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      In and out.

      You only need one thing.

      And whatever you do, do not stop at The Dollar Spot.

      Releasing a heavy sigh, I tightened the hood on my head like I was going into my local Target to do a robbery instead of to grab the single item I needed. But the tightening was necessary since my two-strand twists were still a mix of wet and dry from the gym and it was cold as hell outside; not to mention the fact that I was just generally not in the mood to be seen.

      It was inevitable, though.

      Whether it was a former client, a current coworker, or - worst of all - someone who knew me through my ex-husband, there was almost always a familiar face lurking around, making it even more important for me to stay focused on getting my one thing and getting the hell out of there. But of course, once I saw all the cheap Valentine’s decorations, I just couldn’t help myself in taking a peek. And that peek turned into me grabbing a basket and filling it up with cute shit to decorate my office with, thinking maybe it would put me in a more festive mood since, as a single woman now, I just… wasn’t.

      Benjamin was great at Valentine’s Day.

      The jewelry, the flower deliveries, the dinners…

      He truly never missed when it came to the fourteenth of February.

      But as for the rest of the calendar year?

      Thinking back, it was honestly a little wild that our marriage had lasted as long as it did. Five full years that I swear I must’ve been in a coma through since, outside of Valentine’s Day, there was really nothing for me to look back on.

      No super memorable vacations.

      No shared accomplishments.

      No daydream-worthy sexcapades.

      There was me working and him doing the same, eating dinner at different times and just barely sharing a bed since our sides of the mattress were set at different levels.

      I was an early riser while he preferred to sleep in. He liked eating three square meals while I preferred five smaller ones. He’d already been working at the same company for ten years when we got married and planned to stay there for the rest of his life while I changed jobs twice just within the duration of our marriage. And he was… kinda boring, in every facet of life that that could apply to.

      So why in the hell did you marry him, Kendra?

      Ben wasn’t perfect, obviously. But when we met, he exhibited so many of the qualities I thought would make him the perfect husband.

      Loyal, stable, and accomplished without being a jerk. Handsome, savvy, and empathetic enough for me to tolerate. And even though he was nine years my senior, I still felt like I could tweak him where needed.

      Five years of marriage told me that was, in fact, a lie.

      With his stability and age came a stubbornness like no other; the kind of shit that makes you just want to avoid the person completely instead of constantly going up against their wall. But I tried anyway; dropped all the signs, gave little hints, attempted to be persuasive only for it all to go pretty much ignored.

      He didn’t ignore those divorce papers, though.

      Nope, he acted totally blindsided, did all the pleading about how good we were together, told me I was making a huge mistake, and fought me every step of the proceeding until he realized how much money he was wasting by doing so.

      Practicality first, right?

      Shaking my head, I slowly started putting all the Valentine’s stuff back on the shelf, knowing it wouldn’t be enough to override the only pleasant memories I had of our marriage. And it felt like God was punishing me for bullshittin’ once I heard someone call my name, a bit of a frown on my face until I turned around and was met with the intimately-familiar hazel brown eyes of the only man I’d ever been truly, madly, and deeply in love with.

      “I thought that was you,” he said with a bit of a grin, stepping past his cart of home goods to ask, “How you been, baby?”

      He was already pulling me into a hug that felt, and smelled, way too good as I replied, “Easton. Hi. I’ve been… better, but I’m not complaining. How are you? How’s everything at the new gig?”

      Since it was sort of my fault that he even had to get a new gig, I figured I could be polite in asking, genuinely happy to see the smile remain on his face when he answered, “Well, the holiday bonus alone has me in Target shopping for shit to fill up my new house with, so I’d have to say Kincaid & Moore Co. is treating me quite well.”

      “That’s wonderful. Seriously. Congrats on everything,” I told him with a little pat to his arm that had me wishing I would’ve kept my hands to myself since Easton’s biceps were, and had always been, everything.

      Even though he was a few years removed from his college football playing days now, “going professional in something other than sports” like the NCAA always claimed, his body was still built like he was ready to sack a quarterback at any minute. And that only brought back vivid memories of the way he used to sack me in the bedroom, my body taken over by a chill when he licked his lips to say, “I appreciate that, baby. Especially since none of it would have been possible without your guidance.”

      My guidance.

      Part of what made all of this totally inappropriate.

      It was two years ago when I first laid eyes on Easton Allen. As the accountant on our team with the least seniority, I was tasked with mentoring a recent college graduate turned poorly-paid intern, something that was ass backwards to me since I was still learning the company my damn self. But when that intern turned out to be a fine ass, 6’2”, 250lb former college linebacker who was damn good with numbers, I grew a lot warmer to the idea, suddenly wanting to be of service in any way I could.

      Since he was a fresh out of college baby, and I was both technically-married and his superior, my initial impression remained as nothing more than an observation. But from the first lunch I treated him to on the company’s dime as a welcome gift, Easton didn’t shy away from letting his attraction to me be known. In fact, I could still hear the one-liner he’d tried to steal my heart with after I called him out for staring at me, could still see the grin that lingered on his lips after he said, “I hope this doesn’t offend you, and no disrespect to your ol’ man, but… you are fine as shit, Kendra.”

      At the time, I thanked him with a laugh and we went on about our lunch, treating it like the innocent compliment it was. But as we became more acquainted with each other over the months that followed, that innocent energy slowly began to transform into… something else, so much so that I started feeling guilty about it even though Ben and I were already separated by that point.

      Not to mention, I was only supposed to be mentoring him.

      That part of it was honestly the easiest since Easton showed up every day ready to put in the work that would turn his internship into a full-time job. And since I truly wanted him to succeed, I did everything in my power to put him in position to do so, teaching him all the important stuff his degree in finance had left out and, more importantly, giving him an ally in our otherwise monochromatic office.

      It was more than just an allyship, though.

      We were connected in a way that neither of us cared to make sense of, drawn to each other from day one and forced to bury it for the sake of correctness. But the day I showed up to the office as a newly single woman, all of those reservations temporarily went out of the window.

      Ironically enough, it was also his twenty-fifth birthday.

      That should’ve been all the reason I needed to stay away from his young ass. But instead, I teased him mercilessly about the little over five years age difference between us until he whispered a comment in my ear about how he was grown in every way that mattered.

      There was no reason for me not to believe him. Honestly, it had never been a question. But now that I could confirm my suspicions without running the risk of it being used against me in court…

      Just the thought of Easton’s dick had me growing warm under my hood as I finally replied, “I wouldn’t say all that, but…”

      “You know it’s true,” he insisted with a smirk that only reminded me of how good his plush lips always felt against my skin.

      How good they could’ve still felt against my skin if I would’ve just…

      “Fine. Beep, beep,” I told him with a playful toot of my own horn that made him chuckle before he took a moment to ogle me. And since the heated gaze coming from those beautiful hazel eyes of his was a bit more than I could handle - and I looked raggedy as hell - I knew it was time for me to wrap up this little reunion, trying my best to be polite about it when I told him, “I really only came here for one thing. And since I’ve yet to retrieve that one thing, I should probably get a move on it. It was really good seeing you, though.”

      “Likewise, Ms. Stevens,” he replied, deliberately using my maiden name that I was still growing used to hearing after going without it for so long. But from his lips, it was comforting in a way I couldn’t explain, enough to elicit a smile as I started to walk away until he called out to me. “Hey, I’m having some people by later tonight for a little housewarming-Superbowl hybrid party. You should come through. It would be nice to catch up with you.”

      Turning around to face him, I was slightly taken aback by the glimmer of hope in his eyes; mainly because it was similar to what they looked like many months ago when he asked me to give him one good reason why we couldn’t be together.

      Back then, I had multiple. But now that some time had passed, they weren’t nearly as relevant, a regretful frown on my face as I told him, “I don’t really know if that’s a good idea, Easton.”

      “I promise you it is, Kendra,” he insisted, licking his lips to add, “I’ll even make some of that dip you love.”

      My eyebrow piqued. “The spinach artichoke?”

      Shaking his head, he replied, “Nah, better.”

      “The seven-layer?” I questioned excitedly, my mouth already beginning to water as I thought about the first time he shared it with me at the company’s potluck.

      I wasn’t a potluck girl by any means, sticking strictly to the store-bought stuff and drinks only. But Easton pressed me to try the dip he brought, literally feeding me a chip worth that turned me into a straight-up addict.

      For him and the dip.

      Like he remembered it too, Easton gave a proud nod as I decided, “In that case, gon’ ahead and send me your new address. Now what should I bring? What do your friends like?”

      Shit.

      His friends.

      Since Easton and I were never technically a couple, I wasn’t sure what all he’d shared about me and our involvement. And considering I only knew the few names he’d mentioned during pillow talk and the random faces that popped up in his Instagram pictures, I was suddenly nervous about it all until Easton grabbed my hands to answer, “The only thing I need you to bring is you. Can you do that, baby?”

      That “baby” still made me tingle.

      It was so classically endearing, so warm and rich thanks to his deep baritone voice. And once you factored in his smooth, syrupy brown skin, and the neatly-trimmed beard that once had a residency between my thighs, it was almost equivalent to a tight hug with an ass grab that guaranteed sex later.

      Yeah, I still had it bad.

      Honestly, that should’ve been my reason for turning down his invitation. But I suppose because I knew we wouldn’t be alone, I felt a little more comfortable with the idea, giving him a nod as I told him, “Yeah, I can do that.”

      “Good. Then I’ll see you around six,” he offered as parting words, getting back behind his cart to serve me one last smirk before continuing on his way. And as I stood there watching until he disappeared, I became annoyed with myself for failing at my mission of going into Target for one thing since now I needed three.

      Protein powder, a gift for Easton’s new place, and a fresh pack of batteries.
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      Masturbating helped.

      I was a lot more relaxed, a lot less horny, and now super hungry for the exact kind of deliciously fatty foods Superbowl parties tended to have on deck.

      Wings.

      Potato skins.

      Pizza.

      And that dip.

      Honestly, I was looking forward to that more than the damn game. But I suppose watching football with Easton and his friends wouldn’t be so bad either; though I was a little concerned about that friend group possibly including the girl I’d seen leaving heart eyes in the comments of every last one of his Instagram pictures.

      I could admit it was silly of me to have even paid attention to such a thing. But once I noticed a trend, I couldn’t unsee it. And after learning from her bio that she was also an employee at Kincaid & Moore Co., I was left wondering what else was happening at those offices.

      Not that it was any of my business.

      Easton was young, and handsome, and single, and making good money. It was inevitable that someone would be checking for him. And he deserved the attention, deserved to engage in the kind of casual dating that led to a real relationship and beyond like a normal person instead of whatever we called ourselves doing long ago.

      Suddenly, I was rooting for him and ol’ girl.

      “Bitch, quit lying,” I thought to myself with a giggle as I pulled my jeans up over my hips before finding a black, off-the-shoulder sweater to pair them with. And after putting on some cute leopard booties to complete the look, I was feeling myself for the first time in a while, impressed by what I saw after doing a slow 360 in the mirror since it looked a hell of a lot better than the chick who was in Target looking a whole ass mess earlier.

      If nothing else, I was about to redeem myself.

      Just the thought of doing so put a little pep in my step as I stuck a hand outside to discover the temperature had dropped even more with the sun. And even though I considered my clavicles apart of my outfit, I was forced to cover them for the sake of not freezing, adding some gloves to the mix before grabbing my gift and heading to Easton’s new spot.

      The address alone told me he’d upgraded from the modest one-bedroom he lived in during his time as an intern. But I still wasn’t expecting the nice ass townhouse I pulled up to in eighteen minutes flat, a modern build with all the sharp lines and excessive windows to show for it.

      Evidence that Kincaid & Moore Co. was paying Easton quite well.

