Khalid’s house, though I was a little surprised when we pulled into the neighborhood that looked straight out of a middle-class magazine.  
 
    Similarly-designed two-story homes with monotonous color schemes, freshly manicured lawns, enough stray bikes scattered in the driveways to recognize there were kids in the neighborhood. And then there was Khalid’s house, with a driveway full of cars and even some lining the street in a way that reminded me of Londyn’s birthday party. 
 
    Clearly, this little shindig wasn’t as low-key as he made it sound. But it was too late to turn back now, especially since Mila was already out of the car before I even got a chance to turn it off. In fact, I was only able to catch up to her because she stopped on the sidewalk to acknowledge, “Okay, future baby daddy. This is niiiiiice.” 
 
    “Especially for someone on a security guard salary,” I said more to myself than her, becoming a little curious about just how much Khalid was making. I mean, it must’ve been pretty good money if he wasn’t in a rush to quit his job now that the money from our social media hustle was starting to come in. Then again, it could’ve been the extra money that had allowed him to get the home in the first place.  
 
    Suddenly, I felt proud of myself. But that feeling almost got cut short the second we made our way up the stairs and I heard someone shout, “Jayla, you make me sick! Always lookin’ so damn fine. I need to take some bad bitch lessons with you, for real.”  
 
    From anyone else, I might’ve been a little taken aback. But coming from Londyn, someone I considered a friend and fellow bad bitch, I could only smile as I replied, “My little sister deserves all the credit. She’s the one who convinced me to change out of the Adidas tracksuit I wanted to wear.” 
 
    “I’m sure you looked bad in that too,” she responded as she pulled me into a quick hug; though her words didn’t pass without my little sister muttering, “More like an Idaho potato…” And the second I pulled away, she wasted no time introducing herself.  
 
    “I’m Jamila. I think I’ve seen you on Khalid’s Instagram story before. Londyn, right?” 
 
    With a proud smile, Londyn replied, “In the flesh. And I promise I’m a much nicer person off-camera. Khalid is just annoying.” 
 
    “Annoying and fine,” Jamila emphasized with a lick of her lips that told me she was definitely looking forward to seeing her “future baby daddy” even if he wasn’t exactly checking for her like that.  
 
    At least, I don’t think he’s checking for her like that. 
 
    Before I could get too in my head about it, Londyn rolled her eyes to reply, “The worst combination known to man.” Making Mila laugh as she insisted, “Let’s get inside. I’m sure Khalid will be happy to see you, Jayla.” 
 
    Since I wasn’t as sure of it as she seemed to be, I didn’t respond, instead let her lead us into the house as if it was her own and found it just as full as I imagined it would be. 
 
    Yep, definitely not low-key.  
 
    Londyn wasn’t at all fazed by the crowd, easing her way through the living room as she explained, “There’s plenty of food and alcohol in the kitchen. If there’s a song you wanna hear, just add it to the playlist on the iPad that’s hooked up to that adorable Hennessy speaker you gave Khalid to advertise. The bathroom is down the hall. And if you wanna smoke, you can do it on the back porch with the others. Did I miss anything?”   
 
    “Where should I put my gift?” I asked, holding up the gift bag that contained a nice picture frame Mila told me not to buy. In fact, “Most niggas don’t put pictures up in their house. They just… live in it,” were her exact words.  
 
    I worried that Londyn was thinking the same thing the way her eyebrow piqued when she asked, “You actually brought a real gift?” 
 
    “Uh… was I not supposed to? I mean, this is a housewarming party, right?” 
 
    She nodded. “It is. But everyone else just bought gift cards.”   
 
    Jamila’s eyes almost immediately shot my way since that was exactly what she had suggested for me to do too. But I wasn’t going to indulge her, instead keeping my attention on Londyn as she said, “You can just give it to him. He’s right over there.”  
 
     My eyes followed her line of direction, and a little gasp slipped from lips since… damn, he looks good. I thought I had the whole “super chill” dress code down pact, but Khalid was practically the poster boy with his gray sweatpants and fresh white tee. Even the little bit of scruff to his locs and facial hair gave off the right vibe, making me jealous and turned on all at once. 
 
    Shit, it’s been a minute.  
 
    As if he felt me staring at him, he looked up and his eyes locked with mine, a sheepish smile growing on his face as he waved me over. And you would’ve thought he was holding a magnet the way I immediately drifted his way, not even bothering to include my little sister on the journey. 
 
    She’d be alright.  
 
    The second I got close enough to reach, he pulled me into the tightest hug, teasingly growling right against my ear, “I could’ve sworn I told your fine ass this was super chill. But nahhh, you just had to come in here lookin’ all good and shit.” 
 
    With a laugh, I pulled away to defend, “I really tried to chill! Had the tracksuit on and all, but Jamila the stylist wasn’t having it.”  
 
    “Guess you just gotta wear it the next time you come and visit then,” he insisted with a wink, the glaze in his eyes telling me he had already been enjoying the libations before we arrived. And you would’ve thought he had read my mind since he continued, “Lemme get you a drink or somethin’.” 
 
    He was already making moves toward the kitchen when I stopped him with a hand to his chest. “Wait. Before we do that, I got you a gift.”  
 
    Smirking, he accepted the gift bag from my opposite hand, blowing past the tissue paper to pull out…, “A picture frame with the standard white couple still in it. You could’ve at least hit me with a selfie, a glamour shot, somethin’.” 
 
    My face scrunched. “Are you serious? That would’ve just been… weird. Here’s a picture of myself for you to put up in your house that doesn’t have pictures of anyone else because I’m that damn full of myself to think you need it.”  
 
    Instead of agreeing, he only shrugged. “Would’ve been better than this picture of Peter and Jenny, I know that for a fact.”  
 
    “Gotta capture your own moments, Khalid,” I insisted with a teasing jab to his arm. 
 
    Well, it was supposed to be a teasing jab until Khalid caught me by the wrist and snatched my breath all at once when he replied, “Certainly looking forward to it, Jayla.”  
 
    The usual playfulness in his eyes was there, but there was also a hint of something else; a hint of interest that had my heart beating a lot faster than it should’ve been by the time he asked, “Can I give you a tour?” 
 
    “Uh… sure,” I pushed out, trying to ignore the butterflies in my stomach that came in response to him exchanging my wrist for my hand. But it fit so well, and it felt too right, and he smelled so good, and…  
 
    “Jamila’s here. I’m sure she’d like a tour too,” I blurted, hoping to break up some of… whatever it was brewing deep in my lower belly.  
 
    I had to.  
 
    But Khalid didn’t even break his stride, nor drop my hand, to reply, “She can do the self-guided version. This tour is reserved for only my most special guests.”  
 
    “Am I supposed to be flattered?” I asked with a grin, unable to contain it since I really was flattered as hell. I mean, Khalid’s charm was truly his secret weapon. The secret weapon that had grown his audience, the secret weapon we were currently monetizing, and the secret weapon I was easily falling victim to. 
 
    “God forbid he has an even better weapon somewhere else,” I thought to myself, wishing I would’ve gotten that drink first when Khalid licked his lips to reply, “You should be.” Then he eased us through the crowd down the hall that included stops at a bathroom, a spare bedroom, a den, and finally his master bedroom.  
 
    “This is where the magic happens,” he announced with his hand against the door knob, making me giggle once he added, “The magic of faking like we’re sleep until we actually fall asleep.”   
 
    “Never thought about it like that, but you have a point,” I told him as I followed him inside, my eyes first going to his bed, then shooting straight up to the giant Tupac painting hanging over it. “Really, Khalid? Who do you think you are with this Tupac painting? Jody in Baby Boy?” I asked teasingly, stepping closer to get a better look at the painting that was well done, but also looked like Tupac was already judging me for being in here. 
 
    But I thought only God could… 
 
    “Tyrese should’ve won an Oscar for Baby Boy if we’re keepin’ it real. At least for Best Original Song. Just a Baby Boy still rides.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh until I realized Khalid was dead serious. And while I could assume BET playing the movie a million times a week had brainwashed him into believing the movie deserved those kinds of accolades, I didn’t get a chance to call him out on it since someone barged in the room to announce, “Aye, cuz. Some people are out here looking for you… are beautiful as fuck.” 
 
    Crossing my arms over my chest nervously, I waited for Khalid to make sense of the unfamiliar face. And he seemed annoyed when he finally explained, “Jayla, this is my little cousin Shaq. Shaq, this is the boss lady, Jayla.”  
 
    His little nickname for me was beginning to stick, but I still wanted to make it clear when I told his cousin, “It’s more of a partnership, but it’s nice to meet you, Shaq.” 
 
    “Pleasure’s all mine, boss lady,” he replied through darkened lips that told me he had definitely spent a little time out on the smoker’s porch. But let me be clear, Shaq was far from unattractive. In fact, he seemed like the type of guy my little sister would be into if she wasn’t so busy checking for my… friend… associate... client.  
 
    He’s my client.  
 
    “Some folks out front say they know you, K. But I don’t know them, so they can’t possibly know you,” Shaq expressed enthusiastically, making me chuckle since I knew his logic was quite flawed.  
 
    It seemed as if Khalid knew it too the way he released a heavy sigh before he put a gentle hand to my arm to say, “Stay here, Jayla. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Before I could respond, he was already out of the room, leaving me to figure out how to pass the time without being straight up nosy. Really, I probably should’ve just made my way back to the party to find Jamila, but something told me to stay put. And of course, the urge to be nosy took over in no time at all.  
 
    It started with a little glance at the book on his nightstand; The Autobiography of Gucci Mane. Then it moved to the top of his dresser that was covered in an assortment of cologne bottles and jewelry pieces; a particular pair of black diamond earrings enticing me to take a better look. And after a quick peek at the door to make sure no one was coming, I picked one up to discover it looked even more gorgeous up close… until it slipped from my fingers onto the ground.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed, glancing down at the plush carpet around my tennis shoes and not spotting it right away. I had no choice but to get down on my hands and knees to search for it, running my fingers through the synthetic fibers and finding everything except what I was actually looking for.  
 
    Damn, damn… 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    It took me a second to realize the last one wasn’t in my head, but had actually come from someone behind me. And once I thought about the full moon I was showing off thanks to the shrunken t-shirt dress Jamila had outfitted me with, I felt embarrassed as hell, falling onto my butt in an attempt to cover up what Khalid had already seen. But there wasn’t any covering up the reason for me being down here in the first place, something Khalid wasted no time addressing when he crossed his arms with a smirk and said, “I hope you never find whatever it is you’re looking for.”  
 
    “Your earring,” I admitted with a little pout, peeking back at Tupac who was definitely judging me now.  
 
    Instead of siding with Tupac, Khalid came over and joined me on the ground, running his fingers through the carpet the same way I had as he said, “I drop these mothafuckas all the time. But I figure it’s better happening out here than in the sink or somethin’.”  
 
    Nodding to agree, I watched as he continued his search, eventually hitting the jackpot and pulling the earring from the carpet.  
 
    Thank God. 
 
    “So you liked the black diamonds, huh?” he asked, holding it out to me so I could finally take a look the way I had originally intended to.  
 
    To avoid any more accidents, I let him keep it in his hand, sitting up on my knees to get closer and reply, “They’re gorgeous.”  
 
    “They’d look good on you,” he insisted, bringing it near my ear as if he wanted to see for himself. But since I couldn’t see anything, all I got was the effects of his finger grazing my ear in a way that made a low groan slip from my throat.  
 
    A low groan that I tried to cover up with a cough as I told him, “I think I might need that drink now. We should probably get back.” Then I tried to make my way up from the ground until Khalid caught me by the wrist again mid-attempt.  
 
    “What’s the rush?” he asked, his eyes practically pleading with me to stay. And I wanted to stay; enjoyed being in this space with him a little too much, in fact. But staying in this space meant the possibility of crossing lines I wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near, so I was forced to come up with a reason to escape.  
 
    “I need to... check on my sister.” 
 
    Considering how weak the excuse was, I shouldn’t have been surprised when he easily brushed it off. “She’s good. Hanging out on the back porch with Shaq.”  
 
    “Should’ve known,” I thought to myself, gnawing on my lip as Khalid waited for me to make a decision - more like, waited for me to come up with more excuses. And the only reasonable one that came to mind was, “I need to… go take those pictures of the speaker. For the post you need to make on your Instagram.” 
 
    It was the truth, but I could tell Khalid wasn’t too happy to hear it the way he immediately frowned in response, releasing my wrist and using his hand to push himself up from the ground. Then his frown turned into more of a half-hearted smile when he huffed, “Right. Business as usual,” before heading back to the party without me.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Khalid 
 
    According to the clock, it was way past time for people to take their asses home. But knowing the kind of company I kept, I was hardly surprised to see there were still a few stragglers hanging out in the living room sipping on the last of the free liquor, and a few of the folks who had spent way too much time out on smoker’s porch chowing down on what was left of the food.  
 
    “Less for me to consume, I guess,” I reasoned in my head as I mindlessly made my way to the kitchen for a bottle of water. But my hand went stiff on the handle of the fridge when I realized I wasn’t in the kitchen alone. “You’re still here?”  
 
    After the impromptu tour, I had done my best to pay Jayla less mind. Not in an obvious, malicious way, but in a mandatory way since… I wanted her. Wanted to chill with her, wanted to get to know her better, wanted to… shit, finish the night deep inside of her if we’re being real. But every time I thought she was maybe ready to let her guard down even a little bit, she managed to put up another brick in the form of our business dealings. 
 
    I understood. 
 
    Mixing business and pleasure always had the potential to be disastrous, and I definitely wasn’t trying to mess up what we were building already. But damn, she wasn’t making it any easier for me, her jacket tied around her waist in a way that made her short ass dress seem even shorter. And shorty had legs for days, legs I just knew would wrap perfectly around my… 
 
    “Jamila went on a store run with your cousin almost an hour ago, and they still haven’t made it back. We rode over here together, so I didn’t want to just leave without her, but…” 
 
    “You didn’t call her?” I asked, thinking that would’ve easily solved her problem. 
 
    But Jayla only gave me the most annoyed face when she answered, “Her phone is dead.”  
 
    Since I could only imagine what Shaq had gotten the two of them into for them to had been gone that long, I pulled out my phone to give him a call that went straight to voicemail. And after a few seconds, I called again, only to get the same response.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    While firing off a text to ask the same question I was calling him about - Where the hell are you, cuz? - I asked Jayla, “Are you sure it’s dead? Or is it just turned off? Cause Shaq’s is too, and I know he keeps a charger on him at all times.”  
 
    As if the explanation for their absence hit both of us at the same time, my hands stilled on the screen of my phone and Jayla audibly gasped. “I can’t believe her!” 
 
    For whatever reason, her reaction made me chuckle. “Relax, Jayla. She’s in good hands.” 
 
    “The same hands that climbed his high ass onto the roof earlier?” she challenged, her eyebrow piqued as she continued, “Yeah, Londyn told me all about that. Showed me the video too.” 
 
    “I told her to delete that shit,” I muttered more to myself than Jayla, bringing my voice back up to tell her, “Look. Shaq might be a weedhead, pothead, stoner, whatever you wanna call it. But he’s still a decent dude. I mean, he was obviously decent enough to talk your little sis into some… shenanigans.”  
 
    “I’m sure it didn’t take much,” Jayla said with a roll of her eyes, returning to the counter to empty a bunch of half-drunken Solo cups into the sink. And it wasn’t until then that I realized that’s what she had been doing before I even came in here, keeping herself busy in Jamila’s absence by dumping out the liquor and tossing the cups into the trash. 
 
    “Jayla, you ain’t gotta do all that. I’ll clean up when everyone leaves,” I told her, appreciating the help while also hearing my grandmama’s voice scolding me in my head.  
 
    “You don’t let guests do your dirty work, boy!” 
 
    She didn’t listen, just kept on dumping and trashing as she replied, “When everyone leaves, you’ll be ready to crash. I might as well help you since I’m still here.” 
 
    With that, I figured there was no use in going back and forth with her about it, instead joining in to help her finish the task while asking, “Did you at least have a good time?” 
 
    She nodded. “I did. Your friends are… interesting.”  
 
    The emphasis she put on the word “interesting” had me quick to defend, “A little different than those bougie boardroom niggas you’re probably used to, but they’re all good people.” 
 
    It was that that got her to stop cleaning as she turned my way with her arms crossed and a scowl. “Why do you think I’m only used to bougie boardroom niggas? You don’t even know me like that, Khalid.” 
 
    I matched her position, going toe-to-toe as I looked down at her to reply, “You’re right. I don’t. Because you won’t let me get to know you like that.”  
 
    “And what’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, her lips twisted as if I hadn’t already made myself clear enough. 
 
    “It means… hold on.” 
 
    If this conversation was going to go the way I wanted it to, it certainly wasn’t going to happen with a house full of people. So instead of getting to the point with Jayla, I made my way to the living room to kick the last few homies out. “Aight, it’s time for y’all to go. You ain’t gotta go home, but you gotta get the hell outta here.” 
 
    There were a few grumbles about me shutting things down prematurely, a few mentions of needing to get an Uber, and a few others asking about the next one as if housewarming parties were reoccurring things. But eventually, everyone made their way towards the door with Jayla being the last in line as if I was kicking her out too. 
 
    In fact, I had to step in front of her to cut her off. “Where you goin’?” 
 
    Her face scrunched like I had asked a stupid question. “You just told everyone to leave,” she replied with a little wave towards the door as if I had already forgotten. But I knew exactly what she was trying to do - escape the inevitable, like always - and I wasn’t about to let that happen again. 
 
    So I wasted no time making myself clear, taking a step closer and putting a hand to her chin to remind her, “I told them to leave. But I told you to hold on.” 
 
    “Khalid…” she breathed as my hand slipped from her chin to the nape of her neck, making sure I had her full attention when I asked, “What are you so afraid of, Jayla?” 
 
    Gnawing on her lip, she averted her eyes before she pushed out, “I’m not afraid of anything, Khalid.” 
 
    “Then show me.”  
 
    Her eyes flashed back up to mine almost panicked-like at the challenge. But I wasn’t backing down, wasn’t about to let this moment slip away from us for no good reason. She knew I wanted her, and I knew she felt the same way about me no matter how hard she was trying to fight it. So even if it took all night, I had no problem waiting for her to make her move or give me the go-ahead to make mine.  
 
    She didn’t make me wait. 
 
    In the blink of an eye, Jayla’s mouth was flushed against mine as she kissed me like her life depended on it; her tongue slipping past the threshold of my lips to meet mine with slow, passionate swipes and her fingers digging deep into my locs in a way that had me trying to get my own hands on anything I could reach. 
 
    They ended up on her ass, gripping hard enough to make her moan into my mouth before she pulled away with a smirk. “I told you I wasn’t afraid.”  
 
    By this point, words seemed irrelevant. So instead I only smirked right back, nipping her bottom lip with another kiss that quickly turned into much more once I hoisted her by the back of her thighs and pressed her into the door. And just as I imagined, her legs fit perfectly wrapped around my waist, her jacket falling to the ground as her dress bunched at her hips and her ankles crossed against my back in a way that kept me locked in place while she devoured me with kisses I couldn’t get enough of.  
 
    Kisses I could easily get used to. 
 
    But kisses weren’t the only thing I wanted. And knowing Jayla, it wouldn’t be long before she started thinking too hard about what was happening between us which meant I had to make a statement and make it fast.  
 
    Well, not that fast. But I had to get to the point, had to let her know this was worth breaking whatever rules she had in her head when it came to us, had to let her know I wanted her as more than just a business partner.  
 
    I wanted her to be mine. 
 
    And even if it took a minute for her to see the full picture, I’d take the glimpse she was giving me now as I moved my lips from her mouth to her neck, giving it a full suck before peppering the same spot with kisses that had her squirming against my erection while she moaned my name. 
 
    “Tell me what you want, baby,” I growled right into her ear before tugging it between my teeth, causing her head to drop back against the door as she continued to grind against me. And I honestly didn’t think I could get any harder until I heard her whisper those three magical words.  
 
    “I want… you.”  
 
    It was almost as if her admission put an extra battery pack in my back the way I went into overdrive, gripping into her thighs even harder as I kissed and licked every inch of skin I could reach. But that wasn’t nearly enough to fulfill my craving, so I used the leverage of the door to keep her in place as I moved one hand from her thigh to her pussy, easily slipping past the thin fabric of the panties I had been thinking about ever since I first saw them on her earlier.  
 
    And that’s when she went stiff.  
 
    Damnit. 
 
    I wasn’t annoyed, more so concerned when I asked, “What’s the matter, Jayla?” 
 
    The sigh she let out was a little too heavy for my liking, and I was just about ready to let her down to her feet until she answered, “Nothing. It’s just… it’s been a minute. So I guess I may be a little afraid after all.”  
 
    I could appreciate her honesty, but I also knew that was the last thing I wanted her to be worried about. So I did my best to put her at ease when I told her, “Don’t be. I got you, I promise.”    
 
    Some of the tension left her posture, but not enough for me to feel comfortable resuming without asking, “You trust me?”   
 
    With her arms wrapped around my neck, she gnawed on her lip, her eyes teasingly bouncing from side-to-side before a sneaky smile grew on her face. “Well, considering your dick is already poking a hole through my stomach and it’s still in your pants, that’s really a trick question.” 
 
    “You’re the one who made it that way. With your fine ass,” I told her with a chuckle and a lick of my lips, happy to see her back onboard as I made the executive decision to move us from the front door to the bedroom.  
 
    Once we were there, I eased her down onto the bed, her legs keeping me locked in between them as I got back to the kissing that had started all of this in the first place. And this time when I reached for her panties, she didn’t flinch, instead put her hand over mine and placed it exactly where she wanted it against her clit.  
 
    My kinda woman.  
 
    Her moans into my mouth as we kissed in combination with her wet pussy gushing onto my fingertips as I played with it had my dick screaming for some action. But I wanted to savor the moment now that I knew she was fully committed to letting it happen, wanted to appreciate every short gasp she inhaled and every satisfied moan she released, wanted to please her to the point that a “next time” wasn’t a question but a guarantee, wanted to… 
 
    “Please tell me you have a condom,” Jayla whispered against my lips, making me go a little stiff since I honestly wasn’t sure. I mean, I hadn’t been sexually-involved with anybody on the regular lately, so there really wasn’t a reason for me to keep them stocked. 
 
    Except you’ve only been thinking about this moment since you first laid eyes on the woman and should’ve been ready for her whenever and wherever.  
 
    With a prayer, I reached past her towards one of the nightstands Londyn had let me keep, blindly fishing around in hopes that she and Chance had just so happened to leave some protection behind. But the longer I dug around, the more my hopes dwindled. And I was just about ready to give up on my search and deliver the bad news when my hand bumped into a foil package.  
 
    “This shit better not be old ramen noodle seasoning,” I thought in my head, slowly pulling it from the drawer to discover it was indeed a Magnum. And after making a mental note to thank my new favorite couple later, I climbed from the bed to get rid of my t-shirt and sweats, Jayla sitting up on her elbows to watch me as she pulled her bottom lip between her teeth. 
 
    “Mmm. I see I’m not the only fine ass around here.” 
 
    “You made me your client for a reason, didn’t you?” I teased as I dropped my boxers, earning myself another little gasp from Jayla once my dick sprang to attention. Then she licked her lips as she sat up just enough to get rid of her panties, not even bothering with her dress since we both had all the access we needed.  
 
    Once I put the condom on, it was game time as I rejoined her on the bed and immediately pulled her on top of me; a move that seemed to catch her off-guard until I explained, “So you can control the pace. Since you claim this dick got you all scared and what not.” 
 
    She started to defend, but quickly caught herself once she realized I was only teasing her. Then she rolled her eyes as she pressed her hands into my chest for leverage to lift her hips and sank down onto my dick, every inch she took making the both of us shudder since… damn, she’s wet as hell.  
 
    In fact, I was already reconsidering that whole “letting her set the pace” thing once she found her rhythm since I wasn’t sure how long I’d last without being the one in control. But even if I nutted embarrassingly fast, it was worth being able to watch Jayla’s face as she rode me with reckless abandon, her head thrown back and her lips parted in ecstasy as she took me deeper and deeper with each wave. 
 
    She was beautiful, but it wasn’t just her beauty that had me captivated. She was riding me like she needed the dick, riding me as if she was releasing every ounce of sexual tension built up between us and wasn’t going to stop until we were both completely emptied.  
 
    I loved it.  
 
    With my hands at her waist, I met her fire with strong, upward strokes, hitting spots I hadn’t yet reached according to the way she shrieked in response. It was the kind of scream that would’ve definitely had my neighbors knocking back at my old apartment, but was now easily absorbed by the walls of my new home. And honestly, that only made me want to fuck her harder so I could really take advantage of the perk.  
 
    “Next time,” I decided as Jayla’s fingernails dug into my skin, surely leaving scratches I would bear proudly as I continued to pound her from below.  
 
    “Don’t stop. Please don’t...” 
 
    She didn’t even finish her request before she began to throb around my dick through her orgasm, a string of unintelligible words sweetly falling from her lips as she collapsed on top of me. And I was right behind her, a few pumps giving way to a massive explosion that would’ve shot clear across the room had it not been for the spare condom. 
 
    Or would’ve gotten her pregnant had it not been for the spare condom.  
 
    Jayla started giggling in the crook of my neck, and I wondered had my thoughts actually been spoken out loud until she said, “I can’t believe I just fucked in front of Tupac.”  
 
    Now it was me laughing. “Tupac ain’t worried about you, Jayla. He’s minding his own business up in thug mansion.”  
 
    She seemed satisfied with that explanation, settling a little deeper against me as our breathing fell in sync. But the silence didn’t last long once she started, “That was…” 
 
    “Shhh… let’s just stay in the moment, shorty. We can talk details later,” I told her, wanting to savor the aftermath the same way I wanted to savor the act. I mean, the idea of having Jayla in my bed had been more of a dream than something I could actually bring to fruition. But she was really here, really cuddled up under me, and really rubbing her thigh against my dick like she was already thinking about round two.  
 
