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      Huge thanks to my Book Euphoria sisters who are always there to help me when I need an extra push!

      

      Special thanks to my lit sis, Anita, for taking all my calls and messages about this book, lol. I appreciate you!

      

      To my husband, Henry, for listening to me rattle on about this series every day, yet, continued to hype me up!
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            Dear Reader

          

        

      

    

    
      For those of you who read Single AF, I hope you enjoyed the kick off to this series! In Bad Decisions Good Regrets, you’ll meet Ivy and reconnect with Theseus Hood of the Hood brothers who you met if you read The Contingency Bid (Distinguished Gentlemen Series).

      

      I’m a fan of missed opportunity love stories, yet, I haven’t written one in a while! I hope you enjoy the journey of Ivy and Theseus while reading the second installment in the Social Experiment Series!
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      IVY 

      It all started off as a social experiment. A way for me to do something outside my comfort zone. The problem is, I never expected to run into him. The beautifully tatted man who oozes masculinity and sex appeal. The first time I met Theseus Hood, our chemistry was instant. Yet, I’ve never known what to do with a man like him. The dark, dangerous and way out of my league kind. Unfortunately, I’m in way over my head and can’t think of a better person to help me with my experiment than Theseus. If only I could find the courage to ask him.

      

      THESEUS

      I fell for Ivy Ashwood the day I met her years ago. Now, she’s in my tattoo shop looking more delicious than the last time I saw her. I can always sense when she’s overthinking something, but she doesn’t want to ask for my help. Lucky for her, I consider myself an Ivy-expert. I’ve never been good enough for her, but there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for this woman. So, when it comes to helping her out, the plan is simple … Convince her that I’m the only man for the job and finally make the move I should have made years ago. 
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        “If it isn’t draped in diamonds and laced in fourteen karat gold, keep it in your pants.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      IVY

      

      At one point of my life, I remember praying to the sex gods that I’d be able to get dicked down so good, I wouldn’t be able to walk the next day. I’d craved some male attention. I’d watched Power when it first released—my all-time favorite television show—and had dreams about Omari Hardwick taking me on my kitchen counter.

      Sex dreams are far from my norm, but I’d been lonely when I’d initiated that prayer. It was right after I’d heard a few women chatting in the laundromat about livening up their sex lives and it was at that moment that I realized I didn’t have one. At least not one that compared to what they were discussing.

      A few years ago, you never could have told me that I’d be okay if I never saw another dick again. I never would have thought that I would be more used to a man grabbing his junk than grabbing my hand. Yet, here I was, sitting at a conference table in some random suite I’d rented in downtown Chicago, finally acknowledging that I was at my breaking point.

      “Do you like it, baby? You like the way this dick looks?”

      Eww. Case in point, the creepy-voice sounding, wearing too much damn baby oil, wanna be pretty boy currently standing in front of me. “Whatever it is that you think I’ll like, I won’t.” The way he was licking his lips, while rubbing his hands over his abs and swinging his dick in circles as if we were at a freaking rodeo, made me nauseous.

      Rolling my eyes at the clueless muscle man, I inwardly vomited at the sound of yet another asshole who didn't understand to keep his dick in his pants when auditioning. “Please, stop doing that and do the assigned poses that I instructed you to do earlier.”

      At my words, he started twirling his penis even more. It looked stupid. He looked stupid. And unfortunately, I’d seen this mess way too many times in my thirty years.

      “I don’t know how I let you talk me into this shit,” my friend Layla murmured, a shell-shocked expression on her face. “I swear, if you weren’t my girl, I’d walk out of this room and not give a damn about the money.”

      “I feel you,” I said with a laugh. The first one since auditions had started.

      I didn’t blame her for feeling that way. In fact, I felt the same way. On some days, I spent more time dodging protruding penises than actual work. But this was the price I paid for working at Black Lush Entertainment, one of the biggest adult entertainment agencies in the country.

      Right out of college, I’d landed a one-of-a-kind internship working for the head of recruitment under the most hard-working woman I’d ever met. She showed me the ropes, and after a few years, I’d moved up and was now a regional location and recruitment manager.

      However, before my promotion, I’d only been doing executive assistant type work. Meaning, I had no idea how insane the job really was until I had to head to my first city and manage an entire pornographic film from start to finish. Instead of talking about the latest Starbucks flavored drink, I was chatting about the perfect deep-throating method to be used for a particular scene I was shooting. Instead of working on the itinerary for bi-weekly meetings, I was prepping my team for our bi-curious segment. Instead of spending my day compiling data and reporting the results to the team, I was studying the male and female anatomy as I auditioned people for some of our top clients in the adult business.

      I covered the entire Midwest and then some. The shit was stressful. In the past two years, our company had changed the entire way we do business—therefore, making us the busiest and most sought after adult entertainment agency in the country. We didn’t just book the talent. We found the location, set up the scene and set, and produced and directed the entire video. When a client booked with Black Lush, they were guaranteed to get a one-of-a-kind product. Our package was all-inclusive. You set the budget. We make the fantasy happen. In other words, we did every damn thing you could think of to bring a high-class adult film to life.

      Some of my girlfriends from my Detroit hometown would think I’d have my pick of the crop. But oh how wrong they were. So fucking wrong. I may have felt like I’d mastered men when it came to setting the vision for my clients, but the truth was, even being surrounded in a world of dick and dildos, I was horny as hell and hadn’t had a date in years.

      Even my girl, Layla, who was still turning up her nose at muscle-man since he was now doing a full-fledged my-dick-is-still-out dance that I recognized from Magic Mike XXL, couldn’t believe that I’d stopped dating altogether after diving fully into my career.

      It wasn’t just the sex that I missed, since men had to make it to the eighth date for me to even think about having sex with them. It was the act of dating. A man picking you up, paying for a nice dinner, taking you to a great movie, then you end the night with a romantic stroll downtown in whatever city you’re at. That’s what I missed. The wining. The dining. The courting.

      I’m a hopeless romantic and always have been. I lived for that fairytale ending. I believed that there was a such thing as Prince Charming. I believed what I read in romance novels and watched on cheesy movies and having my dating rule ensured that I didn’t make many bad decisions. I saw what bad decisions did to people and I wasn’t trying to be “those” people.

      But I also didn’t believe in living like a nun. And I didn’t know why the thought of actually falling in love, and not just the idea of love, sometimes made my skin crawl. True, not many men made it to the eight-date mark, but at thirty years old, one thing was becoming very clear to me … I needed to figure out why I was still single. And I had to make time to date even if that meant changing my Facebook status to “Open for business. Only real men need apply.”

      Granted, that status may give men the wrong impression, but I was tired of watching my life pass me by. I worked too damn much and in my line of work, I didn’t just meet porn stars, I met some of the top adult businessmen in the world. These men oozed money and a good time. Of course, there were the fuckboys who had sex with anything in a skirt and discarded women quicker than you could blink an eye. Then there were the in-the-closet dudes who acted like they were into women in hopes of getting more business, but in reality, they spent more time checking out the men.

      However, surprisingly, there were quite a few who were class-A marriage material. Those who had been married for years, even decades, and had wives who not only understood the business, they respected it.

      I’d gone on a few non-committal dates with men I’d met in the industry, but nothing had worked out for a second date. Especially since I constantly seemed to choose the wrong men and was thinking more about what I had to do the next day on dates, rather that listen to them talk about topics that didn’t interest me. While most people were spending their Friday night watching Netflix and chilling, I was usually at work until well past midnight. While some couples spent Saturday night at dinner and a movie, I was usually taking the little free time I had to binge watch a television series while polishing off my favorite bottle of red wine.

      I was barely in the same state for long, so building any type of serious relationship with a man wasn’t likely to happen unless he worked on my production team and I wasn’t going down that route. I didn’t shit where I worked. Point blank, period. I’d watched too many co-workers go through that type of heartache, so I wasn’t going down that road.

      Now that the holidays were over and it was a brand new year, I’d decided that this year would be the one that I do something different and outside of my comfort zone. This year would be the one that I stopped making excuses. This year, it was time for a new Ivy Ashwood, and although we were already well into the year, I refused to let myself fail at my personal mission.

      However, I couldn’t even think with Mr. Swing-a-Ling taking up space and time for a useless audition since there was no way we were hiring him. “Sir, we want to thank you for coming in, but this audition is over.”

      He stopped mid dance move, then began shimming toward me and Layla.

      “Stop right there,” I said, raising one hand and pushing up my fashionable yellow glasses with the other. “If you swing that thing at us one more time, I’m stabbing it with the heel of my stiletto.”

      “Ouch,” he groaned, cupping his junk. “Oh come on, sweetheart, it’s my best asset. Don’t you want to see what I can do on camera?”

      Layla cringed beside me, neither of us impressed by the piercing he had on his penis either. It didn’t even look like the type of dick a man would want to flaunt. Clearly, Layla agreed with me when she whispered, “If that’s his best asset, I think he betta do some soul searching.”

      I laughed before telling the man, “Nah, we’ve seen enough. Put it away. Now.”

      Smirking, he twisted his hips as if he was going to thrust it even more, but before he could even twist his hips, I warned, “I will call security to escort you out if you don’t tread carefully with whatever it is you’re about to do next.”

      Reluctantly, he tucked it back into his pants, cursing under his breath as if he didn’t just make us sit through twenty minutes of pure penis torture.

      Before he left, I tried to hold onto one shrewd of professionalism and assured him that we would call if he got the position, which was a resounding hell no. Because, let’s be for real, no man who swung his dick around in circles during an audition was good enough to get the part with any agency, let alone one of our caliber.

      “So this day was a bust,” Layla said. “I don’t see how you do this shit all the time.”

      “It’s not for the weak at heart, “ I told her, standing to gather the portfolios of the handful of decent men we’d auditioned today. “Or those easily offended.”

      “You can say that again. I had to check myself several times because I was sure I was giving all the face after the first few men auditioned. I hope it wasn’t like this when the women auditioned yesterday.”

      I shook my head. “It wasn’t. Don’t get me wrong, I’ve had a woman come into an audition and completely strip down naked as if that’s all we want to see, but that doesn’t happen often. Most of the time, I have to remind myself that we’re different and more professional than other adult entertainment businesses, therefore, most entertainers aren’t used to how we do things.”

      Layla stood and helped me collect the reject pile. “After today, will we have to have more auditions this week?”

      “Yeah, but I know you got to go to work sometime.” Layla was an amazing interior designer, but back in college, she used to work on theater sets all of the time. So, when I heard I was gonna be working on a project in Chicago—where she currently lived—I extended her an offer to be my set designer. She didn’t need the cash like she said she did. I knew my bestie made some good ass money. But she wanted to work with me, and I was dying to introduce her to my world. Why not enjoy being in charge if you didn’t get to hire your friends for some projects?

      “Girl, I told you I was on a much-needed vacation for the next two weeks. I have to pop into the office every now and then, but I’m at your disposal as long as you pay me these coins.”

      I laughed as I replied, “I got you, sis.” I locked up the suite we’d reserved through Airbnb for the audition and left the key at the front desk as instructed. We made sure our jackets were zipped all of the way since Chicago weather was nothing to mess with, even in the spring.

      Layla’s condo was in South Loop and was only a five-minute walk away, but my mind was already thinking about which day this week I could spare some time to get additional male entertainers in for auditions.

      “I think you told me, but how long are you staying in Chicago?” Layla asked.

      “For at least a couple weeks. I only have a month to get this video done, which is less time than I’d like considering I still have to nail down the talent, find a location, and get the entire thing recorded and edited by the client’s deadline.”

      “That’s a quick turnaround.”

      “I know, right!” I dug in my purse for my iPhone. “Most of the scenes for this video need to take place in a tattoo shop, so my intern sent me a list of locations to check out.”

      Layla glanced my way with a pouty face. “Damn, you really will be busy the entire time you’re here. I was hoping we could try out something together.”

      “I’ll have a few hours here and there,” I said. “What did you have in mind?”

      I knew I wasn’t going to like her response when she flashed me a sly smile and raised her eyebrows, which usually meant we were about to get into some bullshit together. Always fun, but often illegal because Layla didn’t know how to half-ass anything.

      “I don’t like that look.”

      “Just hear me out,” she said, slightly unzipping her coat as if it wasn’t drizzling outside. “I heard about this new thing that I want us to sign up for. And the source is a really good friend of mine. It’s at least a two-week commitment, and I’m not gonna lie, it’s unconventional as hell, but I think we’d be great for it.”

      Oh lord. I knew that tone in her voice. “Layla, you may be positioning this like you’re asking me to do whatever it is you want me to do, but, girl, I know your ass. You already signed me up, didn’t you?”

      Squealing, she clapped her hands. “Yes, I signed us up and we were picked for the next round because, like I said, I got connections. I’m so excited for us to do this! Our first informational meeting is in two days. We’ll get $5,000 for completing it if we’re chosen. The catch is, we can’t tell anyone we’re doing the YouTube series until our episodes air.”

      I stopped walking immediately. “Did you just say YouTube series? As in, if chosen, we will be videotaped?”

      “Not really,” she replied with a sheepish grin. “We’d have to video tape ourselves selfie style.”

      “Oh hell nah. I’m not doing it. Consider this a firm no for that meeting, even if it is only an informational one.”

      “Oh come on, Ivy. What are the odds that you’d be in Chicago around the time they kick off the series? It’s like it was destiny for you to be here with me. We always said we were going to try out for The Real World and never did. Here’s our chance.” She pulled me off the main sidewalk and dug in her purse. “Here’s the flyer. It’s pretty vague, but maybe this will give you a better idea of what it is.”

      Before I even had a chance to read through the flyer, I was already shaking my head at the headline. “Are you ready for the next social experiment?” I groaned, not believing that Layla would sign me up for this shit, but not surprised at the same time.

      “Prepare to be embarrassed,” I read aloud. “Are you ready to lose your inhibitions?” I scrolled a little more. “Privacy is a thing of the past?” I glanced at Layla in disbelief. “Layla, seriously? How can you be on board with participating in something that will require us to put ourselves on blast to be ridiculed by the world?”

      “That’s because you’re only thinking about the bad shit that could happen,” she said. “Remember my friend Meeka?”

      “Yeah, how could I forget her. You took us out when I visited last year and she was cool as hell, but a little out there. Wait,” my eyes widened, “she did this experiment too?”

      “Sort of. She works for the network and did it from an employee standpoint to kick off the series. I think I sent you the link when her segment aired.”

      I thought back to all the links Layla had sent me because homegirl tended to send a lot of them. Suddenly, the segment she was referring to popped into my mind. “Oh nah, please tell me you’re not referring to the segment Meeka did on her exes?”

      Layla shrugged. “Maybe.”

      “Maybe? She had to blast her dating history to the world. That shit was insane. Tell me again, why would we do this?”

      “What about the opportunities it may bring?” Layla asked.

      “Like what? We already have good careers. And I don’t know about you, but I gave up that dream of being on TV a long ass time ago. We’re adults now. No time for pipe dreams.”

      “That may be the case, but I need this, Ivy. Please, can you do it for me?” Layla pleaded, her voice vulnerable. “I know it’s not your thing, but I need this. I need to get outside of my headspace and do something different from my norm. And who better to do something like this with than my best friend? If we both get chosen, it will be an adventure we’d never forget.”

      Damn. The girl knew how to pull at my heart strings. Don’t forget. You were just thinking that you needed to do something unexpected. Change up your routine. Make time for something other than work.

      “It’s gonna require us to step outside our comfort zone,” Layla continued. “Don’t you want something to push us toward doing that?”

      I sighed, letting her words sink in. “You’re right, sis. No harm in checking out the meeting to see what it’s all about.”

      Layla squealed again and started dancing. “That’s my bitch. I knew you’d eventually say yes. Oh my god, we have to figure out what we’re wearing to our in-person candidate interviews. Ahh, I’m too geeked.”

      Laughing at her contagious, overly enthusiastic personality, I started dancing along with her. I was always down to support my bestie. Besides, Layla and I never won anything, so chances were, we’d never get chosen for this YouTube series in a million years.

      Even though I worked in the pornography industry, I knew what the regular reality companies looked for. They wanted folks who were interesting with a little special something that would raise their ratings because other people would enjoy watching them.

      To me, Layla and I were the shit, but not reality TV-ish. Yeah, we could be extra sometimes. True, we could dance our asses off. And we could down two bottles of wine in ten minutes—which, to us, was something to be damn proud of—but there was no way in hell we’d even make it to the second round of these candidate interviews. At least I wouldn’t. I just couldn’t see it happening. And, when it came to stuff like this, I tended to be right.
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        “Behind every successful woman is a best friend talking her into doing some crazy shit.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      IVY

      

      Being single sucked donkey balls. As in, I might as well just stick my entire head in that ass and take a long, big whiff because nothing sucked more than my current predicament. Which I wouldn’t even be in if I weren’t single. Hence, why under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t care about my relationship status, but today? Today I loathed it.

      “I’m sorry, can you repeat that?”

      The casting associate rolled his eyes at me for the fifth time. “Sweetie, all I did was introduce myself to you, but I’ll go ahead and start that over.” He cleared his throat. “Hello, my name is Tyler and I’m the casting associate who has been assigned to you for your social experiment.”

      I swallowed my nerves. “Nice to meet you, Tyler.”

      “You too.” He flipped over the first page of the packet in front of him that was identical to the packet he’d handed me when I walked into the room for our one-on-one meeting. “Okay, so first off … congrats on being chosen for the latest social experiment craze. I’m sure the world is waiting to meet you.”

      “The world?” My body jerked at his statement. “I think I’m gonna be sick.”

      His eyes widened. “Honey, I’m doing this gig on the side because it sounded like a good time and my boss is currently here on business and brought me along. But I’ll tell you right now, they don’t pay me enough to clean up some damn throw up. So how about you tightly close that little mouth of yours and skedaddle to the bathroom before you ruin the dollar-store carpet they got in this stuffy conference room.”

      I wasn’t sure if it was part of his plan to loosen me up, but I laughed at his bluntness. “You remind me of my brother,” I told him.

      Tyler winked. “He must be a fabulous man.”

      “He is,” I said with another laugh. And if I wasn’t mistaken, Tyler and my older brother, would probably get along great. He was just his type. “You mentioned your boss is here on business. Who do you work for?”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You a nosey little thing, aren’t you?” I just shrugged, thinking he was going to ignore my question when he told me, “I work for artist and sculptor, Malakai Madden. I’m his personal assistant and I do a damn good job at it, if I do say so myself. Plus, he’s a great boss, so it’s easy since I’ve been doing it for a while.”

      I nodded. “It’s great when you do something you enjoy.”

      “Yep,” he replied, slightly lifting his chin. “And like I said, I’m damn good at it.”

      “You have a lot of personality,” I mentioned. “Are you sure you’re just helping out as a casting associate and not gonna be on the show yourself?”

      “Girl, they don’t want all of this on their YouTube show.” He stood from his seat and did a twirl around the room. “Besides, a bitch needs to be behind the scenes. Give me a little national spotlight and my ego would be bigger than this whole damn city. You wouldn’t be able to tell my ass nothing.”

      I would have laughed again if he hadn’t mentioned the word … “National? Did you say national? How many people tune into this channel? I was thinking it was definitely under one-hundred thousand. I’m not sure where I got that number, but if there are thousands more, I’m not sure I can do it. I mean, who just opens up their life to get ridiculed by a bunch of strangers?”

      Tyler gave me a blank stare before mumbling something under his breath that sounded a lot like me needing a Xanax.

      “I can’t say that you won’t be judged, because you will,” he said. “I’ve only been on the team for a few days, but I’ve been a fan since the show first aired. The show changes every season, and with that, each season has a different name. However, the brain child behind the show is a brilliant woman who only few people have had the pleasure to meet. Since I assume you’ve never followed any of the shows before, I’ll give you a run down.”

      He pulled out his phone and typed in a few words before showing me the YouTube channel home page. “The YouTube channel is called The Social Experiment Network and even though the creator is a mystery, we call her Madame Social.”

      “Clever,” I said with a slight laugh.

      He shrugged. “Yeah. Personally, I would love to come up with something better, but I’ll wait until I’ve been here longer than a handful of days to start giving my suggestions.” He clicked on the featured video, while I mentally slapped my forehead for not doing more research before I’d agreed to go with Layla.

      “For this year, she’s asking a bit more from participants,” he explained. “Last year, she focused her attention on married couples whose relationships were in jeopardy in a series called Marriage Sexting. For that segment, each couple chosen had to complete a series of steps and basically work on their relationship in front of the camera. For an added twist, the last couple days of communication had to be via text only. The year before, she challenged individuals of her show to be dare devils and called that series Why Not? The more adventurous they were, the better.

      “The year prior to that, strangers who had never met one another before and had never traveled outside of the state they lived in, embarked on a journey around to world together to experience life. She called that one Jet Lag Is For Amateurs with the pun being that they all were indeed amateurs. No matter what the experiment, her goal is always the same. To join one of Madame Social’s experiments means one must face the truth about themselves, whatever that truth may be.”

      I began chewing the inside of my cheek—a bad habit that I wished I could break, but it was times like these that my teeth got to gnawing double time. “Sounds like these challenges are pretty intense.”

      “They are.” He put down his phone and pointed to a section on the packet. “This year, the theme is surrounded by the idea that people are just too damn scared to excel in life and be great. We’re not living to our fullest potential. We aren’t conquering our fears. We aren’t chasing our dreams like we should. And, for most folks, that’s standing in the way of them moving onto the next stage in their life.”

      He flipped a page of the packet. “Our participants usually fall into two major categories. For some, that next stage focuses on their career, business, or financial situation. For others, it’s about love, sex, and relationships. No matter the stage, she wants participants to dig deep within themselves to try and do something they have never tried or done but wanted to. So, this is the year of no excuses and the series is being called Do You Dare?”

      He pointed to the bottom of the page. “If you accept your experiment, participants are given five-thousand dollars. In addition, throughout the experiment, participants will get challenged to fulfill a task directly related to their individual experiment. By performing this challenge, you’ll earn bonus dollars.”

      I skimmed ahead to the next section. “How many times do we have to record ourselves?”

      “It depends on your journey. Each participant is required to upload their recorded video to our server at least four times during their two-week experiment, but if you have more videos, that’s even better. For some experiments, more time may be given, but we take that on a case by case basis. We will keep the footage as raw as possible, but we will edit your work and compile your videos into five to ten-minute video segments that will air after your experiment is complete.”

      Unbelievable. Of course, I watched a ton of videos on YouTube, but I didn’t know stuff like this even existed. Listening to Tyler was changing my entire perception of video sharing and going viral.

      “Although working with others to achieve your goals is accepted, and necessary in some cases, this is an individual challenge,” he explained. “If you can avoid it, you must not tell anyone that you have been chosen for this experiment. We want there to be a level of surprise regarding participants. That’s not always the case with past seasons, but it is for this one.”

      Tyler opened one of the desk drawers and pulled out a couple items. “You will be given a microphone for vocal notes and a cell phone for these recordings, but if you choose not to accept our phone, we will need access to yours to add our security and coding. Also, we will need temporary access to your social media pages.”

      My eyes widened, but I was sure Tyler was used to my why-the-hell-am-I-entertaining-this-craziness look by now. “You can’t be serious? You basically need access to my entire life? Who would agree to that?”

      “Lots of people,” he said with a smile. “If it makes you feel better, since I’m your casting associate, I will be the main person monitoring that stuff. And trust me, hunny, you don’t strike me as the type to have any shit going on that I haven’t already seen.”

      I don’t know whether I should tell him thanks, or be offended. I told myself to just let the shit go, but instead of keeping my mouth shut, I found myself asking, “Why do you assume I’m not interesting and don’t have anything going on?”

      “I didn’t say you weren’t interesting,” he answered with a shrug. “Just … predictable, based off our assessment of you today. No offense, but although I just started this side job, I’ve seen a certain type of person come through these doors. You don’t seem like an actress looking for her big break or a reality star groupie. You don’t even seem like the type who has time to watch too many YouTube series.”

      Leaning back in his desk chair, he squinted his eyes, as if observing me even more. “You seem like you have your shit together, and although I’m dying to know more about your occupation in adult entertainment, I can peep a thirsty chick from a mile away, and you ain’t that.”

      Damn. I didn’t like folks assuming anything about me, but he was pretty spot on considering he barely knew me. “You cleaned that up nicely.”

      He winked. “It’s what I do. Clean shit up.”

      I smiled, but my mind was racing a mile a minute.

      Tyler must have sensed my hesitance because his voice was a lot more understanding when he assured me, “You’ll do fine if you choose to move forward with this experiment. It may seem scary at first, but I think it’s worth a try. Especially if you want to do something a little different. Would you mind if I tell you a little more for better clarity?”

      I nodded my head, although I probably should have said “no thanks” and walked out of there.

      While Tyler dove into the experiment even more, I could already feel a headache coming on. Granted, I hadn’t signed the contract yet, but I figured my stomach was in knots because truth was, I wanted to sign up for this. I wanted to take a chance on this experiment. I wanted to get outside of my comfort zone.

      True, I wasn’t looking forward to having a bunch of strangers watch me, but my gut was telling me that as crazy as it was, I needed to do this. I had to try something to get me out of the lonely bubble I’d become accustomed to living in. So when Tyler got to the last page of the contract and asked me, “Are you ready for this journey?” I took the pen he’d offered and signed on the dotted line before I changed my mind.