      Honestly, I was tempted to ask him if they were hiring. But since the two of us working together hadn’t exactly gone over smoothly the first time, I planned to keep that question to myself, something more important coming to mind once I realized I was the only car in his driveway.

      “Am I early, or are they late?” I asked myself, glancing at the time to see it was only five minutes before the game was set to start. Then again, football games were long. So maybe everyone wasn’t as pressed to get to the dip as I was, that explanation the one I decided on until Easton opened the door looking very… underdressed.

      I mean, it was his party and he was at home, so he could wear whatever he wanted. And he looked good in everything he wore - these Nike Tech sweatpants included - so I wasn’t quite ready to complain until I saw the slight frown on his face in reaction to my arrival.

      “Am I too early? I’m sorry. I can leave and come back when you’re ready,” I told him, lowkey embarrassed about being so antsy as he shook his head to answer, “Nah, I just… fuck. My bad. Come in. It’s cold.”

      Only because he was right about it being chilly did I follow him inside instead of bolting to my car like I wanted to, frowning the same way he had when I looked around and asked, “What’s going on? Where is everybody?”

      “They’re at home, where I told them to stay because it’s supposed to get bad out tonight.”

      “And you didn’t tell me the same thing because…?” I asked, my frown intensifying as I crossed my arms and waited for an explanation.

      He had the nerve to make it sound like no big deal when he answered, “Because I forgot, honestly.”

      Now I was really annoyed.

      “You forgot you invited me?”

      Removing the gift bag from my hand, Easton gently uncrossed my arms so that he could unzip my coat like I was his child as he said, “More like, I forgot to uninvite you. But it doesn’t matter. You’re here now. Let’s just watch the game.”

      Before he could push it off of my shoulders, I stepped back. “Nah, I should probably go for the same reasons you told them to stay home. Winter weather is not and has never been my homegirl.”

      “Yeah, I remember,” he replied with a smirk. “But you can at least stay until the halftime show since it’s not supposed to get bad until later. I just didn’t want a bunch of folks getting too faded and then tryna drive home in that shit, you know?”

      The fact that he was looking out for his friends, being responsible, had me nodding to agree, “I do. But seeing that I, too, am one of those folks…”

      My hands were already at my zipper when he grabbed them to ask, “Stay, Kendra.”

      The way my pussy throbbed in response to his touch should’ve been the only reason I needed to leave while I still had the chance. And it would’ve been if he hadn’t gone on to say, “Your dip is in the fridge. It was the first thing on my list to make, way before I even saw the forecast.”

      It was almost like he knew that was his secret weapon the way he’d mentioned it with perfect timing. And considering it was the dip that got me out of the house in the first place, I quickly decided, “I guess I can stay for a quarter to eat, but only a quarter.”

      “I got some of that wine you like too,” he added to bait me like I hadn’t already agreed to stay. But admittedly, I was flattered that he’d considered my tastes, so much so that I agreed to an extension.

      “Okay, so I’ll stay ‘til halftime. Then I’m leaving, for real.”

      “Mmhmm,” he groaned with a smirk of disbelief. “Go sit down, baby. I’ll make you a plate.”

      His request was like music to my ears as he directed me towards the living room equipped with a television so big it felt like we were watching the jumbotron at the stadium. And thanks to the surround sound, I could hear every perfect note of the nation’s theme song that had me cheering, “Yesssss! You better sing, Demetria!”

      “Demetria?” Easton asked confusedly as he handed me a plate full of chips and dip.

      “Demi Lovato’s real name. Where she got her soul and thighs from,” I explained as he left the living area, shortly returning with a glass of wine for me and a beer for himself. “Your five-star hospitality is greatly appreciated.”

      Taking the seat next to mine, he clinked his bottle against my glass in a cheers and replied, “You know how I do, baby. Mama would kill me otherwise.”

      With the mention of Mrs. Allen who I’d never met but had heard plenty of stories about, it was only polite to ask, “How is your mother?”

      “She’s good. Always good.”

      “And your dad?”

      Taking a swig of his beer, he swallowed hard before answering, “Same ol’ West Allen. Still working harder than he needs to be for someone who could’ve comfortably retired ten years ago.”

      Ten years ago was a weird amount of time to think about since it would’ve clocked Easton as a fifteen-year-old high school student and me as a college junior who was almost old enough to hit the club with a real ID instead of a fake one.

      Yuck.

      Since dwelling on our age difference was never a comfortable place for me, I decided to stay focused on his father when I replied, “I respect his hustle, though. And I know you do too.”

      “Of course,” he agreed, grinning once he added, “Especially since he helped your boy out with the down payment on this crib.”

      Since it had never been a secret that Easton’s ass was spoiled rotten - only a spoiled kid could afford to intern for as long as he did - I couldn’t help but roll my eyes as I groaned, “The life of an only child with rich ass parents.”

      “Don’t act like your parents wouldn’t have done the same thing if you hadn’t married ol’ boy first,” he fired back with a confident chuckle like he just knew it was true. And it was that arrogance that had me quick to defend, “They wouldn’t have!” Though the side eye he responded with had me just as quick to correct, “I mean, maybe. If I had asked. But that’s not the point, Easton.”

      Again, he chuckled. “If you say so, baby,” taking another amused swig of his beer as the game was finally kicked off. And even though I’d shown up for the food, the big ass TV damn near forced me to care about the people on it.

      I mean, it was the least I could do since I was looking at their muscular booties and solid bulges in high-definition. But considering that conversation was reserved for my group chat and not Easton, I kept it casual by asking, “Who are you going for?”

      “I got homies on both teams, so I’m staying neutral,” he answered. “What about you? Who you got?”

      “Nobody,” I admitted before teasing, “I was just asking so I could root against whoever you were going for.”

      “Damn, that’s fucked up,” he groaned playfully as I popped a fresh chip in my mouth and shrugged.

      “Just a little friendly competition, Easton.”

      “Sounds like some hater shit to me, baby,” he countered from a spot a little closer than where he’d originally been sitting. “But if you wanna make it a competition, I’m wit’ it. Pick a team.”

      “What’s the point of picking a team if I’m not even staying long enough to find out who wins?” I asked him, speaking it into existence as more of a reminder to myself than anything.

      I mean, I was already getting a little too comfortable chillin’ on his couch, eating up all his food, sipping down all his wine, and enjoying his company. The last thing I needed was a reason to do more of it. But of course, because it wasn’t good for me, Easton just had to issue a wager.

      “If your team is winning at half, you can leave. But if my team is winning, you gotta stay the whole game. Bet?”

      “What if it’s a tie?” I challenged knowing the last thing I wanted was to get caught up in any technicalities.

      After giving it a bit of thought, Easton answered, “Whoever’s team has the ball gets the win.”

      The terms were too fair for me not to agree to them, though I was also sure to add, “As long as the weather isn’t already acting up. Not that it’ll matter since I’ll be leaving at halftime anyway.”

      My sureness made him chuckle. “You sound so confident for someone who probably ain’t watched a game all season.”

      “I watched some games,” I lied straight through my teeth, Easton’s look of disbelief prompting me to amend my claim. “The highlights.” Another look. “Okay, so maybe I only watched the sports segment on the news. But I mean, they’re both in the Superbowl, so they must be worth a damn. And a fifty-fifty chance gives me the same odds as you with your NFL RedZone package headass.”

      At that, he shook his head with a smirk. “Talkin’ big shit, but you still ain’t picked a team.”

      “Fine. The red team,” I told him, not all that surprised when he immediately pressed me about my non-choice.

      “They both have some red, Kendra. Chiefs or 49ers?”

      “What is a 49er even?” I asked, my eyes playfully squinted in confusion until Easton provided an explanation.

      “It’s inspired by the California Gold Rush. The miners from 1849.”

      Nodding, I quickly weighed my options and decided, “Since that’s a bit less offensive, I pick them.”

      “Shake on it,” he insisted, holding his hand out for me to officially accept his bet. But once our palms collided, I literally shivered at the chill that ran over me from his touch, my lips pursed together as a groan took over the back of my throat.

      “Mmm… I’m gonna refill my glass. You need anything while I’m up?”

      Honestly, I couldn’t have gotten away from him fast enough, making a note to create a little extra space between us on my return as he tossed over his shoulder, “I’ll take another beer. The opener is in the top drawer next to the stove.”

      Following his directions, I cracked the top off his favorite while taking in my surroundings.

      Brand new stainless steel appliances.

      Quartz countertops and a functional island.

      Neat, tasteful backsplash.

      His kitchen was so well-designed that it had me interested in seeing what the rest of the house looked like. But since that meant being more in Easton’s business than I needed to be, I tried to play down my premature obsession as I refilled my glass and complimented, “Even though your daddy helped you out, this place is really nice, Easton.”

      “Appreciate it, baby,” he replied, tossing his arm over the back of the couch so that he could turn around and add, “I still feel like it’s missing something, though.”

      “Probably just a woman’s touch,” I suggested with a shrug, not thinking much of it until I peeked up to find Easton staring at me with the silliest look on his face.

      “You volunteering?” he asked, licking his lips like he wanted me to volunteer for something else. But since neither position was mine to fill, I grabbed our drinks and headed back his way with my final answer.

      “I am not. But I’m sure your next companion will be happy to help you out.”

      “Or maybe you can help me when you end up staying for the second half of this game,” he replied with a nod towards the TV, prompting me to look and discover his team had just scored a touchdown.

      “Shit,” I hissed, swigging from my glass in a pout as I watched their celebration. And that was all Easton needed to see to arrogantly insist, “Might as well go ahead and get comfortable, Kendra. You’re gonna be here for a while.”
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      I was extra comfortable.

      Cold feet tucked under his muscular thigh, wine glass in hand, tipsy smile on my face, and a warmly full stomach kind of comfortable.

      And that was a problem.

      I didn’t want to give Easton the wrong idea by being here, didn’t want to feel like I was leading him on. But honestly, the longer I stayed, the more that line got blurred since spending time with him had always made me feel so at peace.

      Being with him felt like home.

      Thankfully, the game was tied and my team had the ball meaning this whole charade would soon be coming to a close. But with every second that ticked down, I started to feel a little somber about leaving, knowing tonight would surely be the last time we could be together like this.

      I had to let him move on.

      Once the clock hit zero confirming it was halftime, I untucked my legs and stood up to leave, a forced smirk on my lips as I taunted, “Well that was fun. Maybe you’ll have better luck next year.”

      There was a change in his demeanor that had me wondering if he was really bothered by the outcome of our bet until he asked, “You tellin’ me that’s when I’ll get to see you again? Next year?”

      “Oh, so that’s what that look was about,” I thought, releasing a heavy sigh as I looked down at him to say, “Easton, I…”

      Before I could finish, he stood up from the couch and met me toe-to-toe, changing the power dynamic since now he was the one looking down at me. And while his gaze alone was enough to have me a little shook, it was his question that really made my heart race.

      “Why did you come here tonight, Kendra?”

      “Because you invited me, Easton,” I answered quickly like the speed of my reply would somehow make it more true. And it was true, but maybe not the full truth, something Easton seemed to pick up on considering the way he smirked before pressing me again.

      “No, really. Why’d you come?”

      “Because I really wanted some seven-layer dip,” I told him, another true fact that still wasn’t enough to keep him from groaning my name annoyedly in response. “Fine. I came because I wanted to see you happy, Easton. I needed to see you doing well so that I could stop feeling so guilty about how I ended things between us.”

      There.

      It was out.

      And he was… not very pleased about it, a scowl on his face when he asked, “You mean, feeling guilty for pushing me into a job with a different company just to break things off with me anyway? You see it all worked out for me, so now you’re good?”

      He looked so damn good when he was mad.