    My kinda woman.  
 
    Since I knew finding the first condom was pure luck, I was already thinking of ways I could please her without using my dick when a shallow series of knocks came from the front door.  
 
    “Did you hear that?” Jayla asked, using her elbow to prop herself up and face me.  
 
    I did my best to ignore it, closing my eyes and shaking my head against the pillow. “Nope. Didn’t hear a thing,” I told her just as Shaq’s voice came booming through the door.  
 
    “Aye, cuz. Open up!” Followed by Jamila saying, “Jayla, I know you’re in there! Your car is still parked on the street!”  
 
    Hearing her sister’s voice made Jayla hop out of bed in a quickness, scrambling to find her panties as she hissed, “Fuck. We have to get that.” 
 
    I sat up, but wasn’t nearly as hysterical as she was when I asked, “Why? They ran outta here together, so they can stay outta here together.” 
 
    Considering they were both grown as hell and Jamila now had a place of her own in town, I didn’t understand why they had come back at all; especially this late. But it was clear Jayla had a hard time believing Jamila was a real adult once she reasoned, “She’s my little sister. I have to look out for her.” 
 
    “And like I told you earlier, she’s good.” 
 
    “She wouldn’t have come back if she was good,” she defended as she pulled her panties up in a swift yank, making me laugh since... 
 
    “Your dress is tucked into your panties.”  
 
    With an annoyed huff, she frantically fixed her clothes as I finally moved to put on my own, disposing the condom in the trash and deciding to go commando to save time once Shaq started knocking again. And it wasn’t until we made it to the door that I realized, “Jayla, your hair…” 
 
    She was already pulling the door open before I could finish my warning, quick to scold, “Mila, where the hell have you been? I was calling you!” 
 
    The smirk on her face told me Jamila had noticed the same thing I had, completely amused when she answered, “And I called you back once I got service, but you were obviously occupied according to this crooked ass wig on your head. Congratulations, sis.” 
 
    Jamila started to give a little applause as Jayla’s eyes went wide with embarrassment. But instead of just going to the bathroom to fix it, she snatched Jamila by the arm and growled, “Let’s go.” 
 
    “Jayla, wait…” 
 
    “I’ll text you!” she shouted over her shoulder on her way down the stairs, dragging Jamila behind her until they made it to her car. And once we heard her tires peel out down the street, Shaq finally spoke up.  
 
    “Damn, man. Can’t believe you really let her hit it and quit it.”  
 
    With a shove to his shoulder, I groaned, “She wouldn’t have left if your ass had any game. What are you even doing back here?”  
 
    His hands went up when he defended, “Hey, man. I’m just trying to be a nigga with morals like you talked about earlier, meaning I ain’t slanging dick on the first night from here on out. If you want me, you gotta get to know me first. I’m not just some piece of meat.”  
 
    The laugh I responded with was half-annoyed, half-amused. “So now you wanna listen…” 
 
    “I always listen. I’m just not always ready to apply the information,” he replied as we made our way back into the house, the sight of the jacket Jayla had left behind making me angry all over again since she should’ve still been here with it. But instead of her being here, I was left with aggravating ass Shaq who reeked of weed. 
 
    Now I really understand why Londyn got so mad at me that night I showed up here drunk.  
 
    “The one time your high ass wants to apply my advice, you use it to interrupt my post-fuck vibes. I swear I hate you sometimes,” I told him as I picked Jayla’s jacket up from the ground and tossed it over the back of the couch.  
 
    I was tempted to text her about it but decided not to since she was the one who said she would text me. And while I knew she was a woman of her word when it came to the business shit, I was interested to see if that would now apply to what we had going on outside of the business too.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jayla 
 
    The drive back to my place was awkward amongst other things; Jamila’s teasing smirk from the passenger’s seat annoying the hell out of me while my body still radiated with the heat from everything Khalid had done to me - or everything I did to him.  
 
    It was a perfectly mutual exchange of… energy; something I wouldn’t be able to forget no matter how hard I tried. And I honestly wasn’t even sure if I wanted to forget considering we would’ve probably been at it again by now had it not been for Shaq and Mila’s poor timing. But since I knew my sister’s petty ass wasn’t letting this go anytime soon, I decided to address the elephant in the backseat when I told her, “This is all your fault.” 
 
    With a hand to her chest, she turned and asked, “My fault? I didn’t throw you onto Khalid’s dick. That was all you, Jay.” 
 
    “But if you wouldn’t have been sneaking around town doing who knows what with Shaq, I would’ve left at a regular time just like everyone else,” I reasoned, knowing it was a stretch since it wasn’t like I didn’t know what I was getting myself into. 
 
    Jamila knew it too, making it easy for her to reply, “Well, you didn’t. And it worked out in your favor cause he definitely dicked you down somethin’ proper.”  
 
    “I’m sure I wasn’t the only one getting dicked down somethin’ proper…” I muttered, hoping to take the spotlight off myself and put it on her.  
 
    But to my surprise, her grin only turned a little silly when she said, “Actually, you were. Shaq and I just went to the highest point of the city to try some special strain of weed he had. Something about elevating the effects by literally being elevated which was why I didn’t have any service on my phone. But it was honestly a little romantic. Much more romantic than whatever you and...” 
 
    “Shut it. You know nothing,” I stated firmly, the details of it all being the furthest thing from her business.  
 
    Still, that didn’t stop her from insisting, “I know enough. And my opinion of you has only grown substantially.” 
 
    “Seriously, Mila?” I asked with a roll of my eyes as I pulled up next to where her car was parked and finally checked my wig out in the mirror, the embarrassment from earlier doubling in size since it was more than just a little crooked.  
 
    But there was nothing I could do about it now besides fix it, doing just that as Mila squealed, “Yes, seriously! After that fluke of a situation with carbon copy Jason, I didn’t think you’d give casual fuckin’ a real chance any time soon. But it looks good on you, sis. Khalid is a good look.”  
 
    “Khalid is my client,” I reminded her - or myself, trying to figure out how I would tread those waters now that we had officially crossed that line. But thoughts of a next step felt premature considering the soreness between my thighs was just now beginning to settle in.  
 
    Of course, Jamila wasn’t at all fazed by the possible complications, quick to add, “Your fine ass client who adores your uptight behind and obviously has an exceptional dick that you’ll be thinking about every time you look at him. Yeah okay, Jayla. Strictly business.”  
 
    I wanted to deny her claims, but there was really no use since she had read my ass with ease. I mean, Khalid was definitely fine, was certainly showing some level of interest in me, and the dick… well, that just spoke for itself.  
 
    So instead of even addressing what she had said at all, I waited for her to climb out of the car before I told her, “Text me when you make it home, please.” 
 
    “And text Khalid like you said you would,” she replied, hovering over the door with a demanding expression as if she expected me to do it right now while she could see me.  
 
    It was a smart move since she knew the matter wouldn’t have been anywhere near urgent otherwise. But it was also the perfect opportunity for me to play the older sister card when I told her, “Mind your business, Mila.” 
 
    With a shrug, she insisted, “I’m just trying to help. I mean, if you don’t text him, I can guarantee someone else will. But if you’d rather have him take that second round out on a random in his inbox, go right ahead.” 
 
    As if I was already addicted, the mention of a “second round” had me reaching for my phone, stopping short of actually sending him a text by reasoning, “He’s probably already asleep by now.” 
 
    “The way that nigga looks at you? Nah, he’s definitely waiting by the phone,” Jamila replied, giving a little wave as she sang, “Have a good night, Jay.” Then she climbed into her car and gave another little wave through the window before pulling off and leaving me to my thoughts.  
 
    And the fresh layer of wetness between my thighs.  
 
    With a frustrated sigh, I reached into the backseat for my jacket, fishing around with my hand before turning around to see it wasn’t there. And once I realized why it was missing - because I had left it at Khalid’s - I dropped my head back against the headrest with another sigh, trying to decide if this was a sign from God or a trick by the devil.  
 
    “Gotta be God,” I concluded, grabbing my phone to shoot Khalid an innocent text before I changed my mind.  
 
    “Hey. Did I leave my jacket at your place?” - Jayla 
 
    As if he was waiting by his phone like Mila insisted, his response came almost instantly.  
 
    “Yup. You coming back to get it?” - Khalid 
 
    Gnawing on my lip, I was just about ready to start my car up until I thought about the company who had interrupted us in the first place. And with Shaq in my head, it was easy to turn down what seemed like an invitation. 
 
    “It’s not that big of a deal. I can get it Monday at work.” - Jayla 
 
    “Nah, this is a personal matter, so I’m not bringing it to work. If you want it, you gotta come by the crib and get it. ;)” - Khalid 
 
    “Oh, he thinks he’s slick,” I thought with a grin, typing out the solution I knew he wasn’t trying to hear. 
 
    “Then I’ll come by tomorrow morning and get it.” - Jayla 
 
    “It might be in a donation box by then, shorty. Just swing back by real quick.” - Khalid 
 
    Knowing his cousin was there, going back to Khalid’s wasn’t really an option; though it probably should’ve been since having company around was the only thing that would keep me from pouncing on his ass now that I knew what he was working with. And just the thought of getting another fix had me firing off a text I’d surely regret in the morning.  
 
    “Or you could just drop it off here…?” - Jayla 
 
    Waiting for a response had me anxious, mainly because I didn’t want Khalid thinking I was taking advantage of the circumstances. I mean, he was clearly wide open, and I was just… working on it, meaning while I might’ve been ready for more of the physical, the idea of anything beyond that wasn’t on my personal agenda. But according to his reply, he seemed to be on the same page.  
 
    “If I come by your place, this jacket ain’t the only thing I’m droppin’ off, Jayla.” - Khalid 
 
    By now, I was practically gnawing a hole through my lip, typing out a quick reply before I finally got out of the car.  
 
    “You sound so sure. ;)” - Jayla 
 
    Tucking my phone into my purse, I made sure I got myself into my apartment safely - and without any annoying bouquets from Jason - before I checked for a response. 
 
    “Because I am sure. So what’s up?” - Khalid 
 
    His arrogance had me hot all over again, leaning into the countertop for support as I calculated how much time I had to freshen up before he’d be arriving. But there wasn’t even a second thought when it came to texting him my address with a reminder to bring my jacket.  
 
    & 
 
    The sexy smirk on Khalid’s face when I opened the door told me I had made the right decision in inviting him over - and the right decision of changing into something a little sexier.  
 
    My silk robe was tied at the waist over a lingerie set I hadn’t pulled out in far too long, my furry Fenty Puma Rihanna slides which Jamila referred to as “dick-appointment slippers” were on my feet to let him know I meant business, and yes, even my wig was straightened, secured, and ready for action. 
 
    It was the first thing Khalid commented on, pinching my chin as he teased, “Awww. You fixed your hair just for me to come over here and fuck it up again. How cute.”  
 
    Slapping his hand away with a giggle, I let him inside, adding an extra sway to my hips since I knew he was watching even when I threatened, “Keep talking and I might not wear my wig at all.” 
 
    He caught up to my steps to pull me back against him, wrapping his arms low around my waist and growling into my ear, “You think I really give a damn about a wig when you got all this goin’ on? Take it off, hang it up, put a bonnet on, do whatever you gotta do, shorty. I honestly don’t give a fuck.”  
 
    I turned around in his hold with another little giggle, wrapping my arms around his neck when I told him, “For someone with hair, I find it hard to believe you really don’t care about it as much as you claim you don’t.”  
 
    “You see how scruffy my shit is right now, don’t you? I already told Londyn earlier, I’m just about ready to cut it all off,” he replied so plainly that his words almost didn’t register in my head. 
 
    But once they did...“What? No! I mean, your locs are like... apart of your brand now. And I haven’t even gotten a chance to pull on them yet,” I told him, playfully giving some of the back ones a slight tug as a preview of what I really wanted to do.  
 
    Instead of flinching, he only smirked. “That’s a little selfish of you, Ms. Mitchell. Valid, but selfish.”  
 
    “If I don’t look out for me, then who will?”  
 
    “Right now? Me. But tomorrow? I can’t call it,” he replied in a way that fell heavy on my chest.  
 
    In fact, it was so heavy that I pulled away from him, asking out loud, “Why’d that honesty feel so brutal?” 
 
    The question was more for myself than Khalid since I wasn’t sure why it affected me at all. I mean, that was what I wanted, so it really should’ve been music to my ears. But it made sense once Khalid followed me to answer, “Cause you know I’d do whatever for you, but you’re too scared to accept it. So you’d rather fight the war of this world solo-dolo instead of just letting me be the one looking out for you.”  
 
    Just like that, all the sexual energy I started with had turned emotional in a way that I wasn’t ready for, Khalid’s rawness doing a number on my heart that had no business being involved. But I suppose after dealing with someone who made up the stupidest of lies day in and day out, to have someone be completely honest and straightforward was… refreshing.  
 
    And it made me want to reciprocate. 
 
    So I laid it all out there, grabbing his hands when I expressed, “Khalid, look. I really do like you. It’s just… I’m not really looking for anything serious right now, and it seems like you are. And I don’t want to give you the wrong impression by letting this become a thing if you’re expecting it to be more. I lost a lot of what I thought I knew about myself with the move and the divorce, and I guess I just need some time to… learn the new me. By myself.”  
 
    It was a strange predicament; being on the verge of turning thirty but somehow also being a beginner in so many ways, figuring out who I really was and what I wanted to be, navigating my personal life as a single woman and my professional one as the “new girl”, discovering the various changes in my body and with my sexuality. But they were all things I was excited about, and I could only hope Khalid would understand; though I would be just fine if he didn’t since this was about me and only me.  
 
    After my spiel, the silence between us was long and thick to the point where I just knew Khalid was getting ready to bolt out of the door. But to my surprise, he brought a gentle hand to my cheek, offering a little smirk once he finally replied, “Just be my homie for now. We can do that whole fallin’ in love thing later.”  
 
    The smile that grew to my face in response felt premature without confirming, “So we’re good?”  
 
    “Yes, boss lady. We’re good,” he answered with an enthusiastic nod before slowly pulling me back against his chest into a hug.  
 
    It felt great to be in his arms, and especially great to have his support. But now that we were on the same page, it felt more appropriate to ask, “So… can we get to what you came over here for, or...?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he replied, reaching back to grab whatever he had left by the door then shoving it into my hands. “Here’s your jacket.” 
 
    “Quit fuckin’ with me, Khalid,” I scolded, his laugh in response reverberating throughout the front room as I tossed the jacket to the side. “What’s so funny?” 
 
    “Seeing you at work on your uppity negro shit and then seeing you off the clock, drinking, talking shit, tryna fuck and all that. It’s mad cute,” he answered with a little tug at the bow that was keeping my robe closed.  
 
    I caught it just before it opened so that I could have his full attention when I defended, “First of all, I’m never on some uppity negro shit. I keep it professional, yes. But I’m no one’s Auntie Tom. Second of all, I’m not trying to fuck you. I am about to fuck you.” 
 
    He laughed again. “See what I mean. Even when you want some dick, you make it sound proper. Not that I’m against it; obviously. I’m just stating an observation. It’s cute.” 
 
    “Well, what am I supposed to say that’s less cute, and more, you know I’m about to snatch your black ass soul?” I asked, letting the robe peek open just enough to make it clear I wasn’t on any “cute” shit. 
 
    The glimpse earned me an appreciative, “Damn” before he licked his lips to reply, “I don’t know. Put some of that bad bitch swag you always braggin’ about in your Instagram captions on it.” 
 
    “Ahh, so I have to be Natasha Fierce to get your attention?” I asked with a sly grin, flipping the front of the robe back to fully unveil what I had going on underneath; an ensemble that definitely fit within the Natasha Fierce guidelines.  
 
    This time, Khalid couldn’t keep his hands off me, his fingers gently grazing my abdomen when he answered, “You already have my attention, Jayla. But who the hell is Natasha Fierce?” 
 
    Between my groans in response to his touch, I managed to explain, “Beyoncé has Sasha Fierce. My alter ego is her cousin, Natasha Fierce.”  
 
    With a sexy chuckle, he moved his fingers from my stomach to my ass, giving it a full squeeze when he asked, “So when I’m hittin’ this from the back in a couple minutes, am I supposed to call you Jayla or Natasha?” 
 
    “Do you have an ex, or someone who thought she was an ex, named Natasha?” 
 
    The question came from a dark place, back when Jason would call me the names of different women he claimed were from his past when his slip-ups were really based on whatever out of town flavor of the week he called himself dealing with. But Khalid wasn’t Jason. And as if to punish me for even comparing the two in my head, he gave me a hard smack on the ass that made me squeal before he answered, “Can’t say that I do.” 
 
    “Then I’ll let you pick. But I’ll be damned if you mix me up with one of your other chicks,” I warned, taking the opportunity to set the record straight while things were still new; something I hadn’t done with Jason, wholeheartedly believing I didn’t need to.  
 
    Once again, Khalid reminded me that they weren’t at all the same person, frowning when he replied, “Never that,” before leaning in to whisper against my lips, “Ain’t none of them got it like you, baby.” 
 
    With my bottom lip pulled between my teeth, I whispered back, “In that case, come fuck me like your career depends on it.” 
 
    “Well damn, Natasha,” he blurted with a nervous laugh, only making my grin grow even more mischievous once I put on faux-innocence to ask, “Too much?” 
 
    “Considering part of my career is really in your hands? Absolutely.” 
 
    I was sure he assumed me asking meant I would let up if he felt overwhelmed. But really, his answer only made me feel that much more empowered in my decision to let this happen, my inner-bad bitch fully activated when I dropped my robe to reply, “Well… you better fuck me like you mean it then.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Khalid 
 
    “I bet this is how Nick Cannon felt when he first bagged Mariah Carey. Khalid, you’re Nick.” 
 
    I knew Londyn was trying to be funny, so I didn’t give her the laugh she was hoping for in response to her little jab at Jayla and I finally hooking up, instead keeping the phone in front of me with an annoyed look as I watched her navigate rush hour traffic from her car mount. It had become a part of our normal routine now that she lived in a different city; a FaceTime call to check-in while she was headed home from work and I was getting ready to go to work. But if I played my cards right, the routine would soon be changing, something I wanted to run past her first since I really did value her opinion. 
 
    “Speaking of Nick Cannon, you know how he has all those different hustles, right?” 
 
    “Yeah, the dude is everywhere,” she replied before going into a road-rage fit about someone cutting her off; a road-rage fit that included threats of running the man’s dick over with all four of her tires and then slashing his. 
 
    Even with the move to the city, the girl hadn’t lost an ounce of her crazy. And once she finally settled back down, I continued, “Well, I’m thinking that could be me too; thinking about quitting my job and moving my brand to the real entertainment sector.”  
 
    Now that the money from all of the sponsored posts and ads was steadily flowing in, leaving my security job and taking my talent to a bigger platform only made sense to me. And while I wasn’t exactly sure how I would go about making the move, just the thought of the different possibilities had me excited enough to do my own research; though Londyn wasn’t onboard quite yet according to her skeptical expression. 
 
    “Is this your idea or Jayla’s?” 
 
    Frowning, I answered, “It’s mine. I haven’t even talked to her about it yet.” 
 
    Truthfully, there hadn’t been much talking between Jayla and I lately, except for the normal business stuff which we usually did at the job. But any moment we spent together outside of the job was more moans and groans than anything since Jayla couldn’t get enough of me. 
 
    Or we couldn’t get enough of each other.  
 
    Either way, I wasn’t complaining about our new circumstances, enjoying every minute of just being in her presence in any way she’d have me. But those good vibes were overshadowed by the somber expression on Londyn’s face when she said,  “Look, Khalid. I know I’ve been telling you for years, your personality was made for entertaining. And now that you have what looks to be a profitable following, I’m sure plenty of companies would be more than willing to take a chance on you. But if you want to last in this industry, I think a move like that might be a little premature.” 
 
    “So you’re saying you don’t believe in me?”  
 
    Her face immediately scrunched in disgust. “Are you serious right now? Of course, I believe in you! I believed in you when you didn’t even believe in your damn self. I’m just sayin’, jumping ship from your steady income now that you’re finally in a good place financially might not be the best move at this particular moment. Now does that mean you can’t take a little hosting gig here and there to test the waters? Absolutely not. In fact, I’d encourage that. But until you can support yourself and your irresponsible spending habits with just the money from the side gig, I think you should stay right where you are and let it grow organically.”  
 
    It was tough to take her advice, but I knew it was coming from a genuine place even when I whined, “That shit is trash though, LoLo. I feel like I’m wasting time there that I could be spending doing different gigs, taking meetings, and all that.”  
 
    “The only way you’re wasting time is if you’re choosing to waste time. And considering you work nights and have full access to Al Gore’s internet while you’re on the clock just like the rest of us, it’s a choice, bruh.”  
 
    “Tough yet again,” I thought in my head with a sigh, nodding when I told her, “You’re right. I hear you.” And I really did understand what she was saying, was grateful for her talking me off the ledge of what could’ve easily been the mistake that sent me right back to square one. But I also couldn’t help roasting myself a little bit once I added, “I’m supposed to be the older one of us two, but you stay putting me up on game when it comes to this kinda shit.”  
 
    From the beginning, Londyn had always been the one trying to keep me on the straight and narrow, whether it was school, jobs, relationships, or something in between. And any time I didn’t take her advice, it almost always came back to bite me in the ass later. But it was part of why I appreciated her so much more now, valued the fact that she wasn’t a bullshitter and always had my best interest at heart even when she shrugged to insist, “Girls mature faster than boys. It’s science, Khalid.”  
 
    Rolling my eyes, I pushed out,  “Anyway. What are you cookin’ Chance for dinner tonight?” 
 
    It was more of a joke than anything since I knew how Londyn felt about traditional gender roles and knew her and Chance mostly shared those types of responsibilities. But she still gave me full attitude when she snapped her head back and asked, “You mean, what is he cooking for me? He gets one pass a night; either I cook for him, I clean for him, or I fuck him. And only one of those he can’t do for himself the way that I can, so I’m sure you can guess which one he chooses more often than not.”  
 
    The little jig she added told me more than I cared to know, shaking my head as I mumbled, “Nasty ass. But lemme get to work. I’ll hit you later.” 
 
    Before I could end the call, she shouted, “Wait! You never gave me the full scoop on you and Jayla. I mean, I know you’re her client with filthy benefits now, but that’s it?” 
 
    Shrugging, I answered, “For now, yeah. I’m not tryna push it.” 
 
    The last thing I wanted to do was scare Jayla off by trying to do too much, especially after she had made it clear that that wasn’t what she was looking for at the moment. And I was more than content playing the role of whatever she needed me to be until she figured out what she wanted. 
 
    Apparently, I was being a little too selfless according to Londyn when she expressed, “But that’s not even what you want, so why’d you agree to it?” 
 
    “I’m just easing my way in, LoLo. That’s all,” I told her, standing firm in my decision to go with the flow.  
 
    But just because I felt firm in my decision didn’t mean Londyn wouldn’t try to challenge it, quick to suggest, “So how about you ease in a little further by asking her out on a real date?” 
 
    “First, you talk me off the ledge. Now, you push me to the edge.”  
 
    Of course, she started singing like Lil Uzi Vert, “All my friends are… sorry.” Catching herself to get back to the point when she said, “But seriously, Khalid. There’s nothing wrong with having a good time outside of the bedroom, or wherever the hell y’all do it at. In fact, it’ll only make the sex that much more exhilarating.” 
 
    “Says the girl who didn’t go out in public with my nigga Chance until they went outta town together,” I reminded her with a look that dared her to say more.  
 
    Somehow, she did, belting out an enthusiastic, “Look at us now, though! Happy, thriving, hashtagging all of our Instagram pictures with corny shit. Trust me, Khalid. I’m speaking from experience here.”  
 
    Her claims were all valid, and little did she know, Chance was just about ready to propose to her. But considering how much I admired the relationship they had, I would’ve been foolish not to believe she could be right. So instead of going back and forth with her about it, I asked, “Where do you think I should take her?” 
 
    She shrugged, gnawing on her lip in thought before she answered, “Somewhere fun. And outside of the normal dinner and a movie, cause you’re not supposed to talk during movies which means you can’t really get to know each other better at the movies.”  
 
    “How about a concert?” I suggested, thinking I could use a few of my old connects from my musician days to get us some tickets.  
 
    But once Londyn replied, “If you wanna spend the night yelling back and forth to each other, sure,” that idea went out of the window, forcing me to wrack my brain for a new one.  
 
    “What about… roller skating?”  
 
    “Can she skate?” Londyn asked, the question making me frown with confusion as I fired one right back.  
 
    “Am I supposed to know the answer to that?”  
 
    “I’m just asking. Because skating is a cute date if you know what you’re doing, but embarrassing as hell if you don’t,” she explained, both the visual of Jayla gliding around the rink with ease and the visual of her busting her ass making me smile.  
 
    “Sounds perfect either way to me,” I decided before rushing her off the phone now that I was running a little late thanks to her nosy ass. But it was the good kind of nosy that put an extra pep in my step so I could make good on her idea, excited by the prospect of spending some real quality time with Jayla.  
 
    No matter when I showed up to work, I knew I’d find her car in the parking lot once I pulled up, her overachieving spirit always keeping her around way past the typical work hours. It was the same overachieving spirit I now knew extended to things outside of work as well, only making me admire her even more. And once I clocked in, I made a beeline for her office, surprised to find her door only slightly cracked open with the lights turned off. 
 
    “But her car was outside,” I thought, giving the door a light knock before peeking inside to find her with her head resting on top of her desk. And according to the soft sounds of her rhythmic breathing, she was getting a decent sleep, something I didn’t want to interrupt since she must’ve needed it if she was doing it here of all places.  
 
    I was already on my way out when I heard her whisper, “Khalid?” 
 
    Turning back around, I lifted my hands to tell her, “My bad, Jay. I was just making sure you were good. I didn’t mean to wake you.” 
 
    “No, I’m glad you did. I might’ve slept here all night if you hadn’t,” she replied, standing up and stretching her arms over her head in a way that made her dress rise, the sight of those perfect ass legs of hers making me lick my lips out of pure reflex.  
 