      Ten minutes later, Layla was waiting for me in the lobby. “Can you believe it?” she asked, looking as shell-shocked as I felt. “Can you believe we’re both doing the experiment?”

      “Aren’t we supposed to keep it to ourselves?” I asked, glancing around the lobby of the building.

      She waved off my comment. “Girl, we just signed the contracts in rooms next to each other. And we showed up today together. They know we’re friends.”

      As we walked out of the building, I noticed that Layla didn’t seem as excited as she was when we’d initially gotten to the audition. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing,” she replied with a shrug. “I’m just nervous as hell about doing this.”

      “Hold up.” I gently grabbed her arm to stop her from walking. “Are you seriously telling me you’re nervous after begging me to do this? What happened to all that talk you did earlier about this being a once in a lifetime opportunity?”

      “It is,” she said. “But it’s also terrifying to put ourselves out there.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t with you. You’re supposed to be the brave one here.”

      Layla glanced down the block. “There’s a great restaurant down the street. Maybe I’ll be good after we eat. You hungry?”

      I glanced at my watch. “I wish we could, but we have a meeting to see that tattoo shop out South for a possible location for the video in twenty-minutes.”

      “I’ll get us there on time,” Layla said, pulling out her keys.

      Although I was glad I’d signed up, I was already questioning if I’d made the right decision. Especially since Tyler had informed me that a few of the other local casting associates were the most excited for my experiment.

      Layla and I were quiet during the entire car ride, both of us thinking about what was in store for us.

      “Maybe I need to contact them and tell them I’m rethinking my experiment,” I said when we parked outside of our destination.

      “Girl, whatever you agreed to do can’t be worse than what I agreed to do.”

      I perked up in my seat. “What did you agree to do?”

      Layla crossed her arms over her chest. “I’m not telling. Still trying to wrap my head around it.” I knew that tone in her voice. She was more nervous than I thought, but knowing Layla, when she was ready, she would tell me.

      “Layla, I’m in deep shit,” I told her. “Like, I don’t know what the heck I was thinking by telling them that I would do this.”

      Layla waved off my statement. “Sis, please. You’ve never done anything out of the ordinary for the whole time we’ve been friends and we go way back to the sand box. Hell, I think most of the time you do reckless shit, I’m the one talking you into doing it. The craziest thing you’ve done in life is taking the job at Black Lush Entertainment.”

      “No. No. No. Trust me, this is bad. Even my casting associate was shocked.” I sunk in my seat, knowing I had to tell her what I’d done. “You know I’ve been single for a long ass minute.”

      “Because of your crazy ass dating rule and the fact that you think all bad decisions result in a person’s downfall,” Layla interjected.

      I rolled my eyes. “Well, yeah. So, I-I told the staff about my OCD dating issues, and then … I may have told them …” I couldn’t even get the words out.

      “Whatever you told them, you’re probably exaggerating,” Layla said. “It's not like you’d ever agree to—”

      “I agreed to enter a no-strings-attached sexual relationship and document my experience.”

      Layla’s mouth dropped. “Ohmygod, please tell me you’re joking.”

      I dropped my head into my hands. “I wish it was a joke, but I definitely signed off on it. I’m not sure what got into me, but once you and I had made it to the part of the audition when we had to list what our experiment would be, it just came out. Based off what my casting associate told me, I think most of the team was intrigued by my experiment given the fact that I work in adult entertainment.”

      “No shit!” she yelled. “I mean, you haven’t even had sex in God knows how long. And you’re gonna fuck a random stranger for two weeks? Okay, who are you and what have you done with my best friend?”

      I would have laughed if the reality of my situation hadn’t bitch slapped me across the face. “We can talk about this later. We’re almost late for our meeting.”

      Instead of cringing, I welcomed the chilly Chicago air as we made our way to the tattoo shop. Layla obviously had a hard time dropping the subject, because she talked about it during our short walk to the front door.

      The moment we stepped into the shop, I instantly knew why my intern had insisted that we check the place out. Although there was no sign on the outside of the building, which made me think construction was still underway, the inside looked practically done.

      The graffiti on the walls was the first thing I noticed. The colorful design was done in a way that was bold, yet subtle. Beautiful, yet edgy. Wooden floors and sleek black furniture gave a rugged and classic look that didn’t seem like it should go together, but it did.

      “This place is bomb,” Layla exclaimed, both of us noting the small set of stairs that led to the mid-level and another set leading to a below level.

      “My intern said they haven’t been open long, but they’ve done a great job with the decor.” For the first time since we’d arrived, I noticed that no one was around, which seemed unusual for five p.m. on a Friday. “Hello, is anyone here?”

      At the silence, Layla and I both looked at one another. “Someone has to be here,” she said. “The door was unlocked. Who are we supposed to be meeting?”

      Taking out my phone, I scrolled until I found the email from my intern. “My intern is pretty new, so all he said was that we needed to meet the owner of this place today. No name of the shop. No name for the owner. Just to check in with reception.” Both of us glanced at the empty reception desk in the front of the shop.

      “Hello,” I yelled again as Layla and I walked in a little farther. “We have a five o’clock meeting with the owner. Is anyone here?”

      At the sound of a voice clearing their throat above us, Layla and I stopped in our tracks and lifted our heads. Oh crap. It can’t be. After signing up for this crazy ass experiment, I would have thought nothing else could shock me today. I figured the easiest part of my day would be meeting with the owner of the tattoo shop. There was no way anything was topping my shit-like-this-doesn’t-happen-to-me list … except maybe the ghost of high school past, belonging to pair of piercing, deep honey-brown eyes that were looking down at me, smirking like he wasn’t at all as surprised to see me as I was him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “When you can’t find the words,

        let your eyes do the talking.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      THESEUS

      

      Poison Ivy. Or at least, she’d been my poison back then since I couldn’t get enough of being around her any chance I got. Being that I was damn near three years older than her, it wasn’t easy getting close to her in high school without hella people around. I broke my back scheming to run into her in the hallway or swing by a class when I knew she’d be in there.

      A dude like me didn’t memorize a girl’s school schedule, but I’d known hers. Mastered the façade of looking like I wasn’t as into her as I was. At least to her, since I was sure as hell everyone else knew how I’d felt about Ivy.

      I used to go out of my way to make sure that any knucklehead she’d dated didn’t spread rumors about her because Ivy wasn’t that kinda chick. She was the one most of the guys at our school wanted to fuck, but she was a good girl. One with rules and shit, which kept her protected from dumbasses wanting to date her. Even me.

      I considered myself a decent dude, but not good enough for someone like her. Someone who had standards too high for me to meet and a ladder of rules too tall for me to climb. But that didn’t stop a motha fucka like me from trying to reach up high and climb that tall ass ladder. Yet for some reason, her and I had never happened. Not even close.

      I think it was safe to say that folks had always thought we were secretly dating or something. Kids making up stories in their minds about the popular boy with the good girl like we were in some damn teen movie.

      I bet she didn’t even know that she was the first girl to ever turn me down for a date. The first one to ever write me a letter that explained how flattered she was, but try and convince me that she wasn’t my type. My type. The day I’d met Ivy was the day I’d realized exactly what my type was. And it hadn’t just been about her beauty, although to me, she was the most beautiful girl I’d ever met. It was about her demeanor. The fact that she was cool as hell. The way she always talked to everyone in school regardless of their social status.

      I made sure that my brothers and I were the same way. Never bullying the socially awkward kids, but instead, making friends with them in hopes that others would follow suit. And it had worked. Made us more popular than I’d wanted us to be.

      And still, you couldn’t pull a chick like Ivy. More like, she hadn’t even given a motha fucka like me the time of day. I hadn’t thought about her in a while, but I had to admit, she was never far from my mind. Even after all this time.

      Then her intern randomly popped up at our shop, handing me her business card, and suddenly, it all made sense. This was my second chance. This was proof that it was time for me to go after my dream girl and prove to her that a man could change. Especially when he’d grown the hell up and realized that his teenage crush was still the most amazing woman he’d ever met.

      Then what the hell are you still doing in this loft? When Ivy first arrived, I’d been content to just keep on watching her. But she was here for a reason, and the sooner we addressed the reason for her visit, the sooner I could move onto other shit. Like trying to convince her that shit hadn’t changed and I was still feigning for her sexy ass like I had back in the day.

      I leaned over the banister, enjoying the anxious looks she shot Layla’s way the more I smirked. “Ivy Ashwood. In the flesh. After all these years.” She was wearing a black bomber jacket and a teal scarf, but I looked her up and down as if I could see past her outerwear from the loft. Wondering if her style had changed. If her shape had changed. If her back still indented perfectly before her nice, round ass came into view.

      “Ivy Ashwood.” I said her name again, although I shouldn’t have. She blinked her eyes, long. Slow. The movement making me wonder what she remembered from our time in high school, or if she’d pushed our history to the back of her mind. Which was easy to do considering our history was brief moments that I’d pieced together as some of the best times of my life. But like I’d said, her and I had never officially happened. So there was no telling what she remembered.

      I almost checked her out again, but caught myself. Last thing I needed was to get hard from the sight of her—because with this woman, that was always the case. Scratch that. I could deal with the blue balls. Poison Ivy was in my shop, so the best thing to do was to go downstairs to view her up close and personal.
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        IVY

      

      

      

      Theseus Hood. Theseus freaking Hood! I blinked my eyes a few times, hoping the person in the loft was just a figment of my imagination because my body couldn’t handle it if he was here. In the flesh. In the same city as I was. In the same tattoo shop I was scheduled to meet with about the video.

      He began making his way down the stairs, my heart beating overtime with each step because the closer he got, the sooner I had to stop drooling and act like I’d seen a good-looking man before.

      “Damn, he’s just as sexy as he was in high school,” Layla muttered. And she wasn’t lying. Height wise, he was about the same as I remembered. However, instead of having the build of a boy, he had the muscles of a grown ass man. Instead of a short, close-cropped fade, he had a tapered fade with curls at the crown that were pulled into a man bun. Instead of only having one tattoo, it was difficult finding any part of his visible body besides his face that wasn’t tatted.

      All I could do was give a weak ass, “Mm hmm,” to Layla as I watched, not being able to take my eyes away. He walked with confidence. Purpose. As if nobody could tell him nothing because he knew he was the shit even if he didn’t act big-headed.

      I’d never had a thing for light-skinned dudes. Especially since I was kinda toffee complected myself. I much preferred me some deep chocolate mocha instead of a caramel latte. But Theseus didn’t suffer from that pretty-boy syndrome like some of the other light-skinned dudes had back then. Yeah, him and his brothers had owned the school, but he’d always been humble. Nice. Too damn likeable without trying.

      When he reached us, he greeted Layla and gave her a hug, before setting his eyes on me. I expected him to lean in and hug me, too. Or maybe say something since I couldn’t have been the only one to feel the awkwardness swarming in the air. But just my luck, he remained quiet as hell. So being the nervous person I was whenever he was around, I felt a need to make an ass out of myself and fill the silence.

      “Um, are you … Do you know … We are … How are things?” I cleared my throat as Layla elbowed me in the arm. I gave her a help-a-sista-out look, but she flashed me back her signature I’d-rather-see-how-this-plays-out smile. Note to self: get a new best friend.

      Luckily for me, he took pity on us both when he said, “Nice to see you ladies after all these years.”

      There goes that voice of his again. Smooth. Deep. Velvety in a way that gave you all the tingles at the most inappropriate times and the most inconvenient of places. Like now, when I should have been focused on business, but all I could do was stare at his full beard and wonder how smooth his curls would feel between my legs. Or would they feel rough? And if they were rough, would I welcome the pain? I hadn’t been touched in so damn long, I wasn’t even sure I’d know how to act if he stripped me naked and opened my legs wide for him to get a good taste. Assuming he’d make it to the eighth date, of course.

      Per usual, my mind was thinking about some shit it shouldn’t—because, let’s face it, the man turned me into mush. Focus, Ivy! “Do you work at this shop?” I finally blurted out.

      “Something like that,” he said with a smirk. “We actually own it.”

      I scrunched my eyebrows together. “Who’s we?”

      “Look who it is,” someone said, as they walked through the front door.

      Before I could even turn my head to see who it was, Layla was squealing and heading toward the front door.

      “Oh my God,” she squealed. “Eros! I haven’t seen you in forever.”

      “Good to see you, too, Layla.” He pulled her in for a hug, and had I been able to get my feet to move, I would have been right there with her. Eros was a year older than us and one of Theseus’s younger brothers. A bit of a golden boy, because everybody liked Eros and he was a little more clean-cut than his brothers.

      “Damn,” Ares said. “Wish I’d gotten that type of welcome.”

      Layla playfully swatted Ares, the youngest brother who was our age, on the shoulder. “Fool, I just saw you not too long ago at our class reunion.”

      He spread out his arms. “So, what that mean? I still want my damn hug.”

      Reluctantly, Layla walked over and gave Ares a quick hug as if she didn’t want to do it, but I knew she was faking it. They’d been playing that ‘we secretly don’t hate each other, but would never admit it’ game for longer than I could remember. I’d always thought they had a crush on each other, but both had seemed content to be friends.

      Of course they all own this shop. Theseus and his brothers owned Greek Gods Ink back in Detroit, and now that I thought about it, I’d heard rumors that they were looking to open shop in another city.

      Layla waved me over, and without even looking back, I felt Theseus right behind me. Trying to redeem myself from babbling before, I mustered up the little confidence I could and made sure I swished my hips extra sexy when I walked. I was hoping he watched me stroll and remembered that I was the chick he’d never got, but always wanted. Mind you, I hadn’t confirmed that he’d been into me besides that one time he’d asked me out, but I used to catch him watching me all of the time back then.

      Just to validate my point, I glanced his way when we joined the others and caught him staring again. I guess that hasn’t changed. And I refused to pretend like it didn’t make me smile and feel giddy inside. I couldn’t read his expression, but it still made me horny as hell to be here …with him. Will there ever be a time I see him and not think about letting him fuck me senseless? I mean, it just wasn’t fair for him to look so damn delicious when all he was doing was standing there wearing his dark ass jeans and his white ass tee, with his expensive ass Jordan’s, looking like he’d just stepped off the cover of GQ.

      Like, I seriously wasn’t sure I’d ever come across a man who got me hot and bothered like Theseus did. And he wasn’t the only Hood who looked good as hell and was cool as hell. It was every man in his family. Watching him stand next to his brothers right now was an experience in and of itself.

      Every neighborhood had them. Those group of guys who were extremely fine who every girl in school hoped would choose her to date, even if for a couple weeks. The guys who you knew were bad for you, but you wanted them anyway.

      Back in Detroit, the Hood boys ran our hometown, with Theseus, Eros, and Ares being in the center of it all since they were brothers who were close in age. But they had cousins, too … and those cousins were just as fine. True, there weren’t any more than a handful of them that were relationship material back in the day, but the ones who were, went fast. If a girl was lucky enough to snag one of the bad Hood boys, she snatched him up, even if there was no way he would ever commit to only her.

      Theseus, Eros, and Ares came from some good stock, and had I not grown up in Detroit, I never would have known that there were some families that were predominantly male. As in, besides the mamas and wives, they had very few female sisters or cousins. Wasn’t sure what was with those chromosome levels.

      However, some of the Hood boys didn’t have it easy. Some hadn’t grown up with father-figures. Others didn’t have mother-figures. A few had ended up in jail. It was something most of the town knew, but never talked about.

      Regardless, the Hood clan commanded respect in Detroit. Even if some of them had been doing illegal stuff back then, folks in the neighborhood protected their own.

      “Guess I should feel honored to be in the presence of a couple members of the Bomb Squad Beauties clique,” Eros said.

      I rolled my eyes. “We haven’t been called that since high school.”

      “Who you kiddin’,” Ares said. “Folks back home still call y’all that shit. Did you forget that show y’all put on at the reunion?”

      I shrugged. “It was just something to do.” It was true what he said. On the few times I was able to make it back home, I was still hearing folks yell Bomb Squad when they ran into me at the local grocery store. Guess some things stay with you forever.

      When we were in high school, Layla and I had been on a dance team called The Hip Hop Beauties. On the team, they had a group of girls who were slightly better dancers than the rest. That group made up the battle squad, otherwise known as The Bomb Squad. Layla and I had made the team our freshman year, and to our surprise, we had made The Bomb Squad. Up until then, no freshman had ever made the battle team. By sophomore year, we were running the team, and some time during that year, kids started calling us Bomb Squad Beauties.

      Although the entire team was close back in the day, those of us on The Bomb Squad were extremely tight. Layla may be my best friend, but most of us were still friends today and living in cities throughout the United States. Which meant, there was a chance I always had someone to visit when I traveled. Case in point, Layla lived in Chicago and any project opportunity I got in Chicagoland, I took just so I could see my girl.

      “We were surprised as hell when we got the visit from your intern,” Eros said, breaking the conversation.

      “Yeah, we were. This nigga over here couldn’t wait for Ivy to get here,” Ares added, nodding his head at Theseus. “Had us over here deep cleaning and shit like we couldn’t hire a company to do it. Hell, he just told us we’re allowed to get food an hour ago.”

      I glanced at Theseus, expecting him to deny it, but instead, he just looked at me. Watching. Waiting to see how I would react. Oh, I wanted to react, but I wasn’t going to.

      He’d always been a bit of a mystery to me. A puzzle that I was dying to put together. As a freshman, I’d thought it was in my imagination that I used to catch him looking my way. I mean, what did I know at that age? I’d only had those middle school boyfriends up until then. And he was a junior when I first met him. One of the stars on the football team, although it had seemed like instead of being on the field, he would have rather been drawing something. And by drawing, I meant getting in trouble for doing graffiti on the side of a building.

      I often used to think that he’d much rather be known for his art, than sports. He didn’t ask to be king of the school, but he was, whether he’d liked it or not. He’d waited until my sophomore year to ask me out. By then, he was a senior and a part of me had almost been tempted to go on that date since I knew he was graduating soon, but I’d turned him down. A surprise to my friends, but even more so to me.

      After he’d graduated, we ran into each other a few times every year, but he’d never asked me out again. Not on a serious date anyway. I’d always wondered why, but some things were left better unsaid.

      I waved off Ares’s teasing. “Quit playin’ with me. Theseus wasn’t checkin’ for me like that.” In the back of my mind, I knew I was giggling too hard, but I tended to do that when I was nervous.

      My chuckling got even worse when Theseus stated, “He’s not playin’ with you. It’s the truth. I’ve always been checkin’ for you.”

      I turned to Theseus, taken aback by his words. The grin on his face not only told me that he wasn’t sorry I couldn’t control my giggling, but rather, he couldn’t care less that his words made me uncomfortable. Shit. This is going to be a long meeting.
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        “When you look in the mirror, never forget that you are someone’s reason to masturbate.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      IVY

      

      It took me a few moments to get myself together, but when I did, I asked them, “Since there’s no one here, did you guys want to just talk here or your office?”

      Really, Ivy? I immediately shut my mouth at the seductive way I’d said office, hoping no one caught how I’d hummed the word while looking dead at Theseus when I did.

      All eyes were on me. Yeah, they caught it. I raised an eyebrow at Layla, wishing I could wipe the smirk off her face. Or tease her about Ares. Anything to get the heat off me.

      “Out here is fine,” Theseus said, taking a seat on the couches to our left. The rest of us followed suit.

      Okay, Ivy, it’s business time. I took off my jacket, adjusted my pants, and crossed my legs, secretly glad I hadn’t chosen to wear a skirt today. I’d told Layla it was too cold for a skirt because I hadn’t expected it to drop to thirty degrees given it was April. But now, I was thinking luck was on my side because there was no way I could sit in Theseus’s presence with a skirt on and not fan in between my legs with one of the magazines on the coffee table.

      I glanced around the room before I put on my reading glasses. My vision was pretty good, so I only had to wear them sometimes. However, my chic yellow frames made me feel powerful. Unstoppable. And something told me I would need all the courage I could get for this conversation.

      “As you may or may not know, I’m a regional location and recruitment manager for Black Lush Entertainment. So, I’m responsible for booking the talent and securing the best location for our adult films. For this project, Layla is the set designer, so she’s responsible for setting the perfect scene.”

      “I thought you were an interior designer for some huge corporation?” Ares asked.

      “I still am,” Layla replied. “I’m doing this project in addition to my full-time job. Black Lush needed someone local and I was more than happy to volunteer my time.”

      That’s my girl. I wanted to laugh because so far, Layla was still adjusting to this porn life I was immersed in, but leave it to my best friend to sound like she’s all about the cause when dealing with a possible partnership.

      “I think it’s safe to say we’re all familiar with Black Lush films,” Eros said with a laugh. “But what exactly would you need Greek Gods Ink Chicago for? Your intern was pretty vague, but we got the idea that you wanted to film a scene here?”

      “Not a scene,” I said, shaking my head. “Almost the entire film would take place in your shop.”

      Ares leaned forward in his chair. “You shitting us, right? The entire film? How long would that take?”

      “I could get it done in two or two and a half weeks. Less if we can nail each scene in less takes.”

      “Two and a half weeks?” Eros shook his head. “What about our clients. We closed early today so we could focus on this meeting, but we were thinking we’d only have to close for a day.”

      “Most films take a month at least, but I’m on a time crunch as well, plus this is a short film. Trust me, you would be compensated,” I explained. “And it’s a very healthy compensation. More than any of our competition.”

      “It’s not about the money,” Eros stated. “The tattoo game in Chicago is tough. We’ve only been open a few weeks and our sign isn’t even up yet, so lots of folks don’t know we exist. To close the shop for a couple weeks seems like a bad business move.”

      “Then let me be candid since we all personally know each other.” I glanced at each of the brothers. “My team is very punctual. We are great at what we do, and when managing a film, I don’t half-ass anything. Within seconds of walking into your location, Layla and I knew it would be perfect. I would never put y’all out there bogus. I want to shed a bright light on this place in a respectful way.”

      “As respectful as a location can be portrayed in a porn video,” Ares mumbled under his breath.

      I sighed. I’d been through this before—locations who are all about the idea before reality sets in that their place of business would be filmed in what most of the nation would deem a less-than-conventional video.

      Standing from my seat, I paced before telling them, “Look, I understand that this is a lot to take in. All I ask is that y’all put your trust in me when I say this will be very good for your business. The investor behind this video is one of the biggest graphic design companies in the country. They are entrusting us to do a different kind of marketing for them by using adult film to visually market some of their artwork. I’m asking you to do the same. Trust us. Take a chance with us. What do you have to lose?”

      “Respect,” Eros mentioned.

      “Dignity,” Ares said.

      “A chance to identify ourselves in Chicago before others make an assumption,” Eros added.

      “Hell, our mama’s blessing if she ever found out we agreed to make a porn video,” Ares stated. “Mama is a God-fearing woman who used to make us stand outside with bibles stacked on top of our heads sayin’ ‘thou shall not allow Satan into our hearts’ when she found us looking at a freaky magazine. No way we could tell her this shit.”

      Layla laughed. “Oh my God, I love me some Mrs. Hood.”

      I wanted to laugh, too, because everyone in Detroit had a Mrs. Hood story. Bible study used to be off the chain because she made it fun, but come in late, she wasn’t letting you forget that as God’s child, you were letting Him and her down. I honestly couldn’t even tell you which one was worse. The guilt of feeling like I was a sinner at fourteen or getting one of those ‘you know better, so do better’ speeches that only black mamas knew how to give without saying any words.

      Unfortunately, I couldn’t go down memory lane. I had to keep up my business façade when I reminded them, “You won’t be making a porn video. You’d be helping Black Lush create the perfect visual experience for hundreds of thousands of viewers.”

      Ares shook his head. “If we agree to do the entire video, you might as well just let us star in the video our damn selves because that’s all folks will think about when they visit the shop if we agree.”

      “Y’all aren’t understanding me,” I said, shaking my head. “I don’t mind leaving here and going to another shop, but I felt something the minute I walked through the door. My gut is telling me that if y’all pass up on this opportunity, we would all regret it. I just wished you would—”

      “We’ll do it.”

      I stopped mid-sentence and glanced at Theseus who hadn’t said anything since the start of the conversation. “What did you say?”

      “I said, we’d do it.” He stood to join me. “But I agree with my brothers. We have a lot to prove in this city. You can’t have us out here lookin’ like clowns.”

      I walked to him and gently touched his shoulder, almost forgetting my words. Don’t squeeze his muscle. Don’t squeeze his muscle. “Theseus, I promise you, agreeing to partner with Black Lush for this video is a great move for your shop.”

      “Honestly, I don’t give a damn about Black Lush.” Standing and stepping closer to me, he lightly touched my chin, his honey-brown eyes causing me to lose focus. “We’re agreeing to do the video solely on the fact that I think you’d have our best interests at heart. We trust you not to fuck up our image.” He briefly glanced at my lips, and all I could hope was that he didn’t see any drool.

      Is he about to kiss me? He sure as hell looked like he wanted to kiss me, but that wasn’t the Theseus way. He’d always been more of a watch-but-don’t-touch kinda dude.

      He seemed to be leaning toward me. Or maybe I was leaning toward him? I couldn’t even tell, but there was definitely a shift in the room. I wasn’t even the type of woman to let a man touch my face. I’d seen too much in my line of business to trust that a man’s hands were clean.