      Usually, his face stayed neutral, pleasant, maybe even a little smirk. But seeing the way his top lip curled just slightly when he was angry, the way his nostrils flared and his eyes tightened as he glared at me…

      I wanted him.

      It was wrong. Even in my tipsy state, I was well aware of that. But right now wasn’t about morality. Right now was about the raw desire coursing through me as I quietly answered, “No. But maybe this will help.”

      Wrapping my hand against the nape of his neck, I pulled his face down to mine for a kiss that set my entire being on fire, suddenly reminded of everything I didn’t know I was missing once I slipped my tongue between his lips and found its match. And like no time had been lost, finding our rhythm was seamless, Easton pulling me closer to deepen our kiss before suddenly disengaging.

      “You should probably go,” he sighed against my lips, avoiding my eyes as he took a step back and ran a hand down where mine had just been against his neck. And honestly, as much as I hated being denied of what I was after and as shocked as I was by his move, I knew he was right.

      I needed to go.

      So that’s what I did, giving him a short nod as I turned to head for the door. But I’d barely gotten two steps before he caught me by the wrist to pull me back against him, cupping my face and kissing me so hard I was sure my lips would be bruised by the time he was finished.

      Except, I didn’t want him to finish.

      This was exactly what I wanted, making it a thrill when instead of using his hands to push me away, he moved them from my face to the hem of my sweater so that he could pull it over my head. And after another hard kiss, I did the same for him, tossing his t-shirt to the side and pushing him down onto the couch so that I could straddle his lap and reconnect.

      From there, everything escalated at a rapid pace. One second, I was in my jeans and bra, dryhumping the fuck out of Easton as we made out like oversexed college kids. And the next, I was on my back with him removing my jeans for some very real humping, my pussy already throbbing with anticipation when he left to grab a condom from his bedroom and thankfully returned before any regret could settle in.

      Not that it would.

      Even if it was wrong, I knew that I would leave this experience satisfied. And as long as that satisfaction outweighed all the other possible feelings and emotions involved, which it would, there was nothing for me to worry about.

      I was free to enjoy.

      At least, that’s what I was telling myself since Easton’s dick was already taunting me through his sweatpants. And once he removed both those and his briefs, my mouth literally began to water as I sat up on my elbows and gleefully watched him rip the golden packet open with his teeth, knowing that was the last step we had to take before I could finally have him.

      Tossing the wrapper to the side, he sheathed his erection while taunting, “Should’ve left when you had the chance.”

      “I tried. You didn’t let me,” I reminded him, my eyebrow piqued amusedly when I asked, “Why didn’t you let me?”

      “Because I wanted some pussy,” he answered plainly, his tone laced with none of the warmth I was used to.

      In fact, I couldn’t help but frown a little when I challenged, “That’s the only reason?”

      “Only one that matters,” he replied with a shrug. “Unless you kissed me like that for some reason other than just wanting to fuck.”

      Since it was clear he was hinting at the possibility of there being real feelings behind the kiss and that was the last conversation I wanted to have right now, I assured him, “No, that was the only reason.”

      “That’s what I thought,” he replied with an arrogant chuckle as he removed my panties with a tug then joined me on the couch. And after positioning himself between my thighs, he penetrated me slowly and deliciously, every inch of him making my spine tingle as he taunted, “You didn’t forget how to take this dick, did you?”

      “Did you forget how to give it?” I countered like he wasn’t already stretching me out, the confident smirk on his lips telling me everything I needed to know.

      He hadn’t forgotten a thing.

      Even if I hadn’t come to that conclusion on my own, Easton wasted no time confirming it as fact, my legs tossed against his shoulders as he buried himself as deep as my body would allow before asking, “That a good enough answer for you, baby?”

      My nod was overshadowed by the strokes that followed, each one more powerful than the last as my body became consumed with pleasure. And for as much as my vibrator had done earlier, nothing compared to what Easton was doing to me now, clearly on a mission to make a point as he caught my lips in a kiss while slow-stroking me senseless.

      It was… too intimate to be just sex, too erotic to be easily forgotten. And as much as I was enjoying every bit of it, him making love to me like I deserved it was overwhelming as hell, forcing me to switch things up by breathily suggesting, “I wanna ride it, E.”

      With the work that he’d been putting in, he was happy to oblige to my request, sitting up against the back of the couch and pulling me with him until I was once again straddling his lap. But unlike before when we still had our clothes on, this time I was filled to the brim with his erection, finding a rhythm in my bounce that had Easton grinning slyly when he asked, “You missed this dick, didn’t you baby?”

      Biting my lip, I gave an honest nod before tossing my head back, Easton’s hands at my sides as he started pumping into me from below and growled, “Look at me when I’m fuckin’ you.”

      I couldn’t look, couldn’t open my eyes period, the buzz of my impending orgasm turning me delirious as I gave him everything I had. But he wanted more, demanded more, fucking me back even harder as he coached, “Ride it like you missed it, baby. Ride it like it's yours.”

      That shit was such a turn-on.

      Even if it wasn’t mine forever, it was damn sure mine for now. And Easton let me have it until I came with a guttural moan that left me completely exhausted, his gentle kisses against my shoulder only making me quiver even harder as he teased, “I know you ain’t tappin’ out on me already.”

      Like the bet from earlier, he was issuing another enticing challenge. And I suppose I called myself pressing my luck when I slowly resumed the bounce in my hips, a satisfied grin on Easton’s lips as he matched my energy and groaned, “Shit. You just don’t know what you do to me, girl.”

      In the long term, maybe not. But right now, I knew exactly what I was doing as I covered his lips in a kiss while continuing to ride him, a slow build that turned hasty in the blink of an eye once he started meeting me stroke for stroke. And having that paired with the sounds of our slapping skin, our intermingled moans, and the halftime show that neither of us gave a damn about, it was no surprise when I came again with a groan into his mouth that induced the one he’d been holding onto from the very beginning.

      Now I was seriously exhausted.

      My eyes were already sitting low when he asked me to get up so that he could take care of his condom, and they must’ve been closed when he returned since he had to shake me awake. But one look was all he needed to decide that he should just let me rest, a planned catnap in my head that somehow turned into a full-blown sleep according to the time on my phone when I woke up hours later.

      “Shit,” I hissed as I climbed off of his couch, my neck aching as I used the light from the big ass TV to find my discarded clothes and get dressed. Then I went to the door to get my shoes and coat, tempted to peek into Easton’s bedroom for one final goodbye but deciding against it when I thought about him leaving me on the couch to fend for myself.

      He’d gotten what he wanted and was done with me. But really, I couldn’t blame him since that was supposed to be where I was at with it too; satisfied by this reunion with no plans of tripling back.

      Admittedly, I still had some work to do. But that work would have to come later since right now my only priority was getting dressed so that I could get the hell out of here, my coat bundled tightly as I opened his front door to the absolute last sight I wanted to see.

      “No, no, no, no, no…” I whined as I stepped out into the full-fledged blizzard underway, my booties almost immediately disappearing into the inches of white that had fallen as I trudged my way to the car.

      Between the downward slope of Easton’s driveway, the heavy snow blowing into my face, and the sheet of ice that I discovered was hidden under the snow when I almost busted my ass - twice - , it felt like I was in a nightmare. But apparently, that was all just a prequel to the nightmare of trying to open my car door only to find out it was frozen shut.

      “Fuckkk,” I groaned as I tried the backseat door with no luck. Then I maneuvered my way to the passenger side and thanked God when one of those doors worked so that I could at least retrieve my winter kit - a scraper, a snowbrush, some de-icer, and a snack.

      The snack felt most important since I needed the energy. But, due to time constraints, I decided it would just have to be my reward for completing the task of damn near defrosting my entire car, my remote start helping the cause as I went to work scraping just enough to be able to see through the important windows. And by the time I finished that, the de-icer had worked its magic of melting the ice that had once been keeping my front door sealed, a relieved grin on my face as I plopped down in the driver’s seat and embraced the heat that was running on full-blast.

      It felt like my entire body was thawing as I sat there and devoured the Snicker’s bar I’d reserved for emergencies like this, turning up the radio when I realized they were giving an update on the current road conditions.

      

      “Heavy drifting snow and ice has shut down all freeways due to multiple accidents. The city is also advising everyone to stay home if possible, as salt trucks and plows have yet to be dispatched.”

      

      “It’s not possible cause I’m not home yet,” I whined like they could hear me and would offer some alternative option. But really, the only alternative option was the dangerous one that had me mapping out which side streets I could take in my head before I put the car in reverse and got… nowhere.

      “What the hell?” I whispered to myself, tapping the gas again only to get the same result. And when I tapped it a third time, I could literally smell my tires burning, prompting me to put my car back in park so that I could see what was going on.

      “Fuck my lifeeeee,” I shouted as I looked down at my tires that were literally sitting on ice. And in combination with the snow piling up behind my car, there was no way in hell I was getting out of his driveway without a huge bag of melting salt and a heavy-duty shovel.

      Two things I didn’t have.

      “Looks like you could use some help.”

      Turning around, I found Easton dressed a lot more appropriately for the weather than I was, with a heavy Carhartt jacket covering his upper body and the same sweatpants from earlier taking care of the lower, a pair of Timbs on his feet, and a beanie pulled low over his ears. He was also much better equipped with the shovel and salt I needed, a tired frown on his lips as he advised, “Sit in the car. I’ll see what I can do.”

      With the blowing snow and cold wind bruising my cheeks, it was a no-brainer for me to follow his directions, once again enjoying the warmth inside my vehicle until I started watching Easton work through my side-view mirror.

      Suddenly, I was warm for different reasons.

      I mean, there was just something especially sexy about a man stepping up to do the manual labor you didn’t want to. And now that the memories of what his dick felt like were refreshed in my head…

      His knock on my window startled me out of my daydream, lowkey embarrassed as I cracked the glass just enough to hear him say, “Try to back out now. You should be good.”

      Putting the car in reverse, I was ecstatic to feel it actually moving this time, the momentum easily carrying me through the fresh snow and out into the street where I lowered my window so that I could tell him, “Thank you, Easton. You’re a lifesaver.”

      With a short nod in response, he requested, “Just get home safely, aight?” before turning to head back to where he’d come from, not even bothering to wait around and see if I’d made it off the block without getting stuck again.

      I tried not to read too much into it. I mean, it was cold, and late, and I could assume he’d gotten out of bed to rescue me which meant I should’ve just been appreciative. But still, his cold demeanor left me feeling a way; though I suppose it was just another reminder for me to let tonight be the slip-up that it was and move on.

      Clearly he wasn’t having any problems doing so.

      Releasing a heavy sigh, I set out to make the journey home, the winding backroads and hills of Easton’s neighborhood doing me absolutely no favors as my Benz struggled through the fast-accumulating snow. But somehow, I still managed to make it to the exit, only to be greeted by the flashing lights of multiple cop cars blocking the road and their drivers directing me to turn around.

      When I didn’t immediately make a move to do so, a lady officer strolled over to my window and motioned for me to lower it so that she could share, “Sorry, ma’am. Due to the extremely adverse weather conditions, the city is only allowing emergency vehicles on the road at this time.”

      “Excuse me?” I asked with a frown, my heart already pounding as she went on to explain, “Until the city can properly treat the streets for safe travel, we…”

      “No, I heard you the first time,” I interrupted, the tight scowl she gave me in response forcing me to soften my stance so that I could express, “I’m sorry. I just really, really need to get home.”

      The fine details of my complicated situation were none of her business. And from her nonchalant response, I could tell they wouldn’t have made much of a difference anyway, a bored look on her face when she replied, “Ma’am, this street is already littered with accidents, and that reflects the rest of the city. So unless home is located within walking distance, you should probably return to where you came from.”