    Considering the location, I did my best to ignore the urge to sit her on top of her desk and stick my face between her thighs, instead smirking when I insisted, “At least you would’ve been protected.” 
 
    “True,” she agreed with a little yawn, blowing past me to turn her office lights back on. And once she did, I noticed the unfamiliar sight of bags under her eyes. 
 
    Not that she couldn’t have bags under her eyes.  
 
    Even Superwoman had to take a break every once in a while. But considering it was the first time I had ever seen Jayla like this, taking a nap at the office, I felt concerned enough to ask, “You good?” 
 
    With a wave of invitation, I followed her down the hall from her office to one of the break rooms, listening in as she groaned, “Mmhm. Just dealing with the special kind of fatigue that comes when your body is mad at you for letting another egg go to waste.”  
 
    My face only scrunched with confusion as she reached for the coffee maker, not able to offer a response until she explained, “My period, Khalid.” 
 
    “Oh. Ohhhh. Sorry.” 
 
    She quickly brushed me off with a little laugh. “Don’t be. Just means you didn’t get me pregnant. I should be thanking you.” 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it, I do have an idea on how you can thank me,” I told her, watching as she prepared the cup of coffee to her liking and making a mental note so I could do the same for her later. 
 
    After taking a sip to check the taste, she released a satisfied moan before finally asking, “What’s going on?” 
 
    For whatever reason, I suddenly felt nervous about it all, the pressure of her waiting gaze and the possibility of her turning me down on the stance that going on dates were never a part of the plan both running through my head. But it was now or never. And if I expected Jayla to ever take me seriously for anything other than just sex, I had to start somewhere.  
 
    So after a heavy sigh to get rid of some of the nerves, and remind myself that I was that nigga, I put it on out there. “I wanted to know if you’d be interested in a little date night or somethin’ this weekend.” 
 
    “A date night?” she asked, her eyebrow piqued in a way that told me she was either surprised by the offer or legitimately interested.  
 
    Hoping for the latter, I answered, “Yeah. I wanna take you out, Jayla.” 
 
    “Take me out where?” 
 
    “I was thinking we could, maybe, go to the rink.” 
 
    Presenting it as a maybe made it sound less set in stone just in case she totally shitted on the idea. And I figured that was exactly what was about to happen when, instead of agreeing to it, she started laughing. “You want to take me on a date? To go roller skating?” 
 
    “Too corny for you, huh?” I asked with a regretful sigh, making another mental note; cuss Londyn out for putting me up to this shit. 
 
    Just before I could save it to the hard drive in my head, Jayla put her free hand against my bicep to reply, “Not at all! It’s actually super sweet. I’d love to go. I mean, I haven’t been skating since like, middle school.” 
 
    Now I was the one laughing. “Uh oh, shorty. I can’t have you out there bustin’ ya ass cause you’re too rusty on the wheels.”  
 
    Smacking her teeth, she insisted, “Boy, I know how to skate. I just have to warm up, refresh my muscle memory. But I definitely want to go.” 
 
    Just like that, I was making a mental note to thank Londyn while telling Jayla, “Bet. It’s a date then. Saturday night is good for you, right?” 
 
    She started to nod, but then caught herself. “Ahh, damnit. Saturday I was supposed to be doing a binge watch of The Chi with Mila. But maybe her and Shaq would want to come too. Like a double date.” 
 
    The way the idea made her face light up made me feel a little bad for replying, “Nothin’ against your sister, but I am not tryna spend my Saturday night with the two of them.” And that was the truth, especially if this was going to be our first night out together as a… not a couple.  
 
    My feelings about it didn’t stop her from insisting, “It’ll be fun! And besides, if we let them smoke beforehand, they’ll probably be in their own little world anyway.” 
 
    Since I knew that would happen regardless of if we “let” them, I was quick to remind her, “Last time they smoked together, they fucked up our night. Do you really wanna run the risk of that happening again?” 
 
    “I think they deserve a second chance,” she replied sweetly, stepping closer to wrap an arm around me as if she was trying to soften me up to the idea.  
 
    Really, she was only hardening me up in other places, the fact that I was already on the clock keeping me from making good on the closeness. And just when I started to say, “Well, I think...” she popped up to land a quick peck on my lips that changed the direction of everything I was saying. 
 
    “If that’ll make you happy, then I guess we can make it happen.”  
 
    & 
 
    I should’ve never let her talk me into letting them come with us. 
 
    That was all I kept thinking as I listened to Shaq argue back and forth with the Mitchell sisters about plastic surgery of all things, Shaq’s opinion that every woman who got work done should have to disclose a “before” picture on first dates not going over well at all. 
 
    Because it was stupid. 
 
    Because he was stupid.  
 
    “That shit ain’t fair, man. I’m looking at shorty thinkin’ her ass is fat, when really I’m just looking at silicone or all the fat that used to be in her stomach,” Shaq defended, making me roll my eyes as Jayla grunted with annoyance and Jamila damn near jumped out of her seat to respond.  
 
    “Who cares! Most of the time, you can’t even tell! And I’m sure that never stopped you from looking nor throwing ones in the strip club,” Jamila said with a confident smirk, making a valid point since that’s exactly what Shaq would be doing if he wasn’t here with us.  
 
    I wish he wasn’t here with us.  
 
    I wasn’t chiming in on this dumbass topic, keeping my mouth shut as Shaq held his hands up to say, “Hey, man. That’s a sensitive subject. Don’t talk about my girls like that.” 
 
    Jayla started laughing, taking a swig of the slushie she considered a rink staple as Jamila asked, “So if I told you I got my ass done, what would you say?” 
 
    “I’d say your surgeon didn’t do a good job, cause you ain’t even got ass like that,” Shaq replied, earning himself a much-deserved punch in the arm from Jamila that made him look her way and squeal, “What?! I can’t be honest? You’re still cute in the face, baby!” 
 
    Jamila’s attitude didn’t waver from the compliment, even when Shaq wrapped an arm around her shoulder to pull her into a hug she immediately resisted as Jayla said, “Anyway. I think it’s a woman’s choice to do whatever she wants to do with her body, and it’s nobody’s business but hers unless she chooses to share. As long as she’s not selling lies about it, which is really a separate issue. Right, Khalid?” 
 
    “Damn. I forgot I was even here,” I replied sarcastically, keeping my attention on the skating rink until Jayla wrapped an arm around my neck and gushed, “Awww. I’m sorry.” Then she popped up from the bench we were sharing and stuck her hand out to me.  
 
    “Come on, let’s go skate.”  
 
    Turning her down would’ve been silly considering that was the whole reason why we were here in the first place. And since I would’ve done just about anything to get away from Shaq and Jamila’s annoying asses anyway, I used her hand to pull myself up, trying to put my attitude on a permanent pause as she led us out to the rink. 
 
    “This is the most fun I’ve had in a really long time,” she announced the second we successfully merged into the crowd of other skaters, the excitement in her voice doing a number on how annoyed I originally felt coming out here since… “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yes, seriously!” she squealed, rounding the corner as she explained, “I feel like a teenager again, especially with Jamila tagging along. My mom wouldn’t let me go anywhere without taking her with me even though she was so much younger than me. I guess she figured if I wanted to go somewhere Jamila couldn’t be, then I had no business going myself.”  
 
    Hearing Jayla talk about her past, her family, told me she must’ve been for real about having a good time since she rarely opened up about that kind of stuff. And since that was the whole objective for this little date - to get to know her better outside of the bedroom - it suddenly felt like a success when I continued the conversation by asking, “Are you and your mom close?” 
 
    Instead of answering immediately, her expression fell flat. 
 
    “Fuckin’ up already,” I thought to myself, watching how uncomfortable it made her to push out, “Not anymore. Cordial, at best.” 
 
    “Sorry to hear that,” I offered, not wanting to ruin the night by pressing for details; especially since I damn sure wasn’t interested in opening up about my own family history.  
 
    With a shrug, she insisted, “It’s for the best, really. At least, I know I’m better this way.”  
 
    “Then that’s all that matters,” I replied with a half-hearted smile, one she returned just as the lights dimmed and the rink’s DJ slowed the music down by playing, “Permission” by Ro James.  
 
    “Is this becoming our song, or what?” Jayla asked with a little chuckle, doing a smooth turn around on her skates that ended with her in front of me and skating backward as we continued making our way around the rink. 
 
    It was a move that turned my half-hearted smile into a full one since her little “warm-up” had apparently paid off. And now that it seemed like her good mood was back too, I couldn’t help teasing, “Aww, so now you’re tryna get fancy with it, huh?”  
 
    “I told you I knew how to skate. I’ve been doing this since before you were even born,” she replied with a smirk and an extra sway in her glide that made her look especially adorable - and sexy.  
 
    I caught up to her so that I could put my hands against her hips when I told her, “Chill with that shit. You only got me by a few years, and you know good and well I make up for every one of them.”  
 
    “I’ll give you that,” she agreed, putting her hands against my shoulders to add, “Seriously, though. Thank you for inviting me out.” 
 
    You would’ve thought the woman had never been taken out for some genuine fun - or ever married, for that matter - considering how appreciative she was of a basic ass roller skating date. Then again, this was light years ahead of the time she had spent with Eric. And if ol’ boy was really out here on her like it seemed he was, it probably had been awhile since she had somebody put a little thought into making sure she enjoyed herself.  
 
    So with a shrug, I replied, “It’s nothin’, Jay. You know that. But next time, we’re rollin’ solo.” 
 
    It wasn’t that I hated the idea of a double date. But I was officially at the age where everyone younger than me outside of a few select people annoyed the hell out of me, which meant being around Jamila and Shaq for an extended period of time was too much for me to handle without snapping on somebody.  
 
    I was grateful when Jayla agreed with a simple, “Deal,” speeding up her glides with the change in music. And while I did my best to keep up, it was more exciting to just watch her do her thing… until doing her thing ended with her ass against the shiny, hardwood floor.  
 
    If the landing hadn’t been so brutal, I probably would’ve been laughing. But the way her face was laced with real agony had me legitimately concerned, deciding to save my laughs for when we told the story to someone later as I approached her and asked, “Jayla, are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m pretty sure my tailbone is bruised. Or maybe broken. I don’t know, but my ass hurts like hell,” she whined, wincing in pain when she tried to stand up just as a few of the elder skaters passed us with that disappointed look of, “Amateur” on their face.  
 
    I wanted to call them out for judging her like none of their asses had ever taken a fall on the rink before. But instead, I focused on helping Jayla up from the floor and then off the rink over to where Shaq and Jamila were both waiting with amused expressions.  
 
    Shaq was the first to speak on the situation, shaking his head as he said, “Damn, Jayla. You bit it pretty good out there. But at least your wig stayed on straight this time.” 
 
    She was already reaching to take her skates off - as if that would somehow make the pain go away - when she mumbled, “It’s a sew-in, asshole.” 
 
    “Your ass got cocky, and look where it got you. Bad Bitch takes a tumble. I wish I would’ve been recording you,” Jamila added with the laugh I was still doing my best to hold in while Shaq finally let his rip, earning the both of them a hard scowl.  
 
    Instead of letting that start up another one of their silly arguments, I offered, “We should probably get you home; get some ice on it.” 
 
    Considering how quickly she got out of her skates and into her shoes, that seemed to be exactly what she was thinking, wincing in pain to stand back up as Shaq said, “If you need something to help the pain go away, you know I got you.” 
 
    I knew Shaq offering Jayla some weed was his special way of trying to be helpful, but I still shot him a scowl of my own that he answered with an unspoken, “What?” as Jayla replied, “Just make sure my sister gets home safely, okay?” 
 
    “Ditto,” Jamila said with a smirk and a nod my way; a nod I returned before I helped Jayla out to the car. But once we were inside, I could tell the situation was still heavy on her mind as she stared out of the window whispering to herself, “I can’t believe I fell like that. I never fall.” 
 
    With a hand to her thigh, I assured her, “Playas fuck up too, Jayla. It happens.” But it was almost as if my words meant nothing considering she only sighed, “So embarrassing.” 
 
    Since I knew it really wasn’t that big of a deal, I did my best to play it down, finally letting out that laugh when I told her, “Chill, Jay. For real. You fell at the rink, not at the Olympics.”  
 
    “Still embarrassing,” she fired back with a frown. 
 
    “Cause God forbid you’re actually human like the rest of us…” I muttered sarcastically, catching the way her frown turned into a scowl out of my peripheral when I added, “I’m just sayin’. I know you got that perfectionist shit deep in your blood, but you can make mistakes too; believe it or not.”  
 
    Gnawing on her lip, she stared down into her lap, latching her fingers as she quietly admitted, “Bad habits die hard. And beating myself up about stupid shit is one of them.” 
 
    “Well let me be the first to tell you, beatin’ yourself up won’t make you feel any better about it. But you know what would’ve? Getting back out there.” 
 
    The laugh she gave in response was laced with more disbelief than amusement. “I couldn’t have gone back out there if I wanted to, Khalid.” 
 
    “Then we’ll just have to plan a redemption date so you can make that happen,” I told her with a smile, already looking forward to it.  
 
    The anticipation only doubled in size when she insisted, “Without Jamila.” 
 
    “Or Shaq,” I added, knowing good and well I wouldn’t make the mistake of inviting him along ever again.  
 
    But to my surprise, it was Jayla defending his inclusion, turning in her seat to say, “I like Shaq! He’s entertaining, even when his opinions are way off-track.” 
 
    “Then y’all can go to lunch or somethin’, but I’m not sharing your attention with him again anytime soon,” I told her with no plans of changing my mind, happy when she agreed with a soft, “Fair enough.” 
 
    The rest of the ride to her place was mostly quiet between us, the car filled with the vibes from some R&B playlist she had playing through my aux cord. But even the fact that I was willing to give her that kind of control told me I was really feeling her on another level since the music in my car was something I took very seriously.  
 
    “Leave it to the boss lady to be a true trailblazer in all things,” I thought as we pulled up to her place, Jayla’s face straining when she climbed out of the car as if the soreness in her butt was starting to settle in even more.  
 
    So once I got her inside, I headed straight for the freezer to get an ice pack. Except there wasn’t an ice pack, or even any ice in the ice maker. Just a single frozen meal that looked like it had been in there since she first moved to town.  
 
    “Damn, shorty. You need to go grocery shopping. The only thing cold you have in here is a Lean Cuisine.”  
 
    I was already on my way to meet her on the couch when she yelled, “I buy what I need when I need it!” 
 
    “Like that ice cream, right?”   
 
    Smirking, she accepted the frozen meal from my hand. “You have the memory of an elephant.” 
 
    “When it’s something I actually care about, I’d say that’s true,” I replied unashamedly since I knew a lot more about her habits than she probably realized.  
 
    Not in a creepy way.  
 
    But I had always been an observer by nature, something that paid off more often than not.  
 
    It was clearly paying off right now considering the smile on Jayla’s face as she sat the Lean Cuisine on the coffee table while telling me, “Thanks for talking me down earlier.” 
 
    “That’s what friends are for.” 
 
    “We are friends, aren’t we?” she asked in a tone that was borderline sarcastic; something that might’ve confused me if she hadn’t made things clear for us from the jump.  
 
    So with a shrug, I answered, “Amongst other things. But yeah, friends is definitely at the top of the list.”  
 
    “Well can my friend give me a booty rub, please?” 
 
    If she would’ve asked me that question months ago, I would’ve pounced on the opportunity. But now that we were really vibing, I felt like I had the leverage to answer, “Nah, shorty. Booty rubs are a part of the premium friend package. You’re still subscribed to the basic, so until you decide to upgrade...”  
 
    Her voice went up an octave when she - wincingly -  turned my way to ask, “So you’re telling me you haven’t been getting premium pussy?”  
 
    “You damn right I have. But that’s because I invested in the premium package a long time ago even though all of my perks haven’t kicked in yet for some reason. I might have to give customer service a call on Monday. Make sure you answer the phone.”  
 
    Jayla started cracking up laughing at that; an infectious laugh that made me laugh too even when she said, “You claim I’m on the basic package, but you haven’t been giving me basic dick. So what’s the truth here?”  
 
    “Nah, that’s just what you think. I still got another level in me. Some shit you ain’t never seen before,” I told her with a lick of my lips that had her chuckling again; except this time it was paired with her sexily pulling her bottom lip between her teeth.  
 
    She leaned into me to ask, “So when can I get a preview of this “premium” package? I mean, it’s only fair that I know what I’m investing in, right?” 
 
    “Jayla, you’re legit one of the best business women, best business people, I know for a reason. It’s because you read this shit from two miles away, work hard to see the fine print that everyone else misses and spot the bullshit neatly tucked in between the lines. So I know you know exactly what you’re investing in when you look at me, and you know I’m worth it too.” 
 
    It wasn’t arrogance, just the God-honest truth. From the very beginning, I had always been as open as open got intentionally, wanting her to see and understand exactly who I was with no filters. It was the same energy I brought to my hustle as an influencer and part of the reason why so many brands wanted to work with me; authenticity.  
 
    She had seen it through both lenses - personally and in business - but leave it to Jayla to remain a skeptic when she asked, “So if I say I’m ready to upgrade to the premium package right now this second, what does that really mean?”  
 
    I took a moment to consider my answer, wanting to find the perfect balance between being selfless and getting mine like Londyn insisted. But in the end, I could only respond straight from the heart no matter how rough it all came together.  
 
    “Well, right now it would mean gettin’ your booty rubbed on, some premium dick if auntie flow with the thick mustache has finally stopped kicking your ass, and gettin’ your freezer stocked with something more than just a sorry ass Lean Cuisine first thing in the morning. But I’m down to discuss the long-term perks at a later date.”  
 
    To me, it sounded simple enough. But Jayla seemed to still be struggling with it all according to the uneasy expression on her face.  
 
    “So there’s really no free trial period, huh?” 
 
    Chuckling, I told her, “Jayla, quit tryna game the system. I’m only asking for you to accept this organic progress between us, not for you to marry me. I already told you before, I respect your position. That hasn’t changed.” 
 
    “Still kinda feels like my finger is hovering the “submit” button on a major purchase,” she whined as if it was really all that complicated. 
 
    Since the last thing I wanted to do was complicate things to the point of turning shit awkward, I decided to remove myself from the situation, popping up from the couch as I told her, “In that case, go lay down and put that Lean Cuisine on your butt. I’m getting outta here before I do too much.” 
 
    I didn’t get more than a step away before Jayla caught me by the wrist. “Khalid, wait. It’s done. I’m upgrading. No backsies.”  
 
    My eyebrow piqued with amusement. “Did you really just say…”  
 
    Instead of letting me finish, she nodded enthusiastically with a grin as she stood up to join me. And while it felt good to have her onboard, I still wanted to make things clear when I told her, “I’m really not tryna pressure you into some impulse shit, Jayla. I swear. But you make it hard for me not to want just a little bit more.” 
 
    “And I’m fine with a little bit more, Khalid. I mean, tonight technically was a little bit more,” she replied, wrapping her arms around me in a hug that told me she really stood by her decision.  
 
    With that, I felt confident teasing, “Nah, you just want your booty rubbed on.” 
 
    Now she was the one chuckling, squeezing me a little tighter as she clarified, “No. I just want a little bit more of you… and my booty rubbed on.”  
 
    “And you know what?” I asked, tilting her chin back to meet my eyes and finding hers gleaming with hope, and adoration, and a bunch of other sweet shit that made those moths come back in my stomach when I told her, “That’s good enough for me.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jayla 
 
    This is how life is supposed to be.  
 
    My professional life was thriving, the addition of Khalid to my roster of clients paying off in a major way as more and more companies were reaching out to work with him which meant his asking price was steadily increasing. My personal life was showing major improvement, my decision to upgrade from the basic package to the premium proving itself to be worth it in more ways than one. And the best part about it all, there were no qualms about either.  
 
    I was happy. 
 
    Legitimately happy.  
 
    So happy that I wasn’t even pressed when I walked down to the lobby and saw Khalid talking to one of the younger woman assistants from my agency, a sight that would’ve easily made me suspicious with anyone else - i.e. Jason. But as expected, things with Khalid were just… different. 
 
    Even though we weren’t in any official relationship, I somehow still felt secure in where we stood for the moment, felt secure in the fact that he’d keep me in the know if things were changing, and knew our lines of communication were wide the hell open. And not only that, but he respected the hell out of me, was more honest than a shady toddler, had the patience of a saint, and was equipped with a heart of gold; all things I needed as if my doctor had prescribed it herself.  
 
    Once he saw me approaching, he stood up from behind his desk, giving the politest nod to say, “Good evening, Jayla.” 
 
    Returning his nod with a knowing smirk, I replied, “Good evening, Khalid. Shawnie.” 
 
    Shawnie gave a little wave, the flirty vibes I had peeped from afar turning a lot more professional when she said, “Hey Jayla. I was just telling Khalid he should think about bringing some of that star power to the company party in a few weeks.” 
 
    My eyes flashed back to Khalid who was clearly looking for an out from the situation according to the pleading look in his eyes; an out I had no problem giving him when I leaned into the top of his security desk to reply, “He is coming. With me.”  
 
    Even though I hadn’t formally invited Khalid to the company party, it was really a no-brainer to bring him as my plus one; especially after our conversation about doing a “little bit more” together. And if nothing else, his presence would make it easier for me to tolerate some of my associates who I did my best to avoid otherwise.  
 
    Khalid seemed legitimately surprised by the invitation, his eyebrow piqued when he asked, “Oh, word?” 
 
    “Of course. I mean, you are one of my most profitable clients. You deserve to be celebrated,” I replied with a little more emphasis than I probably should’ve been using in this setting. But I honestly couldn’t help myself, that “organic progress” finding ways to grow almost daily in the best way possible.   
 
    It was clear I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t help myself considering the way Khalid licked his lips to say, “I’ma remember that,” pairing it with a look that told me we’d be celebrating with a lot more than just the company party. And now that I was on the premium package, I was really looking forward to it, completely forgetting we had an audience until Shawnie spoke up.  
 
    “I’m… gonna get out of here. I’ll see you guys later,” she pushed out awkwardly before hustling out of the door without peeking back. And once it shut behind her, Khalid and I looked at each other and instantly busted out laughing. 
 
    “You think she’s onto us?” I asked, not really caring either way.  
 
    But it was interesting to hear Khalid answer, “Oh, most definitely. Cause before you came over here, she was talking about all the things she wanted to do to me after the company party; not that I should come. But once you staked claim with that invite, she fell back. So thank you for playing along, boss lady.”  
 
    It felt good to be helpful, but it didn’t feel good to turn all territorial over someone who wasn’t really mine. So with a sigh, I rested my elbows on his desk to admit, “I probably shouldn’t have done that. I mean, I don’t wanna interfere with you finding your true love. And Shawnie is pretty, seems nice, clearly has a good head on her…” 
 
    My compliment spree was interrupted by Khalid giving me the stalest look when he said, “Jayla, with all due respect, shut up.” 
 
    My lips snapped closed in shock before my frown settled in, prompting Khalid to come from behind the desk as he gushed, “Awww. I hurt your little feelings. Come here. Lemme make it better.” 
 
    He pulled me into a hug that I was only pretending to resist, giggling as I dodged every kiss attempt he tried to land on my face. And just when I was about ready to give in without a care in the world of who saw, I heard a familiar voice behind us say, “Jayla?” 
 
    Without needing to see his face, I knew exactly who it was who had said my name, his tone forever ingrained in my head as if we hadn’t been apart for months now. But it was because of the years we had spent together before that that I felt myself grow cold when I peeled away from Khalid to respond, “Jason. What are you doing here?”  
 
    He looked as well-groomed as he always had been, his tailored suit giving off those “stand-up guy” vibes that only annoyed the hell out of me since I knew that shit was far from the truth. But it was part of what made him who he was, the fact that he could sell that persona to anyone he got in front of; my mother included. 
 
    Even now, he was putting his best foot forward, his tone incredibly passive when he slipped his hands into the pockets of his slacks and asked, “Is there somewhere we can go and talk?” 
 
    My gut told me to say “no”, but my head was too curious to find out what could’ve possibly been important enough for him to bring his ass to town - and to my job of all places. So against my better judgment, I replied, “I was just getting ready to leave, but I suppose we can go talk in my office.”  
 
    I figured talking here was a better option than letting the man come to my apartment, or even going out in public since I wasn’t exactly sure where this conversation would end up and I didn’t want to catch a case. But I was tempted to change my mind once I saw the dirty look he gave Khalid on the low; a look that prompted Khalid to whisper near my ear, “You don’t have to do this if you don’t want to, Jayla. I’ll get him outta here, no questions asked.” 
 
    With a hand to his bicep, I assured him, “I’m fine. Really. We’ll be right back.” 
 
    By the expression on his face, I could tell Khalid wasn’t as convinced. But he really had no choice other than to let me go, Jason following a few steps behind me as I led us out of sight towards the elevators. And of course, once it was just the two of us, Jason wasted no time breaking character to ask, “So you’re out here sleeping with hourly wage niggas now, huh?”  
 
    “Excuse me?” 
 
    The little chuckle he added only irked me even more as he stepped closer to me in the already confined space of the elevator to explain, “The guy at the front desk. I saw the way he was all hugged up on you when I came in. That’s what you’re on now?”  
 
    The chime of the elevator arriving at my company’s floor was the only thing that saved me from going straight Solange on his ass, the fresh air allowing me to keep my emotions in check when I replied, “First of all, it’s none of your business what I’m on. Second of all, he’s my client.” 
 
    Once again, he followed a few steps behind me on the way to my office, waiting until we made it inside to ask, “So you’re sleeping with a client? Come on, Jay. You’re better than that.” 
 
    Was mixing business and pleasure risky? Sure. But for him of all people to act like it was some anomaly was utterly ridiculous, only amplifying my annoyance when I asked, “Why are you here, Jason?”  
 
    His demeanor was a lot more subdued as he brought his hand to the nape of his neck and pushed out a heavy breath before he answered, “I… haven’t heard from you, and you blocked me on everything since the divorce was finalized. So I guess I just wanted to check on you. Make sure you were alright.” 
 