      Somehow though, I found my voice and managed to tell him, “You have my word. I won’t have y’all out here lookin’ crazy. I can promise you that.”

      He nodded, his hand dropping from my chin, although he was still crowding my space. Had Layla not cleared her throat, I probably would have forgotten that I needed to let go of his arm. But not before I take a little squeeze. Just as I predicted, my fingers couldn’t even make a dent into his skin. Meaning, he was all solid muscle. And probably strong as hell, too. Stamina of a Titan. Could go for long periods at a time in the bedroom, I bet.

      I shook my head. I had some serious issues and damnit, I was blaming Theseus for them whether he was rightfully to blame or not. I could still feel his hand on my skin and it was driving me crazy. Like the kind of crazy that made a woman hurry home during an exhausting rush hour stuck in traffic just to take out her vibrator and ease the tension before continuing with her day.

      I wasn’t the type to think about sex all the time. I wasn’t even sure if signing up for the experiment was more to blame than Theseus. But I wasn’t feelin’ these new problems at the moment. Matter of fact, I needed to soak in the tub tonight because I was overstimulated by everything going on.

      Looking back to the group, I announced, “Then it’s settled. I’ll be over tomorrow morning with the contract so we can get started.”

      We’d barely gotten out our good-byes before I was dragging Layla out of the tattoo shop as she struggled to keep up with my pace.

      “Chick, would you slow down? These booties ain’t made for running. They are strictly for looking cute.”

      “Sorry,” I said, only slowing up when we’d reached her car. “I just needed to get out of there.”

      “I feel you.” Layla unlocked the car. “I’d probably need to cool off too if the sexiest man I’d ever known almost kissed me in the middle of a tattoo shop.”

      My voice was high and squeaky when I confessed, “I thought I was imagining things, but it sure did feel like he wanted to kiss me.”

      “Kiss you. Fuck you. Have his way with you. Yeah, we all saw that. And you know what else I just figured out, right?”

      I shook my head. “Nah, what else?”

      She smirked, making sure I heard her loud and clear when she insinuated, “That man has always had your eyes wide open. He’s the only one I ever thought you’d break your dating rules for. And now, Mr. Greek Hero himself, has popped up back in your life just in time for you to complete your social experiment.”

      My mouth dropped open because there was no way, absolutely no fuckin’ way, that, “Theseus Hood should help me with my social experiment?”

      “You damn right,” she said. “You should choose him, Ivy. Tell me, who else could you try this whole no-strings-attached relationship with when you’re gonna spend the next couple weeks focused solely on this video?”

      “I was thinking about Gary, the cameraman you met the other day.”

      Layla’s mouth dropped. “Creepy Gary? The one who seems like he’s two court cases away from being sued?”

      “What? Quit lyin’. He isn’t that creepy.”

      “Um, hello,” Layla said. “Did we or did we not catch him creepily standing in the corner when a couple women popped into auditions who got their days mixed up? I also think I caught him flirting with the guy who was swinging his dick during his audition before we met with him.”

      “Girl, please. He was not. I don’t date co-workers anyway, so I was just entertaining the idea. We started at the same time, so he’s kinda a friend.”

      Layla’s eyes widened. “Yeah, one of those friends who can’t decide if they like men or women. So, instead of figuring that shit out, they develop some stalker-like tendencies in which they prey on the weak-minded of both sexes until some helpless soul falls victim to his advances. Then, they figure out he’s sick-minded, but it’s too late because he locks them in the basement where they die a slow and lonely death.”

      I blinked rapidly. “Uh, no more ID channel for you.”

      She shrugged. “Don’t sleep on the ID channel. There’s some truth to every story.”

      “Regardless,” I said. “Gary may be a little strange, but he is not gay.”

      Layla rolled her eyes. “Whatever he is, he is a liability to Black Lush. You betta watch his ass, sis.”

      I nodded my head because I knew she wasn’t dropping it. Plus, she’d planted the seed, so now I would in fact be watching Gary a little closer.

      “This is it, girl,” she stated. “This is your chance to finally have sex with the man you always wanted to date, but never did.”

      I opened my mouth to deny what she was saying, but I couldn’t. Per usual, she had me figured out. Now, the biggest question on my mind was, “How do I know if he’ll go for it? Betta yet, how do I even know he’s single?”

      Layla started laughing, although I didn’t find anything funny about the situation. “Trust me, sis, if that nigga is single, he’s going for it.”

      And that’s precisely what I’m afraid of.
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        “It takes true skill to choke on air or fall over something that isn’t there. Don’t be the person who has that skill.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      THESEUS

      

      “We can set up the main scenes over here,” Ivy instructed her production staff while they moved around our shop like they owned the damn place. It was annoying as hell, but we’d signed the contract yesterday. Plus, I knew my girl had our back.

      Ivy had been professional since she’d gotten here, her business side taking full effect. I was already jealous that we weren’t alone, which was crazy considering she had a job to do. A job that she’d explained was on a time crunch.

      I had only glimpsed at her iPad when she spoke to me when she’d first arrived, but I wasn’t surprised to see visuals from the photos she’d taken yesterday of our shop with what seemed to be scene layouts. She’s always been that way—a go-getter who could make things happen quickly.

      I hadn’t seen her in almost nine years, mainly because she rarely went home to Detroit since she’d graduated. But that didn’t stop me from checking her out on social media. I didn’t believe in that shit, so I didn’t have any social media accounts, but Ares was on every damn platform. Ivy didn’t post much, but I’d kept up with what she did post. What she’d accomplished. Her outfit of the day back when it seemed she had more time to post.

      Bruh, you sound like a stalker. And that was the problem. This woman. This beautiful, yet sometimes frustrating woman, was always on my mind, and I was starting to think this shit wasn’t healthy.

      Today, she was wearing some tight jeans and a V-neck graphic blue tee that had Boss Lady written on it. Her outfit looked anything but simple. I could see everything in those damn light-wash jeans. And what I couldn’t see, I could imagine. She still had those thick thighs, small waist, and that fat ass that used to get me in trouble with girls I used to date because they’d catch me watching her. Studying her. Trying to figure out what she was thinking when she’d smile to herself out of nowhere.

      Seemed like she wore her hair straight for the most part, but still long and flowy. She still pulled her hair into a high ponytail when she got hot, as she had a few minutes ago. She still had the same dark brown eyes that seemed even more vibrant when she smiled. Same luscious lips that to me, was one of her best physical assets because the fullness was all natural and so damn sexy.

      “Quick drooling, nigga,” Ares said, coming to lean beside me on the wall.

      I didn’t say anything to my youngest brother because he was right. Even if I hadn’t literally been drooling internally, I hadn’t picked my jaw up off the floor since she’d arrived today.

      “He can’t help it,” Eros added, joining us. “It was bad enough that he was all up Ivy’s ass back in high school, but now he’s gonna be around her for at least two weeks. This nigga don’t stand a chance.”

      Ares shook his head. “I still can’t believe you agreed to this shit. Her pussy must be platinum.”

      “He never hit that, dumbass,” Eros remarked with a laugh. “Why you think he’s staring a hole in her right now? He’s always wanted her, but never had her.”

      “You shittin’ me, right?” Ares stood in front of me to make sure I heard him loud and clear when he said, “You mean all that chasin’ back in high school was for fun? You had all the niggas in my grade afraid to ask her out because they figured she was your girl, yet, she wasn’t. Not even low-key?”

      “Not just your grade. He had all the dudes in school scared,” Eros interjected. “The only ones who didn’t listen were the ones brave enough to ask Ivy out any damn way.”

      I shrugged. “She’s not an object. And I couldn’t stake claim on something that wasn’t mine, but I wasn’t about to set the record straight and throw her to the wolves either.”

      Ares smacked his tongue. “Bruh, who is you playin’? Did you forget that you were a wolf back then? Probably the biggest wolf at the school.”

      “You just kept your shit more covert,” Eros explained. “Something told me the only reason you even played the field the way you did is because you were convinced you couldn’t have the one you truly wanted. The one you cared for even if you had no idea why.”

      I twitched at how close my brother was to the truth, because yeah, to me Ivy was my vice. The temptation that I’ve always had lingering even if we hadn’t seen each other in a while.

      Not only was she beautiful, she was smart as hell. Driven. Ambitious. She wasn’t out there dating any and everybody. Everyone in town loved her and was always saying she would even up with a lawyer or a doctor or something. She deserved her Ivy League romance with a brother who had a nine to five and wore a suit all day. I didn’t even come close to that.

      “So, what are you gonna do?” Ares asked.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You know what he means,” Eros chimed in. “The woman you’ve always wanted but felt like you could never have will be filming a porn video in our shop for the next couple weeks. Out of all the cities we could have chosen for our second shop, and all the cities Ivy could have been in right now, y’all are both in the same city at the same time.”

      “With unfinished business at that,” Ares added. “’Cause I still can’t believe you never hit that.”

      As if she knew we were talking about her, she turned our way and caught my eye. I smiled, earning me a smile back from her before she continued working with her team.

      “She could be dating somebody.”

      Ares shook his head. “Nah, bruh. She’s single. I asked Layla to confirm when she was around earlier today. Couldn’t have my big bro out here chasing after already-claimed pussy. You’ve never been into that shit.”

      “Unlike you,” Eros said to Ares. “Like that woman you brought to the shop last week for a private tour. The one who we’d met at the bar with her boyfriend when we first got to Chicago.”

      Ares placed his hands over his chest. “Not my fault, bruh. He must not be layin’ down the pipe like he needs to be doin’, otherwise, shorty wouldn’t be throwing it my way.”

      Eros shook his head. “Then throw it back, nigga. You don’t have to entertain her.”

      “Of course I do,” Ares replied. “You never know if a woman is in a bad situation and needs some loving. I’m just doin’ my due diligence as a ladies man to ensure that every lady has a man.”

      Eros looked to me in disbelief. “Does this dude get dumber every day?”

      Ares stood in between me and Eros. “Hey, don’t hate ’cause you’ve always chosen to be Mr. Faithful. Not every guy is cut out to be a one-woman man. Some of us are meant to have two women. Or three.” Placing his hand on his chin, he directed his gaze at the ceiling. “Or four. Hell, I’ve never done five. Could give it the good ole’ new Chicago resident try and aim for five at one time.”

      Eros stood straighter before telling Ares, “I can’t believe the shit that comes out your mouth sometimes.” The line he always said right before he’s about to give Ares a lecture. Eros was known for giving long lectures.

      I don’t have time for this. Usually, I was all for watching my brothers debate on shit they never agreed on, but today I had a bigger purpose. There was some truth to what my brothers were saying. My crush on Ivy wasn’t healthy and had lasted long enough. But I needed to feel her out. See where her headspace was. Convince her that even though we weren’t right for one another then, now it may be a different story. We were both going to be in the same city for a little while, and in my mind, anything was possible.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        IVY

      

      

      

      I’m overthinking the mess out of this. Or at least, I thought I was overthinking it. I had nothing to compare it to since Layla was being all secretive about her social experiment, which meant I had to figure it out on my own.

      We’d agreed to support one another as best we could, but to me, that didn’t include dropping a bomb on your best friend like she did the other day by telling me to choose Theseus as my no-strings-attached relationship, and leaving me to work through my thoughts. Her day job had called earlier and asked her if she could drop by the office for a quick meeting even though she was on vacation. So she’d barely been here today.

      My production crew had gone to lunch, and I wished I’d gone with them instead of hiding out in one of the offices at the tattoo shop trying to come up with my recording schedule for the experiment. I’d already decided that I couldn’t go there with Theseus because we had too much history. Too many close calls and shoulda, coulda, woulda thoughts to sort out. Sleeping with Theseus may be something I couldn’t recover from, and right now I needed something simple, not complicated.

      I glanced down at the plan-of-action I’d typed on my iPad so far. Hmm, it could be better, but it’s not bad. I doubted completing my social experiment would be as entertaining as the casting staff suspected, but it was good enough for me and that was all that mattered.

      “What are you thinking about so hard, beautiful?”

      Beautiful… I’m sure I’d heard him call me that before, but for some reason, it felt like it was my first time hearing him say those words. I clicked off my iPad and sat up straighter in my chair. “Uh, sorry. Ares told me I could hang out in his office during my lunch break and work on some stuff.”

      Theseus shot me one of those killa smiles that displayed all of his pearly whites. It was rare that I’d seen him smile full blown, and my oh my was it breathtaking.

      “That’s funny,” he said, stepping farther into the office. “’Cause my brother’s office is down the hall. This one is mine.”

      I glanced around for the first time, noting small details that I should have noticed before to indicate that it was Theseus’s office.

      “I’m sorry,” I told him, standing to gather my stuff. “I’ll get out of your way and head to Ares’s office.”

      “Quit apologizing.” He turned to shut the door. “I’m glad you’re here. It will give us a chance to catch up.”

      I sat back down, concentrating extra hard to control my heartbeat. Us? Catch up? Out of all three Hood brothers, I sucked at talking to Theseus the most. We’d had a few conversations that I recalled being amazing conversations, but I’d never had an easy time talking to him. Most of our time had been spent in silence, enjoying one another’s company and not feeling a need to talk.

      Even now, I was fidgeting with my fingers and biting the inside of my cheek, trying to figure out if this was one of those times. Clearly, he still makes you nervous.

      He sat down next to me, his navy-blue hoodie catching my eye. “Did you create that yourself?”

      He glanced down at the airbrushed design. “Yeah, it’s one of the first designs I tatted back when we opened our shop in Detroit a few years ago.”

      “I love it.” Leaning closer to him, I studied the design. “In college, I took an airbrushing class and fell in love with the technique. Daggered strokes. Undefined edges. If I wasn’t hell-bent on finishing my business major, I would have taken another class.”

      I reached out my hand and ran my fingers over the outline of the design. “You always were good at morphing a simple canvas into something spectacular. You did it for a client?”

      “Yeah, my first client in our shop back home.”

      “Until we meet again,” I read the words aloud and twisted my head to the side to study the design even more, noticing the names hidden within the angles of his design. “Is this … Are these the names of you and your family?”

      I glanced up at him, knowing my assumption was correct when he told me, “Yeah, it was for my dad, Apollo. He’d asked for an artistic design that included my mom’s name, his name, and all three of his sons. He was my first client a few years ago, right before he passed away.”

      My smile faltered. “I was so sorry to hear the news of your dad. He was a great man. I remember waiting for my parents to give me info regarding the funeral, but they said they didn’t find out about it until after the funeral had happened.”

      “Since his death was unexpected, my mom wanted to keep things small,” he explained, his eyes sad. “It’s been a few years, but it’s still hard to believe he’s gone.”

      I lightly placed my hand over his heart. “He’s still with you here. And I imagine this is your favorite hoodie, so even though you have memories, he’s also reflected in your artwork.”

      His eyes studied mine in a way that seemed to say so much without saying anything. “Most people don’t know what to say when I start talking about my pops, but you seemed to find the words effortlessly. I appreciate it.”

      I shrugged, dropping my hand back to my lap. “At least somebody does.”

      He lightly brushed my cheek. “Who doesn’t appreciate you? Not some whack ass dude I hope. Although if it is, you say the word and my brothers and I can take care of it.”

      I laughed, even though I knew Theseus was dead serious. He wasn’t the most civil back in the day when it came to confrontation. He didn’t get into a lot of fights, but those he did get into seemed calculated on his part.

      “No, there isn’t any guy in my life. I was referring to my parents.” My voice grew more serious. “It’s not that they don’t appreciate me, but more like, they don’t appreciate what I do. Sometimes, I feel like I never say the right thing. Or maybe it’s the right words, but I don’t back it up with action.”

      I left out the part I didn’t want to talk about. The part that made me feel guilty every day. It didn’t do much good because he proved he sensed I was guilt-ridden when he mentioned, “You feel like you need to go home more, right? Since they aren’t one-hundred percent on board with what you do for a living, you’ve chosen to stay away even more. Push them away more than you should.”

      I took a deep breath, caught off guard by his assessment. “That’s pretty spot on for someone who barely knows me.”

      “I know you,” he said. “Not as much as I’d like to, but we’ve always understood each other.”

      There it was again. That feeling in the pit of my stomach that only seemed present when his honey-brown eyes were stuck on mine. Even his eyebrows lured me in since they were thick, but naturally arched in a way that brought his eyes out even more.

      I’d never been able to explain our connection, but I also couldn’t recall a time when Theseus was laying on the flirtation as strongly as he had been since I’d walked into his shop the other day.

      I glanced down at his lips. Have they always looked so juicy? A similar shade as his complexion, there was a slight pinkness to them that made me want to drag his bottom lip with my teeth for a quick nibble. He must have sensed that his lips were on my mind, because he licked them in a way that reminded me of that time the girls in school were calling him LL Cool J.

      He brought his face a little closer to mine. On their own accord, my lips slightly puckered, anticipating a kiss that I wasn’t sure I could stop from happening. Not even sure I wanted to stop it from happening.

      “What are you thinking about?” he asked, his eyes growing darker and edging closer to that dangerous look that I used to daydream about in my AP English class.

      I didn’t say what I was thinking. Couldn’t say what I was thinking. And when his head closed those last centimeters of distance, and his lips lightly brushed across mine, I sank into the closed-mouth kiss. Delicious. They were just as I imagined they would be. Firm, yet soft, with just the right amount of pressure to have me squeak out a sultry moan.

      At the sound of my own voice, I broke apart from the kiss, ignoring the blazing heat in his eyes. My pull back was awkward. The room felt awkward. And I sure as hell knew I was giving an awkward look because cool, calm, and collected Ivy had left the building. I still felt that kiss. Crap. If I could feel all that with a closed-mouth kiss, I don’t even want to think about how skilled he is with his damn tongue.

      I looked around the room for a distraction. “What’s the story behind that?” I asked, pointing at an oddly shaped object on his shelf before looking back at his sexy face.

      He studied me for a minute, his look proving that he was torn between playing along with me changing the subject, or kissing me like he wanted.

      “I have no fucking idea,” he finally said with a laugh. “A loyal client got it for me back in Detroit and I didn’t have the heart to tell her I didn’t know what it was supposed to be. There’s a lot of random shit in this office that came from clients.”

      If I wasn’t so damn nervous, I never would have picked up the funny-looking statue from the shelf, subsequently, dropping it to the floor. “I’m so sorry,” I exclaimed, bending to my knees as I scrambled to pick up the broken pieces. “I’ll give you money for it.”

      Theseus chuckled. “Don’t bother. I already told you I don’t know what it is.”

      Damn, I’m such a klutz. But I usually wasn’t this clumsy. Only when he was around. He had the ability to make me forget how to be smooth with it. Forget how to act like I had some sense and wasn’t blinded by how good-looking he was. How nice he smelled.

      I lifted my head just as he bent down to help me pick up the remaining pieces, only realizing my mistake when I ended up in a squat position, unable to move my head, the pain causing me scream, “Ouch. That hurts.”

      “Hold still,” Theseus said, placing his hand on my hair. “Uh, your hair got caught in my chain.”

      “What?” I tried to move my head again, and rammed into his thigh.

      “Your hair is caught on the chain connected to my belt,” he repeated.

      “Why is there a chain on your belt?” I knew the question was stupid the minute the words left my mouth since I’d seen the chain earlier.

      “I’ve never liked having my wallet in my back pocket. Got mugged too many times in Detroit. So the chain connects my wallet to my belt, but your hair is caught in the top of the chain closest to my belt loop.”

      Lifting my hands, I felt around my hair and his jeans for the part that connected. I removed my ponytail holder, but it didn’t help. My hair remained stuck.

      “You may want to stop feeling around,” he said. “I can get it.”

      “No, I got—” I stopped mid-sentence when I brushed up against something hard pressing against his jeans. I immediately dropped my hands, which caused my body to slightly shift, pulling my hair even more.

      My yelp was even louder this time, oblivious to the knocking on the door until Theseus told whoever it was to come in.

      “Damn, bro.” Ares’s voice filled the office. “I figured you would wait until the shop wasn’t full of people before you started putting on the moves.”

      “Nah, dummy. Ivy’s hair is stuck in my chain. Hand me those tools over there, I think I have something that can get her hair out.”

      “Tools? What tools? You betta not cut any of my hair.”

      “I wouldn’t do that,” he said. “I’ll just unravel it.”

      I breathed a sigh of relief while Ares handed him the tools and continued to laugh at us.

      “Hey, Ivy, I’m back. Where are you?” The sound of Layla’s voice down the hall made me want to drop my head into my hands, if I’d been able to move my head at all.

      “Ivy’s back here, but she’s tied up at the moment,” Ares yelled.

      “Doing what?” Layla asked, before she got to the office and immediately began cracking up. “How in the world did you do that?” She looked at us once more. “Betta yet, don’t tell me. I’m sure my imagination is better than the real story.”

      Closing my eyes, I tried to ignore the pain. I couldn’t even be mad at her for laughing because I was sure we looked like a hot mess. Plus, there was no way her and Ares were letting us forget this anytime soon.

      While Theseus used his tools to try and free my hair, I fidgeted as my legs shook from squatting so long, which caused Layla and Ares to laugh even more. Great, can this get more embarrassing?

      Theseus sighed. “I told you not to fidget. See what you did?”

      I was about to ask him what he was talking about until I opened my eyes and came into direct contact with his crotch, growing larger by the second. Why yes, yes it can get more embarrassing.
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        “Roses are red. Violets are blue.

        I heard blue balls suck. But so do you.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      
        
        (I kid, I kid. Note to self:

        leave the rhyming to my girl Meeka)

      

      

      

      THESEUS

      

      You’ve got to be shitting me. This had to be some cruel ass joke that the universe was playing on me because there was no man on Earth who could survive having blue balls for four days straight.

      It had been ninety-six hours since Ivy had walked into the shop, but it might as well had been ninety-six days. And if dealing with her bouncing around the shop in her tight ass jeans and cute graphic tees wasn’t enough, she’d been avoiding me ever since the hair-caught-in-chain incident. My brothers were still teasing me about it, but I didn’t give a damn. I would dare any man who had a woman like Ivy that close to his crotch not get hard with the idea of what she could do with her mouth.

      Crap, thinking about her ain’t helping. Nodding my head to the music bursting through my wireless headphones, I tried to get in my creative zone. I was at the shop super early, trying to finalize this design for a client I had coming in a couple hours. Even though our shop had all types of stuff in it for the video shoot and the windows had all been covered for privacy, I still had work to do and had convinced Ivy to let us have some clients come through the back entrance.

      Since my brothers and I were sharing a three-bedroom house while we worked together to get our shop up and running, I’d needed to get out of there for some alone time. There was no reason I shouldn’t be able to finish the concept of this design now, especially since it was for one of my homeboys from Detroit who happened to be in town.

      I glanced around the loft, the dim lighting and artistic décor usually doing the trick to spark my creativity, but tonight, even that wasn’t working. Listening to my hip hop playlist that usually got me hype wasn’t doing shit either, so I switched to some smooth R&B. Get your mind right, man. The sun hadn’t rose yet this morning, so it was still dark outside. I’d always worked better when it was dark, versus light.

      Concentrating had never been an issue for me. No matter what was going on in my life, I was always able to remain focused on my art. But that was before she’d popped up. It was before I’d been reminded how badly I had a thing for her. How much of a beautiful distraction she could be for me.

      After ten more minutes of struggling through my creativity, I decided to take a step back from my design since my mind was elsewhere.

      “Poison Ivy,” I said my nickname for her aloud as I closed my eyes and leaned back into the futon we kept in the corner of the loft. I’d only been resting my eyes for a couple minutes, when I opened them to adjust myself and caught sight of someone in my peripheral.

      I popped out my earbuds. “How did you get in here?”

      She glanced around, as if expecting me to be up here with someone else. “Sorry,” Ivy said coyly, lingering by the stairs. “Ares let me borrow his key so I could set up a few more things for the scene we are shooting in his office today.”

      Shooting was officially starting this morning, and my brother had agreed to let his office be the one for some of the scenes—which, let’s face it, he didn’t mind his shit being in the spotlight.

      I noticed she wasn’t wearing her jacket, and was sporting a black tee with the Black Lush logo on it. “How long have you been here?”

      “About ten minutes,” she replied. “Your brothers told me you would be here in case I needed anything. I was going to stay out of your way, but I heard you mumbling and moving around. Figured I would let you know I’m here.”

      Those sneaky idiots. Smiling, I motioned for her to step farther into the loft. “That’s funny, because those knuckleheads didn’t tell me shit.”

      She laughed, and damned if that laugh didn’t sound like my kryptonite … Bashful and sexy intertwined together. “The two of them always did like pranking you.”

      I shook my head. “Yeah, and the shit hasn’t changed now that we’re adults.”

      “Apparently.” As her laughter died down, she glanced around. “I should probably go and let you get back to sleeping.”

      “You don’t have to leave yet. I hit a creative block, so I figured I’d rest my eyes and listen to some music until a spark hit me.”

      She scrunched her nose, seemingly trying to decide if she should leave, or hang out with me a little bit. Any other day, I would have told her to stay and not second guessed it. But this morning was different. Lately, she’d been on my mind even more than usual, and it didn’t seem fair to convince her to stay when I had ulterior motives.