      “What if that’s not an option?” I whined, knowing the last thing I wanted to do was pop back up at Easton’s after he’d been so clearly dismissive. But it was just my luck that Officer Snowboots didn’t have much of an alternative for me other than the one I’d have to employ if I was really stranded.

      “If that’s not an option, then I hope you have enough gas to keep you warm until the Department of Public Works can properly make their rounds.”

      Out of pure curiosity, I asked, “And how long is that going to take?”

      Officer S.B. shrugged. “Could be hours. Could be days.”

      “Days?!” I shouted, real panic starting to settle in as I thought about being stuck at Easton’s for any extended period of time.

      Hours I could probably just sleep through.

      But days?

      Initially, it was easy for me to get over him forgetting to uninvite me. But now I was pissed since that text could’ve saved me from all of this.

      The sex.

      The snow.

      The… feelings.

      This shit was a disaster on so many levels. But unfortunately, I was left with no choice other than to face it head-on since my gas was running low, I’d already eaten my emergency snack, and the snow didn’t look to be slowing down any time soon.

      I had to turn around.
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      I’d just gotten good and settled back into bed when the doorbell rang.

      It was late as hell, so I thought about grabbing a weapon just in case somebody was trying to use this terrible ass weather to do some stupid shit. But a quick glance out of my bedroom window was enough for me to let my guard down; though I was still surprised to see the car that was, once again, parked outside.

      “What is she doing here?” I wondered, legitimately confused since it had been a whole ordeal getting her out of my driveway in the first place. And while my heart was on some weird,  hopeful shit in terms of where we’d left things not feeling quite right, I shouldn’t have been surprised when I pulled the door open and Kendra very plainly stated, “The cops wouldn’t let me leave.”

      “Huh?”

      Quickly glancing over her shoulder like more information was there, she looked back my way to explain, “They shut down the roads, so I’m stuck here. Well… unless you’d rather me sit in the car and freeze to death once my gas runs out.”

      Shaking my head with a bit of a chuckle, I stepped back to create enough space for her to come inside, closing the door behind her as I muttered, “Still dramatic as fuck I see.”

      “That’s what Officer Snowboots suggested I do,” she tossed over her shoulder, my eyes squinted in confusion when I repeated, “Officer Snowboots?”

      “We talked just long enough for her to get a nickname in my head,” she explained as she kicked off her shoes to make herself more comfortable, though the situation was anything but for me.

      I mean, having her here alone the first time had already stirred up some old shit that I couldn’t let her leave without acting on, stirred up some shit that had me stupidly in my feelings afterwards since I knew that was all we’d ever be. And now that she was back, still looking as good as she did before, I could easily see myself falling in that same trap, desperate to understand the extent of what I was dealing with when I asked, “When are the roads supposed to open back up?”

      “According to Officer S.B., it could be hours. It could be days.”

      “Days?”

      “I said the same thing,” Kendra replied, handing me her coat to hang as she insisted, “But I promise to stay out of your way if that’s what you’re concerned about.”

      Considering she’d tried to leave my house in the middle of a fuckin’ snowstorm, I knew she was serious about staying out of my way. The problem was… I didn’t exactly want her out of the way.

      I never wanted her out of the way.

      When I first met Kendra, she was Mrs. Kendra Calloway, a Senior Accountant at the global transportation company I’d landed an internship with fresh out of college. At the mention of the mentorship program all interns were expected to participate in, I just knew I was going to be paired with some old, white man who didn’t expect me to know shit. But to my surprise, it was Kendra who I was introduced to with the warmest handshake and an even warmer smile, completely caught off-guard by my assigned mentor being black, a woman, and all-around fine as fuck.

      She was a lot younger than I expected a Senior Accountant to be too, though it made sense once I was exposed to just how intelligent she was. And that paired with the fact that she maintained the perfect balance between about-her-business and goofy made her fun to be around and learn from; made her easy to fall in love with.

      Truthfully, it was an honor to have her as my mentor, an honor to have her in my network period. But it was a privilege when her fine ass showed up to the office as a single woman on my twenty-fifth birthday, giving me the best gift I’d ever gotten when she took out all the pent-up chemistry we’d been building since day one on my dick.

      That was all it was supposed to be.

      A little casual fuckin’ here and there, some freshly-divorced fun for her. But for me, it was always more than that.

      I’d fallen in love with her well before she’d even officially dropped ol’ boy’s last name.

      So no, I wasn’t concerned about her being in my way for however long she had to stay because of the weather. But I was concerned about how well I would handle her being so close, worried I’d be tempted to take advantage of the circumstances and start falling back in love with the idea of us being together only for the shit to get ripped from up under me - again.

      Trying to shake off the possibility, I scrubbed a hand down my face before asking, “You need a change of clothes to sleep in?”

      “Along with the blanket you forgot to give me the first time I fell asleep,” she replied with a side eye that had me quick to offer a defense.

      “I didn’t have any extras,” I told her. “I… don’t have any extras. I mean, unless you just want a sheet or somethin’.”

      She responded with a laugh of disbelief. “Easton, it’s the dead ass middle of Winter. What is a sheet gonna do for me? And who doesn’t keep an extra blanket or two around?”

      “A single man who always sleeps in his own bed and doesn’t have any overnight guests who can’t sleep there too,” I answered with an unintentional lick of my lips that had Kendra staring at me long and hard before deciding, “I’ll take the sheet.”

      With a bit of a laugh myself, I directed her to follow me upstairs while suggesting, “How about I use the sheet and you can have the comforter from the bed?”

      “The comforter that probably smells like whatever you and those overnight guests do? Ew. No thanks,” she replied, only making me laugh again since I knew that wasn’t the case at all.

      As far as my love life was concerned, she could believe what she wanted, though. But I wasn’t good with her thinking I wouldn’t, at least, have the decency to keep my linens clean, a frown on my face when I groaned, “Wow. Don’t do me like that. I may not have a closet full of extra bedding like you, but at least I wash my shit on the regular.”

      “That’s the least you could do, E. I’m not giving you a cookie for that,” she giggled as she watched me dig through my drawers for an extra shirt to give her, waiting until I handed it her way to add, “But I will give you a thank you for opening the door.”

      She said it with this flirty ass smile that made it easy for me to flirt back, “Sounds like I might deserve a cookie after all.”

      Just like that, she was back to giving me the same stare down she’d given me about the sheet, like she was trying to make up her mind about something before finally announcing, “I’m… gonna head back downstairs.”

      She was already turning around to leave when I insisted, “You don’t have to,” her shoulders tense until I went on to say, “I mean, I think we’re grown enough to share a bed without making it weird.”

      “Making it weird” was one hell of an understatement since Kendra and I had never shared a bed we weren’t fuckin’ in. But tonight, I was willing to keep my hands to myself for the sake of making sure she was comfortable, especially since that was also the only sure way for me to not get wrapped back up in her web.

      When she turned back around, I could tell from the worried look in her eyes that she still had concerns. And rightfully so since, well, it hadn’t even taken a bed for us to get caught up the first time. But honestly, I knew I couldn’t be on that if I ever expected to be able to move past her. And since it was obvious she hadn’t changed her mind about where we stood as far as an actual relationship went, I had to set that boundary for myself, being nonchalant about it when I encouraged, “Go ahead and change so we can go to sleep.”

      Turning around to get back in bed myself, I thought nothing of removing the shirt I’d put on to answer the door until I caught Kendra stuck in the same spot staring at me. In fact, she was so damn focused that I had to clear my throat to snap her out of it, every bit of caught red-handed in her tone when she squealed, “Oh! Um… I’m gonna go change in the bathroom.”

      Before I could respond, she’d already ducked off and shut the door behind her, making me chuckle since it was clear she was struggling with this whole thing a lot more than I was. But once she emerged from the bathroom in my t-shirt and nothing else, I better understood her internal battle since… Goddamn, Kendra had always been a problem.

      That smooth, butterscotch skin.

      Those long ass legs.

      That head full of thick ass curls I just knew she’d pass down to our future kids.

      Shit.

      “I could really use a hair tie,” she casually mentioned as she sat her pile of clothes on top of the dresser. “Did any of your overnight guests happen to leave one behind?”

      Her inquiry made me smirk. “Is that your way of asking if any of my overnight guests had hair? We playin’ Guess Who now?”

      “Yeah, let’s play,” she replied with so much enthusiasm that I somehow already knew some bullshit was about to follow. “Was your overnight guest a woman from Kincaid & Moore Co.?”

      Yup.

      Bullshit.

      “You can’t be serious right now,” I groaned as she finally climbed in on her side of the bed, my eyes immediately rolling once she pried for another clue.

      “Does she have brown eyes and a pointy nose?”

      From that question, I could tell she had someone very specific in mind. But instead of entertaining her nonsense, I turned onto my side so that my back was to her when I advised, “Go to sleep, Kendra.”

      “That’s not how the game works, Easton,” she countered with none of the playfulness from before, a hint of desperation in her voice like she really wanted some answers.

      Why?

      I wasn’t sure.

      But by this point, I really wasn’t in the mood to play around, lowkey annoyed when I closed my eyes and told her, “You wanna know if I’m fuckin’ Alaina and the answer is no. Game over.”

      I planned on leaving it at that until Kendra muttered, “Well you’re no fun at all.”

      “What’s fun about that, Kendra?” I asked with a frown, sitting up to question, “Why do you even care?”

      “I don’t care,” she quickly defended like it wasn’t all in her tone, especially once she added, “I just needed a hair tie and thought Alaina might’ve left an extra one behind for me to borrow.”

      In that moment, I realized that giving her an actual name to use was a mistake since I could almost guarantee she was going to drop it every chance she got moving forward. But truthfully, I had nothing to hide, making it easy for me to reply, “Trust me. If she did, you wouldn’t be here right now to find it.”

      From the stunned expression on her face, I could tell my words had hit a nerve. But I wasn’t about to apologize for giving her the facts she was so desperately after, her lips pursed together before she sharply replied, “Well, I am here. And I still need a hair tie.”

      Releasing a heavy sigh, I reached over into my nightstand, sifting through the junk before landing on two packs of shoestrings I’d yet to use. “This is the best I can do. Pick a color.”

      With a roll of her eyes, she snatched the black pair from my hand while complaining, “No extra blankets, but plenty of extra shoelaces. Priorities are really something, aren’t they?”

      “You could just say thank you,” I snapped, tossing the other pair back into the drawer as she sarcastically sang, “Thank you, Easton.”

      “Yeah, whatever. Feel free to turn that lamp off when you’re done.”

      With that, I laid back down and tried to get comfortable as Kendra went to work on constructing something to hold her hair, a task that thankfully didn’t take long according to when the lamp was finally cut off. But even in the pitch-black dark, I still struggled to fall asleep, especially with Kendra trembling against the mattress behind me.

      “You aight?” I tossed over my shoulder, the thick silence only making me grow more concerned until she finally replied, “Yeah. Just a little cold.”

      Knowing how cool I liked to keep it around here - even in the Wintertime - I shouldn’t have been surprised that she was suffering. But instead of getting up to adjust the thermostat just to sweat my sheets out by the time I woke up, I turned over and insisted, “Come ‘ere.”

      “Easton, you really don’t have to…”

      “I said come here,” I repeated, pulling her back against me as the little spoon before asking, “Is that better?”

      After adjusting to make herself more comfortable, she tucked her cold ass feet between my legs and answered, “For now. I’m sure I’ll be pulling away from your hot and heavy self in no time.”

      Honestly, I was already looking forward to it since having Kendra this close to me was a damn danger zone. From the smell of her hair and skin, to the way she seemed to fit against me so perfectly, to…

      “Kendra, stop,” I groaned when she started rolling her ass against my dick.

      “Sorry. It’s a reflex,” she replied, only to do it again a literal few seconds later.