    Crossing my arms over my chest, I quickly fired back, “I’m living, breathing, and the happiest I’ve been in a very long time. Is that the update you were looking for?” 
 
    Instead of responding, he changed the subject. “Your birthday is coming up. Any big plans for the big three-o?” 
 
    “What’s it to you?” I asked, surprised he even remembered considering the three birthdays that had passed during our time together were spent with him doing who knows what on one of his little business trips. 
 
    Just the thought made me sick, even when he acknowledged, “I know you think I was an awful husband, but I had actually booked a trip for us. For your birthday. Eleven-day tour across Europe.” 
 
    Coming from anyone else, eleven days in Europe would’ve been a dream come true, the perfect way to spend my birthday. But coming from Jason, it only made me angry since I knew there was probably more to his agenda than just celebrating my birthday; a more that I couldn’t keep myself from addressing when I asked, “Why? So you could visit some of your international bitches?” 
 
    For whatever reason, that got him riled up enough to defend, “Because I loved you, Jayla! Damn.”   
 
    I wasn’t at all moved by his admission, even when he continued, “I was… fucked up, wrapped up in the fast life, getting money and whatever women I wanted when I wanted them for the thrill of it all. But I always loved you, Jay. I still love you.”  
 
    Naturally, my blood began to boil at that, seeing right through whatever he called himself trying to do by showing up here. But I refused to give him the satisfaction of even a raised voice when I replied, “I stayed, Jason; through the bullshit, the lies, the excuses, the blatant disrespect of our vows. I held it down, played my role, did the whole dutiful wife thing because that’s what they say you’re supposed to do. And you know what? That only made you bolder; only made them bolder. There were women I had never even seen before coming up to me talking about the interior design in the home we shared, giving details on the things you did to them in the bed we shared. So, no. I’m not here for any of that, “I still love you” shit. You never loved me. You just loved the idea of me always being there for your trifling ass to walk all over.”  
 
    Like the true coward that he was, he kept his mouth shut, unable to even defend himself since he knew I was speaking nothing but the truth. But saying it out loud only made me more upset with myself for letting it all go on for so long, speaking more to myself than him when I continued, “I just can’t believe I was so caught up in who everyone wanted me to be, in who you wanted me to be, that I completely lost my sense of self. But you know what? I’m excited about the woman I’m learning now, the woman I’m becoming, and I damn sure don’t need that sad ass excuse you call “love” as validation. I’m good.” 
 
    “Jayla…” he started, but I quickly cut him off with a raised hand.  
 
     “If you don’t have any relevant news, I suggest you see yourself out before I call security who also just so happens to be the man I’m screwing on the regular.” 
 
    I knew it was petty, but it slipped out of my lips long before I even considered taking the high road. And of course, it was that that really got Jason’s attention as he shouted, “I knew it! I knew you were fuckin’ that nigga.” 
 
    With a shrug, I replied, “Sure am, and there’s nothing you can do about it. I’m no longer yours, Jason.”  
 
    He was visibly seething, but the facts were the facts, something he couldn’t seem to get through his head when he insisted, “We still share a last name.” 
 
    “Or do we?” I asked, cocking my head to the side with a smirk and glancing down at the new nameplate - Ms. Jayla Mitchell - that had just gotten delivered last week.  
 
    “Talk about perfect timing,” I thought as Jason started, “When did this…” 
 
    “I found time in between blocking new numbers and throwing those bullshit bouquets you sent every week in the trash,” I explained, missing the mark yet again on that whole “high road” thing. But nothing about this situation really called for being polite, or politically correct, or... Mrs. Anthony.  
 
    No, this situation called for Jason to become more acquainted with the new Ms. Mitchell; not the silly one he - and my mother - had convinced to marry him years ago.  
 
    “So that’s really it, huh?” he asked as if I hadn’t already made that clear enough; as if the papers we both signed hadn’t already made that clear enough.  
 
    But even if he wanted to play dumb, I had no problem serving him a reminder when I asked, “Umm… did you miss that whole divorce thing? Or were you too busy trying to keep up with your roster of women to even notice your wife was missing?”  
 
    He had the nerve to plaster on an arrogant smirk, shaking his head as he answered, “Nah, I didn’t miss anything. And neither has my bank account.” 
 
    Now I was the one seething.  
 
    The alimony payments my lawyer had worked in was a lot more her idea than mine, something she claimed I deserved even though I was just fine without them. And once I found out how much money Jason was really making compared to what he was showing me, I decided I deserved it too, using the money as a safety net during my transition from my last job to this one. But now that I was on more than stable ground, it made me angry to have him throw it in my face since, “You act like I need your money, Jason.” 
 
    “And you act like that’s not why you got with me in the first place. You saw the lavish lifestyle, and you wanted in. You and your thirsty ass mama,” he spat, my scowl instantly tightening at the mention of who was really his co-conspirator. The woman who was still rooting for him even after knowing what he had done, and the one who had probably encouraged this little visit.  
 
    With all of that on my mind, I really had no choice but to tell him, “Get out.”  
 
    “Jayla, I’m…” 
 
    “Get. Out,” I stated a little more firmly, this time looking him straight in the eyes to let him know I wasn’t bullshitting. It was either he leave, or he was catching a stapler to the forehead. 
 
    When he didn’t move right away, I started thinking if I wanted to leave it in its regular position or open it so it could latch right into his skin on contact. But you would’ve thought he noticed exactly when that level of crazy started brewing in my eyes the way he dipped out in a flash, the chime of the elevator the only thing that snapped me back to normal. 
 
    Or, relatively normal.  
 
    Even when I released a heavy sigh, my shoulders still felt tense, my chest still felt heavy, and my head felt especially cluttered with all the things I thought I had been able to erase from my memory. But leave it to Jason to bring it all back to the forefront in the worst way possible, causing frustrated tears to form in my eyes even in his absence.  
 
    What a jackass.  
 
    Before they could fall, the sound of Khalid’s voice coming from the doorway snatched my attention. “Hey. You good?”  
 
    Gnawing into my lip, I leaned against my desk for support as I considered his question. “Am I good? No. But did I just survive an interaction with my ex-husband? Yes.”  
 
    “Should’ve just let me beat his ass,” he insisted as he made his way further into my office, his attitude towards the situation enough to make me crack a half-hearted smile even though I knew his suggestion wasn’t a good idea. 
 
    And since the reason his suggestion wasn’t a good idea was the same thing that had set me off just a few moments before, having to explain it only annoyed me even more when I told Khalid, “Jason knows people in high places all over this country. You beating his ass would’ve done nothing but made your life a living hell, and probably cost you a lot of money.”  
 
    He wasn’t at all intimidated by that, offering a shrug as he matched my position against the desk and replied, “Well it would’ve been worth it, especially since I know my shorty would’ve just helped me make some more.”  
 
    Once again, I couldn’t help but crack a smile, even when I told him, “I’m glad you believe that strongly in my abilities, but there are no guarantees.” 
 
    “Wait. How’d you know I was talking about you?” he asked, my face instantly flushing with embarrassment for assuming. But before I could even pretend to save face, Khalid started laughing. “I’m just playin’, boss lady. Lighten up.” 
 
    I wanted to laugh it off with him, but I didn’t have it in me, plopping down in one of the office chairs instead as I admitted, “I just feel so… drained. Spent all of fifteen minutes in Jason’s presence and he still manages to suck the life out of me.” 
 
    The whole thing honestly had me wondering how I had been able to do it for the few years we were together, made me wonder just how much time I had taken off of the end of my life from spending those years filled with so much… toxicity. But before I could continue whining to Khalid about it, he said, “Hold that thought.”  
 
    In no time at all, he was out of my office, leaving me to my thoughts that were only getting darker and darker by the minute. And by the time he returned, I had written off the entire male species in my head, getting ready to take my hate out on him until I saw one of my mugs in his hands. 
 
    “Cute. But I like my coffee a very particular way,” I told him as I accepted the mug, the aroma rising to my nostrils soothing me like the smell of his cologne.  
 
    But I didn’t want to ruin the mini-high by actually tasting it, even when Khalid insisted, “Will you quit all that talkin’ and just take a sip already?” 
 
    I shot him a skeptical glare that he met with an urgent one, all but lifting it to my lips for me to drink. And once I decided it was more about the gesture than if he got the impossible right, it was easy to take at least a short sip of appreciation; a short sip that ended with me immediately taking another one since the taste was damn near perfect.  
 
    In fact, it was so close to perfect that I had to ask, “How’d you know?” 
 
    With a sheepish smirk, he replied, “I’m not really into that, “If I tell you, I gotta kill you,” shit. But if I tell you, it’s definitely coming with a price.”  
 
    His light-hearted demeanor gave me mixed emotions, wanting to appreciate everything he was doing while also being distracted by the facts of the past; the facts that haunted me to the point of speaking them out loud. “I used to make coffee every single morning, the same way every morning, and Jason never even…” 
 
    Khalid didn’t let me finish before he dropped down to a squat in front of me, setting my coffee to the side so he could grab both of my hands when he said, “I’m not Jason, shorty. Never have been, and I never will be. I thought you knew that.” 
 
    “I do. It’s just…” 
 
    Once again, he interrupted, “Then I need you to believe it, Jay. At least give me that.” 
 
    The earnest look in his eyes made it way too easy to accept his request, bringing my hands to his cheeks and my lips to his to let him know exactly that. But when that peck of a kiss turned into two, and two multiplied to my hands buried in Khalid’s hair as I assaulted his tongue with my own, all bets were off until he chuckled into my mouth, pulling away just enough to say, “Gotta save all that energy for later, baby. I’m still on the clock.” 
 
    He started to push himself up from the squatted position, but I didn’t remove my hands, keeping his face right in front of mine so I could reply, “Well, I think… now is a good time to take your first fifteen.” 
 
    My suggestion made him smirk, clearly catching my drift according to the way he bit into his lip before he said, “I haven’t been here long enough to take a break already.” 
 
    “Who’s gonna check you?” I asked, knowing good and well the rest of the security guys were ten times as lax as Khalid was, meaning none of them had the leverage to say a word. And even if they did say something, I’d be more than willing to cover for him. 
 
    Yeah, I was that desperate.  
 
    Still, no matter how desperate I was, that didn’t stop Khalid from trying to be the responsible one of the two of us when he reasoned, “I don’t have a condom on me.”  
 
    “I don’t care. I need this. I need you.”  
 
    For a moment, he went quiet, almost as if he was surprised by my response to what should’ve been a red flag. Or maybe he was just giving me a chance to take it all back. But instead of taking anything back, I only doubled down on my words as I started unbuttoning my blouse, Khalid moving to close and lock my office door the second my bra peeked through. And by the time he made it back, I was already perched on top of the desk with my skirt scrunched around my waist, waiting for him.  
 
    “Damn. It’s like that?” he asked as I lifted my hips to remove my panties, then handed them over to him with a smirk. 
 
    “In exchange for the almost perfect coffee.” 
 
    With a grin of his own, he stuffed them into his pocket as he replied, “Still not telling you my secret, but thank you, baby.” Then he slowly started to unbutton his pants, taking his dear sweet time as if we had an unlimited amount.  
 
    Knowing the circumstances called for the exact opposite, I took over, making quick work of his zipper before pushing both his boxers and work pants down just enough to get his dick out. And I suppose it was my obvious urgency that encouraged him to put some pep in his step as he yanked me to the edge of the desk and slammed into me with an easy plunge that made me shriek.  
 
    “Shhhhh…” he hissed, putting a hand over my mouth to keep me quiet as he continued to drill me with spine-tingling strokes that had me reaching for anything I could get my damn hands on - including the stapler. But now, its purpose had been totally redefined, getting pushed to the ground like everything else around us to make more room.  
 
    “You gonna be quiet?” Khalid growled into my ear, giving me steady deep strokes that made the question more and more complicated by the second. But somehow, I found it in me to nod, making Khalid move his hand from my mouth to my ass to go even deeper; the change causing me to scream again. 
 
    Just like that, his hand was back over my mouth, though the desk squeaking under the weight of our sex probably didn’t make things sound any better. But by this point, I had no cares to lend, far too focused on Khalid as he deliciously filled me to the brim over and over again. 
 
    So damn good.  
 
    He wasn’t letting up, but I already felt myself letting go, biting down into his fingers as I did my best to stay quiet under the pressure of my impending orgasm. But that only seemed to encourage him to go harder as he brought his face to the crook of my neck and took little nibbles of his own.  
 
    “Khalid, please,” I begged, my voice slightly muffled thanks to his hand. But it was clear my message was more than received when, instead of just giving me a few more strokes to make me cum, he pulled out and dropped to his knees in front of me, bringing my pussy to his face and using his tongue as a weapon against my clit to completely overwhelm every single one of my nerve endings until I saw static.  
 
    Until I felt static.  
 
    There was nothing to stop me from ending up on my back - on top of a stack of contracts, to be exact - while Khalid’s face remained buried between my thighs, landing all sorts of licks and kisses and nibbles that only made the static much more potent to the point that I was literally pleading with him to stop. But when he did, it was only so he could stand up and tell me, “We still have more time.”  
 
    More time meant more him; a thought that gave me some sort of second wind as I sat up on my elbows to find his face covered in my juices. And the sexy smirk he paired with it told me he was proud of everything he had done to me, a pride I wanted to experience myself as I slid to the edge of the desk and found my footing enough to push him into the chair I had been occupying earlier. Then I climbed onto his lap and slid down onto his dick that seemed even harder than the first time he entered me, as if eating my pussy until I came had only turned him on even more.  
 
    “Yeah, he deserves every bit of this,” I decided, kissing my flavor from his lips as I found my rhythm, his hands digging into my waist only egging me on the same way me biting his fingers had done to him earlier. And even with the metal arms of the chair imprinting my thighs, I wasn’t letting up until I heard those four magical words.  
 
    “I’m about to cum.”  
 
    It was supposed to be a warning, but I refused to stop until I felt his explosion inside of me, refused to stop until his carnal grunts subsided, wasn’t stopping until… shit, am I cumming again? 
 
    With another wave of static, my question was answered in the most pleasurable way possible as I collapsed against him, resting my forehead on his shoulder as his dick continued to flex with aftershocks. And once I finally caught my breath, I couldn’t help teasing, “I think he likes her.”  
 
    Pulling his head back to find my eyes, he challenged, “Like? Nah, my dick is definitely smitten, and for good reason. The condom did her no justice.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how I should feel about that,” I replied with a little chuckle, putting my Kegels to use as I squeezed another drop out of him that made him shudder and whisper, “Quit playin’.” 
 
    Then he spoke in a regular tone to explain, “Your pussy is bomb either way, but a nigga could definitely get used to the freedom if that’s something you’re down with. I mean, as long as we’re keeping this exclusive and you’re taking birth control on the regular and all that.”  
 
    The mention of birth control made me tense up, the subject a sensitive one since it had been the reason behind some of the biggest fights Jason and I ever had - outside of the infidelity ones, of course.  
 
    “We’re married now. Why are you still on birth control? You don’t wanna have my baby?” 
 
    Yes, we were married, and yes, I was still on birth control. Because no, I didn’t want to have his baby.  
 
    It wasn’t that I never wanted children, but I refused to bring a child into what was, by that point, already a hostile situation. And thinking back on it, it was one of the best decisions I had ever made, especially since having children involved would’ve only made the divorce a hundred times more complicated.  
 
    Either that or I might’ve felt trapped into staying even longer than I had, just the thought making me feel somber as I finally pushed out, “I… am. I have an IUD. But I don’t really want to talk about that right now because it means mentioning someone who has no business being mentioned right now.” 
 
    Thankfully, Khalid didn’t press, only replying, “Fair enough,” before he smacked me on the ass to urge, “Now go get yourself cleaned up.” 
 
    Climbing from his lap, I could already feel him oozing out of me as I replied, “You too, Mr. Security Man. You have a job to get back to.” 
 
    I found the package of flushable wipes I kept in my desk for other, less attractive emergencies, pulling a few out before tossing him the rest just as he replied, “Well I already took tomorrow night off since I have to travel, but I think you should take the day off too. So we can spend it together.”  
 
    The mention of him traveling wasn’t a surprise to me since I had booked the gig myself; an easy-money hosting gig at one of the clubs in the city. But the idea of taking off an entire day from work to spend it with him? 
 
    “I don’t know about that, Khalid.” 
 
    He was already pulling his boxers and pants back up as he reasoned, “Come on, Jay. You can’t tell me you couldn’t use the break. I mean, you been grindin’ like crazy since you been here.” 
 
    Nothing he shared was a lie, my determination to be the best in the field driving me to work almost twice as many hours as some of the others on my team. But the idea of taking a break just to stay in the same town where people could still access me felt like a waste, something I was sure to mention when I told Khalid, “If I’m going to use my PTO, it’s going to be for a real vacation. Not just to lay up all day.” 
 
    “Ever heard of self-care? And besides, it’s called a staycation. Better yet, a baecation,” he replied with a convincing grin that made me giggle as I snatched my panties from his pocket.  
 
    But instead of putting them on, I slipped them into my purse while tossing over my shoulder, “You gotta be my “bae” for it to be a baecation, Khalid.” 
 
    He was a lot closer than I realized when I stood back upright, his arms instinctively wrapping around my waist to pull me into him as he said, “Well if that’s your way of asking, the answer is an enthusiastic, “hell yeah”.”   
 
    Of course he knew I wasn’t asking, the teasing roll of my eyes making him laugh as he continued, “Seriously though, Jayla. It’s only a day.”  
 
    It’s only a day. 
 
    For whatever reason, the reminder struck me in a different way, making me really consider his offer. I mean, the fifteen minutes that had accidentally turned into thirty right now had been plenty magical. So what would a whole day feel like?  
 
    Before I could make an irrational decision, I told him, “I need to check my schedule. Make sure I don’t have any important meetings.”  
 
    I was already moving towards my desk calendar when Khalid caught me by the wrist to insist, “The only important meeting you have tomorrow is in my bedroom.” 
 
    “Silk. 1999. How old were you when that song came out?” I asked teasingly, catching his side-eye that only made me giggle even harder at my own joke. But if spending the day with him meant wearing this goofy ass smile all day long, feeling this giddy all day long, and getting as much dick as I could withstand… 
 
    Suddenly, the decision became a no-brainer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Khalid 
 
    Usually when I got off work at three in the morning, it was easy for me to crash. But the excitement from knowing I’d be spending the day with Jayla had me tossing and turning until exhaustion finally took over only an hour before she was set to arrive, giving me the chance to sneak in nothing more than a little nap before my doorbell was ringing. 
 
    I didn’t mind, though. In fact, you would’ve thought I had gotten a full night’s rest considering how easily I popped up from the bed to answer it, pulling the door open to find her dressed down in leggings, the company baseball cap, a hoodie, and the only pair of tennis shoes she owned.  
 
    Fuckin’ adorable. 
 
    Her smile was as bright as the sun when she stepped inside, lifting her arm to show off the reusable grocery bag she was carrying. “I brought breakfast.” 
 
    It was a sweet gesture, even when I peeked into the bag to discover, “Ain’t that the cereal company you got me a deal with?” 
 
    She was already unloading her bowl of cereal starter kit onto my kitchen counter as she answered, “Okay, so it’s a two-for-one.” 
 
    Smirking, I let her finish, watching her prepare the bowl as I reminded her, “You’re not supposed to be working today, Jayla.” 
 
    I honestly wasn’t surprised that she was already trying to break the rules of the day since it really wasn’t  in her nature to take a break. I mean, even the first time she came to visit, it was to attend the party and make sure she got shots of the Bluetooth speaker for my Instagram. But considering how much I admired her grind, I wasn’t going to complain when she shoved the bowl into my hands and replied, “I’m not doing the work, you are. Now say cheese.”  
 
    The smirk I gave was more teasingly annoyed than anything, something the camera must’ve picked up on according to the way Jayla’s face scrunched once she looked at the picture.  
 
    “Not nearly sexy enough,” she said, moving to fluff my locs around as I snuck a few bites of the cereal before it got soggy. And just as I was moaning in response to how fire it was, she snapped another, more candid picture.  
 
    “Okay, now this one is too sexy. How about one more?” 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh at that, taking another bite - and picture - that earned an enthusiastic, “There. A perfectly balanced picture with a perfectly balanced breakfast.” 
 
    As long as she was satisfied with it, then that was all that really mattered, my attention staying on the cereal as I told her, “I can’t even fake, this is some of the best cereal I’ve ever eaten.”  
 
    “And it’s organic. Ooh. Maybe we should put all of this on your Snapchat too,” she said, snapping her fingers before reaching to pick my phone back up from the counter.  
 
    But I got to it first, slipping it into the pocket of the basketball shorts I had slept in while insisting, “Or maybe, you should leave the phone alone and have a bowl yourself.”  
 
    I could tell she wanted to challenge my idea, but I didn’t buy in, instead pushing the box of cereal her way with a look that urged her to eat. And eventually, she conceded with a heavy sigh, grabbing the box as she said, “Sorry. I’m so used to being on the go already that I guess I don’t know how to chill.” 
 
    “Well I need you to eat so you can have some energy today,” I told her, pouring myself another bowl before filling mine and hers with the almond milk she had brought.  
 
    “How much energy does one need to lay around all day?” she asked just before she shoved a skeptical bite into her mouth, moaning in response to the flavors the same way I had as she whispered, “Damn. This is good.”  
 
    I gave her a look of, “I told you so” as I took another bite of my own, then addressed her question. “How much energy do you need? Enough to keep up with ya’ boy.” 
 
    She rolled her eyes at that, turning around to pour herself a little more cereal and giving me the perfect view of her ass; a sight I could definitely get used to seeing every morning. And since I was sure she could feel me staring, I commented, “Those leggings look good on you, but I don’t think I like not having easy access.” 
 
    “Good thing they come off and don’t have to go back on then, huh?” she asked with a smirk, slipping another bite into her mouth that looked less like cereal and more like sex, tempting me to cut our traditional breakfast short and have her ass right there on the counter.  
 
    But since I knew I needed the energy just as much as I insisted she did, I did my best to brush it off with a little laugh. “I think I might’ve created a monster in you, shorty.” 
 
    “Or maybe she was always there, lying dormant until the right one came knocking,” she challenged with another sex bite, one that had me biting my lip as I decided she was definitely going to be my brunch.  
 
    For now though, I could only shake my head, trying to understand how Jayla’s sexy could’ve possibly laid dormant if she had been married for the past few years.  
 
    Unless ol’ boy was a Grade A lame... 
 
    Just from our little interaction at the office yesterday, I could tell he was one of those bougie boardroom types; something that didn’t really surprise me since that seemed to fit Jayla’s style. But to have someone as dynamic as Jayla as his wife and not want to explore, appreciate, every inch of her night after night? 
 
    “That nigga really missed out.”  
 
    It was supposed to be a thought that came out as a statement, one that clearly caught Jayla off-guard considering the way she tensed up in response. But just when I was getting ready to apologize, she brought a finger to my lips to shut me up.  
 
    “Don’t ruin our baecation talking about irrelevant people, Khalid.” 
 
    Our baecation. 
 
    To hear her really buying in to my idea was like music to my ears, making me smirk when I told her, “As bad as I want you right now, I really need to go shower and brush my teeth.” 
 
    “Go ahead. I’ll join you in a minute,” she replied nonchalantly, almost like she didn’t realize what she was saying. Or maybe she did, treating it like the normal occurrence it very well could be if she’d stop playing. 
 
    I’d happily take the preview for now, getting ready to clean up our mess in the kitchen until she shooed me off to the bathroom. And even though I could hear my grandmama talking shit about it in my head, seeing Jayla that comfortable in my space had those moths doing all sorts of tricks in my stomach as I followed her directions and got my ass to the bathroom. 
 
    Just as she said she would, she joined me a few minutes later, wrapping her arms around my waist from behind the second I finished spitting mouthwash into the sink. And after wiping my mouth with a towel, I covered my hands with her, unable to hold back my smile when I noticed how radiant hers was through the mirror.  
 
    “What are you back there grinnin’ so hard for?” I asked, happy to see it regardless of the source.  
 
    But my heart might’ve swelled a little bit when she squeezed me a little tighter and answered, “I haven’t even been here for an hour, and somehow I already feel so… recharged. So relaxed.”  
 
    “See what happens when you listen to me. I’ll never steer you wrong, gorgeous,” I told her with a proud grin, turning around to face her head on when I added, “Now get those leggings off before I have to rip them off you.”  
 
    “You first,” she said with a glance down at my basketball shorts that were doing nothing to hide how hard my dick was from just the thought of Jayla getting naked. But if that’s what she wanted, I had no problem being the leader, yanking them down with an easy tug and stepping out of them before giving her a look that said, “Your turn.”  
 
    She almost missed it, her attention solely focused on my dick that was clearly happy to see her considering the way it kept on growing under her gaze. And when she licked her lips, it jumped like a damn puppy, earning an appreciative, “Mmm…” as Jayla finally started to undress.  
 
    Now I was the focused one, my lip pulled between my teeth as I watched her stomach flex when she pulled her hoodie and tank over her head, watched her ass as she peeled out of her leggings, and struggled to keep my hands to myself as I watched her get rid of the bra and panties she wouldn’t be putting back on until it was time for her to leave if it was up to me. But I was so damn lost in everything her that I almost didn’t hear her when she asked, “Do you have an extra hair tie?”  
 
    Keeping my eyes on her, I blindly reached into one of the drawers nearby before handing over a band I usually used to keep my locs out of my face. But even watching her put her hair in a bun on top of her head was an erotic sight, the natural curves and peaks in her body as she moved making my desire for brunch a little more urgent.  
 
    “You have all day,” I reminded myself, moving to turn the shower on and find the right temperature. But what I considered good and warm only made Jayla frown once she followed in behind me. 
 
    “Are you trying to give us hypothermia or something?” she asked, reaching past me to turn the dial to a temperature that damn near burned my back even though I refused to show the pain.  
 