      She walked over and took a seat next to me on the futon, apparently making up her mind to stay. Placing her iPad on the other side of her, she glanced at my phone and asked, “Is that Spotify? What are you listening to?”

      I nodded and passed her the wireless earbud I’d just taken out of my ear. “Oh shit, is this August Alsina? You listen to him? You?”

      I laughed. “A little bit, but you sound like you judging a nigga.”

      She shook her head. “Not judging, just surprised.” Leaning back, she crossed one leg over the other, her boot that was still on the floor tapping to the beat. “His voice is so pretty.”

      “Not the word I would have picked, but he’s decent.”

      She rolled her eyes as the next song began to play. “Okay, John Legend. A very solid choice.”

      I glanced at her. “You can’t go wrong with Mr. Legend.”

      “You can’t.” We settled into a comfortable silence, as a Mary J Blige song played next, both of us stealing glances at one another every now and then. I felt like I was back in high school all over again. Doing whatever I could to get those beautiful brown eyes to look my way, if only for a second.

      “This is nice,” she said. “All I’m missing is some popcorn.”

      “You still like to eat white and yellow popcorn when you listen to music?”

      She tilted her head back. “First off, only the folks back home call three-cheese popcorn, white and yellow. I visited Garrett’s Popcorn the other day and they looked at me sideways. Second, did Layla tell you that?”

      I laughed. “Layla would never tell me something that random. Back in high school, you used to spend your free period sitting in the bleachers at the gym snacking on that popcorn from Mr. Martin’s corner store.”

      Her eyes widened. “I did, but I didn’t think anyone was paying attention.”

      “I was always paying attention.”

      She laughed, but it seemed like she was nervous, her voice kinda high when she mentioned, “My friends still tease me about eating cheesy popcorn like I’m watching a movie instead of listening to music. Guess it is a little weird.”

      I’d forgotten how much I liked to hear her laugh, and not the kind that sometimes sounded forced when she was talking with the Black Lush staff. The kind that started off on a boastful note before ending in a soft giggle.

      When the next song came on, I noticed her fidgeting, so I scooted a little closer to her, so that my arm was touching hers. It was the same way I’d done one night back in Detroit when I’d spotted her all alone outside of one of the art galleries we’d had in town. Back then, I’d noticed she was less fidgety with a little skin on skin contact. I’d overheard her talking to her friend’s once, saying she didn’t like someone crowding her personal space. Funny, she never seemed to mind if I was the one who was close.

      “I love the words to this song,” she said, her voice low as she moved a little closer. “I could listen to Daniel Caeser and H.E.R. all day.”

      “Me too,” I agreed. “The first time I heard the words to ‘Best Part,’ I listened to them non-stop. Created some of my best work to this song.” I left out the part that this was one of the many songs I listened to when I thought about her. Wondering if she’d thought about me over the years just as much.

      “You can feel the angst in his voice,” I pointed out, already slating the song to repeat. “Actually, you can hear it in both of their voices. They see the best parts of one another. The parts that others may not see. They are the best parts of each other’s day. But there are still words left unspoken. Words unheard. Each begging the other to say what’s in their heart, but for some reason, don’t have the courage to say.”

      Ivy adjusted her body so that she was facing me on the futon. “Words left unspoken, the same way you waited for me to say more during that time we spent at the art gallery?”

      I glanced at her, surprised she was bringing it up. “You remember that night, too?”

      “I remember all of it,” she professed, a hint of a smile on her lips. “I’d been stood up on that date with James because he was tired of me not putting out and had thought maybe if we went out a few times, I’d change it up for him. Which of course, I wasn’t. While I was sitting outside the gallery, wondering if I should go home or experience the gallery on my own, you popped up. Except for running into you a few times, we hadn’t talked since you’d graduated.”

      My mind went back years, to the moment I’d seen her waiting for her date to show up. “You’d looked so beautiful that night. A little disappointed, but still as gorgeous as ever. I remember you were wearing a light green dress and a leather jacket. Your hair was in that half-up half down style you used to wear with one high ponytail, and the back flowing around your shoulders. Back then, you were in your combat boots phase and I remember thinking it was nice to see that your style hadn’t changed.”

      She gave me a soft smile, her eyes hinting that she was a little surprised I remembered so much when she told me, “You hadn’t looked the same at all. If anything, you’d looked even more confident. More driven. More … dangerous.”

      “Dangerous? Why, because I had chosen to stay around Detroit instead of going to college?”

      She shook her head. “Going to college didn’t matter. I thought it was pretty amazing that you decided to work at that afterschool program full time as the art director to teach them different art techniques and things. They needed that. Needed you.”

      I nodded my head. “Thank you for that. Those kids were pretty dope, though. I took art classes at the local college to make sure my skills were on point, but really, every step I took was to lead me closer to opening up my own shop.”

      “And you did.” She smiled in a way that made me feel like everything was right in the world because she got me. She understood me. Was proud of me even.

      “Then how was I dangerous?”

      She bit her bottom lip, the move bringing her sexy girl-next-door look to a whole new level. “No offense, but you were dangerous because you were everything my mom warned me to stay away from. Suddenly, instead of being Mr. Popular, you had tattoos, an edgier haircut. Your muscles seemed more defined. Shoulders were broader. And the way you looked at me was … It was, I don’t know, more unguarded.”

      My eyes were solely on hers when I told her, “That’s because I was. The art gallery was my favorite place to go and I’d never seen you there. When you told me you’d been stood up, I took it as an opportunity for us to spend some time together. You’d kept me at arm’s length back in high school, but that night you seemed more open, and I figured, if things had changed, I had to shoot my shot.”

      “You sorta shot your shot, but not really.” She studied my eyes. “We had a great time that night. You took me through the entire gallery, showing me different pieces and explaining what the artist had in mind for each one. Then afterwards, we got some ice cream and walked around the neighborhood. Then you took me home and said you’d call.”

      “I did call.” I sat up straighter in my seat. “We hung out for a lil’ minute after. The owner of the art gallery even let us use that conference space. I would draw, and you would study for those pre-college entrance exams you were prepping to take that summer.”

      “We did.” She glanced away again. “We were together most evenings for like a week. Never saying much, but meeting at the same spot as if we both understood we were exactly where we needed to be.”

      I lightly touched her chin and turned her face back toward mine. “Wherever you were was where I always wanted to be.”

      She frowned. “Which is why I never understood why you never tried anything more. Why you never even tried to kiss me.”

      “You once told me that you didn’t think a man had a right to kiss a woman if they weren’t seriously dating.”

      “I was young and didn’t know what I was talking about.”

      I shook my head. “You knew what you were talking about. You always had your head on straight, and I wasn’t about to take advantage of that back then. You’d wanted a boyfriend and a relationship like the ones you used to read about in those romance books and I was far from that shit. Still am. I’m no Prince Charming.”

      “I never wanted Prince Charming.”

      I smirked. “You did, and every dude that liked you knew that you did.”

      She bit her lip again, seemingly lost in thought. “Back then, all my rules made sense. But I’m beginning to think I missed out on some good experiences because of my rules. I’m an adult now, and I know more about what I want. What I need. So, I have to ask …” She looked down at my lips. “If you wanted to kiss me back then and never did. If you wanted our kiss to last longer the other day, but it didn’t. What’s stopping you from kissing me now?”

      I wasn’t sure if her voice had gotten throatier or if it was a figment of my imagination, but I didn’t have to be asked twice. I lowered my head, her lashes fluttering closed the moment my lips touched hers. Damn. I’d waited a long ass time to kiss Ivy. Like really kiss her. And she tasted even better than I’d imagined. Sweet and delicious. Innocent with a hint of sass. Eager, yet reserved. Every part of my brain had to remind me to take it slow, let her control the kiss. But all that went out the window when she lifted herself off the futon and straddled me, lightly gripping my head to keep my lips planted on hers.

      Fuck. While one of my hands grazed her back, the other cupped her ass, bringing her closer to me as she began to gently rock her body. Slowly, I started to take control, kissing her in a way I’d dreamed about for over a decade. Kissing her with the sexual frustration I’d kept bottled up inside and never released since no one was Ivy. None of my exes had even held a candle to the type of way I’d felt about her.

      “Oh shit,” she whispered in between kisses. “I need more.”

      I smiled against her lips, wondering if she had any idea what it meant to give a green light to a nigga like me. A man who’d been feigning for her sexy ass for far too long to hold back when she was asking for more.

      I lifted her tee over her head, revealing a black cotton bra with a small white bow in the middle. Simple, yet perfect. To me, everything about Ivy was perfect, and as corny as that sounded, it was the truth. My truth. A truth that I’d gotten used to the day I accepted that she’d always be my poison.

      My lips trailed a path from her neck to the top of her breasts, each kiss causing her to moan louder than the kiss before. Sliding her bra straps down her arms, I freed her breasts, popping one of her perky nipples into my mouth, loving the way it got harder with the twirl of my tongue.

      I wanted to rid us of our clothes. Needed to feel her naked skin against mine. She was just as eager. I could feel it in the way she kissed me. The way she dry-humped me. I was moments away from switching our positions and sliding her under me when I heard knocking at the front door of the shop.

      Ivy pulled away first. “Crap.”

      I shook my head. “Ignore that shit. Whoever it is will go away.”

      “I wish we could ignore them.” She pulled her bra straps back up and picked her discarded shirt off the floor. “I told a couple members of my production team to come early, so I bet that’s them now.”

      “Fuck.” I ran my fingers through my hair, even more sexually frustrated than before we kissed.

      “We shouldn’t have done this,” she mumbled, putting back on her shirt. “This was a mistake. I have the experiment to think about. And we have too much history.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      Closing her eyes, she frantically shook her head. “Nothing. I’m not talking about anything.”

      I squinted my eyes, not believing her. “You really think this was a mistake?” Call me cocky, but typically when women asked me to kiss them, they didn’t regret a damn thing after.

      “You wouldn’t understand.” The knocking at the door continued. “I got to get to work, so how about we talk about it later?”

      She didn’t give me a chance to say anything else, and was down the stairs, letting her team in before I could catch my breath.

      Damn. That shit went south real quick. I laid down on the futon to take a few more minutes to myself and landed on her iPad, knocking it on the floor when I sat back up. When I picked it up, I touched the home button—assuming it was locked, but just wanting to make sure the screen wasn’t cracked—when surprisingly, it unlocked.

      I gotta tell her to always password protect her stuff. I wasn’t one of those dudes who went through people’s stuff, but I’d dated my share of crazy women. So I always locked up my shit.

      I would have ignored what was on Ivy’s iPad the minute the screen lit up, if Rules for a No-Strings-Attached Relationship wasn’t headlined on her document. I told myself not to scroll any farther, but words like social experiment and YouTube stood out to me. Along with the words casual sex, recording, video, and two weeks.

      “Man, what the hell is this?” And what the hell was she recording? Ivy Ashwood didn’t even like being in the spotlight and she was the complete opposite of a casual hook-up.

      “And who the fuck is Gary?” His name sounded familiar, but I couldn’t place him. She’d had his name on here a few times, but what really stood out to me was the bottom of the document that had his name circled a couple times, while my name was crossed out.

      Everything became clearer, when I spotted the name of the YouTube channel, The Social Experiment Network. Damn, Ivy must be participating in the next season I saw advertised. I wasn’t much for reality television, but I’d seen a couple seasons of the show when Ares got into that shit.

      So Ivy is entering a no-strings-attached relationship with some lame named Gary? Nah, the shit wasn’t sitting well with me. Especially after the kiss we’d just had. We both had a lot of our plates this morning, but as soon as I caught her ass alone, I was getting to the bottom of this.
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        “Stop studying for a test you’ve already passed. You don’t need a driver’s license to ride a dick.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      IVY

      

      My mind had been a nervous wreck all day. As far as the first day of shooting, it was going decent. But that kiss I’d had with Theseus was still on my mind. And to top it off, I’d left my iPad up there with him and hadn’t noticed it was missing until an hour later when he’d handed it to me displaying a sneaky smirk on his face.

      I didn’t know if he’d seen the document I’d been working on or not, but my gut was telling me that he had and he’d read enough to know that I was doing a social experiment. Already today, I’d received a message from Tyler, stating that my intro video was good, but I needed to find a candidate and get to the nitty gritty of my experiment. As if that’s so freakin’ easy.

      “You did great with the talent,” Monroe, my producer, told me as she sized up our leading stars. Monroe and I had both began working for Black Lush at the same time and got close almost immediately. Even managed to get our promotions weeks apart.

      “Thanks! We have a lot riding on this video and I want it to be as perfect as possible.”

      “Girl, we got this! This may be our first major graphic design client, but it won’t be our last. Adult film is on the come up and this location is bad ass.”

      I smiled, glancing around the tattoo shop at all of the one-of-a-kind designs I was able to display that had been created by the company and infuse them with work done by Theseus, Eros, and Ares. “I loved it the minute I stepped through the front door. Plus, the owners are from my Michigan hometown, so it’s nice to get to work with some old friends.”

      Monroe glanced over her shoulder before leaning to my ear and whispering, “Girl, that one back there in that white tee has been eyeing you all day, and it’s not in an old-friend kind of way. Is he an ex?”

      I followed her line of vision. Usually, we didn’t let any owners of a location we used stay on set, but in this case, the talent and staff signed off on it, so I’d made an exception for the first few days of filming.

      “Nah, we never dated.”

      “Humph.” I stole a glance at Monroe as she said, “But he wanted to, right?”

      I shrugged. “Something like that.”

      Theseus whispered something to Ares before glancing back at me. That look said it all. As soon as I wrapped up my day, he wanted to talk. Or maybe let our lips do all of the talking. Hell, I didn’t know, but he wanted to do something.

      The sound of disgruntled talent caught our attention. I turned back to see Misty, our main star, arguing with Bruce, our leading man.

      “For the last time. My breasts are delicate and real unlike some of the women you shoot videos with. So next time you grab them, you better use soft hands.” She cupped her breasts through her bra to demonstrate.

      Bruce rolled his eyes, completely comfortable in his tight boxer briefs. “Lady, I’ll try to be gentler, but I’ve felt my fair share of breasts, so I know what I’m doing. Yours ain’t all that to be trippin’ over.”

      Misty gasped. “You take that back, asshole. Men pay good money to see these breasts.”

      Bruce took a step closer to Misty. “Clearly these men need to get their eyes checked.”

      As the two went back and forth, Monroe nodded her head to Gary, the cameramen, to keep shooting. Sometimes, our best scenes came when the actor or actress wasn’t putting on an act for the camera.

      “Whoever told me shooting adult films would be easier than action movies had clearly never filmed two people having sex before,” Monroe preached.

      “Yeah, but check out Bruce.” I nodded in his direction, hoping she peeped how hard he was growing by the minute. “Clearly, fighting with Misty is getting him excited. When he auditioned, he mentioned being one of those guys that don’t take any erectile enhancement medication. Not sure I believe him, but maybe we should shoot the first sex scene before he can’t get it up as easily.”

      Monroe pointed her finger in the air. “Facts.”

      While Monroe headed over to break up the argument and let them know we needed them to get intimate pretty soon, I gave Theseus and Ares the signal to indicate that they needed to head to the back before we filmed the next scenes since actual intercourse would take place.

      Layla returned from setting up our secondary shooting location just when Monroe was explaining what was next to the talent. “Did I hear her right? Just like that, it’s time for the hanky panky?”

      I laughed. “Yeah, just like that. Getting into the industry, it was probably the biggest adjustment I had to make. Actually seeing people have sex when I used to think it was all for show. That, and the fact that I never thought about porn being scripted. I figured it was all improv. Most of it is, but that’s what makes Black Lush Entertainment so different. Our films are scripted and better quality.”

      Layla shook her head, both of us watching Monroe in action as she positioned the talent. “Okay, so is now a good time to ask if you’ve taken my advice and decided to fuck Theseus?”

      “Layla!” I gently slapped her on the arm. “I can’t think about that while I’m working.”

      Layla waved her hands around the room. “Um, hello? You’re literally in the middle of a sex scene right now. If you can’t think about it now, then when?”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and lowered my voice when I disclosed, “I’m still weighing my options.”

      Layla leaned back in surprise. “Girl, get real. You can’t still be thinking about that creepy ass dude holding the camera, right? I’m surprised you haven’t fired his ass yet.”

      I turned toward Gary in time to see him lick his lips as he got into position to shoot the scene. And did he just cup his junk real quick? “Eww, you’re right, sis. Don’t know what I was thinking. Gary won’t do.”

      “But Mr. Theseus Hood will.” She wiggled her eyebrows. “And the sooner you get down to business, the easier it will be to shoot those selfie videos you try to record all day.”

      “Try and record? What do you mean? I’ve gotten one out the way already.”

      Layla gave me a blank stare. “Yeah, girl. I heard you when I passed your bedroom to head to the kitchen. It was decent, but you didn’t sound inspired to tackle your experience.”

      I was about to get on her about eavesdropping when my phone dinged indicating that I’d gotten a text message. “Shit, it’s Tyler, my casting associate. That man has been messaging twice a day. He wants to know if I’ve found the victim for my experiment.”

      Before I knew what was happening, Layla grabbed my phone and texted Tyler back. “There,” she said. “It’s done. You can thank me later.”

      As soon as I read the message, my mouth dropped. “Please tell me you did not text Tyler that I’ve decided to give my high school boyfriend another chance? That is so far from the truth.”

      “It’s not a big deal.”

      “It is,” I whisper-yelled. “Tyler already sent back an emoji of a purple eggplant and a heart, encouraging me to get that D again. Again? As in, I’ve had it once before, which you and I both know I haven’t!”

      Layla waved me off. “Girl, please. Just say you secretly dated, but you held out, if he asks. But this is your experience and you should get the most out of it.”

      Theseus chose that moment to quickly grab his bag that he’d left in the corner of the foyer, flashing me one of his infamous, devastatingly handsome side-smiles before he left.

      “You’re so full of shit.”

      I turned to Layla. “What do you mean?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Y’all are eye-fucking each other even more than usual. I know something happened, but you can tell me when you’re ready. And don’t forget that the girls are coming into town tomorrow night, so if you don’t tell me before they get here, you gotta fess up to all of us.” I laughed, knowing I would have to fess up to all of them anyway. After learning I was in Chicago, a couple other members of the Bomb Squad Beauties were making a trip to Chicago, and our girls were a nosy ass bunch. So, no doubt, they would want me to spill all the tea.

      “In the meantime,” Layla continued, “you have to multitask and get you some of that Hood dick. Because let me tell you, sis, it’s not healthy to have deprived yourself of male attention for over seven years.”

      I gasped. “It has not been that long! My last serious relationship was …” I stopped since I couldn’t remember the exact date at the moment. I blamed it on the Hood-coated sunglasses I’d been wearing lately.

      “It was with the dentist seven years ago,” Layla deadpanned. “And you didn’t give it up the entire few months y’all dated, but he was one of those wait until marriage dudes, so you only kept your legs closed because he was the motha fucka closing them.”

      I opened by mouth in interject, but she cut me off and kept on talking. “Before the dentist, you went on a date with that psychologist, and yeah, you had sex with him a few times after he met your dating quota, but it didn’t even seem like it was that good. Neither did that broker dude you fucked on date number nine. And didn’t he ghost you after y’all fucked?”

      I rolled my eyes. “His name was Simon. And he didn’t ghost me. When we went out on our tenth date, he told me that he had decided to make it work with his ex-wife. She had some sort of incurable disease, and he wanted to spend her last few months with her. I had to respect that.”

      Layla didn’t seem to blink for a whole minute. “Bitch, you joking, right? That’s even worse. You telling me ole’ dude waited until y’all had sex, then he pulled the whole ‘Ima make it work with my dying ex’ bullshit? You never told me that.”

      I opened my mouth to defend myself, when I realized she was right. Damn, I’m naive. “I can’t believe it,” I gasped, putting the pieces together after all these years. “He put my ass on the ghost train, and I hopped on board like an excited passenger.”

      Layla nodded her head. “He sure did. But it’s a good thing you got on that train because he wasn’t worth your time. You’ve been dating these lame ass dudes when you’re better than that, sis. I mean, in high school and college, you used to go on dates all the time. You never gave it up easily … which was basically a rite of passage in college, but whatever. At least you dated back then. But I haven’t even heard you talk about a man in years. What gives?”

      I sighed, digesting what she’d said and wishing I could answer her question, knowing that I couldn’t. “I … I don’t know. I really don’t know.”

      Suddenly, the reason I was doing the experiment made sense again. The reason I’d even challenged myself to do something outside of my comfort zone was evident. Hell, the reason I’d dry-humped Theseus in the loft was all suddenly clear as hell.

      “Okay, you’re right. I need to stop being a pussy and—”

      “Give him the pussy,” Layla chanted, a little too loudly. “Yass, bitch, finally! He’s gonna be so shocked.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh when I caught her hands in the air to stop her from clapping. “Let’s get back to work,” I stated, because honestly, I needed to get this day over with so I could talk to Theseus in private. Something told me he wouldn’t be as surprised as Layla thought.
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        THESEUS

      

      

      

      “Dude, quit smiling,” I told myself as I glanced at my reflection in the elevator. Yet, telling myself that was a waste of time since I’d been sporting a smile since Ivy asked me if I could stop by Layla’s apartment after shooting wrapped up today.

      My gut was telling me that Ivy wanted to talk about the notes I’d read on her iPad. Either that, or finish what we’d started in the morning. Best case scenario, the night would include both.

      Stepping off the elevator, I headed straight to the apartment that matched the number she’d given me. She knew I was here because she’d buzzed me up, but it took her a while to answer the door after I knocked.

      The moment she opened the door, I had to remind myself to act chill and not devour her right on the spot. Her hair was pulled into a high ponytail and her face was clear of any makeup. I hadn’t seen her in her yellow frames since the day she’d explained the offer from her company and seeing her in them now made me realize I’d missed them. They’d be giving me mad sexy librarian vibes right now had she not been sporting a baggy, off the shoulder T-shirt and some booty shorts. Shit I’d never seen her in, but was now branded in my mind as the sexiest thing she’d ever worn around me.

      Her pretty feet were bare, but her burgundy-colored toenails matched the shade of lipstick she’d been wearing earlier. I was so busy checking her out, I almost didn’t hear her when she spoke. “Come in.”

      I stepped into Layla’s apartment, immediately noticing the décor screamed Layla. Bold colors for a bold personality. “Is ya girl around?”

      “Nah, she had a date. She’ll probably be gone the rest of the night.”

      My dick jumped. “Cool.” I followed her into the kitchen where she had two wine glasses sitting on the counter.

      “Do you want red or white?” she asked, opening the refrigerator.

      Neither. I didn’t drink wine and was more of a Hennessy type of guy. But I wasn’t passing up the chance to share a drink with her. “Red is fine.”

      Ivy nodded her head, pouring us both a glass before motioning for me to take a seat on one of the bar stools at the island. I removed my coat and took a seat, my eyes on her the whole time. Once she’d placed the wine back in the refrigerator, she removed her glasses and placed them on the counter before sitting on the stool next to me.

      Sipping her wine, she finally set those sultry brown eyes on mine when she asked, “You’re probably wondering what I asked you over here for?”

      “I have an idea, but how about you enlighten me.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Did you happen to read anything on my iPad when you found it this morning?”

      “Yeah,” I answered honestly. “I didn’t mean to, but I knocked it over when I laid on the futon and it illuminated when it fell on the floor. I was surprised it was unlocked, making it easier for folks to get to your business if you lost it.”

      She frowned. “It’s unlocked because it’s an older version, so I don’t have the touch passcode feature, and I’m on it so much, I got tired of unlocking it. None of which is important since you had no right to read anything on it.”

      “I know I didn’t,” I agreed. “So, let me just get it out the way and apologize right now. I’m sorry for reading anything on your iPad.”

      She fidgeted with the stem of her wineglass. “What exactly did you read?”

      “I read about the social experiment. The first sentence caught my eye, so I skimmed through it.”

      She shook her head. “You had no right to read my private information.”

      “I know, I know. Like I said, I’m sorry. It wasn’t my business to read, but I’m glad I did.”

      Eyeing me cautiously, she crossed her arms across her chest. “Not that I should even entertain you being nosy as hell … but why are you glad you read it?”

      A smile crossed my lips as I leaned closer to her to make sure she heard me when I told her, “If I hadn’t read about the social experiment you signed up for, I never would have known that you were about to make a mistake.”

      She frowned again. “And what mistake would that be?”

      “Easy,” I pointed out. “I peeped that you’d crossed my name out more than a few times, so my guess is, you decided that this Gary cat was a better person to spend your time with. When, in fact, that’s me.”

      “Oh really now.” Her lips began to curl as she held back a smile. “For your information, I never would have gone through with having sex with Gary. He’s a creep.”

      “Did he do anything to you?” I asked seriously.

      Maybe a little too seriously since she piped back, “Whoa, he didn’t. Nothing happened with Gary. I was just letting you know that I wouldn’t have gone through with it.”

      My eyes widened. “So you meant what you wrote? You told the network you’d have sex with a random stranger?”

      She briefly glanced away. “Not exactly. You’re familiar with The Social Experiment Network?”

      I shrugged. “Yeah. Ares is into that shit. So you’re throwin’ your rulebook out the window and doin’ what exactly?”