      There was no way in hell I was going to fall asleep now. And the more it happened, the more I started to think she was doing the shit on purpose, issuing a warning when I told her, “Unless you tryna reflexively take your panties off, I suggest you find some chill.”

      “I’m chillin’, I’m chillin’,” she asserted. “But for the record, my panties are over there in the stack with the rest of my clothes.”

      My dick twitched at just the thought, well before I could even confirm, “You really got in my bed with no panties on?”

      Like it was nothing, she shrugged a little. “You wanted to share a bed, and I don’t sleep in panties, so… shitttt.”

      The rest of her sentence got eliminated by the need to express her appreciation for what I was already doing with my fingers, getting hands-on evidence that there was indeed nothing beneath the shirt I’d given her. And when a part of my findings also included the pool of moisture between her thighs, I couldn’t help using it to play with her clit, my lips right against her ear when I asked, “Was I not supposed to respond like this?”

      “You weren’t supposed to know,” she groaned as she continued to grind her pussy against my hand while simultaneously brushing her ass against my dick that was quickly hardening under the thin fabric of my basketball shorts.

      It wasn’t supposed to be like this.

      We weren’t supposed to end up here.

      But with every single one of her sweet moans, I found myself getting more and more caught up, massaging the fuck out of her clit until she was begging me to put it in.

      So I did.

      My shorts weren’t even fully removed when I took her from behind, the fact that we were on our sides allowing me to hit different angles that had the both of us cursing until I maneuvered her onto her stomach. And from there, it was all of my grunts and all of her muffled moans into the pillow as I fucked her like a mad man, pressed to make a point after all that stupid shit she was talking earlier.

      Alaina could never get this kind of treatment.

      Alaina wasn’t even really my type, that spot dominated by everything Kendra even though she didn’t want to have shit to do with me outside of the physical.

      Right now, the physical was all that mattered, though.

      I was dicking Kendra down with every bit of annoyance from her claims earlier, every bit of anger from her not giving us a real chance, and every bit of love I still had for her because, damn, that shit just wouldn’t go away.

      Kendra had my heart.

      She also had my nut on her ass since her orgasm had given way to my own and using a condom had been an afterthought. But for whatever reason, she seemed even more satisfied with that outcome, an easy smile on her lips as she adjusted her head against the pillow and fell straight to sleep.

      “Really, Kendra?” I asked like my question wouldn’t fall on deaf ears, shaking my head as I climbed out of bed to clean myself up. But with one look in the bathroom mirror, I knew I was in trouble. And there was only one thing that could get me out of it.

      Plowed streets.
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      Things had gone from bad to worse.

      When I quietly climbed out of Easton’s bed, I was hoping to look out of his bedroom window and see that the city had finally gotten their shit together and treated the roads. But instead, I was met with a sight straight out of an apocalyptic movie.

      Thick snowflakes pouring out of the sky.

      The street signs decorated with long, pointy icicles.

      And a snowdrift so damn high that I could barely make out my car sitting in Easton’s driveway.

      This was a problem. But really, that word applied to more than just the weather aspect of things when I considered what Easton and I had done last night - twice.

      The first time during the game could be chalked up to the raw, heated emotions that came with seeing each other again after being apart for months.

      But the second time… the second time was different in a way I couldn’t explain; though I knew I’d soon have to find the words since I had a feeling Easton would want to talk about it, and it was clear I wouldn’t be able to go anywhere any time soon.

      “Why Mama Nature? Why?” I cried internally as my phone began to buzz on top of my pile of clothes, the incoming phone call from my best friend, Tranae’, giving me a reason to leave the room and head downstairs while quietly answering, “Hey, Nae. What’s up?”

      “Where you at, chica? I’ve been ringing your doorbell for like five minutes now.”

      Shit.

      Moving into the house next door to my bestie’s seemed like a great idea when I was fresh out of my marriage and in need of lots of girl time. But now, it was biting me in the ass, making it impossible for me to lie about my location when I answered, “Oh. I umm… I’m actually not at home right now.”

      Not a lie, but not exactly the full truth either. And I felt terrible hearing the legitimate concern in Tranae’s tone once she asked, “Is everything okay? You didn’t get caught out in this blizzard, did you?”

      “Well… sort of,” I told her, hoping to put her at ease once I added, “But don’t worry, I’m good.”

      There was a long bout of silence, and I was getting ready to ask why she hadn’t just called first since that would’ve at least saved her a walk in the cold. But unfortunately, she beat me to the questioning with the one I knew I wouldn’t be able to keep avoiding.

      “Kendra, where are you?”

      “I’m at a friend’s,” I replied plainly until she pressed, “Kendra…”

      “Okay, okay. I’m at Easton’s,” I whined before continuing with my very PG explanation. “He invited me to his Superbowl party last night, and I got stuck here because of the weather.”

      Because my version of the story was missing a lot of key details, Tranae’ assumed, “Stuck at your ex’s with a house full of people? Yuck.”

      “He’s not my ex, and there’s no one here but us,” I clarified, bracing myself for the moment she put two and two together.

      In fact, my eyes were literally closed as I listened to her talk her way through it. “Then how did you… oh, wowww. Double backed for the one time, huh? I can’t even knock you, boo. That boy is fine as hell.”

      Like she’d spoken him up, I heard the stairs beginning to creak under his weight, my voice dropping to a whisper as I replied, “And now he’s coming, so I gotta go. Byeeeee.”

      “Text me all the det…”

      I caught enough of her request to hang up just as Easton walked into the kitchen looking insanely good, with his tattooed chest all bare and moisturized, his dick bouncing wildly through his shorts like it had no home training, and an arrogant smirk on his lips like he was proud about it all.

      Ugh.

      It was so sexy that I couldn’t even be mad when he teased, “Thought you tried to run away again.”

      “I assume you haven’t looked outside then,” I told him with a smirk of my own, watching his face turn inquisitive as he stalked over to the front door that I couldn’t have snuck out of if I wanted to considering how high the snow had drifted against it.

      “Gotdamn. I don’t think I’ve ever seen this much snow in my life.”

      “And what a very short life it’s been,” I teased from behind him, wishing I would’ve kept my jokes to myself once he turned around and fired back, “You wasn’t sayin’ that last night.”

      “Speaking of last night…” I trailed, making the impulsive decision to go ahead and get this awkward ass conversation over with now instead of letting it linger the entire duration of my stay.

      But to my surprise, it was Easton who insisted, “No need to even speak on it, Kendra. It was what it was, and we can leave it at that.”

      He was already making his way back to the kitchen while I stood there stunned, trying my best to play it off when I exhaled, “O… kay then. That works for me.”

      “I’m sure it does.”

      His voice was low when he added that, so I assumed he hadn’t intended for me to hear him. But because I had, I couldn’t help but ask, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothin’. You hungry?” he asked, changing the subject with the one thing he knew I’d be willing to let it go for; the one thing he knew I’d be excited about.

      Still, I acted nonchalant when I shrugged and replied, “I could eat.”

      He must’ve known that would be my response since the ingredients for me to make a yogurt parfait were already being distributed on the kitchen island. But the fact that he still knew my preference - just like I knew he was about to go for a bowl of cereal - only rubbed in just how torturous being here was going to be; though Easton seemed unfazed as he said, “Thank God I went to the store yesterday. Otherwise, we’d really be in trouble.”

      “So you do acknowledge that this situation is… not ideal?” I asked, accepting the bowl and spoon he handed my way as he frowned before offering a rebuttal.

      “What’s not ideal about it? I mean, the electricity is still on, I have plenty of food and water, I ain’t gotta go to work, and there’s a whole season of Power for me to catch up on. Honestly, I needed a day like this.”

      Looking at it from that perspective, I could understand his enthusiasm. And I probably would’ve been just as hyped if I was at home with my own stuff. But not only did I have damn near nothing on me, I was also imposing on his space, frowning right back as I told him, “Yeah, a day like this by yourself. Not with a guest.”

      His frown immediately transformed into a smirk. “A guest, huh? You funny.”

      “I am a guest. I’ve never even been here before,” I defended as I started putting together my parfait while he poured an ungodly amount of Frosted Flakes into a bowl. And after giving it just a splash of almond milk, he insisted, “So give yourself a tour and get comfortable, baby. Cause by the look of things, your name might be on the deed by the time this shit finally slows down.”

      With that, he left me in the kitchen to head back upstairs, very serious about me making myself comfortable since he obviously had no plans to entertain me like company. Or maybe I was supposed to be so comfortable that I followed him upstairs for breakfast in bed the way I would have if we were a thing.

      Problem was, we weren’t a thing. And it was imperative that I kept that in mind since it would’ve been easy as hell for me to follow his lead and get caught up in what couldn’t be.

      We couldn’t be.

      Releasing a heavy sigh, I rested my hip against the countertop and dove into my breakfast, using my other hand to casually scroll my social media accounts that were mostly filled with people talking about the weather. Then I bounced over to my work inbox and saw the dozens of emails that had already begun to pile up from just this morning, not even realizing how irritated I was about it until Easton returned to the kitchen with his empty bowl and asked, “What’s that face about?”

      “Work shit,” I answered plainly as I skimmed the headers for anything marked urgent. But even the ones that were marked didn’t seem all that important, only making my annoyance grow as Easton replied, “Damn. Can’t relate. I got one single email about the office being closed, and that’s it.”

      “That’s really why you came back down here, huh? To brag?” I asked, rolling my eyes just as he started to chuckle.

      “Nah, it was really about this little bit of milk I wasn’t tryna smell,” he insisted as he rinsed it down the drain, setting his bowl into the sink before adding, “But I can’t lie, it felt good to get that one off.”

      Truthfully, he deserved to gloat since him taking the job at Kincaid & Moore Co. really had worked out for him in all the ways that mattered. He was with a stable company that only seemed to be growing. He was making a lot more money than he would’ve taking a position with us. He was surrounded by a diverse bunch of very smart, very capable people. And even in the semi-tense field of construction, the direct work environment must’ve been relatively lax if they weren’t bothering him with emails on a day like today.

      From a personal standpoint, it may not have been perfect since he expected the move to mean we could be together and that obviously hadn’t happened. But from a job standpoint, he’d hit the jackpot thanks to my insistence, making it easy for me to groan, “Yeah, yeah, yeah. Outta my face, Mr. Allen.”

      With another chuckle, he headed back upstairs just as my phone buzzed with a text.

      

      “I’m waitinggggg….” - Tranae’

      

      “Of course you are,” I whispered out loud, leaning more into the countertop as I began to reflect on the last twelve hours and typed simultaneously.

      

      “There’s really nothin’ to tell, Nae. Things got heated, we had sex, I tried to leave but the cops wouldn’t let me because of the weather. We shared a bed, had sex again, and now I’m even more stuck than I was last night with nothing but his t-shirt on.” - Kendra

      

      So maybe there was a lot to tell.

      Since Easton had already written it off as nothing worth discussing, I was trying to make myself believe the same; though my current condition of still being pantyless in his place really didn’t support that position. And it was almost as if Tranae’ had read my mind once I saw her reply.

      

      “Nothing but his t-shirt on? Girl, you’re about to be striking out in no time.” - Tranae’

      

      It took me a second to understand exactly what she meant by “striking out”. But once I did, I knew I had to do something about it so that Easton wouldn’t think I was trying to take advantage of the situation and entice him.

      Two strikes was more than plenty.

      Finishing off my parfait, I gave both my bowl and Easton’s a quick wash. Then I headed upstairs in hopes of getting something to put a freeze on whatever residual heat was still lingering between us, being cool about it when I asked, “Hey. Can I borrow some shorts? Or at least a pair of boxers? I think I have some extra clothes and stuff in my gym bag, but I probably won’t be able to get to my trunk until the snow stops.”