    It was a sacrifice I was willing to make if it meant having Jayla happily use my body wash and sponge to wash my chest, then my abs, all the way down to my dick where she exchanged the sponge for her bare, soapy hands, using both to stroke me with precision as she teasingly gnawed into her lip and asked, “You like that, bae?” 
 
    “As if the weakness in my knees and calculated breaths weren’t enough of an indicator…” I thought, quickly realizing she couldn’t feel either. But in that moment, I decided she deserved to feel every bit of what I was feeling, including the emotional shit I couldn’t tell her about without scaring her off, locking my hand under her chin and planting a kiss against her lips that she greedily accepted. 
 
    One of her hands left my dick to dig into my hair and pull me closer as I backed her into the wall, the scorching water easily becoming an afterthought as I moved my lips from her mouth to her neck, nibbling and kissing in a way that only made her strokes become more intense. But I’d bust a hundred nuts into her hand if it meant having this moment forever, if it meant being able to see Jayla in this state of pure sensuality, baring all and doing exactly what she wanted without a care in the world because she fuckin’ deserved to. 
 
    If nothing else, I’d be sure to make it worth it. 
 
    In fact, it felt like my responsibility to let her know how much I appreciated being witness to this side of her, how much I appreciated being a part of the transition. And to be completely honest, I was desperate to have her flavor on my tongue since it was the only thing that had that cereal beat.  
 
    So instead of leaving all the fun to her, I dropped to my knees, not even bothered by the fact that it would probably take all day for my hair to dry as I landed kisses against her belly button before draping one of her legs over my shoulder. Then I moved those kisses from her stomach to her thighs, biting into each before she all but pushed my head exactly where she wanted me. 
 
    Exactly where I wanted to be.  
 
    The more she squirmed, the more I licked, flicking my tongue against her pearl as she buried her hands deeper into my locs. And the harder she pulled at the root, the more pressure I applied, just the taste of her making me lose my damn mind until she pulled my head back to say, “I need you inside of me.”  
 
    Her wish was my command as I removed her leg from my shoulder so I could stand up, getting ready to wipe my face until she pulled me into another one of those greedy kisses, barely leaving any for me to savor as I draped one of her legs around my waist. And once she wrapped her arms around my neck, I used it as leverage to grab the other leg, Jayla reaching between us to grab my dick and align it with her opening before sliding down onto my dick with a gratifying plunge.  
 
    So fuckin’ good. 
 
    With her back against the wall, I gave her everything I had, rocking into her with wild strokes that had her digging into my back, and my ass, and my hair, and anything else she could get her hands on. But little did she know, all she had to do was say the word and it could all be hers. 
 
    I could be hers.  
 
    Lucky for the both of us, I was more than willing to earn my spot, and if this was what it took, I’d be first in line every time. Or in this case, second in line since Jayla was already humming with an orgasm, my hands latching under her shaking thighs as I fucked her through it. And even when she collapsed against me, I continued to stroke her senseless until I felt my own nut beginning to emerge, emptying myself inside of her with all sorts of grunts and groans that I hardly recognized.  
 
    The sound of the water still splashing against the shower floor was the only sounds between us as I let Jayla down to her feet, catching her at the waist when she slipped a little bit. But even through that simple touch, I could still feel the sizzle, the chemistry she could no longer deny if she wanted to. 
 
    According to the satiated look on her face, she didn’t want to deny a thing, completely content letting me wash her up and landing sweet little kisses in random places along my skin as I rinsed the both of us. And when we finally made it out of the shower and were both secured in towels, the first thing she said was, “I think I need another bowl of that cereal.”  
 
    & 
 
    I assumed I must’ve been dreaming when I woke up a little after noon to an empty bed, the vividness in my head of Jayla in multiple sex positions low-key spooking me out a little bit since it all felt real as hell. In fact, I called myself checking to make sure the dream hadn’t been a wet one since the type of shit that went down in my imagination certainly called for an unconscious nut. But the only thing I saw when I pulled the covers back was the towel I had given Jayla, making me realize it had all been real after all. 
 
    The breakfast, the shower sex, the bed sex, the post-sex nap.  
 
    My dreams had literally come true right before my eyes, except for the fact that the dream woman was now missing from my bed. 
 
    “Where the hell is she?” I thought, tossing the covers back and grabbing a fresh pair of basketball shorts to throw on before heading down the hall in hopes that she hadn’t left. And even though I had hoped for it, I was still surprised to find her quietly sitting cross-legged on the couch with a takeout container in front of her watching one of the seasons of Martin on DVD.  
 
    She started cracking up laughing at the infamous Chilligan’s Island episode like it was her first time seeing it before sneaking a bite of what looked like fried rice, a little bit of the vegetables falling from her fork right onto one of my shirts. 
 
    She’s wearing my shirt? 
 
    “Yeah, I must still be dreaming,” I decided as I rounded the couch, expecting to find her face blurred or my senses suddenly muffled the way it would happen in a dream. But she was really all there, her smile wide when she excitedly announced, “You’re finally up.” 
 
    “I am. Thought you ran away,” I replied as I plopped down on the couch next to her just as she was turning my way with a confused expression.  
 
    “Ran away, to what? My apartment? Back to work? Nah, I’m perfectly fine right here.” 
 
    Since convincing her to take the day off hadn’t been all that easy, it brought me great joy to see how far she had come since then. And not only that, but to see how much she seemed to be enjoying herself so far; as if this could become a reoccurring thing.  
 
    “I see that. I… like it. A lot,” I expressed, catching the little smirk she gave in response to agree with me.  
 
    But she didn’t acknowledge my words with any of her own, only tossed a hand toward the kitchen when she said, “There’s some extra food in there on the counter. I wasn’t sure what you liked, but I figured I couldn’t go too wrong with fried rice.” 
 
    “I appreciate it, shorty,” I replied with a little nod as her attention went back to Martin and my attention stayed on her, the longer I stared, the more the million-dollar question on my tongue threatened to spill out since it truly didn’t make any sense to me. I mean, Jayla just seemed so… ideal; beautiful and ambitious, caring and considerate, flat-out sexy and had her shit together in every way possible. So I really didn’t understand…  
 
    “What?” she asked after catching me staring a little too hard.  
 
    It would’ve been easy to cover with some white lie. But there was really no point to start telling stories now, instead being completely honest when I admitted, “I wanna ask you a personal question, but I don’t wanna fuck up the vibe.” 
 
    For whatever reason, that made her laugh. “The person who’s been cumming inside of me for two days straight is suddenly scared to ask me a personal question? Doesn’t that seem a little backward to you, Khalid?”  
 
    “Fine. Why’d you get a divorce?” I blurted before I could swallow it down. And just like that, the humorous expression on her face was replaced with absolutely nothing, her lips flat and her eyes narrowed as she muttered, “Oh, that personal question.”    
 
    She reached to put her takeout container on the coffee table then rested her hands in her lap, taking her time to choose her words carefully. And while I knew the general gist of things thanks to Londyn, my ears were completely tuned in when Jayla started, “Jason and I were one of those couples who looked good on paper. Both accomplished, both attractive, both… polished, regardless of our upbringing. He was everything I thought I needed in a man, and I was... everything he knew he needed to make himself look better in the professional world. But I don’t think we were ever really all that compatible, and it showed up in a lot of different ways even though my mother acted like I was making it all up; acted like Jason was the best thing that ever happened to me and that I should just be grateful to be connected to him.”  
 
    “So that’s why she and her mother are only cordial now…” I thought, keeping the revelation to myself as she continued, “I stayed and played my role because that’s what the vows say, and divorce didn’t seem like a real option at the time. Jason, on the other hand, said fuck those vows and started screwing every woman he could.” 
 
    “Damn. You should’ve definitely let me beat his ass the other day then,” I told her, wishing I would’ve taken the opportunity when I had it.  
 
    Jayla didn’t seem as concerned, shrugging when she gave a half-hearted smile and insisted, “I have a feeling karma will take care of all that.”  
 
    I could appreciate her optimism, but something about it all still wasn’t sitting quite right for me. And since we were already on the topic, I figured it was the best time to get full clarity when I said, “But like, and maybe I’m a little naive when it comes to all this marriage shit, but I guess I just don’t understand how he had you, and Natasha, at home, and still went out and cheated like that. I mean, how do you not make that work?”  
 
    “See, that’s the thing. People always assume when someone cheats it’s because their partner isn’t doing something they want at home. When really, cheating is just a shitty, personal choice. Could I have done a few things differently? Maybe. But ultimately, his decisions were all him,” she replied in a way that told me she had already found peace with the situation. Though I was still surprised when she leaned into my shoulder to add, “And Jason doesn’t know Natasha like you do. He didn’t deserve to know her like you do.” 
 
    “I’m flattered,” I told her with a little kiss to her forehead that made her give me a real smile before she rested her head against my shoulder. And while I would’ve been perfectly content staying just like this for the rest of the afternoon, I shouldn’t have been surprised when Jayla had questions of her own.  
 
    “How’d you turn out like this, Khalid? So sweet, and caring, and honest, and all that?” 
 
    The answer to that was easy, a mix of emotions coming with it when I replied, “My grandmama. She mostly raised me while my mom and Shaq’s were out doing who knows what. When we were little, we used to wait by the window together for them to “be right back” knowing good and well they weren’t coming. And since my grandmama knew it too, she started doing more and more for us; keeping extra pajamas for us to sleep in overnight, buying us the Christmas and birthday presents neither one of our moms took interest in getting on time, picking us up from school and taking us to all of our after-school activities. And eventually, we became hers; until she passed away.”  
 
    It was something I hadn’t talked about in a while; not since Londyn and I were first getting to know each other all those years ago. But it honestly felt good to be able to brag on the woman I loved most to the woman I wished she could’ve met, allowing a little smile to push through once I continued, “Even though her daughters had issues, my grandmama was always a sweet soul, always wanted the best for them and everybody, a giver by nature. So I guess I got it from her.”  
 
    Snuggling a little closer to me, Jayla quietly replied, “She sounds like a wonderful woman.”  
 
    “She was. Passed away a little after my high school graduation, but was so proud to know I was going off to college. Kinda sucks that I didn’t finish it out, though.” 
 
    Jayla was quick to peek up at me and insist, “You still have time.”  
 
    “Yeah, I do. And I’m sure she would like that,” I told her, giving going back to school some thought for the first time in… shit, ever. But leave it to Jayla to have me really considering it, her ambitious demeanor already rubbing off on me in a number of ways. 
 
    Exactly what I needed.  
 
    In fact, I was just about ready to grab my phone and get my Google on for more info until she blurted, “Being pretty much abandoned by your mother couldn’t have been easy.” 
 
    Something about her use of the word “abandoned” made it all sting a little more than usual, mainly because I had never even thought to tie the word to my upbringing since it never felt like I was lacking anything with my grandmama in my life. And it wasn’t like my mother had skipped town, or died, or anything like that, so I did see her sometimes. She was just… inconsistent, never able to really get a grasp on the whole mom thing, almost like her maternal instincts had never shown up.  
 
    And once the drugs got involved…  
 
    Shaking my head, I answered, “Nah. And it still isn’t, especially when I go visit and see her still struggling with some of the same demons that kept her away in the first place. But I can either put my energy into living out my grandmama’s legacy, or I can do what Shaq does and try to self-medicate my mommy issues away.” 
 
    Mommy issues. 
 
    Ain’t that a bitch.  
 
    The smile on Jayla’s face caught me by surprise since it didn’t exactly fit the somber vibe of my story. But it made sense once she said, “I see it in him too. That sweet, caring side you guys got from your grandmama. You two are both the cutest.” 
 
    Her teasing only made me playfully tackle her into the couch as I muttered, “Oh, I got your cutest…” The hearty laughs she let out feeling like a refresh button in my head, even when she squealed, “Quit it! I’m trying to watch Martin!”  
 
    After a few tickles and kisses, I let up, tossing my arm over the back of the couch as I agreed, “Fine. Turn on the surround sound so we can hear the live audience dragging out their laughs. The remote is in the side table drawer next to you.”  
 
    She went to reach for it but took a moment to sit back upright, making me wonder had I given her bad directions until she finally returned with a pair of unfamiliar panties dangling from her fingertip.  
 
    You would’ve thought she was holding a gun the way my eyes went wide when I asked, “Yooo, where’d those come from?” 
 
    With a scowl, she challenged, “They aren’t mine, so…” 
 
    “Londyn must’ve left them behind,” I reasoned, the words sounding innocent enough in my head.  
 
    Of course they weren’t at all received that way, Jayla hopping up from the couch and crossing her arms over her chest with an attitude when she said, “I thought you and Londyn were just friends?!” 
 
    “We are! I meant, she must’ve left them behind when this was her house. Technically, it’s still her house since I’m just renting from her. But she left me some of the furniture too, and… are you following any of this?” 
 
    The more I babbled, the crazier it probably sounded to Jayla. But I was grateful to see her shoulders eventually sink as she dropped the random panties on the table with a heavy sigh.  “I’m gonna give you the benefit of the doubt. But damn, that was quite a trigger.” 
 
    “She can vouch for me if you need it,” I told her, already reaching for my phone to give Londyn a call.  
 
    But Jayla talked me out of it, slowly making her way back to her spot on the couch as she said, “I believe you, Khalid. I guess my trust issues when it comes to stuff like this just aren’t as dead and buried as I like to pretend they are.”  
 
    I completely understood, quick to grab her hands and assure, “You have nothin’ to worry about, shorty. I swear. I’m all about you. Only about you.” 
 
    Being completely honest with myself, it had been that way since the first time I saw her, long before we were doing business together, spending real time together, being intimate with each other. And now that all of those things were happening, it only made my feelings intensify to the point where I couldn’t even think about another woman like that, let alone entertain the shit.  
 
    If Jayla wasn’t on the same page yet, I knew she would be soon enough. And even if it took a little longer than I’d like, I’d always be down for the shit she had in mind during the interim, especially once she grabbed my chin to say, “Go get some of that food. You’ll need the energy.” 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jayla 
 
    Sending Khalid off for his trip was a lot harder than it should’ve been, the fact that I had started missing him long before he had even left catching me by surprise since none of what we had going on was ever supposed to be that deep. 
 
    But it was that deep. And I knew the sooner I accepted that, the more of him I could have and the happier I would be.  
 
    Exactly what I wanted. 
 
    I was still on cloud nine from spending the day with him when I finally made it home after stopping by the grocery store on his insistence, locking the door behind me as my phone began to vibrate in the pocket of my hoodie. And while I pulled it out hoping it was a text from Khalid about how his hosting gig tomorrow had been canceled and he was already headed back - selfish, I know - I was more than disturbed to find it was only a call from my mother. 
 
    “What does she want?” I thought, tempted to let the call go to voicemail so she could answer that question there without me actually having to talk to her. But against my better judgment, I picked up, closing my eyes as I pressed the phone to my ear.  
 
    “Hello.” 
 
    Her tone was as deceivingly pleasant as usual when she sang, “Jayla. Hi. How are you, my dear?” 
 
    “I’m fine.”  
 
    Taking a higher octave, she replied, “Great,” before getting to the real point of her call. “Well, I’m in town for the night visiting your sister, and I thought you might want to join us for dinner. In twenty minutes.” 
 
    There were a number of things wrong with what she was presenting. One, she was already in town visiting Jamila and had never even thought to come visit me when I moved? Two, Jamila hadn’t had the good sense to warn me about any of this? And three… “Twenty minutes?” 
 
    As if that was no big deal, she only giggled when she said, “Late notice, I know. But after I made the reservation, Jamila wasn’t answering her phone, so I wasn’t sure if we were still on until a few minutes ago. Right before I called you.”  
 
    “Can’t say that I blame her,” I muttered away from the phone, bringing the receiver back to my mouth to ask my mother, “Where is the reservation?” 
 
    In my head, I had already decided that the distance from my apartment would be the thing that kept me from having to attend on such short notice. But when she answered, “Perry’s Steakhouse,” I literally cringed since that was an easy ten-minute drive at most; something I wouldn’t be able to lie about with Jamila involved.  
 
    Jamila. Ugh.  
 
    With a sigh, I used the last weapon in my arsenal, telling my mother, “I may be a little late.” 
 
    I knew how much she valued punctuality, so I was hoping that would be the thing to get my invitation canceled, or at least a reschedule. But to my surprise, she easily brushed it off. “Oh, that’s no problem. I’d rather you put a little time into your appearance than for you to show up looking all homely.” 
 
    “Of course,” I thought with a roll of my eyes before rushing her off the phone with claims that I was going to do just that. But really, I was only rushing her off the phone so I could call Mila and threaten, “I’m going to whoop your ass,” the second she picked up.  
 
    “Well, damn. Hello to you too, big sister,” she replied with a little laugh, clearly not too concerned with what I had said.  
 
    But I was concerned enough for the both of us when I angrily asked, “Why didn’t you tell me mom was coming to town?” 
 
    “Because I didn’t know mom was coming to town until like, ten minutes ago,” she replied in an annoyed tone that told me she was being honest. But it was her honesty that only made me angrier since that meant my mother hadn’t at all practiced those same principles during her phone call.  
 
    Since that wasn’t really Mila’s fault, I did my best not to take my attitude out on her when I explained, “She was talking like her visit was something you two had planned together, like this little dinner she just invited me to was the two of you plus me tagging along.” 
 
    Instead of being angry like me, Mila only laughed again. “You know your mom, Jayla. She’s always been deceptive as hell. I mean, do you really think I’d be jumping to have dinner with her because I want to? No. I’m only going to keep her from pulling some dramatic ass stunt that ends with us visiting her in the hospital.”  
 
    I knew my mother wasn’t above going all out to get our attention, so I could appreciate Mila being willing to take one for the team even before she knew this was a team situation. But now that we were both aware of what was really going on, it only made sense for us to come up with a game plan.  
 
    “Well, if we’re really doing this, we need to have a united front. Don’t let her talk you into anything you don’t want to do.” 
 
    “Uh… how about you go and give that advice to yourself in the mirror a few times? Cause she’s never had that kind of pull over me. That was all you,” Mila replied, her words stinging a bit since I really couldn’t deny them even though things were so much different now.  
 
    I was so much different now.  
 
    Instead of defending myself, I pushed out, “Anyway. I’ll have your back, and you’ll have mine. Deal?” 
 
    “When has that ever not been the case, Jayla?” she asked with another little laugh as if I was being completely ridiculous. And maybe I was, overthinking what could easily be an innocent dinner with the woman who birthed me.  
 
    Yeah right.  
 
    “I still think you could’ve given me a heads-up about her being within a fifty-mile radius. Sent me a text, a Bat signal, something,” I expressed, glancing at the clock to see those twenty minutes were already zooming by. And as if she could feel my anxiety brewing, Jamila rushed me off the phone the same way I had done my mother.  
 
    “Next time, sissy. See you in a bit.” 
 
    & 
 
    Stepping into the restaurant only brought back the pleasant memories of the last time I was here when Khalid and I had shared our first business dinner that I left with a file of ideas for his brand and drenched panties.  
 
    Knowing how much his career had taken off since then, and how far we had come since then, I could only smile as if he was accompanying me right now. In fact, I wished he was accompanying me right now; especially once Jamila strolled in a few moments after me with Shaq in tow, both of their eyes red as hell as if they had hot-boxed in the parking lot right before they walked in.  
 
    “Really, Mila?” I whispered, catching a whiff of the marijuana smell she had clearly tried to cover up with some sort of cheap body spray.  
 
    Thanks to her elevated state, she wasn’t at all bothered by my question, only shrugging with a grin when she replied, “You’re outta your damn mind if you thought I was coming in here without some sort of aid. And don’t be rude to my guest.” 
 
    “Her guest, as if I had never met Khalid’s cousin before,” I thought with a roll of my eyes before giving him a little wave. “Hi, Shaq.” 
 
    His grin was just as goofy when he gave me a nod to say, “What’s up, Jayla? Where’s Khalid? I assumed if she was bringing me along, that he’d be your plus one. But I guess since he’s not here, that means he’s your plus… none.”  
 
    The two of them started cracking up laughing at that corny ass joke, only making my anxiety skyrocket now that it was clear Mila was going to be useless when it came to that whole, “united front” thing.  
 
    She had her partner. And it wasn’t me.  
 
    “He’s traveling to the city for a hosting gig tomorrow night,” I finally answered once they settled down, peeking around the restaurant to see if I could spot my mother.  
 
    But even with my attention elsewhere, Shaq still acted offended by my response when he put a hand to his chest to ask, “And he didn’t invite me? He’s fake as hell for that.”  
 
    Maybe he was, but I couldn’t invest too much thought into that, instead grabbing Mila by the shoulders to ask a much more important question. “You ready to do this?”  
 
    With a little giggle, she replied, “I was born ready…” Biting back her grin as she peeked over to Shaq to add, “And I was already on fish and spaghetti.”  
 
    My face instantly scrunched, but Shaq took that as his cue to start Harlem shaking like he was an extra in the, “Let’s Get It” video with G-Dep and Diddy, his dance making Jamila bust out laughing as I used a hushed tone to scold, “Pull it together, you two.” But just when I thought I had the situation under control, my mother appeared from the back of the restaurant with her pageant-ready smile and her arms extended.  
 
    “I didn’t know we’d have extra people joining us,” she sang excitedly, pulling Jamila and I into quick hugs before turning to introduce herself to Shaq. “Colleen. Colleen Mitchell-Brooks.” 
 
    “Wait, what?” I thought, Jamila wearing the same expression on her face as Shaq happily replied, “Shaquille minus the O’Neal, the height, and the random endorsement deals.”  
 
    My mother squealed a laugh at that before finally giving our reaction to her name drop the attention it deserved. “I’m only practicing, girls. Ernest is getting ready to propose soon. I can just tell.”  
 
    Ernest. 
 
    Her latest millionaire conquest.  
 
    During the single time I had interacted with him - right before I left town - he seemed like a decent guy; far too decent to be dealing with someone so shallow like my mother who I knew only saw him for his checkbook. But that was their business, Jamila on the same wave according to her muttered, “Godspeed to that nigga…” 
 
    My mother didn’t pay her any mind as she led us to the table she had gotten, my eyebrow piquing when I realized there was space for a lot more than just the two of us she expected. And instead of letting my suspicions linger, I flat out asked, “If you didn’t know we were having extra people, why are there extra chairs?”  
 
    With a wave of her hand, she insisted, “Oh, don’t worry about that. Sit, sit, sit.” But that response only made me worry more, even when Mila and Shaq happily plopped down into their chairs.  
 
    Now that I was the odd man out, I really had no choice but to join them, something that made my mother’s smile grow even wider when she gushed, “So… how are my girls? Tell me all about this place.” 
 
    “It’s a town. With people. Just like the one we came from,” I replied plainly, her sudden interest in what I had going on completely rubbing me the wrong way since I had no idea where it was coming from. But instead of being bothered by my cold shoulder, she kept her smile intact as she directed her attention toward Mila and Shaq.  
 
    “Well I’m not one of the girls, and I only live here part-time. But I must say this town is quite exquisite, Mrs. Mitchell-Brooks.”  
 
    My eyes squinted at his unusually proper language while Jamila only started giggling, mimicking his tone and pinching her fingers together when she repeated, “Quite exquisite.”  
 
    I shouldn’t have been surprised to see my mother had completely bought in to Shaq’s faux-bougie, leaning a little further into the table to ask, “And what is it that you do, Shaquille?”  
 
    Of course that was her question, the answer giving her an idea of how much money he made which was really the only thing that mattered to her. But considering I truly had no idea what it was that Shaq did for a living, I was listening just as closely when he answered, “I’m in the pharmaceutical business. A… tester, if you will.”  
 
    Now I was chuckling like Jamila, especially once I saw the perplexed expression on my mother’s face. “You test… the drugs? Like, all of them?” 
 
    Shaq nodded, shoving a piece of the free bread into his mouth as my mom continued her interrogation. “So you’re really a chemist of sorts? You test the different chemical properties and all that?”  
 
    “Nope. I just put them straight into my body. Better than testing them on innocent animals. Am I right?” Shaq said, Mila snorting out a laugh through her nose as I took a sip of water to cover mine while my mother’s face only turned more confused. And before I could break it down for her in layman’s terms - Shaq tested the different products from his weed supplier - a familiar presence joined us at the table. 
 
    He was already pulling one of the extra chairs out next to my mother as he explained, “Sorry I’m late. My Uber got caught in traffic.”  
 
    “Oh, hell no…” Jamila said before I could, too shocked to speak since Jason was the last person I expected to show up to this little dinner. But with my mother involved, I shouldn’t have been surprised that they had co-conspired a setup situation, especially once I saw her grab his face to kiss him on the cheek in greeting.  
 
    “It’s okay, son. We’re just happy you made it.” 
 
    That brought my voice back. “Who is this “we” you’re speaking for? Cause it damn sure doesn’t include me.” 
 
    With a frown, my mother scolded, “Jayla Denise Anthony, you better watch your tone when you’re talking to me.”  
 
    “You mean, Jayla Denise Mitchell?” I corrected, watching her eyes go wide like she was in a horror movie as I heard Shaq quietly repeat to himself, “Denise? She was always my favorite Huxtable. With her fine ass…”  
 
    Jamila was a lot more vocal, smacking me on the arm as she asked, “You really changed your name back? Go ‘head, sissy! I ain’t mad at ya.” 
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t get a chance to really acknowledge her praise, too focused on my mother when she growled, “How disrespectful of you. It was a privilege for your husband to give you such a powerful name.”  
 
    “Privilege? I thought that was only for white people?” Shaq whispered to Mila, earning himself an elbow to the arm as I stood up from the table and crossed mine.  
 
    With my head cocked to the side, I asked, “Excuse me? My ex-husband, that trash ass human being sitting next to you, cheated on me more times than I can count on my own fingers. But having his last name was a privilege? You’re even crazier than I thought.”  
 
    I was already snatching up my things to leave when my mother had the nerve to shout, “He’s a man, Jayla! They all make mistakes.” 
 