      Ivy didn’t answer me right away, and it seemed that she was feeling a bunch of emotions based off the way she was scrunching and un-scrunching her face, before settling into a look that I couldn’t place. A look that seemed to come to an understanding with whatever she was trying to decide. I was just about to ask her if she was cool, when she sighed before answering me, “Yeah, I’m tossing my rulebook to the side.”

      She stood from her stool and filled the space between us. “Without telling you everything, I can tell you that I told the network I would do video diaries of my quest to have a no-strings-attached relationship.” She raised her hand to play with the hem of my T-shirt. “I’m tired of living by my rules. Tired of denying myself the opportunity to be carefree and enjoy a man’s company without thinking about the consequences if we had sex. Tired of having a list of freaky shit that I wanna do and wondering if I’ll ever find a guy to do these things with.”

      Word? She was so close. She smelled so clean. Looked so sexy. I’d never been much of a talker, but I damn sho’ couldn’t find the words right now even if I tried.

      She looked into my eyes, stepping even closer to me. “I guess this is my way of asking you for a favor. Probably the biggest favor I’ve ever asked anyone considering my personality.”

      She briefly dipped her tongue out to wet her lips. “I can’t promise you that sex with me will be what you’re used to because it’s been a while. I can’t promise you that I know how to be a good sex buddy. I’m not even sure I can be sexy all the time without overthinking it.” Her lips were inches from mine, but instead of kissing me, she brought her lips to my right ear. “But even with the insecurities I have regarding my ability to fulfill the rest of this experiment, I’m clear as hell on the fact that I want you to fuck me, and have for a very long time.”

      Oh shit. Did she really just say what I think she said or am I imagining it? “I gotta say, I was expecting some honesty. But didn’t know you were gonna be that damn honest.”

      She started to turn away, but I caught her chin. “But, Ivy, I appreciate it, and if we do this, we got to be clear about a few things.” Widening my legs, I pulled her entire body into me. “Thanks for telling me it’s been a while for you, but don’t worry about not being good. That shit isn’t possible. You excel in everything you do.”

      She smiled, making me smile.

      “Just so you know, I don’t make it a habit of having sex buddies as you put it. So wipe that shit from your mind. This is your experiment, so it’s about you, not me. And regarding your sexiness …” I ran a finger down the part of her shoulder that was exposed. “Ivy, you’re sexy without even trying. You’ve always been and that hasn’t changed. If anything, you’ve only gotten sexier. And in case you didn’t know, I’ve wanted to fuck you for a very, very long time, too. Feels like I waited most of my life for a chance to get with you, so it would be an honor to help you fulfill your experiment, as long as you promise me this.”

      “What?” she asked, her eyes studying mines.

      “Promise me that you’ll never forget that you’re a beautiful black goddess who has never needed validation from any man. Me included. Don’t think about your rules holding you back, but rather, them being a guideline that helped you stay on the path you saw for yourself. Even though I’m helping you with your experiment, the pleasure is all mine. I’m the lucky bastard in this situation. The one who gets a chance to be with the woman who’s always been his day one even if she didn’t know it.”

      Her smile grew even bigger. “Thank you for saying that.”

      “It’s the truth, but you’re welcome.” I placed a quick peck on her lips. “When do we start?”

      Her smile faltered as her nervous giggle kicked in. “I was thinking maybe in a couple days or so. We don’t have to do too much. As long as I can do a video diary to explain at least one sexual experience, I’m sure I can bluff the rest.”

      I was shaking my head before she even finished. “Nah, that’s not the way I roll. You deserve the whole experience, and I want to make the most of our time together. No shortcuts.” I glanced at her iPad that was on the counter. “So, what’s on this list of freaky shit that you mentioned earlier?”

      “Nothing,” she said quickly. I sat there and watched her, waiting for her to fess up, when she finally told me, “Okay, so maybe I only have three things on the list. The first one was the no-strings-attached thing. But the most innocent thing out of my top three was to get a full body massage … naked.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve never gotten that before?” She shook her head. “Then I guess we should get started.” I got up from the seat and grabbed her hand before leading her down the hallway. “Which bedroom is yours?”

      “The one of the left,” she answered. “But are you sure we should do this tonight?”

      “I don’t want to waste time when we don’t have to,” I explained. “But if at any time you feel uncomfortable about anything we do during this experiment, just say the word and we stop.”

      She nodded her head. “Okay.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked.

      She smiled confidently. “Yes, let’s do this tonight.”

      “Good.” Once we got to her bedroom, I clicked on the lamp and briefly took note of her plush, light grey comforter and soft, white pillows, already figuring out where I wanted her to lay on the bed. I felt her watching me, wondering what was next, and if I knew Ivy, probably second-guessing the fact that she’d given me the green light to have access to her unlike any I’d ever had before.

      I looked back to her and leaned against the desk, getting straight to the point by telling her, “Now strip. I want you in nothing but your panties and that sexy smile you’ve been teasing me with all week.”
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        “If his hands are as soft as a baby’s ass, you betta run sis! You want the guy whose calluses make you tingle. That means he knows what he is doing.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      IVY

      

      He must be joking, right? I studied his face, concluding that he was for real. Like, for real, for real. Dead. Ass. Serious. His look leaving nothing left for questioning. And he has the nerve to seem unfazed by everything I just told him.

      How dare he lean against my desk in his crisp, white T-shirt and his navy-blue jogging pants looking so calm, cool, and collected when I was a ball of nerves. I didn’t care if his five-o-clock shadow was giving me all kinds of dirty thoughts. Or that his honey-brown eyes were laced in that same dangerous spark that had me fighting back a moan.

      I tended to like the clean-cut type. Or did I? I wasn’t even sure anymore since there was nothing neat and proper about Theseus’s appearance. Forget about the fact that seeing him like this—so masculine, so dominant—made me question if Power would still be my favorite sitcom if I hadn’t just realized how much he resembled Omari Hardwick, except with more hair. Only to me, Theseus was a sexier, badder version.

      I really didn’t give a shit that his lips—those juicy ass lips—were slyly smirking like he hadn’t just asked me to get naked as if it was the most normal request in the world. And I wasn’t even going to think about his damn tattoos. I mean, why the hell did they make him look so delectable. Indestructible. Unbreakable.

      So, imagine my surprise when I kissed all of my overthinking good-bye, lifted my shirt over my head, and tossed it to the floor, feeling free and loving the way the cool air from my ceiling fan teased my nipples since I wasn’t wearing a bra. And if that weren’t enough to make me remove my shorts next, the way Theseus’s dick was pushing against his jogging pants made me bold enough to do so.

      I stood there in my black panties, fighting the urge to cover my chest since standing in my underwear made me feel even more exposed. Yet, instead of fulfilling that urge, I kept my hands to my side, his eyes drinking me in as he slowly perused my body. Did he peep the stretch marks I had on my thighs? And if he did, did he care?

      “Do you have any baby oil?” he asked, breaking my thoughts. I pointed to my smell goods shelf, trying my best to act like my heart wasn’t beating so fast and loud, I wanted to pass out. I counted backwards from ten to calm myself until finally, the only thing I could hear was the constant thumping in my eardrums that was starting to sound a lot like the beat to “Flawless” by Beyoncé.

      He retrieved the baby oil and pointed to the double-sized bed. “Lay chest down on the edge of the bed.”

      I did as he’d requested, too nervous to say anything snarky. Even though my head was buried into my comforter, I could feel him standing to the left of me, music filling the room from his phone. Took a couple seconds to realize he was playing “Don’t Come Easy” by Raheem DeVaughn.

      “Just relax,” he whispered into my ear. He hadn’t even touched me since I’d removed my clothes, but I was already anticipating that tonight would be an experience I’d never forget.

      Without warning, I felt his calloused hands rub my shoulders, kneading out knots that I didn’t even know existed. I’d never been the type of woman to treat myself to a massage since I didn’t really care for strangers touching me. But this. Him. Us in my temporary bedroom right now, was giving me a whole new respect for the concept.

      He made his way lower, massaging my back in a way that had me moaning into my bed. “Right there,” I said in a muffled tone when his fingers reached my right side.

      “That’s the spot?”

      I nodded as he continued to knead his fingers even deeper. A few minutes later, he moved to my thighs, the motion of his hands making every part of me respond to his touch.

      “I see,” he mentioned, making his way to my feet, “you’re definitely a moaner.”

      I shook my head again, being honest when I told him, “I’m usually a lot quieter. Never really met a man who gave me a reason to moan.”

      If my eyes hadn’t been closed, I’m sure they would have popped out of my head because I hadn’t meant to be that freaking honest. I thought maybe he hadn’t heard me, but then he asked, “Exactly how long has it been since you’ve had sex?”

      I opened my eyes, welcomed by the grey comforter. “Uh.” I didn’t know what to say. Should I lie? Tell the truth? Maybe tell the truth, but lie a little? I needed to phone a friend and call Layla because I hadn’t prepped myself for Theseus’s questions tonight.

      “If you don’t want to say, then tell me this …” he started, his hands making their way to my panties as he began to ease them down my legs. “Has it been longer than a year?”

      Quietly, I said, “Yes.”

      “Longer than two years?” he asked.

      I nodded. “Yeah.” His lips softly kissed my right ass cheek, the touch catching me off guard and causing me to slightly lift my butt into the air. The fact that his lips felt so smooth on an ass that hadn’t been touched in so long was the only excuse I had for blurting out, “It’s been like seven years. Or eight. Probably somewhere in between since I didn’t have sex with my last serious boyfriend.”

      His hands stopped moving. His lips stopped moving. The sudden non-movement caused me to turn around, afraid I’d scared him off to the point where he wasn’t going to do the experiment with me. Yet, the look I saw in his eyes was completely opposite of what I’d expected.

      Instead of his eyes blazing in shock, they were blazing in fire. Instead of his jaw dropping in surprise, it was tight and clenched. Like he was holding back something that I couldn’t quite place. I opened my mouth to ask him what he thought about my confession, when he leaned down and kissed the words right off my lips. Unlike our last kiss, he wasn’t holding nothing back, his mouth taking mine hostage as I clung to him, soaking in all of his delicious taste.

      Since my body was only halfway turned, I rolled completely around to lie on my back, the strokes of his tongue growing bolder with better access. After a few minutes of only inhaling him, we broke apart, his eyes leaving mine to trail a path across my naked body.

      “Damn,” he whispered. “You’ve always been sexy as hell with clothes on, but that shit don’t hold a candle to you in nothing at all.” His eyes moved up and down over my body once more before he dropped to his knees, gently pushing my legs open and mumbling something that sounded like “breathtaking,” before his lips hit my clit with exact precision.

      “Oh fuck,” I moaned, torn between wanting to close my legs from how good it felt, or spread them open even wider so he could do whatever he wanted with me.

      His tongue slipped inside my core, before going back to my clit, the back and forth movement causing me to squirm even more than I had been before. Apparently, it was too much squirming for Theseus, because he twisted my body so that my ass was hanging halfway off the bed, took both my legs, and threw them over his shoulders before he dove back in, making sure I couldn’t move. And damned if I wasn’t content to stay right where I was while he feasted in a way that I had never had any man please me before.

      In the past, I’d been with guys who always felt a need to finger me while licking my pussy, and although I was cool with that because it got me there, it was something so fucking sexy about the way Theseus was getting me there with only his lips and tongue.

      I was close. So close. Close enough that he had to grip my thighs even tighter when that first wave washed over me as I climaxed quicker than I’d ever climaxed before, his name leaving my lips in a growl that was so not cute, but I didn’t give a damn. I could be cute next time.

      I expected him to ease up, but he didn’t. Instead, he only increased his movements, sending my ass over another cliff when I hadn’t even climbed back up from the first cliff he’d thrown me off of.

      “That was amazing,” I said breathlessly, when I was able to find my voice. “Like in an other-worldly, out of this world, outer space, another dimension kind of way.”

      He scooted me up and leaned next to me on the bed, a smile on his face when he said, “Pretty sure some of those are the same thing, but I’m flattered.” When he stood, I reached for him, but I was too slow. My arms felt like Jell-O.

      “What’s next?” I mumbled as he lifted me and gently placed me under my sheets.

      I vaguely recalled him whispering, “Nothing tonight, Poison Ivy,” as he kissed my forehead and laid down beside me on top of the comforter. I wanted to ask him why he still had his clothes on, but my eyelids felt so heavy. Everything went dark a few seconds later.
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        THESEUS

      

      

      

      I smiled as I watched Ivy fall asleep with this adorably goofy grin on her face. I wasn’t sure how I’d expected the night to go, but I was still in awe that I’d had such an intimate moment with the girl of my dreams. The girl I’d been pressed to get with ever since I was a teenager.

      Ivy Ashwood was the type of woman who could crawl her way into a man’s heart without even trying. Case in point, I wasn’t the type of dude to lay next to a woman and watch her sleep, but that’s exactly what I was doing. Watching the rise and fall of her chest beneath the covers. Making sure she was doing okay before I left since I had a busy day tomorrow.

      As I laid there, playing with the strands of her hair that were spread against the white pillow, I thought about how I’d been given a second chance with her. How I’d managed to miss the opportunity back then, but damn sho’ wasn’t gonna miss my shot now. How I needed to make sure she understood that I wasn’t willing to let whatever we were starting end once the experiment was complete.

      We may live in different cities, and I wasn’t even sure she was looking for a relationship, but I’d stopped dating around years ago, knowing that I would never find my perfect woman. Knowing that I’d never be able to fully give my heart to another woman since I had unfinished business with a woman who’d stolen my heart years ago without even knowing.

      She stirred in her sleep and my name slipped from her lips before she turned around so that her back was now facing me. My hands reached out to trace a few brown freckles that I leaned over and kissed—because, after tonight, I wouldn’t be able to be near her and not kiss her.

      I glanced at the clock on her nightstand, knowing it was time for me to leave, but not wanting her to wake up and find me gone. Getting up from her bed, I found a notepad and pen on her desk, so I jotted her down a quick note and left it on the pillow I’d been laying on.

      “Goodnight, kryptonite,” I whispered, kissing her forehead before locking the bottom lock of the apartment and letting myself out of the complex.
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        “If you do something stupid, don’t beat yourself up over it. Pour yourself a shot, put on some lipstick, and throw some glitter on your ego.”

        ~Layla~

      

      

      

      IVY

      

      “Wait, wait, wait, wait, wait,” Layla yelled, waving her hands in the air. “Sis, please tell me you did not fall asleep on one of the sexiest men any of us have ever met after he gave you the best head of your life.”

      I rolled my eyes, wishing Layla would drop it. “Seriously, Layla, you already know this story! I told you this morning what happened, so I don’t think you need to keep bringing it up.”

      “That’s probably our fault, chica,” our friend, Treasure, said. “You know Layla likes to repeat stuff for those of us who haven’t heard the details.”

      Our other friend, Jade, nodded her head. “She’s a real bitch that way, but I can’t lie. I’m lost, so I need the story from the top.”

      “Me too,” Treasure added.

      I sighed, leaning back into the soft couch cushion, knowing that the sooner I told them the details, the quicker we could move on. Our girls, Treasure and Jade, had just gotten into town for a girl’s trip to Chicago since it was rare that all four of us got to hang out anymore. So, when two of us where in the same place, we made sure we got together.

      It was Friday night, and apparently, instead of getting ready to hit the club, Layla had put me on blast. “Okay, guess I should start from the top.” I grabbed my wine glass and took a big gulp, before downing the rest.

      “Oh, shit,” Jade said. “It must be good if you over here downing wine knowing you a lightweight.”

      I swallowed the bitter liquid and said as quickly as I could, “LaylatalkedmeintodoinganexperimentforthatyoutubenetworkandIdecidedtohavesexwithoutrulesanddocumentitfortheworldtosee.”

      Treasure blinked a few times. “Did you just say that Layla talked you into doing a social experiment, for which I’m assuming is The Social Experiment Network on YouTube, and you decided to have sex without your eight-date rule and document it? Meaning, you’re a participant for that next season they are advertising?”

      Jade looked at Treasure. “I never did comprehend how you could understand Ivy when she rambled like that.”

      “Me neither,” Layla spouted, downing the rest of her wine, too. “But yeah, I talked her into doing the experiment, but Ms. Goody Two Shoes decided to tell the network her experiment was to do a no-strings-attached relationship. And apparently, the casting associates are geeked for her video segment because they can’t believe someone who works in the adult film industry has been without sex for so long.”

      Jade waved her hand at me. “Yeah, I don’t understand that shit either.”

      “Are you really doing this?” Treasure asked. “I’m sure they would understand if you backed out.”

      I smiled, appreciating the way Treasure always looked out for me. While Layla and Jade were quick to talk me into doing something I didn’t want to do, Treasure would be telling me I didn’t have to do it. We were both cautious and looked out for each other that way.

      Layla answered before I could, telling the girls, “She can’t back out. She’s already found her knight in shining armor to bring her pussy back to life.”

      Treasure squinted. “You found a guy already? Is it someone you work with?”

      I bit my lip, knowing my friends were gonna go nuts when I told them, “I guess we are sort of working together for the moment, but that’s not the point.” I glanced at Layla who was grinning while watching Treasure and Jade, waiting for their reaction. “The guy who’s helping me fulfill the experiment is Theseus.” I said his name super low, more so because saying it was still making me horny as hell and I didn’t need those problems when kickin’ it with my girls.

      For a few seconds, both Jade and Treasure seemed confused. Like the fact that I’d mumbled his name made it harder for them to place him. I noticed the moment recognition hit because Jade jumped from her seat, yelling, “Shut the fuck up! Theseus Hood? As in the Theseus Hood we went to high school with? That nigga?”

      Treasure started squealing. “The same Theseus who should have been practicing football, but would be staring at you during our dance practices and getting yelled at by his coach? And the same one who could walk down a hallway without paying attention to any of the girls, but when he reached you, he was all dark eyes and sultry looks.”

      I laughed. “Y’all, I’m sure we only know one Theseus, so yeah, that’s the one.”

      “How could I forget.” Treasure snapped her fingers. “Ares posted something on Facebook a couple weeks ago about them opening up a tattoo shop in Chicago. I just remembered.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me they were coming here?” Layla asked her.

      Treasure shrugged. “I just forgot.”

      “Back to Ivy,” Jade blurted, sitting back down. “Have y’all fucked yet?”

      I shook my head. “Not yet.”

      Treasure leaned up in her seat. “Hold up. Layla said you got head and fell asleep. Were you talking about Theseus? Ohmygod, please say yes!”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      Jade waved a finger at me. “I knew it. I knew that motha fucka would eat your juice box before slipping you that D. Remember that one day all the girls were busy when I’d visited home from college except you? That day where you dragged me to that sandwich spot that had just opened and Theseus was there?”

      “Yeah, I remember.”

      “I told you he was looking at you like he’d be satisfied if he could lick your pussy all day and nothing else?”

      I sneered, shaking my head. Sometimes I wondered how I ended up with such unfiltered and outspoken friends. It wasn’t like I never cursed or blurted out a few things, but between Jade and Layla, I sounded like a saint. “But you were speculating back then. Him actually doing it is kinda throwing me off.”

      “What do you mean?” Jade asked.

      I poured me some more wine and took a sip. “Last night was amazing. I told him about the experiment and he said he’d help me out. He gave me this great full body massage, and next thing I know, we’re kissing, then he’s going down on me. I’m squirming to stay still because I had no idea a tongue could do some of the things he was doing to me. Then I’m waking up to a beautiful note on my pillow saying that he had to go because of a big client today, but that last night meant everything to him.”

      Treasure clenched her heart. “That’s so romantic.”

      “Then what’s the problem?” Layla asked.

      “I don’t know. I guess I just wished I could have stayed awake so I could return the favor. But as much as I hate to admit it, it’s been so long that I’m not even sure I’d remember how to return the favor.”

      “You mean sucking his dick?” Layla asked.

      I got quiet, proving she was right.

      Jade shook her head. “Sweetie, one doesn’t forget how to suck dick, and I made sure I taught you ladies how to suck good dick before y’all went to college.”

      I laughed, thinking back to the crazy things Jade used to teach us. She was older than the rest of us, so she’d taken on an older sister role as did some of the other dance team members. I appreciated all of my squad members because it felt like I always had someone to get advice from. But, while Layla may be a freak, Jade was on a whole other level with her shit.

      “Okay, so yeah, I may still remember how to suck dick, but I don’t want to just be average with it. I may only have a little over a week with Theseus, but I want to make the most of it.”

      “I feel you,” Layla replied. “You want to give his ass something to remember you by after the experiment is over, right?”

      “Well, yeah,” I answered. “Something like that.” I adjusted myself in my chair, tucking my right foot under my left leg. “Theseus still sees me as that girl next door. The one with the rules who used to be in Sunday school talking about marrying a prince after watching one too many Disney movies. I mean, come on, Simba was a lion and I was still obsessing over marrying him.”

      “Don’t blame this on The Lion King,” Layla countered.

      “Yeah, Simba was the shit,” Jade added.

      Treasure rubbed my arm. “Sorry, chica, but that’s still you. All fairytales and butterflies. Which is why you working in adult film is pretty ironic.”

      I shook my head. It never failed that one of them brought up my career, but that wasn’t what this was about. “Y’all know what I mean. I just need to brush up on my skills before I see him again. Today, he wasn’t at the shop, but he did text and ask if we could see each other tomorrow after work or before the crew and his brothers get to the shop.”

      “Well it’s a good thing we’re all here because I have something for you ladies.” Jade stood up and dragged her big, black, glittered bag to the coffee table. “Layla gave me a heads up before I flew out here from New York and told me that I may be needed to drop some knowledge.”

      She shuffled around her bag, giving us her signature Jade smile, letting us know that the night was about to get a helluva lot more interesting. “Now, y’all know as a love, sex, and relationship connoisseur, with emphasis on the sex part, I feel like it’s my duty to make sure my girls are always changing up their sex game. Especially since none of y’all heffas have tried out First Class Fantasy yet.”

      “Um, hello,” Layla interjected. “When I was in New York last year for work I was there. Not a permanent member, but give me some credit for checking out the digs.”

      “Wait, I thought members were supposed to be a secret?” Treasure asked. “That’s the whole point behind the organization. Right, Jade?”

      Jade was the founder of a secret organization in which members sign a contract before finding a weekly fuck buddy to live out their wildest sexual fantasies. Members were required to wear body paint, sexy costumes, or masquerade masks to conceal their identity. Although I hadn’t been, I had heard from a few of our friends who were members that it was pretty damn amazing and so much like something we all figured Jade would create.

      “They are supposed to be secret,” Jade told Treasure. “But some of the ladies run in the same circles. Plus, I was just teasing y’all. If you lived in New York, I’m sure you’d have checked it out by now. Layla’s excluded since she’s always rocking with my crazy ideas.”

      “Thank you,” Layla replied. “You betta appreciate my efforts.”

      Rolling her eyes, Jade laughed. “Anyway, back to the matter at hand.”

      I was on pins and needles watching Jade shuffle around her bag. When she finally pulled out what she was looking for, I was dumbfounded. I was about to say something, but Layla beat me to it.

      “Uhhh, no offense, sis, but I thought you were about to pull out some new sex toy. Not some fruit snacks.”

      Jade popped open both cardboard boxes, ignoring Layla’s comment. “Y’all are familiar with Fruit by the Foot and Fruit Roll-Ups, right?” We nodded our heads as she pulled out one of each and set them in front of us, along with a banana.

      “Well, you know how some girls can’t stand sucking dick? Like, they can’t get past the taste of semen, or if the man has a long and veiny penis, she may not be able to get into it because she’s damn near choking on it instead of enjoying the act of sucking.” Jade opened the Fruit Roll-Up and motioned for us to do the same. “The Fruit Roll-Up method solves all that and makes sucking dick a whole lot of fun for him and definitely for you. It’s been around for years, but I’ve been getting some of my members into it recently.”

      I followed what Jade was doing and unwrapped the fruity treat. “Uh, call me crazy, but I don’t get how this helps when sucking dick.”

      Jade smirked. “Look closely, ladies. First, you get it dressed.” She wrapped the Fruit Roll-Up around the banana, draping it in a way that looked like she was putting a sheet over furniture. Then, she unwrapped the Fruit by the Foot. “Then, you wrap it by covering the base of the dick with the Fruit by the Foot, making sure you can’t see any skin. Personally, I love to use both because, well, I’m extra.” She rubbed her hands across the entire banana, smoothing out any wrinkles. “And voila. There you have it. Dessert dick for the down to suck diva who hates the taste of semen.”

      My eyes widened when she dipped her head to suck the banana for further demonstration. “Hold up.” I leaned forward in my chair. “You mean to tell me that women are wrapping their men’s penis in a schoolyard sweet treat before going down on him?”

      Jade stopped sucking. “That’s exactly what I’m saying. And now, you know exactly what you can do to prove to Theseus that you are not the same Ivy Ashwood that he remembers.”

      “You are my favorite freaky bitch,” Layla said to Jade, blowing her a kiss. “And I love you for this. Can’t wait to try this out on my side piece.”

      Jade high-fived Layla before turning to Treasure. “Tres, what are you doing?”

      Treasure took a bite of her Fruit Roll-Up, while looking at her Fruit by the Foot that was randomly smeared in uneven pieces across her banana “I always sucked at arts and crafts. That mixed with sweaty palms was a making for disaster.” She looked closer at the banana. “Um, I don’t think I’ll be trying this method on a dude anytime soon. My banana looks diseased.”