      Without paying me much mind since Power was apparently more important, he offered, “Grab whatever you need out of the second drawer. I’ll try to go get your bag in a few.”

      Giving him a nod, I followed his directive and started sifting through the second drawer, giggling when I pulled out a silky pair of pink Valentine’s boxers from the very back.

      “Well aren’t these cute?” I teased as I held them up for display, Easton immediately shaking his head before he explained, “They were a gift from my mom like three years ago.”

      “Awww. A woman after my own heart,” I cooed, knowing the boxers were the exact kind of corny shit I never got to waste my money on cause Ben wasn’t at all amused by stuff like that.

      Easton, on the other hand, was properly embarrassed and still kept them in his drawer for all of these years, an adorable smile on his lips as he agreed, “Yeah, y’all would probably get along great.”

      The compliment warmed me in a way that had me rushing to get back on task, pulling out a pair of Versace boxers I wasn’t sure I’d want to give back when it was all said and done. “How about these? No sentimental value?”

      They might not have been tied to any particular moment, but they were valuable enough for him to pause his show and ask, “You just had to pull some designer shit, huh?”

      “What? You told me to take what I need. And these? I need.”

      The fabric felt so luxurious against my fingertips, so I could only imagine how good it would feel on my ass, legitimately giddy once Easton replied, “Do what you need to do, baby. I’m sure they’ll look better on you anyway.”

      I wasn’t sure if he really meant it or if he was just ready to press play on his show. But either way, I was happy to try them on, stealing a pair of matching crew socks to complete my look and putting on a show of hitting different angles in the mirror that had Easton groaning, “Don’t do that.”

      “I mean, it’s kinda a vibe, right?” I asked, looking over my shoulder as I stood on my tippy toes in a way that had my ass looking Instagram model thick.

      With a lick of his lips, Easton agreed, “Not even kinda, but you know that. So why you playin’ wit’ me?”

      His question made me laugh as I crossed my arms over my chest and challenged, “You walked into the kitchen… with all that dick on display… but I’m the one who’s playing?”

      “Anyway,” he sighed. “You got what you need?”

      I giggled again. “Is that your way of politely asking me to find some business?”

      “Nah. But I am tryna get back into this episode, so…” he trailed, making it pretty obvious that he, indeed, wanted me to find some business.

      Unfortunately, the only business I had was on my phone, and the battery on said phone was running dangerously low, forcing me to ask for one more favor. “Can I use your charger too? Then I’ll be outta your way for real.”

      Like he couldn’t wait to get rid of me, he hurried to pull it from the wall and tossed it my way. Then he doubled down on his dismissive energy by pressing play on his show before I could even tell him thank you, a frown on my face as I blurted, “Everybody dies.”

      “Kendra,” he groaned annoyedly like I’d really ruined everything for him.

      In fact, his reaction almost made me feel a little bad about it, even when I defended, “What? It’s not that much of a shock, is it?”

      The stale look he gave me in response told me it was. But that didn’t stop me from trying to clean it up by insisting, “Okay, maybe not everybody. But a lot of people. Now you can still be surprised.”

      With that, I started to leave until he said, “I didn’t even know you watched Power like that.”

      “I don’t,” I told him, turning back his way to explain, “I watched it via commentary on Twitter. You know they love to spoil everything on that app.”

      “True,” he nodded before asking, “You tryna see how it all goes down?”

      After all that, I was surprised he even wanted to include me. And honestly, I was a little flattered by his invitation. But getting back comfy in Easton’s bed - watching Easton’s show - seemed way too couple-like for me to take him up on his offer. And I was glad to have an undeniable reason to excuse myself when I answered, “I would, but I really need to get to these emails.”

      For whatever reason, that made him chuckle. “Unless you brought in a desktop computer I don’t know about, I’m pretty sure you can answer your emails right here, Kendra. But it’s all good. Have fun with that.”

      The half-hearted grin on his lips told me he wasn’t all that happy about my decision, but he also wasn’t mad enough to argue me down. And thankfully so since I was sure I would’ve caved if he had, and having Easton within arm’s reach was dangerous territory.

      I needed all the distance I could get.
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      It should’ve been a crime for Kendra to look as good as she did while she slept.

      I expected to come downstairs and find her face deep in her phone, responding to all the emails that had her pressed to leave my room. But instead, I found her knocked out in almost the exact same spot she’d fallen asleep in yesterday on the couch. Except this time, instead of being mostly naked, she was dressed in all of my clothes.

      Somehow, that only made her even cuter.

      I thought about waking her up, but decided to give her something to wake up to instead when I went to grab her keys from her coat pocket so that I could get her gym bag for her, the idea going a lot more smoothly in my head than it actually did in real life thanks to the knee-deep snow. But it was all worth it to see the appreciative smile on her lips once she stirred from her sleep and saw it sitting in front of her.

      “You got my bag,” she announced groggily, sitting up to check its contents as I told her, “Snow finally slowed down a little, so I was able to get out there.”

      “And I’m grateful you did, even though I still might not change out of these boxers,” she insisted with a grin; one I couldn’t help but match when I replied, “Whatever makes you comfortable, baby.”

      She seemed to appreciate the sentiment according to the way her smile grew as she continued digging through her bag. And while I could’ve sat there and watched her all day, the fact that things really had slowed down outside forced me to break my ogling to tell her, “I’m gonna go back out and try to clear some of this snow from the driveway. You need anything else before I go?”

      Really, I would’ve taken any excuse to stick around for just a little while longer. But I assumed it was for the best once Kendra answered, “Nah, I think I’m good. But thank you, seriously.”

      “You’re welcome, baby,” I told her, bending to press a gentle kiss against her lips before telling her, “I’ll be back in a few, aight?”

      For whatever reason, she avoided my eyes when she responded with a nod. And I didn’t understand why until it hit me randomly while I was pushing the snowblower up the driveway, a frown under my ski-mask as I thought, “Why the hell did you kiss her?”

      The only thing I could come up with was how it felt more natural to interact with Kendra in that way instead of the weird, avoidance shit we’d been doing up until now. But really, I could only blame myself for that since I was the one to suggest shit was all good when it really wasn’t.

      After last night, it couldn’t be.

      Well, it couldn’t be without some sort of clarity of what last night meant. Was it just an extension of the caught-up-in-the-moment sex we had during the game? Was it her taking advantage of the situation by getting into my bed with no panties on knowing I wouldn’t be able to resist her? Or was it just… us being us, enjoying each other’s bodies the same way we’d always done since the very first time she let me have her?

      Sex between Kendra and I had never been a problem.

      The problem was that even though all of her actions said the opposite, she would never commit to anything serious with me, using every excuse in the book as to why we couldn’t be official.

      First, it was the age difference which was honestly something I only thought of when she brought it up. Then, it was her being so freshly out of her divorce which I completely understood and offered to give her space to deal with; space she wouldn’t accept. And finally, it was the job thing, the fact that we worked together marking our relationship as “inappropriate” until one of us moved onto something else.

      When a recruiter from Kincaid & Moore Co. reached out to me about a position, it felt like a sign. And with Kendra rooting so heavily for me to take the interview, I assumed it was because she knew it was the last thing standing in the way of us becoming a couple.

      But it wasn’t.

      I nailed the interview, accepted the job on the spot, and went directly to Kendra’s to tell her about it only for her to put an end to what we’d been doing when I thought we were finally getting ready to take that next step.

      Honestly, I never wanted to forgive her for that shit; never even wanted to see her again after she’d turned one of the best days of my life into one of the worst. And with my new boss, Keanu, encouraging me to start my job with them right away instead of wasting my time with a two-week notice, there was no awkward transition since Kendra and I didn’t have to continue to work together.

      Just like that, we were done with each other in every way.

      For the first few weeks, it was easy to just throw myself into learning everything I needed to know to be successful in my new position. Then, I was able to distract myself with everything that came with finding and closing on a house. But now, I was at the point where having a place this big with no one to share it with even part-time was starting to drive me crazy; part of the reason why I was planning to throw that Superbowl-housewarming party in the first place.

      How ironic that it was that that brought Kendra back into my life.

      Maybe I wouldn’t have thought much of it if our interaction had ended in the aisle at Target, or even if we’d only spent the first half of the game together like she’d insisted. But after last night and even parts of the morning, I was starting to wonder if there was a higher reason behind all of this awful ass weather; starting to wonder if Kendra being here like this was more than just a coincidence.

      Once again, I found myself being hopeful with no real evidence from her other than physical shit to support it. And with that, I could only shake my head for being so delusional as I started blowing a fresh row of snow, focusing on that and that only until I felt something hit my back.

      “What the hell…” I whispered to myself, familiar little giggles prompting me to turn around ask, “Kendra, what are you doing out here?”

      Even though the snow had slowed to a light dusting, it was still coming down on top of the nearly two feet that had already fallen. And not only that, there was a cold wind that had me thankful for the ski-mask I had on; though Kendra didn’t seem fazed when she coolly answered, “Just getting some fresh air. Oh, and about to whoop your ass in a snowball fight.”

      As if to back up her claims, she balled a fresh one and launched it straight at my face, forcing me to duck as I realized just how serious she was about this. And without wasting any time, she bent over to make another snowball as I finally replied, “Over my cold body,” creating a little distance between us so that I could form a snowball of my own and throw it at her chest the second she stood upright.

      Looking down like the contact surprised, she gave a sinister grin as she slowly approached me just to pull two snowballs from her coat pockets and throw them both at the same time; one catching me in the arm and the other landing right against my nose that was thankfully covered by my mask.

      That shit still exploded in my face, though. And now, it was really game on as Kendra took off running as best as she could in the slush still coating the driveway while I went on the chase, laughing to myself when she ducked behind her car like that was somehow going to save her.

      “Nah, don’t hide. You started this shit, and now I’m about to finish it,” I told her, sneaking around the back with a fresh snowball already in hand and plans to straight up beam her ass until she popped up behind me and shouted, “You thought!” before launching one straight at the side of my head.

      Now I owed her two good ones.

      Taking a page out of her book, I loaded up some extra ammunition in my pockets then went on another chase, the resistance from running a damn lap in the slush quickly exhausting the both of us as I teased, “We can call a truce, or you can take two to the head. Your choice.”

      “If I’m going out, I’m going out as the Cleo of snowball fights,” she yelled back, stopping dead in her tracks to ask, “Do you even understand that reference, youngin’?”

      “I’ve seen Set It Off, Kendra,” I groaned annoyedly. “But Cleo didn’t go out without…”

      Before I could finish, she shouted, “Exactly!” reaching behind her and unloading a full clip of snowballs I didn’t even notice she’d made until I was dodging them like bullets.

      In fact, it wasn’t until that moment that I realized she’d taken us on a route that ended where I’d first saw her standing; where she must’ve been stockpiling snowballs long before announcing herself with the first bomb against my back. Still, as the Cleo of snowball fights, that meant no amount of snowballs was enough to save her. And even though I had to work to dodge the ones she was throwing like she was Geffri Robinson, I was a little too excited to meet her fire with fire when I pulled one of the snowballs from my pocket and launched it straight at her forehead.

      “Ahh!” she squealed as she fell into the snow behind her like she’d really gotten shot, the sight making me laugh until she didn’t get back up right away. And after another moment passed, I started to panic, rushing to her side while asking, “Kendra! Kendra, you aight?”

      By the time I got close enough to see for myself, she was giggling through her face full of snow, using her glove to wipe it away before she sat up and asked, “You put everything you had into that one, huh?”

      “My bad. I guess I got a little carried away.”

      Frowning, Kendra repeated, “Carried away? Easton, it’s a snowball fight. If you’re not trying to take someone’s head off, then what are you even doing?”