    “Damn. Tough crowd,” was Shaq’s response as he found more bread to snack on while my lips twisted into a scowl. And since I refused to make a scene like she was, I leaned into the table, getting as close to her as I could when I responded, “See, that’s where you’re wrong, Colleen. Do men make mistakes? Sure. But what Jason did wasn’t a mistake. It was a choice. Multiple choices. So fuck him, and fuck you for ever taking his side in this.”  
 
    “Boom. Mic drop,” Shaq added, my narrowed eyes shooting his way with a silent “shut up” that prompted him to put his hands up in defense. But the millisecond it took to do that was just long enough for my mother to gather herself, her tone exasperated when she joined me standing up and asked, “Where did I go wrong with you? How could you possibly be so… misguided?”  
 
    I let out a laugh of disbelief. “Misguided? You think I’m misguided? Right now? After literally pushing me to perfection at every turn while also somehow acting like none of it meant shit without a ring on my finger? Now that I have more sense than to believe that bullshit, you think I’m misguided?”  
 
    She was surprisingly silent, along with the rest of the table, allowing me to continue, “God forbid a woman successfully stands on her own until someone comes along who can do more than just keep her dripping in designer clothes. Someone who actually complements her lifestyle, someone who remembers how she likes her coffee, someone who makes her genuinely happy.” 
 
    “And let me guess, you think you found someone to make you happy?” she asked with an unconvinced expression, one I had no problem meeting with a smile as I thought about my client who had slowly become one of the most important fixtures in my life.  
 
    That smile only grew when I answered, “I did. And he’s amazing.” 
 
    “That’s my cousin!” Shaq chimed in, making Jamila giggle as I gave a calming little chuckle of my own. But the one my mother contributed was completely sarcastic.  
 
    “Ha. You have a lot to learn, girl. You may think he’s all amazing now, but just wait and see what happens the second you turn your back. I’m sure he’ll make my Jason look like a saint.” 
 
    “You don’t even know him!” I defended, my anger growing back just that quickly; especially once I saw Jason basking in the protective bubble my mother kept around him.  
 
    Naturally, I wanted to bust it the same way I had done when he showed up to my office a day ago. But instead of wasting any more energy on him, I kept my attention on my mother when she replied, “I don’t need to know him to know men. And believe me when I tell you, sweetie. They’re all the same.”  
 
    A dozen responses came to mind, but none of them were worth giving to a woman who was so far gone. So instead, I tried that high road thing, throwing the towel in and bowing out as gracefully as I could, even with her commands to come back following me out of the restaurant. 
 
    Her words weren’t the only thing following me, Jamila catching up to me the second my foot hit the pavement of the parking lot as she tossed an arm around my shoulder to say, “I love you, and I’m proud of you, and I wanna be just like you when I grow up.” 
 
    “Why? So you can argue with mom in the middle of restaurants?” I asked with a sarcastic roll of my eyes, pausing for the cause once I realized I couldn’t remember where I parked.  
 
    But I was glad I had stopped walking, able to hear Jamila clearly when she answered, “No. So I can recognize my worth and not accept anything less no matter what anybody thinks; mom included.” 
 
    Hearing my little sister speak so proudly about what I considered an all-out shit show softened my stance, the fact that she was able to pull a valuable lesson out of utter chaos making it all feel a little more worth it. But since I really wasn’t in the mood to relive the details just yet, I pulled her into a hug as I told her, “Text me when you make it home, okay? And lay off the weed.” 
 
    That made her giggle. “Are you kidding me? After that bullshit, Shaq and I are definitely about to burn through a sack once I can pull him away from the fresh bread basket the waitress just brought out. Or maybe we’ll just share a brownie.” 
 
    I was quick to exclaim, “No! Last time Shaq had a brownie, he ended up on the roof.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to turn me off from the idea, or…?” Mila trailed teasingly, making me roll my eyes again as I imagined her ending up the same way. But I shouldn’t have been surprised that even after finding a gem of advice at dinner, she was still going to do whatever her heart desired.  
 
    In fact, I respected it, changing my advice to offer a simple, “Just be safe, Mila. Please.”  
 
    “Always, always,” she replied with a grin before giving a little advice of her own. “Now go find your man.” 
 
    Even though he still wasn’t technically my man, I knew exactly who she was talking about, the thought of curling up under Khalid after a night like tonight only making me miss him even more since…, “I already told you, he’s out of town.” 
 
    “Welp. Sounds to me like you need to be booking yourself a flight and packing a hoe-vernight bag,” she suggested with a little pat to my shoulder as I ran her word choice back in my head.  
 
    Then I repeated it out loud, “Hoe-vernight…” before I busted out laughing. “You play too much, Mila.” 
 
    She teasingly pinched my cheek when she replied, “Just wanted to see you smile again, babe. Now go do what you gotta do, and how about you not be all that safe, if you know what I mean.”  
 
    Instead of entertaining her with details of how late she was with that idea considering the day Khalid and I had shared, I simply told her, “Bye, Jamila.” Clicking the alarm on my car so that I could actually find it. And once I was secure inside, I made a phone call to the man who still had me satisfyingly sore between the thighs. 
 
    He didn’t answer.  
 
    And not only didn’t he answer, but it went straight to voicemail after one ring as if he had pressed ignore.  
 
    “Must’ve been an accident,” I decided, waiting a few moments and then calling again through the Bluetooth in my car. But this time, it rang all the way through before going to voicemail, the sound of the beep making me jump a little bit as I tried to figure out what to say without being completely awkward. 
 
    “Hey, Khalid. It’s... me. Jayla. You won’t believe the night I just had. Call me when you get this. I… miss you.”  
 
    Pressing the button on my steering wheel to end the call, I drove the rest of the short drive to my apartment in silence, trying not to think the worst of him not picking up the phone. I mean, he could’ve very well been in a dead reception spot on his little road trip. Or maybe he had arrived a bit earlier than he anticipated and was already asleep after the long day we had. He also could’ve been meeting up with Chance and Londyn and simply forgotten to charge his phone. 
 
    Or maybe he’s meeting up with one of the girls from his DMs on Instagram like Jason would.  
 
    I wasn’t even sure where that idea had come from, but I did my best to shake it off as I went into my apartment, pouring myself a glass of wine since I hadn’t been at the restaurant long enough to actually order one. But the more I drank, the wilder my thoughts became, my mother’s words playing over and over again in my head like a broken record.  
 
    They’re all the same. 
 
    After hearing Khalid earnestly express being “only about me”, I knew that couldn’t possibly be true. But when I thought back to the panties he claimed were Londyn’s and woke up early the next morning without a single notification from him on my phone, I worried my mother might’ve been right after all. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Khalid 
 
    Something was off. 
 
    I couldn’t quite put my finger on it, but I knew it the second I woke up and it was pouring rain outside, making for a dark morning instead of the sunshine I expected to be coming through the window of the hotel I was staying in. And it wasn’t only the weather, but also the multiple missed calls and messages I had on my phone once I retrieved it; a few calls from my job, a few calls and voicemails from Jayla, and a text from Londyn asking what the move was for the night since her and Chance were planning on joining me at the club. 
 
    After shooting her a quick response with the only details I had from the club promoter, I listened to the voicemails Jayla had left me the night before that had come about an hour apart; the first one talking about her night being crazy, making me wonder what she had gotten into after I left town. And the second one was… all over the place, going from her being worried about me to her being upset with me about something to giving me extra details the promoter had left out because of course she was still on her business shit. But the fact that at least a quarter of her words were slurred told me the call had been less about actually getting in touch with me and more about whatever alcohol she had consumed.  
 
    At least that’s what I assumed once I gave her a call back, hardly expecting her to even be awake this early if she had drunk as much as it sounded like she did. But to my surprise, she ended up answering, her voice as sharp as usual when she said, “Hello.” 
 
    Just having her on the line was enough to bring a smile to my face as I told her, “Good morning, Sunshine. Heard you had a long night.” 
 
    “That’s really none of your business,” she replied, my eyebrow piquing as if she could see me since… Where the hell did that come from?  
 
    I didn’t get a chance to ask, Jayla jumping right to the final point in her voicemail once she continued, “Did you get my message about the club? What time you’re supposed to arrive, the expectations while you’re there, and all that?” 
 
    “Yes, boss lady. Heard that part right after you said you were mad at me for somethin’. What’d I do?” I questioned, wondering if the little attitude she had with me right now was somehow correlated. 
 
    Instead of answering my question, she only let out a heavy sigh. “I don’t really want to talk about it. I need you focused on tonight.”  
 
    “Seriously, Jayla. What is going on? What happened last night?” I asked again, sitting up in the bed now that the situation seemed a little more serious. But once again, instead of just coming out with it, she brushed me off.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about that either. Now do you have any questions about the gig? Or are you good to go?” 
 
    Since she was trying to business her way around it, I used the same strategy when I replied, “No, I have a question. Why is the woman who booked this shit acting so weird this morning?” 
 
    I was being completely serious, but Jayla didn’t take it that way, letting out an annoyed grunt in response. “Ugh. Everything isn’t a joke, Khalid.” 
 
    “Well everything ain’t a damn press release either, Jay. Now are you gonna tell me what’s going on, or are you really gonna pretend like I can’t tell somethin’ is up with you?” I asked sternly, hoping that would make it clear that I wasn’t letting this go. But instead of just being honest and helping me understand, Jayla took the easy way out.  
 
    “I… have to go. Have fun tonight, okay?” 
 
    “Jayla, wait…” I started, met with the sound of my own phone beeping to signal the call had ended. And when I immediately called back, it didn’t ring at all, going straight to voicemail as if she had turned her phone off.  
 
    Wow. 
 
    It had been awhile since I’d been on the receiving end of a cold shoulder, and this one in particular didn’t really make any sense to me; especially considering how good of a time Jayla and I had experienced just yesterday. But instead of blowing her phone up with more calls that were sure to go unanswered like I wanted to, I decided to take a break from the situation, using my phone to call the last item on the priority list. 
 
    My job.  
 
    One of the guys who usually took over for me mid-morning, Zo, was the one to answer, using his tough guy, professional voice to say, “Security department. This is Lorenzo.”  
 
    “Zo, what’s good? It’s Khalid.” 
 
    His whole demeanor completely changed. “Oh, shit. What’s up, man? Saw you took the night off. Was the pussy that fire?” 
 
    I did my best to laugh him off, trying not to let thoughts of Jayla invade my mind when I replied, “I wasn’t even on that, bruh. Just got some other business I gotta handle in the city. But somebody from the office called me. You know who it was?” 
 
    “The only supervisor here is Mike, so it must’ve been him. You want me to forward you over?” he asked, speaking with cornball ass Mike not exactly how I wanted to start my Saturday morning. 
 
    Not that anything was wrong with him.  
 
    I mean, he was a decent boss and all that. But he was also the type that took his security without a gun job a little too seriously, acting like we had to go through the damn academy to be qualified when really we just had to be willing to sit there bored more often than not.  
 
    After dealing with everything Jayla had going on - or not dealing with it -, I figured talking to Mike couldn’t be much worse, allowing me to answer, “Not really. But yeah, go ahead.” 
 
    Since Zo knew exactly what I meant, he only started laughing before forwarding the call to Mike’s office. And once he picked up using that same tough guy, professional tone that Lorenzo had used, I replied, “Good morning, Mike. It’s Khalid.” 
 
    That broke his persona completely, the goofy meter turned all the way up when he said, “Khalid, hey. Good morning, bud. Did ya get my email?” 
 
    Shaking my head as if he could see me, I answered, “No, sir. Haven’t gotten that far yet. What’s going on?” 
 
    Somehow his tone still had that goofy twang even once it dropped an octave when he explained, “Well, I have a... bit of bad news for ya, bud. There was an incident on the property during the last shift you worked; vandalism, to be more specific. Since you were supposed to be on guard at the time and failed to file any report, we’ll have to place you on unpaid leave until we can further investigate the situation to figure out if you were intentionally negligent or was it more of an... accidental oversight.”  
 
    Vandalism? 
 
    Negligence? 
 
    Trying my best to stay calm, I told him, “Mike, this is my first time hearing about this. And I did my usual, scheduled rounds when I was on the clock, so I’m not sure how I would’ve missed something like that.”  
 
    I was already playing back the highlights from that night in my head, including the little break I spent in Jayla’s office, when Mike released a nasally sigh straight into the phone. “Listen, bud. I understand we can’t catch it all, which is why we’re investigating to make sure we can still trust you in the position. But until we can confirm that, we can’t have you here on watch.” 
 
    Since it sounded like their minds were already made up, I figured there was no use arguing against it, instead asking Mike, “How long will the investigation take?” 
 
    With the money I had coming in from promotional ads and the check I’d get at the end of the night from the hosting gig, I wasn’t too worried about having to take a few days off from my regular job. But when I heard him flipping through the stack of files on his desk that never seemed to shrink - and imagined him adjusting the glasses on his nose - I became a little more concerned.  
 
    “Could be a week or two. Maybe more. Third-party companies love to take their time with these kinds of things.” 
 
    My first thought was, “Y’all are bringing in a third-party company over a missed vandalism case?” But my second, more important thought was, “A week or two? Unpaid? Nah, they’re gonna have to speed that up a little bit. I can’t miss an entire pay period just for them to figure out I did nothing wrong.”  
 
    “Sorry, bud. I’m not the one in charge here,” Mike offered with another nasally sigh, adding in a snort from his always stuffy-nose that made me cringe since I knew he was pulling that nasty ass handkerchief from his pocket to… yup, there’s the blow.  
 
    Now it was me sighing, resting my forehead in my hand as I told Mike, “Well, thanks for the heads-up. And if they have any questions about that night, please let them know I’ll be glad to answer them.”  
 
    “I’m assuming it’ll be a standard investigation. Thorough review of all the cameras, security logs, etc. etc. As long as you followed all of the other procedures during that shift, you have nothing to worry about,” he replied, bringing me a little relief since I felt like that was more true than not. But just when I was getting ready to find a way to end the call, Mike added, “Hey. While I have you on the line. I saw on your Insta-majigger that you’re working with that new cereal company now. Do they give you any, like, exclusive coupons? It’s already my wife’s favorite, but boy, does that organic tag make it expensive.” 
 
    “Did this fool really just...” 
 
    I wanted to respond, “No more expensive than that dozen of donuts you usually devour behind her back on a daily, Mike.” But I kept that to myself, instead telling him, “I might be able to work something out if you can get this little investigation expedited.” 
 
    “But I’m not the one in charge,” he immediately responded, something I was aware of but didn’t really care about since I knew he wasn’t completely powerless in the situation.  
 
    If he wanted the hook-up on the cereal, he’d figure it out. 
 
    “Well I’m not the one whose wife wants her favorite, expensive cereal, so…” I trailed, leaving the rest up to him.  
 
    I was hardly surprised when he let out another one of his nasally sighs before offering, “I’ll see what I can do, Khalid.” 
 
    “Appreciate it, Michael,” I replied with a hopeful grin, then ended the call for real this time. But even with Mike on my side, I knew getting back to work sooner than later was still a stretch, making my grin fall flat as I huffed, “Damn. When it rains, it pours.”  
 
    & 
 
    “Appreciate the touch-up, LoLo.” 
 
    After the trash ass morning I had, it felt good to at least have my hair on point for the first time in weeks, Londyn doing a quick retwist of my outer rows to make it all look fresher than it actually was. But it was enough to get the job done; something Londyn agreed with when she insisted, “It’s your first hosting gig. The least you could do is be photo-ready since that’s the only reason they’re paying you to come. Which… I still can’t believe is actually happening. I mean, who in their right mind would give your ugly ass money just to be somewhere?” 
 
    I knew she was only teasing, but I was still sure to give credit where it was due once I replied, “Shoutout to Jayla for that. I mean, the timing really couldn’t have been better now that I’m on leave from work.” 
 
    “I’m surprised she didn’t come too. You know, to keep all the little heffas away for her new boy toy,” she sang, making me roll my eyes for multiple reasons. 
 
    One, I wasn’t anybody’s damn boy toy. And two, “Nah, she didn’t seem very interested in anything “me” when I talked to her this morning. All about the business.” 
 
    Even with the time that had passed since that phone call, I still hadn’t been able to make sense of her attitude. But just because I couldn’t make sense of it, didn’t mean it wasn’t my fault according to Londyn’s question. “What’d you do?” 
 
    Shrugging, I defended, “I didn’t do anything. Matter of fact, listen to these messages she left me last night.” 
 
    One of the main perks of having a woman for a best friend was that she could decode shit I couldn’t. And if there was something I had missed, I knew Londyn would find it as I played the voicemails back for her.  
 
    With a little chuckle, she noted, “Sis was definitely faded in that second one. Did she ever tell you about her night though?” 
 
    “No. I kept asking her, but she just avoided the question over and over again.” 
 
    “So it must’ve been serious,” Londyn concluded, putting her hand to her chin as she guessed, “Maybe she saw something wild about you on social media, or ran into one of your old things at the hair shop, or…” 
 
    “Or her mother came to town,” I finished for her the second I saw the picture Mila had posted of her and her mom on Instagram, meaning Jayla had surely come in contact with her too. 
 
    Of course, that made no sense to Londyn, her face scrunched when she asked, “Why would that be an issue?” 
 
    Though I didn’t have all the fine details, I felt like I knew enough to answer, “They don’t… have the best relationship. So I’m sure her dropping into town put her in a mood, probably induced the drinking. But that still doesn’t make sense of why she would be mad at me.” 
 
    “If that put her in a mood, you essentially caught a stray bullet, homie,” Londyn explained before giving me a little pat to the shoulder to insist, “It’ll pass, though. Don’t worry.”  
 
    “I wish your moods passed that easily,” Chance added the second he showed up in the living room to join us, somehow being the last one of us to finish getting dressed.  
 
    He was already bending over the back of the couch to plant a kiss on Londyn’s forehead when she squealed, “What? Come on, babe. I’m like, an angel.”  
 
    “Yeah, the one who turned into the devil,” he teased with a little laugh as he rounded the couch then plopped down in the spot next to Londyn, putting me in perfect third wheel position. And you would’ve thought Londyn was intentionally rubbing it in when she leaned into him to reply, “Not my fault you love it when I wear that red lingerie…” 
 
    Before anything could pop off, I hopped up from the couch. “Aight, enough of that shit. Y’all ready to go? Our ride should be pulling up now.” 
 
    It took a second for them to peel away from each other and stand up. But once they did, they didn’t get more than a step toward the door before Chance asked, “That’s what you’re wearing?” 
 
    After taking a quick glance down at her dress, Londyn peeked up to sarcastically reply, “Nah. It’s just what I happen to have on seconds before I walk out of the door. Yes, this is what I’m wearing, babe. Shit, if Khalid is catching stray bullets, I might be able to catch a stray contract like his. Host me a few parties on the side for some extra cash, or at least get a deal with one of those clothing companies who falsely advertise their cheaply-made outfits.” 
 
    The question in my head was, “Why in the world would you wanna work with them?” But Chance’s question out loud was, “What do you need extra cash for? Ain’t like you ever spend your own money anyway.” 
 
    Knowing how fiscally-responsible Londyn was and knowing how Chance loved to spoil her ass, I was hardly surprised to hear it. And I also wasn’t really surprised to her Londyn respond, “Just because I don’t spend my own money doesn’t mean I shouldn’t have a healthy emergency fund ready just in case I ever have to flee to Mexico after murdering you and your mistress.”  
 
    “Damn. Will you relax, crazy?” Chance asked with a laugh that was half-amused, half-shook cause he knew Londyn was dead serious.  
 
    She only shrugged as we finally made our way out to the all-black truck that was waiting on us, tossing over her shoulder, “I’m just sayin’. Consider it a fair warning.”  
 
    “Y’all are wild, man,” I added, shaking my head as Chance helped Londyn inside and I climbed in after the both of them. And once we were settled in for the ride, I decided to shoot Jayla a text.   
 
    “Headed to the venue. Thanks again for the plug, boss lady.” - Khalid 
 
    The message was plain enough, keeping things as business-related as I could just in case she still wasn’t really feeling me. And that seemed to be the case according to the tone of her response.  
 
    “Just doing my job. Have fun.” - Jayla 
 
    Gnawing on my lip, I considered responding with something random just to see if I could get her to crack. But when Londyn leaned over to remind me, “Give her some time. It’ll pass,” I slipped my phone back into my pocket instead, doing my best to get my head in the game for the gig. 
 
    Of course that was a lot easier said than done, especially since it was my first time doing something like this. But eventually, I got used to being the center of attention; not that I really had a choice since the DJ kept reminding people that LadiesLoveKoolK was in the building. 
 
    Not Khalid. 
 
    But my damn Instagram name.  
 
    Acting as annoyed as I felt wouldn’t have been good for the brand, so I did my best to mask it, playing it cool and nursing one drink for as long as I could until I found myself chewing ice. But just when I was getting ready to motion for the bartender to pour me up something new, I heard Londyn squeal, “My favorite bad bitch!”  
 
    My eyes flew in her direction and were incredibly pleased with the sight of Jayla who was definitely on her bad bitch shit. I mean… gotdamn, the woman was fine as hell, half of her hair pulled up into a ponytail while the rest fell against her shoulders, her makeup on point like she had gotten it done by a professional, and her slinky silver dress with matching jewelry making her glow like a damn superstar.  
 
    She was a damn superstar. And I was proudly on some groupie shit when I rolled up on her and asked, “Boss lady, what are you doin’ here?”  
 
    “Can’t surprise my client at his first hosting gig?” she asked with a smirk that seemed especially sexy with everything else she had going on. But even with her appearance, I was still a little confused when I thought back on the attitude she had with me just this morning; something I was getting ready to ask her about until she put a finger to my lips to say, “We can talk about it later, okay? Let’s just have fun tonight.” 
 
    It sounded simple enough, but something in my gut told me it wouldn’t all curl over that easily. But considering how foolish it would’ve been for me to start some shit now that she finally seemed ready to let it go - had shown up here on a mission to smooth things over and show love - I decided it was best for me to just go with the flow.


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jayla 
 
    I hadn’t thought this all the way through. 
 
    After giving Khalid a cold shoulder that he didn’t really deserve this morning, I figured showing up to his event like Mila had originally suggested was a grandiose way to apologize. But I hadn’t considered the jealousy that would rear its ugly head as I watched Khalid do what he was being paid to do; mingling and dancing with the crowd - the women -, taking pictures and appearing in Snapchat videos with his fans - countless women -, and pouring shots into the mouths of women who had all shown up tonight just to see him.  
 
    If he was really just my client, I’d be proud to see that he was going all out to make sure everyone had a good time. But now that we had completely blurred the lines of business and pleasure, I struggled to watch him… perform.  
 
    Because that’s what this was. 
 
    A performance.  
 
    At the end of the night, all of these women would be forgotten about, and Khalid and I would be cuddled up in his hotel suite in our fuzzy, white robes after a few rounds of hot sex. At least that’s what I kept telling myself as things got more and more out of hand, women going as far as trying to grab on his dick because they’d seen its print in pictures and wanted to know if it was real.  
 
    It was something I could vouch for - something I was tempted to vouch for to claim what was mine right in front of all their thirsty asses -, but there were multiple problems with that. One, it wouldn’t have been a good look for me nor for him since being an “eligible bachelor” was a huge part of his brand. And two, I couldn’t claim what wasn’t really mine since I’d been the one against doing the whole serious relationship thing.  
 
    “Put your stiletto right in your damn mouth,” I thought to myself just as Khalid turned my way to ask, “Boss lady, you good?”  
 
    Plastering on my best fake smile, I gave him a nod that must’ve been a little too aggressive considering the way his eyes squinted with concern. But before he could say anything more about it, he was pulled away by a group of girls who all wanted to take pictures with him, one of them even going as far as asking me to do it for them.  
 
    I really wanted to take her phone and launch it across the venue. But if Khalid could be in business mode, then I could to, agreeing to take the picture until one of the girls decided to pose by bending over right in front of him. 
 
    “Oh, hell no,” I thought, getting ready to set her straight until Londyn jumped in to say, “I’ll take it! Jayla, go grab yourself a drink.”  
 
    Before I could protest, her boyfriend Chance, who I really didn’t know well enough for him to be touching me, was already pulling me towards the table of complimentary drinks, shoving a glass in my hand when he said, “You looked like you were about to get the club shut down.”  
 
    Doing my best to brush it off, I slammed what was essentially a shot back before telling him, “I’m good. She just…” 
 
    “Didn’t have to do all that? I know. It was extra as fuck. But just think about how much potential money you would’ve messed up by slapping that girl upside her head.” 
 
    “It’s not about the money,” I blurted, catching the way Chance’s eyebrow piqued as he lifted his own glass to his mouth. And after a thick swallow, he put words to what I hadn’t yet said to him out loud. 
 
    “So the feelings are really that mutual, huh? I mean, I know Londyn said y’all were… involved. But it’s a lot deeper than that now, isn’t it?” 
 
    Hearing how much he knew about our situation was a little alarming. But somehow, I still felt comfortable enough to admit, “Yeah. It is.”  
 
    I wasn’t exactly sure when it happened; maybe when I was bragging to my mother about how great he was, or maybe when he made love to me over and over again the day we played hooky, or hell, maybe it was the day he showed that first little inkling of interest in me at the convenience store when I was at my most unattractive. But what was happening between Khalid and I was a lot more than just some business partners with benefits situation. 
 
    It was something real.  
 
    “Does Khalid know how you feel?” Chance asked, knocking me from my thoughts as I considered his complicated question. 
 
    Of course Khalid knew I felt something for him, but I honestly wasn’t sure if he knew the extent of my feelings, especially with the mixed vibes I had given him last night into this morning. So being as honest as I could, I answered, “Kinda. I mean, we haven’t not talked about it.”  
 
    “Let me put it like this. Did you show up tonight on some “surprising my client” shit, or were you really here on some “going to see about my man” shit?”  
 
    Shrugging, I answered, “Both, I guess. I mean, it’s complicated, you know?” 
 
    “It doesn’t have to be, homie. And I know Khalid fucks with you heavy. So really, it’s on you to decide how much you’re gonna let his little fan club get to you.”  
 