      Jade picked up Treasure’s banana as if it were contagious and placed it in a plastic bag. “Yeah, Tres. I’m not sure you understood the assignment.”

      “I’m with Tres,” I exclaimed, even though my banana looked decently decorated in the red snack. “I’m not sure I can do this on Theseus. Seems more like something you do when you’re in a real relationship. Like, maybe a few months into it. I mean, aren’t you supposed to wait at least three months before giving a guy head? How will he know to take you seriously if you go down on him too fast? I didn’t think shit was like it is in the porn videos I work on daily. And what if he busts on my face? Sorry y’all, I personally am cool with sucking dick, but I can’t take a nut facial. I don’t care how good he looks.”

      “She’s rambling again,” Jade whispered, causing Treasure to giggle.

      Layla yawned. “Are you finished yet, grandma?”

      I tossed one of the wrappers at her. “Chica, I’m for real! What if he hates it?”

      “What if he loves it?”

      I frowned. “What if I do it wrong?”

      “Or are you more worried about doing it right?”

      Damn. She had me there. Layla waited for me to respond, and when I didn’t she stated, “Sis, now is not the time to overthink this. The man licked your coochie and then tucked you into bed. So for now, let’s get ready for the club and you worry about pleasing Theseus later. Deal?”

      I doubted that I’d be able to think about anything other than Theseus, but she was right, I needed to put my thoughts about him on pause. Though my voice didn’t even sound convincing when I announced, “Deal.”
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        “Be a magical unicorn! Unicorns shit rainbows. Rainbows bring treasure. And let’s face it, who doesn’t like to find treasure?”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      IVY

      

      “This place is packed,” Jade yelled after we’d checked our jackets and walked onto the main floor of the downtown club.

      Treasure upturned her nose. “A little too packed if you ask me.” She stepped to the right as a couple of ladies who’d had too much to drink brushed against her as they stumbled past us. I held back a laugh since Treasure disliked crowds, especially the clubbing crowd. “Are we sure we should be here? Looks like this crowd is twice as big as the space. Wonder how many fire laws they are breaking.”

      “You’ll be fine,” Jade told her.

      “It’s usually not this crowded,” Layla explained. “But whenever Sean Mac is the DJ, folks in Chicago know it’s gonna be a good time, so they show up and show out.” She glanced over the mass of people. “Come on. I want y’all to meet a few friends.”

      We made our way through the crowd, stopping when we were to the left of the dance floor. Layla squealed when we reached her friend Meeka and introduced her to Jade and Treasure first. When Meeka’s eyes landed on me, she smiled.

      “If it isn’t the porn star,” Meeka yelled over the music.

      I shook my head. “Girl, I just work at Black Lush. I’m not the talent.”

      She shrugged. “I know, but porn star sounds more fun! Bring it in.” She wiggled her fingers and pulled me in for a hug, both of us laughing because Meeka was so … Meeka.

      Next, Layla introduced us to Zahir and Kelani who were super cute together, all boo’d up and whatnot.

      “And this is Tone, Meeka’s boyfriend,” Layla continued. “Call me the crazy fifth wheel, but this group keeps me sane here in Chicago.” We all exchanged pleasantries as much as we could in a crowded club until a guy ran into Meeka causing her to stumble in her heels, then acted like it was her fault, not his.

      “Excuse you!” she yelled.

      “Excuse me, nothing,” he said, giving her back some lip.

      “You owe me an apology,” she told him.

      “I don’t owe you shit, bitch.”

      At the guy’s statement, Tone walked over to Meeka’s side. “Do we have a problem here?”

      “Mind ya business playa,” the guy said, his friends standing behind him. “This broad just don’t know her place.”

      “Her place?” Tone stepped closer to him, Zahir right beside him. “Sounds to me like you called her out of her name and for that, you and I have a problem, bruh.”

      “Hold up.” The guy looked from Tone to Meeka. “You that crazy ass psycho that was on that show wit’ her exes. Yeah, I knew you looked familiar.” He smacked his tongue over his teeth. “I mean, since you giving out your sour milk for free, I got an empty glass. You ain’t all that, but I’d hit. Matter fact, I think you approached me once in this club before, but I only fucks wit’ classy chick’s wit’ tight pussy’s, and yo’ shit been run through by every nigga in the city.”

      People around us had started to listen only amping up the disrespectful dude. It even sounded like the DJ lowered the music, but it could have just been my imagination. Tone stepped between them, clearly ready to put the asshole in his place, but Meeka stepped in front of Tone before he could say anything.

      “Nigga, I don’t want you. Honestly, I think you wrong for subjecting every woman in this club to yo’ ugly ass.” The crowd did a wave of ohh’s, but Meeka wasn’t finished. “How you look like a car ran over your face, then put that bitch in reverse, but you walkin’ around here wit’ pretty boy tendencies. The shit just ain’t right. Your friends over here didn’t tell you how busted you look?”

      “Here we go,” Layla whispered to me. “She’s about to lay into his ass.”

      I lifted an eyebrow. “Even more than she already is?”

      “Yep.” Layla nodded and leaned to Jade and Treasure as well. “She usually won’t say these in public, but when she does that head twist, you know you about to hear one of her ratchet rhymes.”

      “Ratchet what?” Treasure asked. I wanted to ask for a repeat myself, but didn’t need it once Meeka dug in her purse and took out her compact mirror with a bedazzled unicorn on the back of it, before looking to the guy.

      “Mirror mirror on the wall. Who is the least attractive asshole of them all? Can you do me a favor while we’re all in this place? Help Mr. Ugly Ass fix his stupid ass face. He suffers from short man syndrome with a small dick no doubt.” She closed the mirror and pointed to his crotch. “But small dick bastards can’t help it if they slip out.”

      “Uh … Uh …” The man glanced around, stumbling over his words before he finally spit out, “You dirty ass trick. No one wants you because you ain’t shit.”

      “Ha!” Meeka laughed. “You got more or you still tryin’ to find your words?” I stifled a laugh as Meeka placed her hand on her chin, her eyes widening. “Damn, it took me a minute, but I do recognize you. You should have been careful because I heard about of you boo boo. You that asshole from Blue Island and word is, you creepin’ on the low. Yet, you managed to fix your mouth to call me a hoe?” The crowd was listening to every word and dude looked uncomfortable as hell.

      “Feels like I’m watching an episode of Wild n’ Out,” Treasure voiced.

      “You mean, the Wild Style battle,” Jade corrected. “That’s the best part of the show.”

      “Nah, just Meeka doin’ Meeka,” Layla added. “Hood classy and all.”

      Meeka glanced around, while the guy started looking even more nervous. “Wait, is the man you cheated on your fiancé with in this club tonight? He flirted with another dude or something, so you in here picking fights? I know your ex girl and trust me, she deserved betta. Homie got stuck with a closet dude still wearing FUBU sweaters.” She flicked at his sweater and no lie, it did have the FUBU logo on it. “Man, I’m done with you clown. The source of a good joke is all you’ll ever be. And next time you wanna be disrespectful, read the dictionary before you come for me.” 

      With that, she flipped him off with a high-pitched, “Byeeee, with yo’ uh … uh … stuttering face ass,” and walked away, leaving a wake of laughs behind her. The guy stood there looking embarrassed for a few seconds, before nodding to his friends and exiting the club.

      Meeka smiled after he left. “Sorry about that ladies. It usually takes at least an hour of hanging out with me before folks see that side, but tonight is your lucky night.”

      “Was that stuff about him true?” Jade asked. “The part about his ex.”

      Meeka nodded. “Yeah, it was. Took me a minute to place him, but when I did, I saw the moment he realized he’d fucked with the wrong one.”

      Zahir shook his head. “Damn, sis. You hurt my feelings putting him on blast like that.” Zahir turned to Tone. “Your girl is crazy.”

      Tone pulled Meeka to him and kissed her forehead. “Yeah, she is. I tried to put a muzzle on her ass, but couldn’t find one in rose gold diamonds, so she wasn’t goin’.”

      Meeka shook her head. “A chick like me will be dolled up in sparkling rose gold diamonds or nothing at all.”

      We all laughed, the vibe going back to what it was before the incident. Conversation easily flowed between us all since we’d all heard plenty of stories about each other through Layla.

      I ended up talking to Zahir, Kelani, and Tone the most while Layla and Meeka kept Jade and Treasure entertained with whatever insane stories they were sharing. The group took turns going to the bar for drinks and the energy was just what I needed tonight. When Zahir and Kelani went to get drinks, Tone and I were able to chat more about working behind the scenes in film and television.

      “I love being a cameraman,” he said. “I remember when there was an opening at Black Lush that I was interested in, but it was out of LA, so I didn’t apply. I’ve always been a fan of how your company does business.”

      “Yeah, they’re a pretty great place to work for,” I agreed.

      Layla leaned over into our conversation. “And if you’re looking for a side gig Tone, there may be an opening for a cameraman on Ivy’s team because the guy she works with is beyond creepy.”

      Tone laughed. “Sounds like there’s a story there.” Commotion from the bar a few feet away got our attention.

      “Yo, check it out,” Zahir said, as he and Kelani returned with a couple drinks. “The bar tenders are tryin’ to pull shorty down from dancing on the bar.”

      Kelani’s eyes widened. “Uh, guys. I’m pretty sure that’s Meeka.”

      Tone almost spit out his beer. “What! Ah hell, that is Meeka’s ass. Layla, please tell me you didn’t give her vodka.”

      “Of course not. I’m sure I ordered tequila shots.” Layla sniffed her empty glass. “Shit! I lied. I think I gave her vodka.”

      “What’s wrong with vodka?” I asked.

      “Vodka makes Meeka a little cray cray,” Layla explained.

      “More so than usual,” Kelani added.

      “Meaning, my girl is about to make me catch a case tonight, damn.” Tone shook his head and started shuffling through the crowd with Zahir and Kelani right behind him. “Meeka, sweetie. What did I say about dancing on top of bars in clubs where we don’t know the owners?”

      “Baby, this my shit though,” she screamed, chanting along to “Partition” by Beyoncé, the crowd hyping her up as two security guards neared. “Meek Meek all on his mouth like liquor. Like like liquor. Like like like liquor,” she yell-sang, twerking as she pointed to Tone and repeated the words. The crowd was really feelin’ her, women replacing Beyoncé’s name with their own and men high-fiving Tone along the way. The crowd just made Meeka dance and sing more. “See baby,” she squealed. “They love me! I can’t let these whack ass security guards ruin my vibe.”

      “She’s my kinda woman,” Jade said, all of us laughing at how rowdy it had gotten in a matter of minutes.

      “Is it always like this when Meeka is around?” I asked.

      Layla nodded. “Pretty much.”

      Once the others were out of earshot, we couldn’t hear what Tone was saying to security, but he seemed to be working it out while Zahir and Kelani were helping Meeka step down from the bar.

      A couple minutes later, the four of them were waving goodbye and quickly heading out the club as another hit came through the speakers. Layla, Jade, Treasure, and I danced in a way we hadn’t in years, bouncing off one another with our moves, until Layla tugged on my arm, her eyes wide.

      “Ivy, promise me that you will be chill and not freak out?”

      I leaned closer to Layla to hear her better. “Why would I freak out?” I yelled back as Jade and Treasure leaned in to hear what we were saying.

      “Because I just noticed that your man is standing in VIP with his brothers and some players from Chicago’s football team.”

      My eyes flew to the direction Layla was watching, immediately landing on Theseus who was already watching me. “When did he get here?”

      Layla shrugged. “That area was empty a little while ago, so they must have walked in while we were watching Meeka’s bar dance.”

      “Well damn,” Jade gasped. “He was already fine as hell, but Theseus went ahead and got extra sexy. Muscles poppin’. And even though it’s dark in here, I can see his tattoos. Ivy, I don’t know how you fell asleep on all that caramel goodness.”

      “Me neither,” I replied, my breath catching with the way he stood there, observing me as usual. The way he watched me always did something to me, but unlike before, I knew I’d given him the green light to do more than just stare.

      “All of them are looking good,” Treasure remarked. “Wonder how they know all those players.”

      “Probably clients,” I told her. “They’ve barely been open, but y’all know how well known they are in Detroit. News probably traveled that they’re tattooing in Chicago.”

      “And I think that’s Deacon, too, right?” Jade asked.

      Layla leaned on my shoulder and lifted on her tiptoes to see over my head. “Yeah, that’s him. I think he’d already graduated when Ivy and I got there. Theseus and Eros used to play on the team when he was at our school, so they probably kept in touch.”

      “For real, Deacon is here too?” Treasure asked, scanning the VIP section.

      I nodded my head.

      “That’s right. Deacon plays for the team,” Jade said. “Might as well just call this a Detroit reunion of our high school’s finest.”

      We grew silent, each of us soaking them in from a distance, when Layla mentioned, “Ares told us to come over.”

      I glanced down at her phone. “You have Ares’s number?”

      She shrugged. “Yeah. Don’t you have his number?”

      “Well, yeah, but I’m shooting a film at their shop.”

      “And I’m the set designer,” she proclaimed as if that explained it. “Plus, I know you fishin’ and trying to divert the attention away from you, but it’s not gonna work. I already texted him that we’re coming over. And he said he already stopped Theseus several times from coming over here so you could dance with us some more.”

      I waved her off. “He did not text that.”

      She showed me her phone, proving that he had. I held back my smile as we began walking toward the guys. Man, he looks good. He was wearing a black T-shirt, jeans, and Tims. Simple on any other man, but per usual, he made it look downright sexy. Even from a distance, I could tell he’d just gotten a fresh cut and trim.

      The first thing I decided when the group started catching up and chanting our high school anthem while “Drip” by Cardi B and Migos blasted through the speakers, was that a new Ivy meant I needed to be bolder. Be braver. Take what I could, while I could. Maybe tap into a little Meeka because girlfriend was inspiring in her own way. And right now, I was inspired and wanted to dance with Theseus in a way I’d never gotten a chance to do in the past.

      I didn’t get the opportunity to dance often since I was so busy with work, but hip hop was my vibe, so when he let me grab his arm and drag him to the dance floor, I pushed any overthinking out the window and did what I did best … dance my ass off.

      I listened to a lot of music, mainly stuff from early 2000’s. But even I had to admit, anything by Cardi B was usually my shit. Letting the music take control, I began twisting and poppin’ my hips to the beat, throwing in some signature moves that I hadn’t done in years. When I was in my element, no one could usually keep up with me. So I was extra surprised when I looked back to see Theseus meeting each of my moves, looking like what I was doing wasn’t making him bend his back in ways he wasn’t used to, to keep up with my ass.

      So you think you got me? Was I a good girl? Yeah. Was my dancing ratchet when I wanted it to be? Abso-fucking-lutely. Dancing turned me into a new person. Always had. It didn’t matter if I was wearing jeans and sneakers, or a tight black dress and heels like I was currently wearing. And now, Theseus Hood was about to learn that when it came to my moves, no man could keep up. I hadn’t been one of the co-captains of the dance squad for nothing.

      Bending my back, I did a few foot-work moves that I’d practiced in the solitude of Layla’s spare bedroom when I’d first gotten here since foot working was a street dance that originated in Chicago and I always loved doing original dances when I was visiting a city.

      When I paired it with a few of my own signature moves, I heard Theseus mumble, “Oh shit” as I pulled him to me just as the song changed into another hit.

      “That’s my bitch,” Layla yelled. “Break his ass.” Hearing my girls cheering me on only made me dance faster, harder. Yet, while I was trying to break him and cause him to misstep, Theseus caught up to my moves, proving that he was a good dancer. Something else to add to the list of reasons why I like him. I mean, seriously, what was there not to like?

      By the time the DJ began playing slower music, I was already exhausted, having not worked some of the muscles I worked while dancing in a long time. Theseus must have sensed it, because he curled me even more into his embrace, slow grinding with my ass pressed against him in a way that just fit.

      Eventually, our friends joined us on the dance floor, but I was barely paying them any attention. I didn’t even turn my head to thank the strangers who were dancing around us and telling me what a great job I did with those last couple dance numbers. All I could do was close my eyes and be in the moment with Theseus.

      Dancing with him was everything and just what I needed after all of my overthinking. By the time “Girls Need Love” by Summer Walker came on, I was too gone in my Theseus fog to even acknowledge the fact that he and I hadn’t even spoken tonight. I couldn’t even recall giving him a simple hello. But that was besides the point right now because all I could think about was getting out of the club and finishing what he and I had started last night.

      As if sensing my sexual frustration, he murmured, “I can’t stop thinking about how delicious you taste.”

      I rubbed my butt against him even more, but still couldn’t find my words.

      “What do you need?” he asked me in a low, husky voice. “Anything you need, I got you.”

      What do you need? His words melted over me. What did I need? I needed a lot of things. Theseus type things. Tilting my head back, I kept my eyes closed and whispered, “I need a night I won’t forget and no less than three mind-blowing orgasms.” At my words, my eyes blinked open. New Ivy, who dis? Did I really just tell him I need three orgasms?

      I stopped dancing and turned to face him to take back my words, but his piercing honey-brown eyes halted my speech. “Challenge accepted, beautiful.”

      Before I knew what was happening, we were saying our good-byes, getting our jackets from coat check, and hightailing it out of the club. My friends were chanting my name as we walked out, but I was too horny to be embarrassed. I wasn’t thinking about them. I wasn’t thinking about the experiment. I was only thinking about Theseus and, unfortunately, wishing I’d put one of those damn Fruit Roll-Ups in my small purse before I’d left Layla’s apartment.
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        “You know you’ve got a keeper when he wants to make you happy in the form of a shitload of orgasms.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      THESEUS

      

      Growing up, I used to thank God for the most random things. Like, one time I was five and saw a dog almost get hit by a car, and when the car swerved, I thanked God for that. Then, in grammar school, I got my first D on a math test and I remember dreading telling my folks because my pops was big on doing good in school. Surprisingly, my teacher tutored me after class until I got my grade up. My dad never found out. I thanked God for that.

      By the time I was older, I started thanking God for more important stuff like my ability to draw as well as I did or for being good at football although I’d never had dreams to play professionally. I thanked God for giving me brothers that I was so close to, a mama who accepted me for who I was even if she didn’t agree with my choices, and a father who I was blessed to have had the chance to get to know.

      So, it was safe to say I wasn’t immune to understanding a blessing when presented with one. Yet, tonight had to be one of the most important things I’d ever thanked God for in a while. Because during the entire drive from the club to my apartment, I was sure that I was gonna bust a nut right there in the driver’s seat of my SUV just from the thought of having sex with Ivy. Luckily, I’d kept my load locked down despite how tempting she looked in that tight ass dress. Thank you for small miracles.

      I pulled into the driveway, glad that my brothers and I had chosen to stay in the Bronzeville neighborhood instead of farther south since we were only ten minutes from downtown Chicago.

      Hopping out of the car, I went to the passenger side and helped her out before leading us both to the door. I made quick work with the lock, holding her close to my side because I wanted her as close to me as possible.

      When we stepped into my home, she immediately asked me where the bathroom was. Instead of taking her to the guest bathroom, I led her to the one in my room. I had the master bedroom and bathroom, which pissed Ares off, but that was one of the perks of putting up the most capital for our second tattoo shop. My brothers loved working with me, but they had a healthy balance between tattooing and life outside of the shop. For me, I lived and breathed the shit. But Ivy’s changed all that. Ivy had me dreaming about a future with a wife and kids that I hadn’t been thinking about before she’d come back into my life. And the crazy thing was, I wasn’t scared or anything. I was done living life as a bachelor. So, she may not know it yet, but I wasn’t letting her ass get away.

      While she was in the bathroom, I went to the kitchen to get a cup of water, before I kicked off my boots, put on some music, and set the mood by dimming the lights. Then, I smoothed out the wrinkles in my black comforter and lit my Midnight Sky Yankee candle since that scent was my favorite, so I always kept some in stock.

      It wasn’t until I fluffed the pillows on the bed for the fifth time, that I realized I had too much built-up energy anticipating my next move. What the fuck am I doing? I was cleaning like my room wasn’t already clean as hell. I was a neat dude, and overthinking wasn’t my style. Yet, I was so busy in my thoughts, I didn’t hear the door open until Ivy cleared her throat to get my attention.

      Fuck. She stepped out of the bathroom wearing nothing but a lacy lavender bra and panty set, and the black heels she’d been wearing all night. If I hadn’t been trying to keep myself together, I would have bit my fists because shit, she looked so damn fine.

      She walked toward me, her smile hinting at just how much had changed since we were teenagers. But we were grown as hell now. And with growing up, came the chance to do grown-up shit and enjoy one another in ways we probably never would have before.

      Her hands played with the hem of my T-shirt before she lifted it over my head and gasped. “You’re beautiful,” she said, rubbing her hands over my abs.

      “Not as beautiful as you are,” and I meant that shit. I didn’t hold a candle to her. Unclipping her bra, I freed her gorgeous breasts, before diving down to catch a nipple. With the height I had on her, I was able to slide her panties down her legs, my hands finding her sweet spot along the way.

      She moaned while she unbuckled my pants. I was straining against my zipper, so I did the rest, discarding my pants and boxers, ready to be with her, but knowing I needed to ask, “Are you sure? We can stop if you don’t want to go any further.”

      Her eyes ran slowly down my body before they widened when they landed on my dick. “I want to keep going,” she murmured. “I’m just not sure you’ll fit.”

      I tried not to sound too arrogant when I replied, “It’ll fit. You just gotta trust me.”

      She seemed unconvinced, but nodded her head. “Okay, I trust you.” Her eyes started gazing over my body again. “You have so many tattoos …”

      I studied her as she studied me, wondering if she liked what she saw, or was turned off by how many I had. Some women didn’t like tatted men, but the thought left my mind when she muttered, “I love them,” as her fingers traced over one of my favorite designs, stopping at the words wrapped in a ribbon design that she’d admired in my office back when she’d initially seen the design on my hoodie.

      “You’re a masterpiece.” Her voice was soft. Appreciative.

      “Thanks, beautiful.” I took a couple steps closer to her, leaning down to kiss the luscious lips I’d been thinking about all day. The moment our lips touched, the kiss skipped the whole soft and sweet stage, my tongue meeting hers hungrily.

      I cupped her ass cheeks and lifted her before placing her on the middle of my bed, loving the way her nails scratched the back of my neck as our kiss deepened even more. Her moans were like my own caffeine. A drug that I was already addicted to. She was bolder than she’d been yesterday, grazing her teeth across my bottom lip in a way she hadn’t done before. With Ivy, I’d promised myself I’d go slow, but the way she was responding to my touch, my lips, was making it extremely hard to keep at a steady pace.

      I wanted to fill her with me, but not before I had the chance to taste her sweetness again. I reluctantly stopped kissing her mouth, and instead, kissed my way down her body until I landed on her clit, my tongue already aching for her taste.

      “Theseus!” she called out the moment my tongue circled her ball of nerves, her hips lifting off the bed just like they had yesterday. I smiled against her pussy, wondering if she knew that I would probably never forget this shit. I’d never forget how she felt grinding against my tongue, or how her taste was like finally being told I could have my all-time favorite birthday cake that I waited all year to have.

      What are you gonna do when she leaves Chicago? Better yet, I was here temporarily too since my brothers were still deciding between them who would run the Chicago location after we got up and running. However, it was always a known fact that I would head back to Detroit since our cousin was managing things while we were away.

      I mentally shook the thought from my mind. I didn’t want to think about leaving Ivy or her leaving me when I finally found her. Finally got her to stop running long enough for me to catch her. And as her orgasm hit her, her sexy, erratic moans signaling her passionate release, I made a promise to myself that I would do what I needed to do to keep her.

      No matter what we had to do to make it work, I was willing to put in the man hours to figure it out. I wasn’t letting another few years pass me by without being with the woman who no other girlfriend from my past had ever held a candle to. The woman who I measured all others against knowing that the comparison was unfair because there was only one Ivy Ashwood. Only one woman who was meant to be mine from the moment I saw her walk into our high school.

      Make this shit work, bruh. She’s it for you. Always has been. And while I slipped on a condom, leveling my tatted body over her beautifully bare one, I made sure she was looking me dead in the eye when I thrust inside of her tight pussy in one long stroke.
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      I think I’ve died and gone to heaven. That was the only way I could validate how amazing it felt to have Theseus inside of me, filling not only my core, but my mind. My soul. My mouth. Because although nothing was in my mouth in the literal sense, his dick had captured my voice and snatched my speech. My moans caught in my throat as he pulled out of me, just to ease back in so painstakingly slow, I couldn’t handle all of the emotions that I was usually able to keep bottled up inside.

      “My Poison Ivy,” he whispered, placing sweet kisses on my damp forehead as he increased his movements. “Everything about you hypnotizes me. Thank you for blessing me with this moment with you.”

      I heard his words and I felt his words. Yet, he had it all wrong, because with a penis like this, the blessing was all mine. I glanced down in between our bodies because I just had to see how he looked thrusting inside of me. And damned if he didn’t look perfect.

      I’d seen so many dicks in my life, an occupational hazard. But this dick, Theseus’s dick, was by far one of the most beautiful penises I’d ever seen in my life. He was thick and long. Skilled in ways I figured he would be, but didn’t hold a candle to experiencing in real life.