      “You right,” I acknowledged, pulling the one I had left out of my pocket and throwing it at the side of her head from point-blank range.

      Just like that, the game was back on as I took off running and Kendra got up to chase me towards the yard, the snow making it damn near impossible for me to run which allowed her to easily catch me. But instead of hitting me with more snowballs, she launched herself into my back with enough force for me to fall into a mound and for her to land right on top of me.

      Rolling onto my back, I couldn’t help but laugh when she dramatically pulled my ski mask up like she was revealing the villain’s true identity on Scooby-Doo. But instead of sending me to the authorities like they did on the show, she bent to press her lips against mine, a soft kiss that quickly had me forgetting how cold it was outside until she pulled away and teased, “Your lips are dry as shit, E.”

      “That ain’t stop you from kissing me, though,” I reminded her, loving the bashful smirk she gave in response before she met my lips again. And this time, I wrapped my arms around her back to keep her close, savoring the moment of having her in my arms, having her on top of me, just having her period like it was the last time I’d ever be able to do it.

      Shit, it might be.

      The thought only had me more torn on how to handle the situation.

      Did I continue to engage like everything was cool? Did I keep my distance knowing I was only setting myself up to be let down again? Or could I trust that Kendra actually had my best interest at heart this time, and wouldn’t be kissing me in the damn snow like this if it wasn’t for purely romantic reasons?

      Could this be the exact evidence I was looking for?

      There were so many questions floating in my mind, so many answers I needed. But the only thing that seemed to matter in the moment was Kendra’s tongue swirling against mine, turning our sweet kiss into something more intense once I carried her out of the snow mound and back into the house.

      Because we were both covered in snow, I stopped in the doorway so that we could get out of the wet layers before going any further. But instead of jumping me like I thought she would once we were mostly out of our clothes, Kendra very kindly suggested, “Let’s go watch some more of your show.”

      Considering the way she’d dodged the idea earlier, I was surprised to hear her insist on it. But after the fun we’d had outside, I was starting to wonder if this was all just her way of finally surrendering to everything we deserved; wondered if she was finally surrendering to the idea of us.

      Just the thought had me smiling hard as hell as I pulled her into a low hug and answered, “I like the sound of that.”

      “Ooh. We should get some more chips and dip to eat too. All that runnin’ around has me starved.”

      Knowing she would’ve eaten the rest of that damn dip whether she was starving or not, I couldn’t help but chuckle as I told her, “Get whatever you need, baby. I’ll be waiting for you upstairs, aight?”

      Nodding, she lifted onto on her toes to kiss me again before sending me on my way. But really, now that she was giving me what I’d always wanted from her, it was hard for me to leave her alone, hard for me to keep in mind just how much the circumstances were influencing the situation.

      Would Kendra have had any of this energy for me if we weren’t stuck together?

      I honestly wasn’t sure.

      But for now, I was going to enjoy it for what it was, remaining hopeful that the truth would reveal itself sooner than later.
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      The city plows were loud as hell.

      I was back in Easton’s clothes - back in Easton’s bed - trying not to ask a million and one questions about the show I didn’t know enough about to be watching a final season of when I heard them outside clearing the street. But instead of the noise being a cue for me to get the hell out of here now that I had the chance, I popped another chip in my mouth and offered my plate for Easton to do the same, letting him chew before I finally asked, “Why hasn’t anyone beaten this little boy’s ass?”

      He didn’t give me an answer, only laughed as he took another chip. But when I went to reach for one myself, I realized that he’d taken the last one, a frown on my face as I pushed him in the shoulder and whined, “Easton! You messed up my perfect chip to dip ratio.”

      “You’re the one who gave it to me,” he defended, surely believing it was a fair explanation until I reminded him, “I gave you the second to last one. Not the one I was saving to finish off this little bit of dip.”

      Shrugging, his eyes remained on the TV as he suggested, “Just eat it with your fingers.”

      “Eat it with my fingers?” I repeated with a frown. “I don’t wanna eat it with my… mmm.”

      Instead of waiting for me to use mine, he shut me up with his own, amusedly pacifying me with his pointer finger covered in seven-layer dip. “See how easy that was?”

      He’d made a great point. But with his finger still in my mouth, I also couldn’t help making a point of my own as I licked it clean, following that up with a bit of suction that made him groan, “Kendra...”

      “What? Just making sure I don’t... leave anything... behind,” I told him, emphasizing each pause with a lick before finishing with another full suck that had his erection making a tent out of the front of his shorts.

      The only kind of tent I cared to occupy.

      My mouth was already watering from the sight alone when he grabbed it to say, “I’ll give you somethin’ to suck on if that’s what you want.”

      “And I’ll give you somethin’ to eat the way you just dogged my last chip,” I challenged, watching him weigh his options before he flat out tackled me onto my back.

      “Easton,” I giggled, weakly dodging his attempts to get his underwear off of me as I whined, “I haven’t even taken a real shower today.”

      “Baby, you know I don’t give a fuck about that,” he insisted with a stiff yank that removed them from my hips, taking a second to toss them to the side before demanding, “Now open your damn legs.”

      Like his words were the passcode, my legs immediately parted just enough for him to dive face-first between them, my stomach coiling the second his tongue made contact with my clit. And even if it was playful, I felt silly for ever denying him of this moment that had me arching away from the bed as he ate my pussy like only my flavor could quench his thirst, like the only thing he was hungry for was my satisfaction.

      Or, shit.

      Maybe he really was making up for stealing my last chip.

      Either way, I didn’t want him to stop, my eyes rolling to the back of my head once he added those gloriously thick fingers of his to the mix. And the more he played, the more desperate I became to return the favor, damn near drooling by the time he let up to grab a condom.

      Turning onto my stomach, I was giddy to make a little demand of my own, even more so when he “brought that dick to me” the way I’d asked. And I honestly couldn’t get it in my mouth fast enough once he dropped his shorts and boxers to deliver, standing at the edge of the mattress in perfect position to fuck my mouth the way he knew I liked it with his hand buried in my hair and his shirt tucked under his chin as he watched me.

      “Shit, girl,” he groaned as he destroyed my throat in delicious fashion, each pump making my mouth more and more wet until there was saliva running everywhere. But my messy face only turned him on even more, the pace of his thrusts quickly increasing until he asked, “You want this nut, baby?”

      Even with him slightly in control of my head, I managed to nod while maintaining the eye contact I knew drove him crazy. And in no time at all, he was warning me of his release, a stream I greedily accepted and swallowed just as his phone began to buzz on the nightstand.

      He didn’t even glance its way.

      Nope, his eyes were completely focused on me as I licked the tip clean the same way I’d done to his finger earlier, a smirk on my lips until the phone started buzzing another round.

      “You should probably get that.”

      “It can wait,” he insisted as I softly started stroking him in my hand, a move that completely contradicted me asking, “But what if it’s an emergency?”

      “I said it can wait,” he repeated more firmly, the fact that his dick was already back on stiff telling me exactly why he wasn’t worried about that damn phone. And once he put the condom on, I was glad he’d ignored it, on all fours as he started sexing me slowly and passionately from behind.

      Once again, he used his fingers to take full advantage of the position, teasing my clit, pulling my hair, gripping into my shoulders to bury himself deeper and deeper as I sang every last one of his praises. And just when I thought I couldn’t take anymore, he pulled out to eat my pussy from the back, sending me crawling up the mattress until I realized I was locked in place.

      “Don’t run from it, baby,” he taunted before nipping at my ass with his teeth, soothing the sting with a kiss that somehow felt just as intense. And by the point, I was desperate for a release in any way I could get it, so close to the edge that I found myself begging, “Easton, please.”

      When he took me again from behind, I could tell he was just as determined to get me there, fucking me wildly until I collapsed against the mattress with my orgasm. And when he followed a few short moments after, I was still struggling to catch my breath as he pulled out with a grunt, the mattress sinking under his weight once he laid down next to me and said, “Good thing I held off on washing these sheets.”

      “Actually, I changed them when you were out dealing with the snow,” I told him, laughing to myself since I’d originally planned to tease him about forgetting to do so after being the one to brag about it just a day ago.

      Now though, I was just happy to have contributed something with all the satisfaction I’d gotten in return, an unremovable grin on my lips as he turned my way to say, “Aww shit. Well thank you then.”

      “Least I could do after ruining them,” I replied with a bit of a smirk as I climbed out of the bed, Easton doing the same on his side while insisting, “With pussy that wet, you ain’t gotta do shit around here, baby. Matter of fact, what you need? You want some juice? I’ll go get you some juice.”

      He was already pretending to leave the room as I giggled, “Funny,” before getting to the real reason I’d gotten up. “I’m gonna go take a quick shower.”

      “And I’m gonna return these non-emergency calls from work,” he replied after finally glancing at his phone, the comment making it way too easy for me to tease, “Work, huh? Bet I know who’s behind those.”

      Instead of entertaining my antics, he only shook his head and replied, “Get your ass in the shower, Kendra.” But when I heard him acknowledge who he was calling back after I’d shut the bathroom door - the name I couldn’t forget if I wanted to - I realized I wasn’t far off in my assumption, frowning a bit once I heard him say, “Valentine’s Day? Nah, I don’t have any plans. Why? What’s up?”

      Of course, it was wrong of me to eavesdrop on his phone call. But with that particular topic coming up during what was supposed to be a “work” conversation, I couldn’t help myself, wishing I could’ve heard the question that prompted him to answer, “Oh. Shit. Umm… let me think about it and get back to you, aight?”

      There was another bout of silence before he said, “Lunch tomorrow? Yeah, I should be able to do that,” ending the call with a general, “Aight, see you then.” And now my scowl was full-blown as I put it all together, quickly coming to the conclusion that…

      The heavy knocking against the bathroom door startled me from my thoughts, the fact that I was still wearing his t-shirt and had yet to turn on the water or even grab a washcloth making it obvious that I hadn’t been minding my business as Easton asked, “Need some help in there?”

      Rolling my eyes, I loudly answered, “I’ve been showering by myself for at least twenty-five of my almost thirty-one years. I think I can figure it out.”

      Even without being able to see me, he still picked up on my energy enough to respond, “Damn. What could’ve possibly happened in the six minutes since you left my bed that’s already got you in a bad mood?”

      “Your conversation with Alaina happened,” I answered, literally gasping once I realized I’d said that out loud. But now that it was out, there was no turning back, not all that surprised when Easton opened the door to ask, “You heard that?”

      “I sure did. And I… get it. You’re single, so you have every right to keep your options open.”

      With that, I blew past him out of the bathroom, deciding I’d be better off just taking a shower at home as he followed me to agree, “I do have that right. But I haven’t really been able to exercise it cause I’m still so caught up on you.”

      “So caught up that you made Valentine’s Day plans with someone else while your dick was still wet?” I challenged, truly finding the shit insulting. And I assumed Easton wanted me to drag his ass outside and bury his head in the snow after he had the audacity to defend, “I told her I’d think about it.”

      “Same damn difference,” I snapped, doing a quick jog down the stairs to grab the rest of my things with Easton right on my heels still trying to defend himself.

      “You tellin’ me I should’ve said no right then and there? For what reason? Before yesterday, I hadn’t heard from you in months, Kendra! And I can guarantee it would’ve been months before I heard from you again had you not gotten stuck here.”

      “That’s not true!” I shouted, annoyed with myself for getting so emotional.

      But Easton was right there with me, wearing the angry face I couldn’t even enjoy when he asked, “Then what’s the truth then, Kendra? Huh? Help me understand. Cause one second, you’re all into whatever is happening between us, and the next you’re tryna pawn me off to someone else like I don’t mean shit to you.”