    There was more to it than that, more that I couldn’t say out loud without pouring my heart out about my trust issues to who was essentially a stranger. And he didn’t really seem too in the mood to listen to any more of my crap anyway, his focus completely on his woman as she danced her way back over to us. 
 
    It was the same way I’d catch Khalid looking at me sometimes, pure admiration in his eyes even when Londyn teasingly asked, “What are you lookin’ at?” 
 
    “You just so damn fine. And you know it too,” he replied, wrapping his arms around her in a hug and giving her a kiss that basically said, “Fuck who’s watching us”.  
 
    Wait. 
 
    That means fuck me too.  
 
    I turned away from their moment just in time to see Khalid coming my way, his demeanor proud yet exhausted now that things were finally beginning to settle down. But just because he was low on energy didn’t mean he didn’t have enough left in the tank to ask me to dance with him; an offer I was excited to accept because it meant having him all to myself. And as Alina Baraz sang about being someone’s “Fantasy”, I couldn’t help but feel like Khalid was exactly that for me.  
 
    My refuge. 
 
    My escape. 
 
    My fantasy. 
 
    Our groove was easy yet intimate as he kept his arms wrapped around my waist from behind while we vibed, the little kisses he sprinkled against my bare shoulder throughout the song making me feel secure in the moment. And even after the song was over, he stayed put for a few more until he completed the hours he was being paid for.  
 
    We collected the check and made quick work of getting Londyn and Chance dropped off at their place so we could get back to his hotel room. And once we were there, you would’ve thought Khalid had never been tired at all considering how quickly he pounced on me, grabbing my ass and kissing me like his life depended on it. 
 
    Like he had been thinking about it all night.  
 
    It was exhilarating to learn I wasn’t alone in that regard as he pushed one of the thin straps of my dress down and moved his lips from mine to my shoulder, biting into it then soothing it with a kiss that had my lips parted in satisfaction. Then he brought his hand to my neck and gently used it to press me into the wall of his suite, keeping me exactly where he wanted me as he completely devoured every inch of my mouth, the flavor of whatever liquor he had consumed during the night only adding to the high. 
 
    But I wanted more; needed more. 
 
    So with our mouths still connected, I reached between us to unbutton his pants, growing frustrated with the zipper that wasn’t as easy to undo with the distraction of Khalid using a stiff hand to push my dress up over my hips. And I quickly gave up once he pushed past my panties and hooked two fingers inside of me, groaning into my mouth when he discovered how wet I was.  
 
    “I missed you,” he whispered against my lips as he created a steady rhythm with his hand, the combination of his words and his touch driving me insane in the most satisfying way possible. And he only upped the ante when he kept his fingers plugged inside of me as he used his thumb to rub circles against my clit, my knees growing even weaker when he asked, “Did you miss me too, baby?” 
 
    The only thing I could do was nod, too overwhelmed with pleasure as he slowly removed his fingers and brought them to my lips, allowing me to taste myself before putting them in his mouth to finish off the rest of me in the most salacious way. And now that we were sharing my flavor, it only seemed right to combine the two with a kiss as I slipped my tongue between his lips and devoured his mouth the same way he had done to me, my hands finally making strides on his zipper as I got it down with an aggressive tug then pushed his pants from his hips to find exactly what I was looking for. 
 
    Well… almost, his boxers the only thing standing in the way of me and my prize. But instead of pulling those down and taking me right there on the wall, Khalid stepped out of his pants and grabbed my hand to lead me toward the bedroom, the moonlight seeping through the window the only thing illuminating the space.  
 
    It was just enough to see the rigid outlines of Khalid’s muscles once he removed his shirt and then his boxers, his dick springing to attention like always as he stroked it in his hand. And while I would’ve been content being witness to that show for a few moments, I was encouraged to put a little pep in my step once he laid on the bed and asked, “Are you just gonna stand there and watch, or are you actually gonna join me?”  
 
    In no time at all, I was pulling my dress over my head and tossing it to the side, then stepping out of the panties that were already mangled from before. And when I finally joined him on the bed, it wasn’t to straddle his lap or lay on my back, but to swallow him whole as I used a stream of saliva to create a mess on his dick with my mouth.  
 
    “Ohhhhh shit, Jay,” he hissed, his head falling back against the pillow in delight - and maybe surprise since this was the first time I was returning the favor. But tonight was a special night and deserved to be celebrated in a special way that could most certainly become the norm if he kept gassing me up with all these groans, and moans, and mumbled curse words.  
 
    It was the type of praise that encouraged me to pull out all stops, switching between sucking him dry and stroking him with both of hands, going back and forth between licking and massaging his balls, and doing things I had only read about but had yet to actually try since Jason hadn’t been deserving of that kind of attention. 
 
    But Khalid deserved. And I was going to do everything I could to let him know I was just as invested in this as he seemed to be, using my actions to communicate that I was down for whatever he saw fit for us moving forward.  
 
    I was ready to be his. 
 
    As if my point had been received, Khalid took complete control of the situation, flipping me onto my back and gliding into me with an easy plunge that took my breath away. And it stayed gone as he stroked me weak, my legs resting against his shoulders as he gave me every inch of his dick. I mean, you would’ve thought he never wanted me to breathe again considering the way he never let up, my screams of pleasure only making him go harder as the headboard continuously crashed into the wall behind us. But not even the thought of hotel security being called on us was enough to stop me from greedily accepting everything he was dishing out, my fingers burying themselves in his hair once he bent his head down to kiss me.   
 
    The more sensual his kisses became, the deeper his strokes went, taking a slower pace as he brought a hand to my chin and kissed me tenderly. But just when I thought we were taking the love-making route - another first -,  he switched it up on me, pulling out and flipping me onto my belly before diving into me from behind. 
 
    “I can’t get enough of you, baby,” he growled as he grabbed my ass and pumped into me with powerful strokes that damn near had me running up the wall. But staying put was far too gratifying to try and escape it, his body hovering over mine as he moved his hands to cover my fists that were gripping the sheets.  
 
    In fact, I was just sure I was going to rip them to shreds when Khalid hit another gear, going into overdrive to brand me as he filled every little crevice he could over and over again until I was hit with a vicious wave of an orgasm that made my entire body hum with ecstasy. And thankfully, he wasn’t too far behind me, grunting as he filled me with his essence that only seemed to make my pussy throb even harder as if it was trying to milk him empty.  
 
    He fell onto his side, taking me with him as he draped an arm around my waist and whispered in my ear, “That might’ve been some of the best sex I’ve ever had.”  
 
    “Might’ve?” I asked, halfway joking, halfway wondering who I had to one up.  
 
    But instead of entertaining my little competition, he only chuckled as he planted a kiss to my shoulder before pulling out, his seed already beginning to leak from me when he offered, “I’ll grab you a towel.”  
 
    Laying there waiting, I felt completely satiated outside of the incessant vibrations from Khalid’s phone on the nightstand. And while I knew it was really none of my business who was trying to get in touch with him at this hour, I called myself peeking at the screen for emergency purposes, completely caught off-guard when I saw Shawnie’s name attached to the messages. 
 
    “Why would she be texting him this late? Matter of fact, why would she be texting him at all?” I thought to myself just as I heard Khalid returning from the bathroom, trying my best not to look too suspicious when I told him, “Your phone was going off.” 
 
    He handed me the towel before reaching to check it, the smile of a reaction on his face making my face scrunch in annoyance as I tried to just mind my business. But I couldn’t mind my business knowing who it was on the other end, the sight of him actually responding to whatever she had sent turning my clean-up a little aggressive since I didn’t want to ruin the vibe by voicing my thoughts.  
 
    On the other hand, not voicing my thoughts in my last situation was what had allowed things to get completely out of control by the time I did say something. So instead of keeping it to myself, I straight up asked, “Why is she texting you?” 
 
    His thumbs went still on the screen as he peeked my way with a confused look. “Why is who texting me?” 
 
    “Oh, so he’s going to play dumb now?” I thought, sitting up a little more in the bed to answer, “Shawnie. I saw her name pop up on your phone.” 
 
    “So you’re going through my phone now?” he asked with his face pulled into more of a scowl, both the question and the reaction making me sick since that really wasn’t the case at all. 
 
    I was quick to explain, “No, it just… popped up. On the screen. A lot of times. She must’ve had a lot to say to you.” 
 
    Disappointedly shaking his head, he turned the screen my way to show me, “She sent some of the pictures she saw online from tonight, and asked why didn’t I invite her since this would’ve been her only chance to be on some VIP shit. I told her, I got her next time.” 
 
    While the pictures were right in my face, along with every text of their exchange, Khalid’s response only made me frown as I crossed my arms over my chest and asked, “Oh, you got her, huh?” 
 
    It was clear he wasn’t catching my drift, only shrugging as he sat his phone to the side. “Yeah. What’s wrong with that?” 
 
    He settled into his spot next to me on the bed as I turned his way to answer, “She wants you, Khalid. You said it yourself. So why would you even be entertaining that by texting her all late at night and what not? Do you know what kind of message that sends?” 
 
    I was talking about the message it sent her when I really should’ve been talking about the message it sent me as the one he was supposed to be spending time with. But instead of putting me at ease, he only smirked when he replied, “I wouldn’t have even known she had texted me if you hadn’t told me, Jayla.”  
 
    He was trying to be funny, but I wasn’t going for it, snatching the comforter over my body as I fell against the mattress with my back turned to him. And instead of just leaving me alone, he rested on his elbow right behind me and asked, “Jay, why are you trippin’ on me? Just because she shot her shot and bricked, that means we can’t have any sort of friendship?”  
 
    I flipped to face him so that I could explain, “Just like business, regular friendships have hours. And for us to be doing, whatever this is, I find it a little inappropriate for her to be texting you this late regardless of the context.”  
 
    “So what exactly is this then, Jayla? Cause just this morning, you were all on your business shit. But right now’s “hours”, you showing up here tonight, says otherwise. So what’s really good?” he asked, catching me off-guard since I hadn’t been expecting to be put on the spot about it.  
 
    My sex-induced confidence about our situation had almost been completely depleted now that we were arguing about other women of all things. And just when I started to come up with something relevant to respond, Khalid cut me off, shaking his head as he said, “That’s what I thought.”  
 
    My mouth opened, then closed, then opened again as he turned his back toward me the same way I had done to him earlier. And while I wanted to say more, wanted to put it all out there and just deal with whatever came from it, something told me I had some reevaluating to do first.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Khalid 
 
    She had tossed and turned all night. And when she finally woke up, she was still wearing yesterday’s little argument on her face, not even bothering to tell me, “Good morning” before heading straight for the bathroom. And even when she emerged with a fresh face and the hotel’s robe draped around her frame, she still wasn’t paying me much attention, not even looking my way until I asked, “I take it you’re still upset?”  
 
    “Upset about what?” she asked with a quick glance before pulling her eyes back to her phone.  
 
    I wasn’t going to let her nonchalance about it get me off-track, getting straight to the point once I answered, “Upset about last night, Jayla.” 
 
    She shook her head, too busy getting her scroll on to look at me when she replied, “Nope. Your message was received. I’ll stay in my lane and mind my business until I can stop trippin’, or whatever you called it.” 
 
    Crawling a little closer to her side of the bed, I sighed, “Come on now, Jay. I apologize for coming at you like that, but you gotta understand where I’m coming from too. I mean, it wasn’t like I was texting her to intentionally disrespect you. I just… I guess I don’t know what I’m doing cause I don’t know what we’re doing. One day, you’re all about me. The next, you’re mad and it’s just business. Then you show up here like everything is all good until it turns sour with this petty Shawnie shit. I can’t keep up with you, shorty.” 
 
    It was one thing for us to take it slow and grow little by little. But it was a whole other thing for her to keep giving me these mixed signals; acting like she was fully removed in the morning then acting like she was all in at night. And while I expected my honesty about it to be well-received, I was completely caught off-guard once I saw Jayla’s face transform into a scowl as she turned the screen of her phone my way to say, “You can’t keep up with me, but I see you had no problem keeping up with all those Instagram comments you replied to in the wee hours of the morning. Getting your little flirt and tease on with all these random girls on the internet like I wasn’t asleep right next to you.” 
 
    Being up in the wee hours of the morning was a symptom of our little argument, going to the internet to do what I’d have to do eventually in responding to my fans instead of tossing and turning like she was. And honestly, what she considered flirting, I considered being friendly - personable. I mean, it was the exact type of shit she encouraged early on since making fans feel special kept them connected.  
 
    So with another sigh, I reminded her, “Jayla, you’re the one who told me to do this; that I was made for it. And now you’re buggin’ cause the shit is really working? Cause I’m actually staying engaged with the audience who’s keeping the money rolling in for the both of us? You know how it is.”  
 
    “I know how it is as your business partner. But as someone you call yourself pursuing? As the person you claim you want more from? I don’t know shit,” she snapped, only making me shake my head as I tossed my locs back and muttered to myself, “So maybe this personal shit is becoming a little too much right now.” 
 
    I wasn’t even sure if she realized she had asked, “What?” out loud. But now that I knew she had heard me, it only felt right for me to give her a full explanation, grabbing her hand and looking her straight in the eyes when I expressed, “I need this money, Jayla. I’m on unpaid leave from my job right now on some stupid shit, so I really can’t fuck this opportunity up. Not for anything.” 
 
    Considering my struggle situations from the past, there was no way in hell I was risking falling right back to square one. But instead of offering any bit of understanding, her hand only went stiff in my hold. “So what are you saying?” 
 
    “I’m saying… if this personal shit is gonna be causing a rift in the business like this, then maybe we should cool it for a bit. Keep it strictly professional until we’re ready to figure things out on this side,” I told her, the words feeling weird coming from my mouth since the personal side was all I really wanted. 
 
    She was all I really wanted. 
 
    But if taking a little break from that to regroup was the move that ensured we’d be able to find our way back to a better space and keep our business shit solid, I was willing to do whatever it took.  
 
    Except, I had apparently gotten it all wrong. 
 
    Jayla popped up from the bed in a fury, snatching last night’s dress from the foot of the bed before exchanging it with her robe as she rattled, “You know what? Maybe the business is too much too. Maybe I should just… give you to one of my colleagues. Since I’m suddenly fucking up your opportunities.” 
 
    My face twisted instantly. “What? You know I didn’t mean it like that, Jayla.” 
 
    She stopped just long enough to say, “The personal shit is going to mess up the business, and I’m the personal shit. Sounds like that’s exactly what you meant, Khalid.”  Then she went back to gathering her things, stuffing most of it into her purse as she added, “You really tried to cape like you’re so different, like you weren’t him, yet you’re steady putting up all the same damn red flags. And you know what? I’m not ignoring them this time. I’m no one’s fool anymore.”  
 
    “Jayla, wait…” I called after her, but she was already headed out of the door. And when she stopped in the middle of the hallway, I became a little hopeful until she didn’t even turn around to say, “Have a safe trip back, Khalid. One of my associates will contact you first thing on Monday.” Then she continued toward the elevator, my heart telling me to go after her, but my feet feeling like cement blocks as I wondered, “What the hell just happened?” 
 
    How was it even possible for us to go from what felt like a beef, to being boo’d up in the club, to fuckin’ like we had a point to make, to arguing about Shawnie of all people, and now to this? To nothing? All within the span of twenty-four hours? 
 
    And God forbid we take a look at the seventy-two-hour rollercoaster… 
 
    Shit was a mess all-around. And while I really wasn’t in a rush to get back home now that I wasn’t sure what I was even going home to, the noon check-out time really left me no choice, the decision to drive instead of fly paying off since it gave me some extra time to think. But when I stopped at the gas station for some snacks and took a quick glance at social media, my thoughts turned to guilt once I saw Jayla’s Instagram story post of her in the airport with the caption, “Catch flights. Not feelings.” 
 
    Damn. 
 
    I really fucked this up. 
 
    The drive home was somber as hell, not even a fire playlist able to break up any of the turmoil I felt internally. And honestly, it only made me think about Jayla even harder, think back on the first time I had let her get the aux cord after our little roller skating date. 
 
    When things were good.  
 
    We had come so far since then, I had fallen for her so fast, and now we had… nothing. All because of some terrible misunderstandings and my trash ass circumstances.  
 
    Unfortunately, I didn’t get a chance to implement any real solutions since Shaq was already waiting on my porch when I pulled up. How he knew when I was coming back, I wasn’t sure. But I quickly learned he had been sitting out here much longer than I thought according to the stench that blew my way once he stood up to ask, “No security detail? No paparazzi? What the hell kinda Z-list celebrity are you?” 
 
    Rolling my eyes, I ignored his questions to ask one of my own. “How long have you been sitting out here, man?” 
 
    With a wave of his hand, he insisted, “Ahh, don’t even worry about it, cuz. I was just out here practicing for when I submit my audition tape for that show, Naked and Afraid.” 
 
    My face scrunched with confusion since for one, this wasn’t the wilderness. For two, black people didn’t really fuck with shows like that no matter how much money they got paid to do it. And for three, “But you’re not even naked.” 
 
    “Baby steps, man. I’m training my way up to that,” he explained as I unlocked the front door, tempted to tell him he had to go wash up with the hose out back before he could come inside. 
 
    But instead, I just directed him straight to the bathroom while asking, “Why are you even here? I’m surprised you aren’t at Mila’s.” 
 
    Shaking his head, his voice took a melancholy tone when he replied, “Nah, man. She’s a little upset with me right now.” 
 
    “Damn. You too?” was what I thought. But considering I wasn’t ready to go into details about my similar situation with her big sister, I decided to wait until he got finished getting cleaned up to ask what happened, instead giving him the supplies he needed for a good scrub. And when he went to grab one of the good towels I kept for Jayla, I was quick to exchange it with a second-tier one I wouldn’t mind throwing away when he was done, almost as if I was hopeful she’d actually be back to use it again.  
 
    While Shaq showered, I made myself busy unpacking, the pants from the night before only reminding me of how Jayla had yanked me out of them. And even after I tossed them in the laundry basket, I couldn’t shake the memories, wondering if they’d be the last ones we ever made together.  
 
    Shaq’s return from the shower was right on time, his towel thankfully wrapped around his waist as I tossed him some fresh clothes to put on. And as he started getting dressed in the closet, I finally asked, “Aight. So what happened with you and Mila?” 
 
    Returning from the closet, he plopped down on the bed and started, “Man, listen. She asked me to go to dinner with her and her mom’s, right? But really, I think she just wanted me to supply the weed we smoked beforehand. Not that I’m trippin’. I mean, I’m a team player and I  contribute where I can. But that dinner shit got wild outta hand real quick. Like, your girl Jayla was there, and her and her mom were just… you could tell there was some tension. I mean, I was high as shit and I could still feel the bad energy, so it had to be potent as hell.” 
 
    An actual sit-down dinner being involved was news to me, the thing I could pretty much assume Jayla hadn’t wanted to talk about. And it made sense once Shaq continued, “Anyway. Jayla’s ex-husband showed up to the dinner, and she went off. Like, I ain’t never seen that side of her, and it might’ve turned me on a little bit.” 
 
    “Come on, man,” I interrupted, shoving him in the shoulder as he gave a little laugh. 
 
    “What? I’m just being honest. And that’s not even the point to this story, so let me continue.”  
 
    I gave him the nod to do just that, listening intently when he started back up. “After the dinner, Mila and I went back to her spot and did our usual chill and smoke shit. Fucked around a little bit, and I stayed the night.” 
 
    “Man, just get to the point,” I urged, none of these details sounding like it had anything to do with their fight.  
 
    Still, Shaq insisted, “It’s coming, it’s coming.” before continuing on to explain, “So I wanted to wake and bake the next morning. You know, start my day off on the right foot. And I might’ve, accidentally burned a hole in her new couch when I sparked up.” 
 
    He rushed that last part out on purpose since he already knew what my reaction would be. “You did, what?” 
 
    That melancholy tone returned when he said, “I know, I know. And I tried to hide it under her little throw pillows and shit, but she found out anyway and went ape shit. So I’ve been here ever since.” 
 
    “Wait. So you slept here, outside, overnight?” I asked, wanting to laugh while also trying to figure out why he wouldn’t have just gotten a hotel. I mean, his pockets might’ve been thin, but he wasn’t that damn broke.  
 
    Of course he tried to play it off when he replied, “Man, I already told you what I’m on now. Gotta get used to the elements if I expect to last the twenty-one days.”  
 
    I could only shake my head as I asked, “So, now what? What are you gonna do? Buy her a new couch?” 
 
    “Hell nah. The burn wasn’t even that big. I’ll just... buy her a patch of fabric to cover that shit up. I mean, it’s the thought that counts, right?”  
 
    His question was plain enough, but it made me think about my own circumstances; how I had tried to use a patch of an excuse that we should stick to business because of my job situation to cover up the bigger picture that I was wrong in texting Shawnie back that late at night and replying to those girls on Instagram in the wee hours of the morning. I knew Jayla’s outlook, knew she had trust issues, and honestly, even without the trust issues it still wasn’t right for the simple fact that it had obviously made her uncomfortable.  
 
    She was trying to express that and I just tried to make myself right, throwing the fact that she still hadn’t committed to anything regarding us in her face as if I didn’t understand what she was up against. And now that I had knowledge of her little dinner from hell, it only made me feel especially selfish for trying to force my hand right after she had dealt with something so… traumatic. 
 
    It also made her little surprise trip to see me make sense. 
 
    Even if I had caught the stray bullet of her being upset after dealing with her ex and her mother, she had still shown up to redeem herself, had made an effort to show me how she felt about me regardless of the words we had put to it. And while it had all been confusing then, it was clear now.  
 
    I had fucked up big time. 
 
    & 
 
    Monday morning came quick, and the call from one of Jayla’s associates came even quicker. 
 
    The whole thing felt weird since it was my first time talking to someone other than Jayla about my influencer career, Carl’s exaggerated enthusiasm about meeting with me over coffee as soon as possible only making me appreciate Jayla’s suave demeanor even more. And when I finally showed up to the coffee shop, I already had a feeling shit wasn’t going to work out between us, Carl’s greasy, shark-like vibe completely rubbing me the wrong way the second he shook my hand. 
 
    Still, I tried to give him a chance, paying decent attention as he listed all the different ideas he had for me moving forward and the various companies he saw me working with. But even with that, there was an obvious disconnect since Carl really had no idea who I was and what I stood for, had no idea of my interests nor the fact that I operated with morality. 
 
    He just… wasn’t Jayla. 
 
    In the middle of one of his spiels, I interrupted to ask, “What all did Ms. Mitchell tell you about me?” 
 
    It wasn’t that I needed the ego stroke. I was simply interested to know what it was she had shared that made him think he was equipped to take me on as a client. And for whatever reason, his face immediately flushed red when he answered, “Well… she wasn’t in the office today, so I haven’t gotten the chance to really speak to her. But when she put your file up for grabs, I was the first to snatch it after seeing how quickly your brand has grown in such a short period of time.”  
 
    The knowledge of Jayla not showing up to work was a surprise since it had been a struggle to get her to take a day off just last week. So for her to have taken two off in a row meant… something. A something I couldn’t acknowledge quite yet since I was still busy applying a little pressure to Carl’s ass when I followed up by asking, “So I was just, what? Some sort of cash cow to you?” 
 
    His face only turned redder. “What? No. I mean, yes you are one of the stronger clients on our companies roster, but I really see your potential, Mr. Irving.” 
 
    His use of, “Mr. Irving” only made me chuckle since it was obvious he was just trying to get on my good side. But before I could call him out on it, my phone began to vibrate on the table we were sharing, the unsaved number recognizable enough to tell Carl, “I need to take this.” 
 
    He gave a nod of approval as if I was asking him instead of telling just as I peeled myself from the chair. And while I considered stepping out of the coffee shop to take the call and never coming back, I knew I didn’t want to completely ruin my reputation by being a straight up asshole. 
 
    The way I had with Jayla.  
 
    Shaking my head, I finally clicked to answer the call. And I barely got my, “Hello” out before the person on the other end was already shouting, “Khalid! Hey, bud. It’s me. Mike.” 
 
    “As if I wouldn’t have recognized that damn goofy ass voice otherwise,” I thought, glancing across the street to find a black man and his son headed into what looked like a barbershop.  
 
    I had never noticed it before, probably because the only time I got clippers put to my head was for an every once in a while line-up from a shop closer to my house. But for some reason, I couldn’t take my eyes off the building, not even when Mike said, “Khalid? You there, bud?”  
 
    “Yeah, yeah. I’m here. What’s up, Mike?” I asked, watching as another man came out of the shop with his swag turnt all the way up, clearly feeling like new money. It was the same feeling I used to get from a fresh retwist until Londyn moved away. And even though she had touched me up over the weekend, my locs were still beginning to feel… different. 
 
    “So you remember last time I called, I had bad news, right?" Mike asked, interrupting my thoughts as he continued, “But this time, I have great news. I was able to get your case expedited to the first one on the company’s desk this morning.”  
 
    My first thought was, “Damn. His wife must’ve really been on him about that cereal”. But my second one, I voiced out loud. “That is good news.”  
 
    “But it’s not even the best part. Are you ready for it? Tell me you’re ready for it.”  
 
    Since it was a good news call, I couldn’t help but chuckle a little bit when I told him, “Mike, come on with this goofy shit, man. Just get to the point.” 
 
    “So… after explaining to them that you were one of our best employees, and that the nut job who started to key one of the cars in the parking lot before they realized they had spelled their message wrong was just some recently-divorced loser trying to get revenge, they decided to drop the case entirely. You can return to work tomorrow!”  
 
    He shouted it like he was the host on a game show, or like he was Oprah giving away those damn cars, something that might’ve annoyed me had he not been telling me exactly what I wanted to hear. But he was, so after swiping a hand down my mouth to regroup, I finally replied, “Wow. That’s… incredible. I really appreciate that, man.”   
 
    Somehow, I could feel his pride through the phone, imagining the goofy smirk he wore to match. And after a moment had passed, I thought back on the second part of his news, tempted to jump to an obvious conclusion, but deciding to just flat out ask instead, “Do you know anything more about the guy who did it?”  
 