      I knew I was tight because it’d been so long since I’d had a man in between my legs. But Theseus was handling me with patience and precision, each stroke striking with purpose. A determination to drive me insane with pleasure as I felt another orgasm approaching way too soon. He must have sensed it, too, because he lifted my leg even higher, my foot touching his headrest as he hit a spot that I couldn’t even place, except that it felt too good and gave him the opportunity to go even deeper.

      “You good, beautiful?” he murmured. “I’m close too, but I won’t get my release until you’re well and satisfied.”

      The orgasm rolled through me with the quickness, catching me off guard since I’d thought I’d had a few more minutes in me. Ohmygod. I was ruined. Forget the experiment. Forget my rules. Theseus Hood had always been my weakness. The man who I constantly wondered about since we’d never actually been a thing, but always should have. And now, I knew why we’d never happened in the past. My past had proved to me that having sex with a regular guy was forgettable. Yet, Theseus Hood was far from regular. My own Greek god of sorts. The guy I’d secretly compared all men to even though it wasn’t fair because I hadn’t known him. At least, not like this. But now that we’d had sex—now that I’d experienced how he felt inside of me—I wasn’t sure I’d ever be the same woman again. He’d branded me whether he meant to or not, and judging by the expression on his face as he succumbed to his own orgasm, he knew exactly what his sexy ass was doing.
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        “Sometimes, you have to peel back your own layers to truly find yourself.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      IVY

      

      I walked past my mirror in my bedroom, shaking my head at the big smile I was wearing. I’d been like that a lot lately. Smiling for no reason. Girl, quit lyin’. You know why you’ve been cheesing so hard.

      Theseus and I had been seeing, wait, sexing each other every day for the past three days. And when we say each other, he made I had at least three orgasms before leaving. We hadn’t made it out of either his bedroom or mine, except for going to the movies last night. So tonight, we were going out to dinner, but first, I had a video to record.

      “Okay, so fair warning, today’s video diary will be a little longer than usual.” I took a deep breath, knowing I needed to record this video and get it to Tyler before I lost my nerve. My laptop had been open for at least twenty minutes, but I was just now getting started on actually recording. Opening yourself up to the world was even harder than I’d originally thought, but at the same time, there was something very freeing about it.

      “As you may remember from my last video, I admitted that I’d been single for a while. I mean, I’ve gone on a few dates over the years, but as far as an actual boyfriend, it’s been over seven long years. And I hadn’t had sex for even longer than that.” I smiled. “Until a few days ago.”

      I thought about holding back my squeal, then scratched that idea. If the world was going to judge me, I was going to be as close to myself as possible. “I guess I should back up a little and remind you that I’d decided to embark on a no-strings-attached relationship for my experiment, but as luck would have it, an old friend came back into my life. And the crazy thing is, it was the one man I’d thought about over the years more than I’d cared to admit. You see, I’d always had a crush on this guy. Watched him when I thought no one was looking. Back in high school, he represented everything that my mom had warned me to stay away from. And if you knew my mama, you’d know that meant he was a ladies man. One of the popular guys who every girl wanted to sleep with, myself included.

      “And I’m pretty sure he used to like me, too. Actually, I know he used to like me because he told me so last week. Now, I definitely see the irony of saying I wanted something with no strings attached and a childhood crush is one big, obnoxiously long string. For me, that doesn’t matter, and I’m so glad that he agreed to help me with this because I couldn’t imagine a better man for the job. But I digress.”

      I waved my hands in front of me as if I were talking to a live audience. “I know by now, a few of you are wondering why I decided to throw my eight-date rule out the window — or why I even created it in the first place — and embark on this experiment. But the truth of the matter is, that’s a loaded question, and up until now, I wasn’t ready to answer this question to anyone but myself.”

      I pulled out my phone and scrolled to the email I’d gotten from Tyler with my bonus assignment. If I completed it, I’d earn a few extra dollars. If I didn’t, no harm no foul. Staring at the words he’d written, I realized that it wasn’t about the money. I wanted to do the bonus assignment because I wanted to get the most I could out of this experience.

      “However, as my casting associate for the show reminded me, this experience is about change and not holding back. So here goes my truth.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. “A few years ago, I woke up one day and realized I wasn’t happy with myself. Granted, I had an amazing job, great friends, loving parents. But I realized that while I was busy making sure all the other façades of my life were in order, I’d ignored one of the most important parts of all … love. Before this experiment, I hadn’t acknowledged that although I’d had the best intentions for myself when I’d decided back in high school that a guy needed to take me on eight dates before we even thought about getting intimate, I realized that my rules, in a way, held me back.

      “Yeah, they kept me grounded in the beliefs that my parents raised me with, but they also stopped me from experiencing some of the things my friends had. Because, for me, it wasn’t just the rules. It was the idea of showing a man all of me, baring my soul, giving him a power over me that others didn’t have and loving him with my all, only to have him not return that love. I wanted guarantees, not understanding that some of the best things in life aren’t guaranteed.”

      I took a sip of my water, before telling them, “Sometimes, I still feel guilty for having parents who are happily married and grandparents who still kiss every morning. Yet here I am, closed off to certain feelings with no reasonable explanation except that it’s just the way I am. No sad love story. No heartbreaking moment. No man who ripped my heart into two. But this is my journey. Yours may be different. Maybe you don’t know what’s holding you back yet. Maybe you’re afraid to take a chance on a new career, or like me, you’re afraid to take a chance at love. I’m not saying that this experiment and the man helping me complete it will turn into anything serious, but I do know that I’m a better woman having done this. Having gotten closer to him, I’ve learned so much about myself. Things that I thought I knew, but realized I hadn’t known at all. I let myself off the hook by realizing that making mistakes, even in love, is a part of life. If I fall for a man who doesn’t love me back, that’s okay. In the past, I dated men who I knew were wrong for me in fear that if the right one came along, my heart would be all in while his wouldn’t. But now I see what I should have realized all along. As long as I love myself, that’s what matters, and any man who truly wants me will take the time to peel back my layers and love me unconditionally.”

      I continued speaking my truth, making sure I reflected on a few things I’d only touched on in previous videos. After almost ten minutes, I decided to conclude my video with some parting words of encouragement and advice.

      “It takes courage to acknowledge one of your biggest fears, and it takes even more bravery to conquer that fear head on. Be strong in your convictions, but don’t let your reservations hold you back, because we don’t get a second chance at life. Some people barely get a first chance. So live it … truly live it. And take full advantage of the fact that we control the power to impact our destiny.”

      Looking into my laptop’s camera, I gave my signature smile as I signed off by saying, “That’s it for tonight. I’m Ivy, and as always, thank you for being a part of my journey.”

      I leaned back in my desk chair, feeling more accomplished than I had in a long time. By far, the video I’d just recorded was more honest than the previous ones. I was sure Tyler would want me to share some of the intimate details about Theseus and I, but that could wait for another video. Tonight, this would do.

      At the sound of some whispering outside of my door, I opened it to find Layla, Jade, and Treasure all crunched together, eavesdropping.

      “Seriously, y’all? What are you still doing here?” I asked. “I thought you both left yesterday.”

      Jade’s eyes widened. “We may or may not have let Layla talk us into changing our flights to leave tonight instead so that we could get wined and dined last night.”

      My eyes immediately went to Layla. “What,” Layla said innocently. “I can’t help it if sugar daddy #2 wanted to pamper my friends and I last night when we accompanied him to a business function.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest. “Why am I not surprised.” Since I’d arrived to Chicago, I’d learned that Layla had more sugar daddies than I could count. And even though she swore she didn’t have sex with them — and I believed her because Layla didn’t lie … much — homegirl was still out here wildin’.

      Still, it didn’t stop me from asking the obvious question. “Were you ladies listening to me record my video?”

      Treasure was the first one to at least look a little guilty. “In my defense, Layla and Jade were here first, but I felt left out, so I came to listen, too. From what I heard, I’m so proud of you.”

      “Me too,” Layla added. “Plus, my experiment is going to last a bit longer than two weeks and I’m not inspired, so listening to you helped me.”

      I studied Layla, sensing her struggle because my girl never had worry lines at the corners of her eyes, but they were very present right now. “You okay?”

      She shrugged. “I will be. But a better question is, how have things been going with Theseus? We’ve barely seen you since the club.”

      “Sorry,” I told them. “I didn’t know it would be this way when we hooked up. I’ve only had time to work and see him. And I’ve been a bad friend since I haven’t been able to hang out.”

      “Don’t apologize to us,” Treasure disclaimed. “Jade and I can catch up with you another time. We already told you that morning after the club not to worry about us.”

      “Still waiting on the details by the way,” Layla interjected. “It’s a damn shame you made us wait this long. Couldn’t even corner your happy-go-lucky ass long enough the other day to give us a highlight version. So spill, sis. How are things with you and Theseus?”

      “And don’t hold back,” Jade warned. “We want the R-rated version. I didn’t fly from New York for some PG bullshit.”

      I shook my head and ushered them into my room—because, let’s face it, I was dying to tell my girls the story.

      “Okay, so the other night really started when we were on the dance floor and I whispered to Theseus that I was ready for him to take me home and wanted no less than three orgasms guaranteed.”

      Treasure gasped, while Layla and Jade high-fived me at the same time. I told them the rest of the story, leaving out a few details that I wanted to keep between Theseus and me. By the time I finished, Jade and Treasure only had an hour left to hang out with us before they had to head to the airport.

      Layla dropped them off, leaving me to watch my recent video clip a couple times before I emailed it to Tyler and then hopped in the shower to get ready for my date tonight. However, when I got out of the shower and checked my phone, I got his message that he was finishing up a tattoo for Deacon in the back of the shop and was running a couple hours late.

      “Damn.” I sat on the bed, wrapped in one of my pink, terry cloth towels, already feeling a little defeated that I had to wait to see him. Well, then do something about it, chick! When Layla got back from the airport, she was going to a party tonight, so the way I saw it, I could either sit around and wait for Theseus to get here, or I could grab a couple pizzas since I was sure he and Deacon didn’t eat, meet him at the shop, and give my temporary man the type of miss-you kiss I’d been dying to give him all day.

      The answer was simple. Getting dressed, I made sure I put on the tightest jeans and tee I had, and just because I was still feeling like a daredevil, I stuck the fruity treats Jade had given me into my purse before taking off.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THESEUS

      

      

      

      I should be balls deep in my girl’s pussy right now. Don’t get me wrong, I loved tattooing. But I loved pussy more. Particularly, the sweetness that belonged to Ivy Ashwood.

      “Yo, Deac, you think you might get traded?” Ares asked, walking into our back studio and handing Eros a Corona.

      “I don’t even know, man. This hasn’t been my best season, but I’m trying to just focus on my own game and not worry about all these fans and the media tryin’ to make it seem like the team got worse when I was traded to the team.”

      Ares shook his head. “Hell nah, bruh. The football team ain’t been on shit for years. Chicago just tryin’ to find someone to blame.”

      “He’s right,” Eros told him. “Keep your head up.”

      Deacon was one of my closest friends, and he hadn’t had an easy time since he’d been traded to Chicago. I was glad we were able to kick it because he’d been playing professional football since he left Detroit right after high school. Problem was, shooting the shit with the fellas wasn’t gonna take my mind off Ivy’s sexy ass. I wasn’t the type of dude to be late for a date. If I thought I would be running late, I would cancel first. However, I was on borrowed time when it came to Ivy, and I wanted to see her tonight.

      The guys were so loud, I almost didn’t hear the knocking. “Yo, is someone at the front door?”

      Ares glanced down the hallway. “I’ll check it out.”

      I kept on tattooing the praying hands with the rosary wrapped around it that Deacon was getting on behalf of his grandfather who’d just passed away when I heard her voice.

      “I thought y’all could use some pizza.” Ivy walked into the back studio with a couple pizzas in her hand and a smile on her face.

      “Ivy …” I stopped what I was doing and just stared at her as she removed her bomber jacket and scarf, revealing some skin-tight jeans and a tight, royal-blue top.

      “You’re a lifesaver,” Eros said, grabbing a couple slices of pizza as soon as Ivy placed the boxes on the table. “Ares’s ass brought a twelve pack of beer and some barbecue chips. As if we didn’t need any substantial food.”

      Ares smacked his lips. “Would you get yo’ I-need-to-eat-all-the-important-food-groups ass out of here with that shit. I thought we were just sliding through to kick it with Deac while he got tatted up. Didn’t know I had to bring refreshments.”

      “That’s your problem, nigga. You never think.”

      As Eros and Ares went at it, my eyes stayed on Ivy while she laughed at my brothers bickering.

      “Mind if we take a break?” Deac asked.

      I put down my tattoo gun. “Yeah, that’s cool.” I didn’t care what his ass did. There was only one ass that had my attention right now and she knew it judging by the way she was looking me up and down as if I was wearing something sexier than a white T-shirt and black, Nike jogging pants.

      She walked toward me, but as soon as I went to stand up from the stool I was sitting on to hug her, she pushed me back down, straddled me, and placed her lips on mine, the move catching me completely off guard.

      Oh shit. Yeah, Ivy had been a lot bolder now that we were messin’ around, but I hadn’t expected her to kiss me like this with the guys around. But her body language was saying she didn’t give a damn who was in the room, and if she didn’t, I didn’t either.

      She tastes amazing. I could taste the mint from her toothpaste. The sweetness of her lip gloss. It took my body a minute to come down from its initial shock, but when it did, I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her closer to me and kissing her like I couldn’t get enough of her lips. Because, truth was, I couldn’t. Man … I didn’t know how many times I had to remind myself while we were spending time together, that I needed to be honest with her and tell her this shit wasn’t temporary for me. I was all in, and deep down, I knew she felt the same way.

      I wasn’t sure how long we sat there kissing, nipping, making the most of what the other was offering. It was only when we broke apart to breathe, that I noticed how quiet the room had gotten.

      She smiled. “Hey, sexy.”

      “Hey, baby.” I placed a soft kiss on her forehead.

      Bashfully, she asked me, “Is it okay if I hang out with you guys until you’re done?”

      “Hell yeah.” My eyes briefly dropped down to her lips. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “Great.” She made a move to stand, but I pulled her back down to my lap.

      I shook my head. “You can’t move yet.”

      She looked down at my lap, before whispering, “Don’t worry. I’ll fix it later.”

      At the sound of someone clearing their throat, I glanced over Ivy’s shoulder and noticed that my brothers and Deacon had all stopped eating and were watching me and Ivy, a combination of pride and jealousy reflected in each of their eyes.

      “Well, damn,” Ares said. “I need to be late for dates more often if they all end with a kiss like that. I mean, shit, Ivy. What I gotta do to get that kinda greeting?”

      “Shut up fool,” she said with a laugh, as she grabbed a plastic fork that was in reach and tossed it at him. She had to sit on my lap for ten more minutes before I was able to focus on finishing Deac’s tattoo without getting hard.
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        “We eat pineapples to make our juices taste sweet, so when it comes to your man, wrap him in a treat.”

        ~ Meeka ~

      

      

      
        
        (Because real friends let friends borrow the spotlight)

      

      

      

      IVY

      

      It took Theseus a couple more hours to finish Deac’s tattoo, but when he did, it looked amazing. Ares and Eros had left with Deac, which was perfect since I needed Theseus all to myself for the next part of my plan tonight.

      “Are you cool if we head to my place so I can change before dinner?” he asked as we made our way to the front of the shop after cleaning up.

      “Uh, actually, I was wondering if we could kick it here for a little bit.”

      He lifted an eyebrow. “For real?”

      Giving him my best good-girl smile, I told him, “Yeah.” Then, I grabbed his hand and began leading him up the stairs to the loft.

      “Hmm … You wanna tell me why we’re headed to the loft?”

      “You’ll see.” When we got to the top, I turned on the tall lamp and pushed him onto the futon, taking my phone out my back pocket. “Is your phone connected to that Bluetooth speaker over there?”

      “Yeah.” His phone dinged, but he didn’t check it.

      “That was me,” I told him. “I just invited you to check out the playlist I created on Spotify.”

      He didn’t move, but kept those suggestive eyes planted on me. Watching. Waiting. The norm when it came to Theseus.

      “Can I see your phone?” I asked.

      Smiling slyly, he crossed his tatted, muscular arms, looking like he wasn’t sure what I was up to, but wasn’t gonna make it easy for me. My eyes glanced down at the way his legs were spread apart as he sat down. Could he be any sexier? He lightly rocked his right leg back and forth—which, of course, only made me focus on the imprint of his dick. A part of me wanted to ride him on that futon since I was horny as hell, but I was on a mission and that mission didn’t include making tonight about me.

      Eventually, he handed me his phone. I went into his Spotify list and clicked on the playlist, scrolling until I found “Motivation” by Kelly Rowland and Lil Wayne. When the sound came through the speakers, he raised an eyebrow, but still didn’t say anything.

      Since he was being so quiet, I asked him. “Do you trust me?”

      Without hesitation, he proclaimed, “Yeah, I do.”

      My smile widened, but I quickly went into my determined mode as I reached into my purse and pulled out a Fruit Roll-Up and Fruit by the Foot. I unwrapped them both and placed them on napkin I’d snagged from downstairs as I positioned them next to Theseus on the futon.

      He glanced down at the treats and looked back at me. “You called me up here so we can eat some dessert?”

      “Nah,” I told him, shaking my head. “Tonight, you are the dessert.” Before he had a chance to ask me any more questions, I tugged down his jogging pants. His long, lengthy piece of meat sprung free, and I briefly said a silent prayer for blessing me with a man with such a beautiful penis, regardless of how long he and I were together.

      I dropped to my knees in front of Theseus and unwrapped the strawberry-flavored Fruit Roll-Up first, smiling to myself at the confused expression he wore. Good. He has no idea what I’m about to do to his ass. He was already hard as hell, but I ran my tongue up and down his shaft to get him even further along. After a couple minutes, he lightly grabbed the back of my head, not pushing it down, more like keeping me right where I was at.

      All too soon—because I actually enjoyed sucking his dick much more than I ever thought I would—I stopped to wrap the top of his penis in the sweet delight, only briefly glancing up to see the look of shock, and anticipation, on his face. Next, I covered the bottom of his shaft with the cherry-flavored Fruit by the Foot, smoothing out any wrinkles, already anxious to taste my cherry-berry treat.

      After he was all covered, I wasted no time getting to business, taking him into my mouth in a way that had his hips bucking off the bed.

      “Shit, Ivy. What the—”

      He didn’t get a chance to say anything else because I increased the strokes of my tongue, secretly thanking my girl for introducing me to something that made the act of sucking dick fun as hell. In my limited past with giving head, my jaws had often gotten tired, making it feel more like a chore than something I enjoyed doing. But this, this method of wrapping him in something that tasted so good and was so sticky, made me feel as if the main goal wasn’t just to please him, but to lick it all off as quickly as I could.

      Theseus was groaning so loud, it was bouncing off the walls. I peeked up from my dick-down and noticed that his eyes were glued to me. Or rather, glued to my mouth as I showed him no mercy. In fact, his eyes seemed to be asking me for mercy. It took a few seconds for me to realize that he was warning me that he was close to coming. I was so in the zone, I hadn’t even noticed.

      But I didn’t let up, making sure I licked a piece of the Fruit Roll-Up in the top-middle of his shaft that was being stingy and wouldn’t melt away. I kept my mouth focused on that part and twirled my tongue in circles until I felt all of the sweetness leave. That move must have pushed Theseus overboard, because next thing I knew, he was cursing and coming into my mouth in way that actually felt pretty damn good because I knew I was the one who’d pushed him to that breaking point.

      After I was sure he was finished, I stood up and wiped the corners of my mouth, looking him dead in the eye. “Just wanted to say thanks for all your help lately.”

      He ran his fingers down his face before meeting my eyes, making sure I heard him loud and clear when he told me, “Take this as my permission to let you thank me any time you want, any way you want. No questions asked from here on out.”

      It took him a little while to recover, but when he did, he licked my pussy until I came … twice. Then fucked me on the futon, ignoring all of my cries for mercy when I was on my fourth orgasm. The nerve!
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        * * *

      

      
        
        THESEUS

      

      

      

      “You got this, Theseus. Just take it slow.”

      I briefly glanced up at Ivy, soaking in her velvety voice, before looking back at my feet. “That won’t be a problem since I’m not tryin’ to bust my shit.”

      She laughed as she skated in circles around me at the Fifth Third Arena ice skating rink close to the United Center on Chicago’s west side. Since the porn video was almost done shooting at my shop, we’d decided to go on a day date. However, I’d made the mistake of telling Ivy she could choose, not knowing she was gonna choose ice skating. An activity that I sucked so bad at, even the little kids were pointing and making fun of me.

      “Don’t think,” she instructed. “Just skate.”

      I focused on her again. “Easy for you to say. You look like a graceful swan out here, and I look like one of those wacky inflatable signs that we be seeing outside car shops. And it’s cold as hell in here. Why is it that we’ve finally got a nice spring day in Chicago, yet, you decide to keep us in the cold?”

      “Oh come on,” she teased. “It’s not that cold. Are you forgetting how Januarys are back in Michigan? You should be used to this.”

      I stumbled a little more, but caught myself. “Sorry, but I don’t make it a habit of freezing my balls off for shits and giggles.”

      Smiling, she leaned toward me. “Don’t worry, bae. I can make it better when we get back to your place.”

      “Word?” I wasn’t sure I could handle the way Ivy tended to make shit better. Bruh, quit frontin’. You love the way she does everything. My legs still tingled every time I thought about her kneeling in front of me and pulling out that Fruit Roll-Up. I couldn’t even go down that aisle in the grocery store without buying every box on the shelf. Eros and Ares looked at me sideways since they had no idea why our pantry looked like we had about twenty kids between us and those rugrats visited all the time.

      I stopped ice skating and pulled her to me, partially because I liked to keep her ass close, but mainly because I was bound to fall standing still if I couldn’t lean on her for support. She pushed her hair out of her face, careful to keep her light grey hat in place. She started talking, but to be honest, I wasn’t listening to anything she was saying. I was too busy trying not to kiss her. Oh, I wanted to kiss the mess out of her. However, I also wanted to stare at her and watch her talk. It was becoming one of my favorite things to do. Eventually, I’d start listening to what she was saying, but our connection was so strong, that I could feel her words when she touched me. Hear her thoughts when she looked at me. Sense her love when she hugged me.

      Love … Love was a strong word and I was still working through my feelings, but I was pretty damn sure I was falling for Ivy Ashwood. Betta yet, I was certain that shit had happened back in high school. So I guess what I was feeling was only a heightened version of what I’d already known.

      But you can’t tell her that shit. Things with Ivy and I had been going well ever since I learned about the experiment. Yet, I didn’t think I could just up and tell her how I was feeling. I wasn’t tryin’ to scare her off, and there was still a lot we had to get to know about each other. But I was sprung. Hooked. Mesmerized by her in every way possible.

      Which is why I found myself asking her, “Are you excited that you only have a day or so left of shooting?” I needed to get a better idea on where we would stand once she was done.

      “I am,” she replied with a smile. “Just like I’m excited to be meeting Tyler tonight to conclude this social experiment.”

      Right. The experiment. Another reminder that I had been on borrowed time with her. “Can you call me when you’re finished with your meeting?”

      “Of course.” She wrapped her arms around my waist and stared up at me, giving me that look like she had something else to say.

      “Something on your mind, beautiful?” I asked her.

      She shook her head, too quickly in my opinion. “Nope. I’m good. Just wondering if you’re ready to get off this ice and get something to eat.”

      “Hell yeah,” I screamed, startling a woman skating past us. “Music to my damn ears.”
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        “It’s not just about the journey. It’s about the friends you make along the way.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      IVY

      

      “Well, look at who it is,” Tyler said as I walked into Brewed Awakening Bakery and Café, a cute little coffee shop in Chicago’s South Loop.

      “Hey, Ty.” I gave him a hug before taking a seat and glanced around the vintage café. “This is super cute.”

      He smiled. “And the owner is sexy as hell.” Tyler turned to check out the tall man with the rich milk chocolate skin who was standing behind the counter looking tastier than those brownies he was standing next to. He wasn’t paying us any attention, but clearly, he was a reason a lot of women came to the café because the place was poppin’ and the line was long.

      “I guess I see why I almost slipped on some drool coming in here,” I joked.

      Tyler rolled his eyes. “Well, clearly, Mr. High School Crush is doing something right if you won’t even put aside two minutes to admire that fine male specimen over there.”

      I shook my head, realizing that I had never shared his name with Tyler. “His name is Theseus, but you’re right. Should we take a moment of silence in admiration?” I glanced at the owner again.

      Tyler snapped his fingers. “Bitch, yes.” He twisted his seat around so we both had a good view. We watched the owner work the room for two full minutes before Tyler turned his seat back around.

      “Okay,” he said. “Now that that’s out of our system. Let’s talk about next steps.” He pulled out a packet similar to the one he’d given me when we first met. “You still owe me a quick conclusion video that we will piece together with the last one you sent me, but as of tomorrow morning, you can officially change all your social media passwords so I won’t have access. Because trust, if you don’t, I will be nosy and search your shit.”