      “You want the truth, Easton?!” I asked, tears welling up in my eyes as I didn’t even wait for him to respond before I yelled, “Fine! The truth is the thought of you being with someone else makes me sick to my stomach, but it’s what you deserve. You deserve to be happy, and find real love, and experience life with someone who’s as easy as you. Someone who isn’t… damaged goods.”

      Putting words to what I’d been feeling somehow hurt and helped me all at once. It was good to get the truth off my chest, out of my head. Good to finally express what I’d been sitting with for the last few months now that I’d taken the time to really process who I was post-divorce without being wrapped up in a distraction. But the vulnerability of it all was painful as hell, especially as Easton blankly stared back at me like he didn’t know what to say.

      The wise thing for him to do would’ve been to just agree and let me go. But he didn’t, instead stepping up to wipe the single tear that was running down my cheek with his thumb before quietly insisting, “Kendra, you’re no one’s damaged goods.”

      His supportive touch, his kind words, only caused more tears to fall as I replied, “Even if I’m not, I’m still working myself up to actually believing it which is exactly why I shouldn’t have gotten involved with you so quickly in the first place. But you were so handsome, and charming, and easygoing. I felt like myself with you, I felt free with you, I felt… happy with you. But I didn’t want those things to be reliant on you or anyone for that matter. I needed to find that place on my own.”

      Frowning, he reminded me, “I offered to give you some space.”

      “Which was equivalent to a drug dealer insisting their top client take a day off from their usual supply.”

      “So this last day or so was what? Some sort of relapse?” he asked, trying to use my analogy to make sense of it all.

      “It felt like it at first, which is why I tried to leave. But then I got stuck, and we started spending more time together, and I was reminded of all the reasons why I fell in love with you in the first place; all the reasons why I still love you.”

      It was wild to admit that so much was realized in such a short amount of time. But from the second Easton opened his door to me, long before I even knew what I was getting myself into, I’d only been bombarded with all the characteristics that made the truly, madly, deeply thing still ring true.

      Easton was attentive, incredibly caring, and kind even when he didn’t always want to be. He had great relationships with his friends and a lot of respect for his mother. He was fun and engaging, down for all of my nonsense competitions no questions asked. And he was an exceptional lover, repeatedly reminding me of the first time I learned that his age didn’t mean a damn thing.

      Simply put, Easton was special. And while my actions as of late might not have reflected how much I truly believed that, I was glad he at least knew how I felt about him now, not at all expecting to be met with the troubled look on his face when he asked, “If you say you love me, then why have you still been keeping your distance after all this time? Why did you stay away?”

      There was a sadness to his tone that broke my heart, only making it even harder for me to speak. But I knew he deserved an answer. And while it wasn’t easy to give, I took a deep breath before sharing my toughest truth.

      “I stayed away because I already failed at this once, Easton. I didn’t wanna fail you too.”

      Once again, I expected him to just accept my explanation for what it was and hopefully gain some sense of closure. But instead, he cupped my face to say, “Baby, the only way you’ve failed is by not trying. I can accept you taking your time, going however slow we need to go for you to feel comfortable. But I can’t accept you not trying just because you don’t think you deserve this. I can’t accept you running from us just because you’re scared.”

      Scared was honestly putting it mildly. And really, that wasn’t even all there was to it, the guilt still eating at me when I reminded him, “Easton, I broke your heart and went quiet for months. That’s not okay.”

      For the first time since the very beginning of our conversation, he agreed, “You’re right, it’s not. But I still welcomed you into my home anyway. I’m still willing to try and make it work anyway. I still love you, anyway.”

      Pulling me into an embrace, he continued, “Yeah, I was mad at first. Upset with myself for forgiving you so easily, torn on how to handle the situation, confused about what any of this shit meant; if it meant anything at all. But I get it now. I understand.”

      For as much as I’d tried to hide the truth, there was something about being understood through my flaws that caused a fresh round of tears to spring to my eyes. Tears I didn’t bother wiping when I looked up at him to say, “I appreciate that more than you know.”

      Nodding, he used both hands to gently wipe my face, the gesture only reminding me that I surely looked a hot ass mess. But just like at Target, Easton completely embraced it, adding to the list of reasons why I loved him once he pulled me against his chest in a tight hug and kissed the top of my head to let me know things were okay.

      We’d be okay.

      With a heavy exhale, I cleared the stale air of the past to make room for Easton questioning, “So where do we go from here, Ms. Stevens? No pressure, just asking.”

      The way he tagged that on, I could tell he’d been listening, trying to be gentle with me as I figured this whole thing out. But really, the fact that he even cared to do so made my decision very easy, feeling good about it when I told him, “Well… I still haven’t taken my shower yet, and we still have some episodes of your show left to watch.”

      “And there’s still a little bit of that dip in the fridge,” he added, giving me every reason to stay as I cheered, “Yessss. The dip.”

      “But, wait. Before we get to all that, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      “I heard about your raggedy little lunch date plans for tomorrow,” I mentioned with a lowkey roll of my eyes, assuming he was getting ready to come clean about it all until I saw the immediate frown on his face in response.

      “Not that, Kendra. And for the record, that’s a working lunch with multiple staff members. But I… I wasn’t completely honest with you about something else.”

      Naturally, my heart began to race as I wondered what he was talking about, feeling way too raw emotionally to handle anything drastic. But considering how fairly he’d dealt with my honesty, it was only right for me to give him the same courtesy, already bracing myself for the worst when I asked, “What kind of something else?”

      “Yesterday,” he answered plainly, my piqued eyebrow prompting him to continue, “I did plan a party, and I did tell my friends to stay home once I saw the forecast. But I didn’t forget to text you the same thing. That was on purpose.”

      Wow.

      Wow.

      Thinking back on how he’d tried to brush over that glaring misstep like it was nothing, I should’ve known it was all a part of his plan. But now that it seemed to be working in our favor, I couldn’t help but smile a little bit as I told him, “I should be mad at you for setting me up like that, but it’s honestly kinda cute. Even though getting caught out in that weather was not cute at all.”

      “That was the universe’s doing,” he rightfully defended, smiling back as he insisted, “Just its way of letting you know where you belonged.”

      Where I belonged.

      If you would’ve told me I’d be at Easton’s place, in his Easton’s arms, even a week ago, I would’ve called you a liar. But now, I couldn’t see it going any other way. And even if it was a result of Easton and the earth conspiring against me, the truth was, “There’s no place I’d rather be.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Valentine’s Day.

      

      

      “Kendra, I’m pretty sure you could’ve made your point with like, a thousand less candles.”

      Giggling at Tranae’, I continued down my side of the romantic hallway display, being meticulous in making sure each candle had a flame and then checking to make sure hers were the same.

      Even though there weren’t thousands like she’d claimed, there were a lot. But she knew I had my reasons, smiling as I reminded her, “It’s the first time Easton and I are spending Valentine’s Day together, Nae. I want it to be special.”

      Honestly, any day spent with Easton was special since just two weeks ago I had no idea I’d ever even do it again. But being a total sucker for both him and this particular holiday meant I was going all out tonight, pulling in Tranae’ as my accomplice even when she whined, “I get it. I promise you I do. But I’m also not coming back over here to blow all these out, so…”

      “It’ll get handled,” I assured her. “Well… either that, or I’ll accidentally burn my house down in the name of love.”

      “Spoken like a true bird who knows her man will welcome her into his home with open arms,” she groaned, shaking her head as I started laughing again.

      “Anyway,” I sighed, taking her lighter and directing her to the door as I rattled, “Thank you. I love you. I appreciate you. Happy Valentine’s Day. Tell the hubby I said the same, and have fun poppin’ that pussy tonight.”

      “You too, girl!” she shouted over her shoulder, waiting until she was outside to turn around and add, “And don’t forget to pop that Plan B when you’re done. We’re too old for accidents!”

      The thought alone had me tempted to run to the drug store just in case. But when I checked the time, I realized I had a lot less of it to work with than I thought, lowkey panicking as I reviewed my mental checklist.

      The food was already in the oven, and I’d already showered. Easton’s gift was already bagged. But I still needed to get dressed, do my hair and makeup, and change my mind about my outfit at the very last minute.

      The real important work had yet to be done.

      So I got to it, my makeup the first priority since I knew it would take the most time even though I was only applying a “natural” look. Then I got to work on untwisting my hair, grateful that the twistout Gods were on my side when my coils came out beautifully. And finally, I put on the expensive ass lingerie Easton had delivered to my job earlier with a special request for me to wear it tonight, the way it clung perfectly to my frame tempting me to wear it and only it.

      So yeah, there was a last-minute outfit change. But it wasn’t the kind I originally had in mind, saving me some time as I grabbed a silk robe to throw on over it before going to check on the food.

      Everything looked so good that I thought about making myself a mini plate after my stomach growled in response to all the delicious smells. But once I heard the doorbell ring, it was the anticipation of seeing him that had my stomach going crazy, the biggest smile on my face once I pulled the front door open and found Easton standing on the other side looking like my personal V-Day treat.

      “Happy Valentine’s Day, baby,” he sang, stepping inside to hand me the bouquet of roses he was carrying. And as he made himself busy getting rid of his winter coat and snow-covered shoes, I made myself busy finding space for the flowers, stealing a sniff before telling him, “Thank you, E. These are beautiful.”

      The second I put them down, he was on me, pulling me back against him and draping his arms around my body from behind where he replied straight into my ear, “Not as beautiful as you. Gotdamn, girl. You sure you wanna eat dinner first?”

      Giggling, I turned around and insisted, “Actually, I want you to open your gift first.”

      Pulling away, I went to retrieve the gift bag I’d put together from the living room with Easton following me, an amused look on his face when he accepted it and guessed, “It’s not another picture frame, is it? That last one you gave me for the crib still has the white family in it.”

      “First of all, I’m gonna need you to get a picture printed and fix that. And second of all, just open the damn gift,” I scolded, laughing a little bit as I watched him dig past the tissue paper to pull out two things.

      “Silky Valentine’s pajama pants for when the boxers from my mother aren’t enough, and a box of chocolates for us to feed each other after I fuck the shit out of you tonight. You nailed it, baby.”

      The sarcasm in his tone made me really bust out laughing as I squealed, “There’s one more thing!”

      Removing all of the tissue paper, he made it to the bottom of the bag where I’d left a note that would’ve made my adolescent self proud; the question “Will you be my boyfriend?” scribed across the top with checkboxes for yes, no, and maybe beneath it.

      It only took one quick glance at the note for him to smile at the gesture. But I still felt the need to explain, “Your patience with me has been so appreciated, Easton. And I… I think I’m finally ready to take that next step.”

      “You think?” he challenged, his eyebrow piqued playfully as I corrected, “I know I’m ready to take that next step. So will you? Please?”

      Even though I was already begging, he still made me sweat about it, taking a moment way longer than necessary to think before he finally answered, “Honestly, that boyfriend shit is a little too elementary for me. But I’d be honored to be your man.”

      “Yeah?”

      Nodding, he pulled me into the tightest hug and replied, “Yes, Kendra. Of course. I’ve only been waiting for this moment since I was twenty-three years old.”

      “Twenty-three?” I repeated, my eyes squinted a bit when I reminded him, “But we didn’t even start seeing each other until you turned twenty-five.”

      “We weren’t seeing each other back then, but I always saw you, Kendra,” he explained, pressing the gentlest kiss onto my lips before whispering against them, “I still see you.”

      His words might’ve been simple. But in this particular moment, they meant so much.

      Even through my personal growing pains, my failures and my fuckups, he saw me. The one who still had her reservations about love and commitment but was willing to give it a go for this beautiful man who’d apparently been ready to do the same for years now.

      I honestly wasn’t sure how I’d gotten so lucky. But I certainly wasn’t going to complain about it, choosing to accept every bit of love I had coming my way once I suggested, “How about we start with dessert?”

      

      The End.
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