    His signature nasally sigh was back as he explained, “Well, we didn’t get a good view of his face on the camera, but we were able to catch the moment he fled the scene in what turned out to be a rental car. It was returned that same night, but linked to someone named Jason Anthony. And the only Anthony we had registered in the building’s database was a Jayla Anthony, which was recently changed back to Jayla Mitchell. Her maiden name.” 
 
    “Right, right. I think I know who that is,” I told him with a nod he couldn’t see, trying to hold in my real feelings about it all since I didn’t need Mike in my business. But knowing the kind of shit Jason had put Jayla through pre-divorce, and the fact that his trash ass had the nerve to show up to dinner after all this went down, had my blood boiling like no other. 
 
    “I know that nigga have better left town for good,” I thought as Mike continued, “But get this? Not only was his message misspelled, but he was also keying the wrong car! The car he vandalized wasn’t the one we have registered to her name, and he wasn’t even smart enough to recognize it. Like, no wonder they’re divorced!”  
 
    The laugh he let out straight into the phone just about filled my Mike-quota for the day as I replied, “Sounds like a real idiot.” 
 
    “Real idiot, indeed,” Mike agreed. Then his voice took a surprisingly normal tone when he added, “But hey, man. We’ll see you here tomorrow night, alright?” 
 
    “And I’ll be sure to bring a few boxes of that cereal and some coupons for you, big homie.” 
 
    It was really a no-brainer to hook Mike up after the work he had put in on my behalf. But I almost wanted to take my offer back once he squealed into the phone, “You will?!”  
 
    Instead, I laughed him off as I answered, “Yeah, man. I gave you my word, didn’t I? You really helped me out here, so I got you.” 
 
    “Aww thanks, bud. I’d do it again in a heartbeat,” he insisted, only making me laugh again since I knew he really meant, “I’d do it again for more cereal for my wife.”  
 
    I didn’t bother teasing him about it, instead telling him, “I’ll see y’all tomorrow,” before ending the call. And after another quick peek at the barbershop, I made my way back inside to find Carl looking stressed as hell until he saw me coming and straightened up his posture.  
 
    “Hey, Mr. Irving. Is everything alright?” he asked once I joined him back at the table.  
 
    While everything was definitely on the up-and-up overall, I knew things with him were as good as over with now that I officially had my job back. So I tried to put it to him lightly when I answered, “Look, man. I’ma be real with you. I’m sure you’d be the perfect fit for someone, but there’s only one person in this industry who’s the right fit for me if I continue doing this.” 
 
    It wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy doing the whole social media influencer thing. But without Jayla involved, none of it felt nearly as fulfilling. I mean, being able to work with her, and be witness to her greatness, was what really made it fun for me. And it was clear I wasn’t the only admirer of her expertise considering the heavy sigh Carl let out before admitting, “Ms. Mitchell is one of the best.”  
 
    I was quick to correct, “Nah, she is the best. Top two and she ain’t number two, you feel me?”  
 
    I could tell my use of Queen Bey’s flow had gone straight over Carl’s head, though he still gave me a nod to express, “Understood, Mr. Irving.” Then he waved a hand towards the food counter while asking, “Can I get you another coffee to thank you for your time? Maybe a pastry?” 
 
    Hopping up from my seat, I replied, “Nah, I got some other stuff I need to go take care of. But I do appreciate the offer and the chat.”   
 
    He gave another nod before standing up and extending his hand to me for a shake. And now that I had sealed things up with him, it was time for me to go handle my next order of business in going to see about Jayla.  
 
    But first, I had a stop to make. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
    Jayla 
 
    This might be the best idea she’s ever had. 
 
    It wasn’t even noon yet, but I was already good and buzzed thanks to the brunch spread Jamila had whipped up for us. A brunch spread that included all the fatty breakfast foods we had learned about later in life because my mother never used to let us eat them and unintentionally bottomless mimosas because… why not? 
 
    Sure, it was Monday and I probably should’ve been at work. But after finding out about the blow-up she had with Shaq and getting her up to speed on the blow-up I had with his cousin over the weekend, it only made sense for us to both take the day off and bask in what Jamila coined the, “Niggas ain’t shit afterglow”.  
 
    Except, there was nothing all that glowing about it.  
 
    In fact, we had both whined our way through brunch about our man problems which is how we ended up drinking so many mimosas in the first place. But now that the champagne was down and the whining was over with, we were back on our, “Boy bye” vibes, Lemonade playing in the background as Jamila helped me take down my sew-in.  
 
    Okay, so maybe it wasn’t the greatest idea putting scissors in tipsy Jamila’s hands. But it was a chance I was willing to take if it meant not having to do the work myself, giving me the opportunity to just sit there and think - and drink - while she removed my weave. 
 
    “This hair low-key had you out here looking like Rapunzel, but the black version. So maybe… Trapunzel?” 
 
    I was already giggling when I repeated, “Trapunzel? Seriously, Mila?” 
 
    “You know we love putting Trap on everything these days, so why not?” she asked, before going into her remixed rendition of the famous quote from the fairy tale. “Trapunzel, Trapunzel, let down your bundles…” 
 
    My tipsy state turned my giggling into a full blown laugh as I shouted, “I swear I can’t stand you!”  
 
    “Whatttt? You don’t like that? If Disney can rewrite it, why can’t I?” she asked, only making me laugh harder as she joined in with giggles of her own. But once our laughs settled down, her tone turned a little more serious when she said, “I uh… I talked to mom.” 
 
    “If she’s using you to set me up again, I swear to God…” I started, but she quickly cut me off. 
 
    “No, no. It’s nothing like that,” she insisted, before continuing on to explain, “We had a little heart-to-heart of sorts, after that whole dinner situation.” 
 
    “Well that’s good for you, especially considering you weren’t even the one under attack,” I replied sarcastically, rolling my eyes and taking another hearty sip from my mimosa that ended up finishing off the glass.  
 
    Something told me getting a refill should be high on the priority list. But against my better judgement, I stayed put, listening in as Jamila continued working on my hair when she said, “Seriously, Jay. It was very eye-opening. The most I’ve ever heard her talk about her upbringing and all that.” 
 
    “Like I said, good for you,” I told her plainly, hoping that’d be enough for her to move on from it.  
 
    But of course it wasn’t, a piece of hair falling into my lap as Jamila continued, “All that “misguided” shit she was spewing your way at dinner? Pretty much came straight from grandma.” 
 
    Reaching up to make sure she had actually cut the weave and not my real hair by accident, I asked, “Can we talk about something else? Like, anything else?” 
 
    She smacked my hand way, insisting, “Move! I got it,” before going on to say, “And the answer to your question is no. We should talk about this cause I can’t be the only one who knows all of this shit.”   
 
    With a sigh, I crossed my arms over my chest, not giving her the go-ahead while also not really being in the position to shut her up; something she took as a green light once she started,  “So grandma passed away as Mrs. Jackson, obviously. But before that, she was married to our real grandpa, Leonard Mitchell.” 
 
    “Grandpa Leo? I didn’t know they were ever married, just that mom had his last name.”  
 
    “Same. But the reason they divorced was because grandpa was out here on some reckless shit back in the day. Gambling away most of his check and drinking with the rest, leaving grandma to struggle raising school-aged mom, just… triflin’, pretty much.”  
 
    Finding out Grandpa Leo, who was honestly one of my favorite people in the world when he was alive, wasn’t always the good person I believed him to be was already enough new information for the day. But the plot only got thicker when Mila continued, “Anyway, when grandma decided to leave, she basically told adolescent-mom something along the lines of, “Marry for financial security because love doesn’t keep the lights on”.”  
 
    “Well damn,” I thought, understanding the gist of what grandma was trying to say while also seeing how that could’ve been detrimental to the mindset of a child if taken literally. And things only seemed to get worse in that regard once Mila continued her little story. 
 
    “So husband number two, Arnold Jackson, was a baller. Kept grandma and mom well taken care of and all that, but he was a cheating ass bastard. Like, making babies - plural - with the neighbor and shit. And when now teenage-mom asked grandma why she didn’t just leave him, grandma acted like it was the norm, that his mistakes were typical of men, and that as long as he continued to provide for them, it was no big deal.” 
 
    “Basically the same thing she tried to instill in us times a thousand,” I interjected, beginning to find the whole thing just as eye-opening as Mila had originally insisted.  
 
    Another piece of hair fell as she agreed, “Right. So that’s how she went into the relationship with your dad, and mine.” 
 
    “But neither of our dads messed around on her, to our knowledge,” I defended, a fact that was making it difficult for everything to curl over in my head.  
 
    Still, Jamila did her best to make sense of things when she replied, “Neither of them were real “providers” either, though. And if that’s what she believed men were solely supposed to be, I can see why those relationships went left.” 
 
    “That still doesn’t make what she said the other night, nor what she did, okay,” I told her, refusing to let any of that go just because grandma had messed up her head the same way she did ours. 
 
    I was grateful that Mila agreed, “It doesn’t. But after sharing all of this with me, she sort of froze up, went quiet. Almost like she was realizing the flaws in her logic, the flaws in grandma’s logic, in real time. And I’m not saying she’s suddenly reformed or anything like that, but she might be coming around soon.” 
 
    “Well I wish her the best of luck,” I offered, not investing any more energy into Jamila’s optimism based on one little revelation that I hadn’t even gotten from the horse’s mouth.  
 
    But leave it to my little sister to try and bridge the gap anyway by suggesting, “You should talk to her.”  
 
    “Definitely should’ve gotten that refill,” I thought, letting out a frustrated grunt as I replied, “I knew that was coming. I knew her getting in your head about all this would somehow turn into, “Give her a chance, Jay”, “She’s your mother, Jay”, “She’s not that bad outside of the fact that she brought your cheating ex-husband to dinner…”.” 
 
    Yanking my head back by the leftover weave, Mila snapped, “Bitch, will you relax? I didn’t say she’s the only option on your fuckin’ phone-a-friend list. I just said you should talk to her. Now if that’s tomorrow, or if it’s five years from now is up to you. But I just thought you’d find all of this as interesting as I did and possibly want to hear more from her.” 
 
    Was it interesting? Sure. But hearing it from my little sister didn’t really move me as much as a simple apology from my mother could, something I wasn’t holding my breath to wait on as Mila said, “Maybe you should use some of your connects to get us on one of those family therapy reality shows. Iyanla: We’re Fucked Up.” 
 
    With a much-needed chuckle, I corrected, “It’s called, Iyanla: Fix My Life.” 
 
    “Same thing,” she offered, chuckling herself when she asked, “Can you imagine her and mom going at it? I mean, layers on top of layers of drama. Must-see TV.”  
 
    I could already imagine it now, Iyanla trying to use one of her unconventional therapy methods just to be met with some of my mother’s antics. “Mom would probably give that woman a heart attack.” 
 
    “Or fake her own to make the viewership skyrocket since she just can’t be outdone,” Mila suggested with another little laugh that made me laugh too considering how accurate was. But the laugh was also enough for the pressure in my bladder from all those mimosas to show up, forcing me to press pause on her getting started on the next section of my hair so that I could go pee.  
 
    The effort it took to stand up from the pillow I was sitting on on the floor, make it down the hall to the bathroom, and then sit down on the toilet already had me regretting drinking so much. But the relief of a drunk pee was like no other, my eyelids drifting closed until I heard someone knocking on the bathroom door. And before I could even address her, Mila announced, “Uhhhh… somebody’s at the door. And he kinda looks like Khalid, but also somehow a hundred times finer which makes all the terrible things I said about him earlier null and void.”  
 
    Since that didn’t even make any sense, I finished peeing then went to wash my hands while shouting back, “You mean, the part about how I should’ve taken his phone and shoved it up his ass? Or the part about how I should’ve cut his locs in random places he couldn’t hide when he was sleep?” 
 
    “Who said that? I said that?” 
 
    Pulling the door open, I teased, “Are you really that drunk?” Then I made my way to the front door, taking a quick peek through the peephole to see a guy that was definitely built like Khalid running a brush over his fade which meant it couldn’t be him. But when I opened the door and saw those familiar, playful brown eyes looking back at me, it felt like I had swallowed a gum ball whole.  
 
    “Oh… my God.” 
 
    As much as I loved Khalid with his locs, seeing him with a fresh fade - and smelling fresh out of the barber’s chair - had me relying on the door for support when he finally spoke. “Hey Jay.” 
 
    Giving a greeting in return didn’t feel nearly as important as acknowledging, “Your hair. It’s…” 
 
    “Gone,” he finished for me, grinning as he swiped a hand over where his locs used to be then looked back at me to say, “And I see you’re on the same wave.” 
 
    I was so caught up in his new do that I had forgotten about my own hair-braided, half-weaved one, the mention making me slam the door in his face in a panic. And while I could only imagine how confused he looked on the other side, I was just as confused by him showing up like this, yelling through the door, “What are you doing here, Khalid?” 
 
    Watching him through the peephole, I saw his annoyingly-fine ass shove his hands in the pockets of his jeans as he answered, “I just came by to talk, Jayla. Well, apologize, mainly.” 
 
    “Go on,” I shouted, peeking over at Mila who had a hand over her mouth to cover up her laughing. 
 
    While I was busy giving her the death stare to stay quiet, Khalid shouted back, “I really gotta yell it through the door for all your neighbors to hear? I mean, I will, but...”  
 
    Having any sort of conversation face-to-face with him looking like that and me looking like this didn’t really seem like a fair match-up. But if he was really here to apologize like he said he was, then he’d just have to accept me how I was. Though I was grateful when Mila passed me a cap to throw on over the part she had already taken out so that I could actually open the door again. And when I did, I didn’t bother looking at him when I said, “Follow me.”  
 
    After bounding the couple flights of stairs to the first floor - a truly bad idea in my current state - we ended up in the courtyard of my complex that was especially quiet since most people were at work. But the deafening silence only expanded my anxiety about what it was he had to say, a little annoyed when the only thing that came out of his mouth was, “So… how you been?” 
 
    “I’m going to be honest. I’m a bit too tipsy for small talk, so just get to the point. Why are you really here?” 
 
    The silence returned as he carefully chose his words, my patience growing thinner by the second until he finally answered, “I’m here to tell you how sorry I am, to your face. I might not have known exactly what you were going through at the time, but I knew what you had been through, and I didn’t hold up my end of the bargain by respecting your pace like I said I would. I shouldn’t have pushed you like that.”  
 
    While I could appreciate his apology, it still wasn’t enough for me to welcome him back with open arms, my frown remaining intact when I expressed, “Khalid, it’s not even just about you not respecting my pace. But for you to treat me like I was wrong for having any sort of standard when it came to our developing situation just because we hadn’t put titles to it, and then suddenly hop on some “strictly business” bullshit because of that was…” 
 
    “Selfish,” he finished for me, grabbing my hand to look me in the eye as he continued, “It was selfish, and inconsiderate, and I’m sorry. For real.”  
 
    It sounded good, but I had been here before, had heard it all and been fed every one-liner that only led to the same thing happening again. And as if going to his phone was a good idea considering it had been the catalyst to all of this, he pulled it from his pocket, scrolling to open his Instagram app and show me his blank profile.  
 
    “Why are you showing me this?”  
 
    “I’m done, Jayla. No more “influencing”, one and done on the hosting, no more entertaining and engaging the fans. The money and the fame isn’t worth losing the best thing that’s ever happened to me in you.”  
 
    The best thing that’s ever… okay, maybe I hadn’t heard that one before. And while I was internally flattered, I didn’t acknowledge that part out loud, instead addressing the first part of his statement when I asked, “Khalid, are you crazy? Do you realize how much money you’re leaving on the table?” 
 
    Completely unfazed, he looked me straight on to express, “None of it means shit without you, shorty. None of it.”  
 
    Once again, I was flattered as hell. But somehow, I still fought the urge to hop into his lap and take a whiff of the special finishing sauce his barber had used, gnawing on my lip instead as I teased, “I take it that meeting with Carl didn’t go so well…”  
 
    With a little chuckle, he replied, “He really thought he had one. Dude tried to set me up with all types of companies that ain’t got shit to do with me which only made it even clearer that you really got the juice, shorty. Not that I ever believed otherwise, but...” 
 
     Turning his way, I admitted, “I’m a work in progress, Khalid. You remember that little rant you went on about me being a good businesswoman? Having all these skills to see right through the bullshit? I didn’t always have that. I didn’t always have this... voice, particularly in my personal life. But I do now. And even if you decide you can’t handle that, it’s not going anywhere.”  
 
    “And I don’t want it to. I just… I fucked up, Jayla. But I swear I learned my lesson. None of that shit will ever happen again.”  
 
    Considering the genuine person Khalid had always been, it was hard not to take him for his word. Though my eyebrow still piqued when I asked, “Ever again?” 
 
    “Ever. Again,” he answered, punctuating his words with a kiss against each of my cheeks. And it was then that I realized how much I missed his touch, secretly wishing Jamila wasn’t upstairs so he could apologize to my other cheeks.  
 
    But it was probably a good thing we weren’t in private, allowing me to stay on topic once I told him, “That’s a big claim to make.” 
 
    “Then I’ll put that on my grandmama’s grave to let you know I’m deadass,” he quickly replied, a response that definitely let me know he was serious while also making me frown since…  
 
    “Can you not?! This has nothing to do with her, God rest her sweet, sweet soul.”  
 
    Instead of agreeing, he only laughed, wrapping his arm around my shoulder to pull me into his chest. And while this time around the silence was a lot more soothing, especially now that I was in a better position to smell him, I couldn’t help admitting out loud, “I learned a lesson too.” 
 
    “Oh yeah? What’s that?”  
 
    “Always be prepared for a guy to show up on his “baby, baby, please” shit,” I told him with a laugh, lifting my hand to tighten the cap over my hair.  
 
    It was the same one I had on that day in the convenience store, and even prompted a similar response from Khalid once he replied, “You still look good, shorty. You always look good.” 
 
    “It’s the bad bitch way, even on her day off,” I insisted with a smirk, peeking up to find his eyes and glad to see him wearing one as well.  
 
    Looking me dead on, he asked, “So are we good, Jay?” 
 
    I definitely felt better now that it seemed like we were back on the same page. But when my throat responded with a gag and then my mouth began to water, I quickly answered, “Before I answer yes, I have two orders of business for you. One, I need you to get your Insta-posts back because some of those contracts were still active. And two, I need you to hold my leftover weave back because I think I’m about to throw up.” 
 
    In a flash, I was bent over from my seated position and Khalid caught my hair just in time for most of it to miss the splash of breakfast that came out of my mouth right onto the concrete. And after a second smaller wave of barf, I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and whined, “Another lesson; no more bottomless mimosas with Mila.” 
 
    “Is that a whole sausage link? Did you like, forget to chew or somethin’?” he asked teasingly as I gagged again before shouting, “Not funny!”  
 
    He laughed anyway, standing up and straddling my vomit to lift me from my seat as he sang, “Poor shorty. Come on. Let’s get you back upstairs and into bed.” And before I could protest, he was already carrying me towards the stairs like a big ol’ baby, my arms wrapped around his neck for extra support once he started climbing them two by two. But the hold felt so different without his hair in the way, my hands finding their way to the back of his head for a rub that made him chuckle.  
 
    “Weird, right?” 
 
    Opening my disgusting mouth while being so close to him might’ve killed him, so instead I only nodded as he maneuvered to open the door, my sister popping up from the couch the second we walked in to say, “What the hell did you… do you know I will kill you?!” 
 
    Khalid wasn’t at all fazed by her threats, confidently calm when he told her, “Chill, Mila. She just threw up from all those mimosas you apparently had her on. You know good and well she’s a lightweight.”  
 
    “He would know,” I thought as Mila asked more to herself than us, “She is?” 
 
    Instead of giving her an answer, I muttered, “Bathroom, please,” without opening my mouth too much, happy when Khalid obliged my wishes. And even after putting me down so I could brush my teeth and rinse my mouth, he stayed nearby so he could see me off to my bedroom, even going as far as tucking me in before sitting on the edge of the bed to rub my forehead since my hair wasn’t an option.  
 
    Somehow, even with everything that had gone down - and the fact that I surely looked a hot ass mess right now - I didn’t feel as embarrassed about it as I would’ve in the past; more so happy to have someone like Khalid around who genuinely cared to make sure I was well taken care of. And when he took that a step further by asking, “Can I get you a cup of coffee the way you like it, boss lady?”, I knew I had made the right decision in giving us another chance.  
 
    He deserved it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Six Weeks Later.  
 
    Jayla’s Thirtieth Birthday. 
 
      
 
    Khalid 
 
    The weekend was jam-packed with activities; a hosting gig at a local community event on Friday, Londyn and Chance’s engagement party on Saturday, and now we were spending Sunday celebrating my shorty’s big birthday with what she thought was a surprise dinner for two but was really a surprise dinner with all of her closest people. 
 
    Keeping that a secret had been the hardest part, especially since I couldn’t communicate with everyone involved without her getting suspicious. Even now, as we were on our way to the restaurant, she had a little attitude with me for being on my phone when I was really just trying to make sure everything - and everybody - was in place.  
 
    With the thumbs up emoji reply from Londyn - followed by the ring emoji that she couldn’t stop using for no reason since Chance proposed - I put my phone away just as Jayla groaned, “You and that phone are going to drive me crazy.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, gorgeous. It’s away for good now. We’re here,” I told her, catching the excited smirk on her face when she realized we had pulled up to the fancy little restaurant she had been dropping hints about for the last few weeks, knowing good and well I picked up on everything she said. And after helping her out of the car, and admiring her fine ass from behind, we made our way into the spot, immediately being directed to the private room in the back.  
 
    “A private room, huh? What’s that all about?” Jayla asked with a teasing grin as I grabbed her hand to guide her there, feeling more and more anxious the closer we got since I wanted things to be perfect for her.  
 
    So without giving anything away, I replied, “Only the best for the boss lady.”  
 
    She gave my hand an appreciative squeeze as I casually led her into the room. And when she realized what was happening, she dropped my hand so she could use hers to cover her mouth just as everyone shouted, “Surprise!”  
 
    I was sure to fill the room with people she actually cared to celebrate with. Jamila and Shaq who had somehow made up after couchgate. Londyn and Chance who were still glowing like some damn lightbulbs from their new engagement. The host of friends I remembered her being out with all those months ago and the small handful of associates from work she liked. And then there was her mother who I would’ve never guessed she’d get back on better terms with so soon. But after Colleen dropped into town a week after the dinner disaster to apologize, and the two of them started seeing a family therapist - not go on a therapy reality show like Jamila had apparently suggested -, things were thankfully on the up-and-up; the hug to her mother being the first one Jayla gave before dishing them out to everyone and wiping her happy tears along the way. 
 
    “How did you guys all pull this off without me knowing?” she asked as she dabbed at her eyes in a way that made sure her makeup stayed intact. 
 
    For whatever reason, Shaq felt he had the right to speak up for everyone in the moment. Though I was surprised to hear something normal come out of his mouth when he gestured my way to say, “Gotta thank ya mans for that. He was on it.” 
 
    The look Jayla gave when she turned my way had the moths in my stomach going wild, her eyes wide as she asked, “You did this?” And after I answered with a nod, she grabbed me by the back of my head to pull me closer so she could whisper straight into my ear, “You are so getting Natasha’d tonight.”  
 
    Natasha’d. 
 
    Because the shit had become a verb over the past few weeks Jayla and I had spent together, letting things develop between us in the most organic way possible while also taking full advantage of premium perks.  
 
    We were figuring each other out, maintaining our business relationship since Jayla refused to let me quit being an influencer with all the money I would’ve been missing out on, and having so much fun along the way that it was easy to fall in love with each other. But if there was one lesson I had learned, it was to give Jayla room to go at her own pace which meant the “L word” was being kept locked away until she was ready.  
 
    Still, that didn’t mean I couldn’t tease her about it, taking to the front of the room to announce, “Can I have everyone’s attention, please?” 
 
    It took a moment for the chatter to settle, especially since the first round of alcohol had already been delivered to the tables. But once it did, I started, “First, I wanna thank y’all for coming out to show Jay some birthday love, and for managing to keep it a secret from her nosy ass.”  
 
    That earned a laugh from the group, but a teasing side-eye from Jayla as I continued,  “Secondly, thanks to the crazy deal Jayla just landed for me with Nike, everything’s on me tonight. So please eat and drink up.” 
 
    Of course they were cheering at that, giving me time to pull Jayla to the front to join me as I finished, “And last but not least... Jayla, from the very first time I saw your incredibly ambitious ass leaving work late, I knew I had to get to know you. And now that I’ve had the honor and privilege of being able to do just that over these last few months, I have one question for you.” 
 
    The panic in her eyes when I dropped to one knee was something I wished I could’ve taken a picture of, her eyes pleading with me not to do what she thought I was doing. And since I wasn’t, I could only smile when I pulled a box from my pocket, popping it open to ask, “Do you like these earrings I bought you for your birthday?” 
 
    Since everyone was in on the joke, the room bursted with laughter as Jayla smacked a hand against my shoulder to squeal, “Oh my God! You almost gave me a heart attack!”   
 
    With a teasing smirk on my face, I stood up from the ground to ask, “What? You thought I was going to propose already?” 
 
    She didn’t answer, only dabbed at her fresh wave of tears before teasingly snatching the box from my hand. And with the closer look, she took notice to their true significance, inhaling a sharp gasp as she sang, “The black diamonds. Like the ones you have. They’re… everything. Thank you, baby.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, shorty. Glad you like them,” I told her as I pulled her into a hug, landing a little kiss to her forehead and then one against her lips. 
 
    Her eyes were locked on mine when she expressed, “I love them. I love… you.” 
 
    Oh shit.  
 
    Now I was the shocked one, giving a look to ask, “You serious?” since I couldn’t have possibly heard what I thought I had. But once I saw the proud smile on her face as she pulled her lip between her teeth and nodded to confirm I had heard her right, it damn near felt like it was my birthday too being able to finally tell her, “I love you too, Jayla. I love you too.”  
 
      
 
      
 
    The End 
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