      I laughed, although I got the feeling he wasn’t kidding. Tyler went over a few more details before telling me, “Ivy, I must say, I’m really proud of you. Some women could have made the topic you chose all about the sex and given us some truly THOTastic videos filled with all the wrong stuff. Don’t get me wrong. The network loves the shit out of a good THOT video, but they want work of substance, too. And, sweetie, that’s exactly what you gave me.”

      He slipped me an envelope, then motioned for me to open it. I was surprised to see the check for five-thousand plus the bonus I was expecting, along with some additional coins. I looked curiously at Tyler.

      “I may have told my boss to be extra giving since you’re my girl.”

      “Thanks, Ty.” I leaned over to give him a quick hug. “I’m so glad I did this experiment and got you as my casting associate.”

      He smiled. “Me too, boo. And when you and Theseus get married, I want you to make sure I get an invite.”

      I laughed. “If we get married, I’m making you a bridesmaid.”

      He frowned. “Oh hell no. Being a bridesmaid is hard work. I’d rather drink and dance my ass off than deal with your bridezilla ass. And before you say you wouldn’t be a bridezilla, I already know you would. Every woman is. Trust.”

      “Deal,” I said with a smile. “I’m gonna miss you though.”

      “Oh, hunny, we are still gonna talk.” He leaned in closer like I really needed me to hear what he was saying. “Your experiment is done. But now, I just got to get yo’ girl in order. Had to call my boss and tell him I’d be making a few more trips back and forth from New York to Chicago because she’s behind schedule and giving me mad lip.”

      I squinted my eyes in confusion. “Are you talking about Layla?”

      “Girl, yes,” he said. “She was driving her casting associate crazy, so of course, I got stuck with her. I know she’s your best friend, but sweetie is crazier than my ass, so using my witty charm to get her to focus is about as useless as saying a pimp’s prayer during Sunday service.”

      Seriously? That chick didn’t even tell me she was working with Tyler. I laughed and played off Tyler’s confession, but I made a mental note to get her to fess up about her experiment because she’d been keeping her business extra hush.

      “Before we leave, I just have one important question to ask you.”

      I stopped thinking about Layla and gave him my full attention since I figured it had to do with the experiment. However, the last thing I expected him to say was, “Sis, we gotta chat about Black Lush Entertainment hiring some sexier males for your LGBTQIA+ adult films. Because Enrique with the long, half-wavy half-dreads hair and tongue that seems too big for his small mouth ain’t cute. I mean, ain’t his tongue shaped like a clover? On purpose? It’s nasty as hell, but y’all advertise him as the Latin lover of our fantasies.”

      I started laughing so hard, I almost choked on my own spit, since I had to agree. I’d mentioned in a company meeting a couple months ago that I think we needed to replace Enrique.

      “Homeboy would never be in any of my fantasies,” Tyler continued. “And I saw his ass on Jerry Springer back in the day sporting that same whack hair talking about he was tryin’ to find his daddy. Well, Jerry found his daddy and his mama and guess what? Enrique doesn’t have an ounce of Latin in him. His daddy is German and his mama is Polish. He just gets a tan like every damn day. His government name is Gerhard. Did you know that? Nobody wants to watch a Gerhard on screen. Hell, he doesn’t even put the ‘hard’ in Gerhard. More like the ‘Ger’ in germs because he didn’t even look like he showered in that last video.”

      I was sure by the time Tyler finished, I didn’t have on any more eye-liner because I was crying from laughing so hard.
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      The next day, Monroe told me that she was confident we were going to wrap up shooting before the end of the night and she wasn’t lying. It only took us a half day’s work to finish, and the entire room erupted in cheer when she announced it was a wrap.

      It didn’t matter how big or small the video was, I always felt a sense of accomplishment when shooting was finished. The only thing I wasn’t excited about was the fact that I had to fly to our office in LA tomorrow morning to meet with my manager to make sure the final product was great before we could ensure the client was satisfied.

      “You did an amazing job,” Theseus said, kissing the side of my neck.

      I turned to him and crossed my arms around his waist. “You didn’t even see the final product yet. The production team has to work their magic.”

      “I don’t need to see it to know you did good,” he remarked with a shrug. “My girl is good at everything she does.”

      I smiled, all big and cheesy, showing all of my teeth and filings from those cavities that snuck up on me last year. But I didn’t care if I looked like I was sprung because I was falling in deep like — maybe even love — with Theseus Hood. Girl, who you kiddin’. You love that dude. I’d figured that out days ago, but I hadn’t gotten a chance to tell him yet.

      We weren’t even officially a couple, but I didn’t care about that either. I knew I was his and he knew he was mine and some things didn’t need clarification. I wasn’t sure how we were gonna work, but I knew I wanted to at least try.

      “You are slaying this dress today.” His appreciative glance made me sway a little.

      I glanced down at the black and white dress I was wearing. I loved getting dolled up on the last day of shooting. Didn’t know why it made me feel great, but there was nothing better than knowing you slayed a project while slaying your look too.

      “Thank you. I was hoping you like it.”

      “I more than like it.” He kissed my forehead. “When do you head to LA again?”

      “Tomorrow morning.” My face grew more serious when I told him, “But I was hoping we could talk tonight before I have to leave.”

      “Anything serious?” he asked.

      I worried my bottom lip. “Uh, just about us. I mean, the experiment is over and we’re done shooting the video. You have a grand opening to plan for your shop. I have my life in LA to get back to. But—” My phone started ringing with the ringtone I specifically set for my manager. I took my phone out of the back pocket of my jeans and asked Theseus to, “Hold that thought.”

      “Hey, boss lady.” I walked into to the corner of the room where no one was standing.

      “Ivy, glad I got you. I just brought you a plane ticket to return to LA in three and a half hours. The client wants to view a few clips to help position the marketing launch party in a couple days, so they agreed to meet tonight. With the time difference, I figured you could make it just in time. This project was your baby, so I need you to pitch it.”

      I glanced to at Theseus who was watching me curiously. I reallyyyyy wanted to talk to him, but I needed to handle this pitch to make sure I also spoke about how accommodating Theseus and his brothers had been. Had to plug in a good statement about my man. “Okay,” I told her. “Send me the flight info and I’ll be there.”
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        “They call it falling in love because when love finds you and pushes you over the edge, you have no choice but to fall and pray to God someone catches you.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      THESEUS

      

      “Bruh, quit cryin’,” Ares said. “She’s just heading to LA to handle some work shit. She’ll be back.”

      “I’m not cryin’, dummy.” I shoved him in the shoulder. “I just wanted to spend the night celebrating together and we had some stuff to talk about. So, I didn’t want her to go tonight, but I get why she had to.”

      When Ivy told me and the rest of her staff that she had to head to LA, the impromptu celebration party wrapped up pretty quickly. My brothers and I were now getting our shop back in order since we had a grand opening to plan soon.

      Eros walked over to where I was staring out the shop window, watching an older couple walking down the street, holding hands just as the street lights cut on. “You love her, don’t you?” he asked.

      “Yeah, man. I do. I wasn’t sure until today. I don’t know if she feels the same way, but I’d planned on telling her how I felt tonight.”

      “Love?” Ares yelled. “Nigga, did you just say love? I knew y’all were getting serious, but damn. It’s been like, twelve days.”

      “Idiot, no it hasn’t,” Eros interjected. “It’s been more like twelve years. Or maybe longer. You already know Theseus has loved Ivy since we were teenagers.”

      Ares nodded his head. “Yeah, you right. You’ve been chasing her for years, Thes. And now you finally got her. I can see why you don’t want to let her out of your sight.”

      “But you don’t have to,” Eros added. He started typing a bunch of stuff on his phone while I continued to stare out into the window even though that couple was long gone. I didn’t even know how long I stood there before my phone vibrated.

      “There,” Eros said. “I just asked Layla to send me Ivy’s flight info and booked you on her flight to LA. She’s leaving out Midway Airport.” He glanced at his watch. “You got about an hour and forty-five minutes before it takes off.”

      My eyes widened. “What do you mean? You got me a ticket? To meet her?”

      “Yeah, bruh.” Eros was already pushing me out the door. “So get your sulking ass out of here and go with your girl to LA.”

      I grabbed my jacket and glanced around. “What about the shop?”

      “Get the hell outta here,” Ares yelled. “We got the shop. Get your ass to the airport and do that sappy shit where the couple runs to one another in slow motion while everybody stands there and claps, glad that he caught up with his woman just before the plane took off.”

      Me and Eros gave Ares a blank stare. “What?” he said with a shrug. “Like y’all didn’t imagine the same thing.”

      “Do you hear yourself?” Eros asked. “How would they run in slow motion? That’s just in movies.”

      Ares shook his head. “Not true.”

      I walked out just as Ares was demonstrating that one could, in fact, run in slow motion. I didn’t have time to check it out. I had my woman to meet.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        IVY

      

      

      

      Leaning back in my seat, I tried to ignore the fact that clearly, every parent in Chicago had decided to take their kids on a late flight to LA because it was babies galore. Crying babies. Busy babies. Stinky babies. Squealing babies. You know what the plane didn’t have? Quiet babies.

      I closed my eyes, imagining that I was still at the shop with Theseus even though I knew I would see him in a few days. I hadn’t wanted to leave him, but I’d be damned if I wasn’t smiling inside at how amazing things had been with him lately.

      Feeling like someone was watching me in my sleep, I opened my left eye to see nosy Nancy all up in my business. I figured it was my shirt since I hadn’t had much time to change before I left for the airport, so I’d quickly thrown on a Black Lush Entertainment original which was bedazzled with a man and woman in a compromising position. Still, I was the one wearing it, so I wished she’d stop staring if she didn’t like it. I’d kept my jacket on in the airport, but now, I was in my own seventeen inches of airplane space.

      “Did you need something?” I asked in the nicest voice I could.

      Instead of responding to me, she frowned and kept staring. Figuring she wasn’t gonna stop and not wanting to cause a scene, I closed my eyes again.

      The only benefit of this flight was that I’d be able to catch up on some much-needed sleep since Theseus kept me up every freakin’ night with his glorious wish-I-could-throw-glitter-on-it-to-really-make-it-shine dick. Plus, I’d landed a window seat with Southwest Airlines, so unless someone sat between me and nosy Nancy, I’d be fine.

      “Is this seat taken?”

      Great. Now I’m even hearing his voice. I kept my eyes shut.

      “It’s like that, huh?”

      Okay, I’m really losing it. I opened my eyes and could barely contain my excitement when I noticed that my mind wasn’t playing tricks on me and Theseus was really on the plane.

      I stood from my seat and walked as far as I could since my rude aisle companion wouldn’t move. “What are you doing here?”

      He reached out to brush his hand against my cheek. “I couldn’t let you go back to LA without having that talk you promised me.”

      I laughed. “But I was coming back! I didn’t even check a bag since I have clothes at my LA home. My boss just needs me for a meeting with a client.”

      “And I need you, too,” he said, stepping closer to me and crowding Ms. Nosy. “I didn’t get a chance to tell you how amazing these past couple weeks have been with you. For years, you’ve never been far from my mind, but now, I can’t seem to do anything without thinking about you, wondering how your day is going, what you’ve had to eat, calling you when I know you’re busy just to hear your voicemail.”

      There was a round of aww’s on the plane and a grunt from Nancy. “I know the feeling,” I told him. “I’ve had a crush on you since I was fourteen, but that’s nothing like the way I feel for you now. The way you make me feel wanted and appreciated. Cherished and valued. You make me feel … loved in a way I never have before.”

      “That’s because I love you,” he declared, his eyes briefly dropping to my lips. “I’ve been in love with you since I first saw you walk down the hallway in high school, and I’ve kept up with you over the years because I knew you would turn out to be an amazing woman, even though you’ve always been the perfect woman for me.”

      I was sure the smile on my face looked obscenely huge, but I didn’t mind as I told him, “I love you, too, and I didn’t expect us to get here, but I’m glad we did. I’m not perfect, but I agree that we’re pretty good together. So I hope that even though we live in different states, we can find a way to make it work.”

      He stepped even closer so that both of us were probably squishing Nancy. “We will make it work. Even if I have to move to LA and open up a shop there, we’ll make it work.”

      I wanted to tell him he didn’t have to do that because I had the type of job that would let me relocate to another state, but he didn’t give me a chance. His lips beautifully molded onto mine faster than I could react, his tongue diving into my mouth, halting all of my words and thoughts.

      People cheered in the background and babies continued to cry, but I paid them no mind. After years of keeping myself distant from love, I had finally figured out why. Finally realized that my heart hadn’t been ready to love the man of my dreams, because he hadn’t found me yet. Or I guess, he hadn’t found me again, since according to Theseus, I was never far from his heart. And thanks to that crazy social experiment—which I was still nervous to see when it aired—I’d faced my fear of not being loved back and found a man who loved me for being no one other than myself.
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        “Happily ever after’s are for suckas! And as they say, suckas are born every damn day.”

        ~ Layla ~

      

      

      

      
        
        Two months later…

      

      

      

      THESEUS

      

      “Baby, you sure about this?”

      She played with the tripod of the camera she’d set-up in the corner of the bedroom. “Yeah, I’m sure. Since I work in the industry, I’ve never wanted to do a porn video in the past. But I’m trying to connect more with my talent to become a better location and recruitment manager. What better way to do that than to do what they do? Plus, it’s an item on my goal list.”

      I shook my head. “Always the overachiever.” Secretly, I was excited to create our own porn video, but then again, anything that involved making love to Ivy was always a good idea.

      “The video we filmed in your shop was one of the easiest ones yet, and I know you had something to do with it. I was able to connect with the talent in ways I never could before since you were laying down some good D.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Just good?”

      She glanced back at me. “Not just good, bae. Great! Phenomenal! Amazing! Awe-inspiring! THOTastic!”

      “THOTastic? Where you get that shit from?”

      She waved me off. “Doesn’t matter. Bottom line, I need to do this just like I needed to do that social experiment.”

      I smiled. My baby had killed the experiment, and even though I couldn’t believe she’d put herself out there like that, she’d gotten mad respect. She’d never said my name, but lots of folks who knew both of us from Detroit had guessed she was talking about me, which meant er’body and they mama felt like they had a front row seat to our relationship. It didn’t bother me that much since in the end, I’d gotten my girl.

      I sat down on the bed as she continued to fidget with her camera. “It still blows my mind sometimes when I think about how you went from having an eight-date rule to basically having me on standby, ready to drop everything when you get horny.”

      She smirked. “What can I say? A bad boy can cause a good girl to make bad decisions.”

      “I think I was a good decision.”

      She smirked. “You were a good regret.”

      “That’s an oxymoron.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Don’t think I don’t realize that you didn’t take me out on a legit date until after you got some. Experiment or not, if the date ends in sex, then is it really a date though?”

      I nodded. “Hell yeah, it still counts as a date. The best kind of date.”

      She laughed, but I knew she peeped all the things I did for her. I wasn’t Prince Charming, but I always held open doors, massaged her feet after a long day, cooked dinner when she was too busy to eat. Ivy deserved to be pampered and I was just glad I was the lucky bastard who got to spoil her.

      She had that look in her eyes that told me she felt the same, then confirmed by telling me, “You’re the right man for me and I appreciate you. Even if you turned me into a bit of a freak in the sheets.”

      “Shhh, you betta not let my mama hear you say that. She’ll have you standing in the corner balancing bibles to get your mind right.” I glanced around as if she’d pop up even though Ivy and I were at her apartment in LA alone. We’d chosen to keep her place since we were often there, or in Detroit or Chicago. My mom was thrilled to hear I was finally dating Ivy since, like I said, everyone back home knew I had a thing for her.

      Ivy’s parents were happy, too, even though I wouldn’t have been their first choice. Dating their youngest child—especially when that child was a girl—was harder than I’d thought, but I’d started to grow on them when they realized since I have a shop in Detroit, they’d see her more. I talked her into visiting me back in our hometown twice a month. Then, we met in LA three times a month, and were typically in Chicago any chance we got.

      “Your mom is probably a freak, too,” Ivy said.

      I shook my head. “Nah, my mom is a saint. Ain’t no freak in her blood.”

      Ivy rolled her eyes. “Whateva.” She bent over to open the tripod more, and my eyes went straight to her ass. She was wearing a short navy blue skirt that I loved, some black heels, and a graphic tee that said Can’t Wait Until My First Tattoo. I laughed since I knew the shirt was a lie. It had been a couple months since I’d gone to the airport to tell Ivy that I loved her, and on the plane ride that day, I’d tried to talk her into letting me tattoo her, but she wasn’t goin’.

      Deep down, I knew she was scared of the needle and the fact that she’d be permanently putting something on her body, but I was cool with it. I loved Ivy just the way she was. Tattoo virgin and all.

      “Okay,” she said. “It’s ready.”

      I nodded my head, not knowing what I should do next. I took off my shirt … because, well, I needed something to do.

      “I’ve always loved that tattoo,” she said, running her fingers over my words wrapped in a ribbon design. “You said this tattoo is the first one you ever did in your shop and it was for your dad, right?”

      I nodded. “It was.”

      She touched my second favorite part of the design with the exception of my dad’s name. “Did you add ‘Until we meet again’ after your dad passed?”

      “It was on my skin before I had Eros add the tat I’d done for my dad.”

      Squinting her eyes in confusion, she sat next to me on the bed. “Oh, okay. I didn’t know you’d lost someone else close to you.”

      “Sort of.” My eyes held hers. “Do you remember the first day we met?”

      She scrunched her forehead. “I think so … Was it right before homecoming my freshman year? I think Ares introduced us.”

      “It was right before homecoming, but he didn’t introduce us.” I ran the back of my left hand over her right cheek. “I’d been hiding out in that room that was in the east wing of the school, taking a minute to myself after we won the homecoming game. I should have been celebrating with the school, but—”

      Her eyes widened. “But you told me that you weren’t up for all the homecoming craziness that day, even though you were the star in that game.”

      I thought back to that day. “How could I forget …”

      

      Sixteen years ago …

      

      At the sound of someone squealing and the door opening, I glanced up from my artwork and locked eyes with the girl I’d been hoping I’d get a chance to meet since school had started.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I didn’t know anyone was in here.”

      “You good,” I told her. “You can come in if you want. I was just working on some stuff.”

      To my surprise, she walked into the room and sat at the seat next to me. Today, she was wearing a cute maroon dress, a blue jean jacket, and some black combat boots. Just as she did every day, she had her good-girl vibe, which still kept my undivided attention no matter how many times I saw her.

      “I’m Ivy and I’m a freshman.” She squinted her eyes. “You're a junior, right? Ares’s brother?”

      I hadn’t gone to the same middle school as my brothers, but I was sure she already knew that Ares was my brother. Plus, my mom had been the Sunday school teacher for the past few months and even though I managed to dip out of a few classes, I knew for a fact that Ivy was there every Sunday. Still, I played along and told her, “Yeah, my name is Theseus. Ares is my younger brother.”

      She nodded her head. “Cool. He’s cool I mean.”

      Now it was my turn to observe her more closely. “Do you like him or something?”

      Her eyes widened. “Oh no, nothing like that. We’re just classmates.”

      It surprised me how relieved I felt when she said that. “Why did you walk in here squealing?”

      She smiled. “I just found out I made the Hip Hop Beauties dance team. I’ve wanted to be on this team since I was a little girl.”

      “That’s great. Congratulations.” Her smile was infectious and I found myself smiling right along with her. “They danced today at halftime for the homecoming game. I’m on the football team.”

      “You mean, you’re one of the best players on the team,” she said with a laugh. “And I know. I literally can’t wait to learn the dances.”

      So, she does know me. “Based off how you asked me about my brother, I assumed you didn’t know who I was.”

      She blushed and I thought it was the cutest thing ever. “I know of you. I mean, I’ve heard you name before. Ares talks about you a lot.” She let out a frustrated breath. “Okay, yeah. I know who you are. I just didn’t know how to start a conversation. To be honest, I’m surprised you’re even talking to me right now.”

      “Why wouldn’t I talk to you?” I asked.

      She started giggling, and I got the feeling she was more nervous than before. “I’m just sayin’. You know what I mean.”

      I turned in my desk chair so that I could get closer to her to make sure she heard me when I told her, “The only reason I don’t know what you mean is because I’ve been trying to get to know you since I saw you walk down the hallway the first day of school.”

      Her mouth parted. “Really?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, but you’re always surrounded by your girls and I’m involved in a lot of school shit.”

      She squinted. “You’re different than I’d thought you’d be?”

      Laughing, I asked, “Is that a compliment?”

      “It is.” Her smile filled her face, hinting that she was being a little bit playful, little bit serious.

      “You got jokes, huh?”

      She shrugged and glanced at the drawing pad on my desk. “What are you working on?”

      “A business plan I guess.”

      Her eyes widened. “Really? You’re only like sixteen or seventeen, but you’re working on a business plan already? I’m impressed.”

      I grinned, pride feeling my chest at her words. “Thanks, I appreciate it.”

      She turned her attention back to the pad. “Can I see anything?”

      Can she? I hadn’t shared my top goal with too many people because what I wanted to do wasn’t a regular job like the ones we learned about in school or at career fairs. Still, I found myself answering, “Sure, I can show you the visual for the shop I want to open. It’s a pretty rough drawing though.”

      “Oh my gosh,” she exclaimed, sliding the drawing pad closer to her. “It’s beautiful. Is it a tattoo shop? That’s what it looks like?”

      “It is,” I confirmed, surprised she’d been able to guess that. “I’ve always been into tattoos. Waiting for my pops to take me to get my first one soon.”

      She looked back at me, a smirk on her face. “I have a feeling you’ll be pretty great at running your own tattoo shop.”

      My mouth dropped a little. “Most people wouldn’t understand why I wouldn’t just become a designer for some corporation instead.”

      “Well, most people don’t know how to think outside the box. I’ll probably end up at some big corporate job, but if I can help it, I’d love to work someplace fun and different.”

      She pursed her mouth when she spoke, making my eyes drop to her lips. Lips I was dying to kiss, but couldn't since she barely knew me. “You can do anything you want to do in life, Ivy. Never forget that.”

      When my eyes made it back to hers, the gleam I saw in them gave me hope. Hope that she would let me kiss her if I made a move. Or at least, she’d go out with me if I asked. However, instead of kissing her or asking her out, I found myself more content to just sit there and watch her, taking in the rise and fall of her chest as she watched me, too. Waiting. Observing. Both of us unsure of what was transpiring between us, but knowing it was something worth taking notice of.

      Unfortunately, the door opened, interrupting the moment. “Um, hello, Ivy! I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”

      Ivy broke our gaze first. “Layla, my bad. I got distracted.”

      I glanced at the door in time to catch her girl looking me up and down. “I can see why. You know what, I don’t need you for anything. We’ll catch up before the dance tonight.”

      “No, it’s cool. I was about to go anyway.” She stood from the desk and glanced at me. “It was nice chatting with you, Theseus.”

      “Nice talking to you, too, Ivy.” I didn’t bother hiding the fact that I was watching her walk away. I was sure her friend would tell her anyway that my eyes had been solely on her. Her hips. Her butt. The overall positive aura that seemed to surround her.

      “Until we meet again,” I voiced, after she was already gone. Little did I know, I’d say those words to myself every time she walked away.

      

      Present …

      

      Ivy’s eyes were laced with unshed tears after I finished my recollection of our first time meeting. “I … I never knew you’d felt that strongly about me after we first met.”

      I shrugged. “You’re the only one, baby. Everyone knew I had it bad for you. I remember my dad asking me once if I believed in love at first sight, and no matter how badly I wanted to tell him that shit was corny as hell, I knew it was true because I’d experienced it with you.”

      She leaned her forehead against mine, giving me the opportunity to breathe in her sweet perfume scent. “I can’t believe how long it took us to get here.” Her voice was full of emotion that tugged at my heartstrings.

      “It only matters that we did get here.”

      We stayed like that for a few more minutes before Ivy said, “Okay, the camera has been rolling, so we need to get down to business.”

      “If you say so,” I declared with a nervous laugh.

      “Don’t let the camera throw you off,” she told me. “Imagine it’s me and you without the camera. It’s just a prop. You and I are the only things that matter.” To prove her point, she stood and removed her skirt and top, then made slow, sexy work of her bra and panties until she was standing in front of me in nothing but her heels.

      Fuck me. “Who are you and what have you done with my good girl?”

      “Ivy Ashwood has left the building,” she murmured, pushing me down on the bed. “But Poison Ivy is ready to make this magic happen.” I didn’t notice she’d pulled out and unwrapped a Fruit Roll-Up until she’d already unzipped my jeans and pulled out my dick.

      Oh shit. She was right. The camera didn’t matter because the only thing that existed right now was me, Ivy, and her wicked little mouth.
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      I hope you enjoyed Bad Decisions Good Regrets! I love to hear from readers! Thanks in advance for any reviews, messages or emails :).

      

      Also, stop by my online Coffee Corner and get the latest info on my books, contests, events and more!

      www.bit.ly/SherelleGreensCoffeeCorner

      

      Save and Author! Leave a Review!
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      MEEKA 

      The pure term ‘being single’ makes me want to gag every time I hear it. To me, the worst part is the fact that you’re constantly reminded of your status. Like, do you really think I can forget I’m single? I’ve dated more Mr. Wrong’s than I can count, and now, the network that I work for wants me to share my messed up dating history with the world. To make matters more humiliating, my arch nemesis — aka Mr. Missed Opportunity — has a front row seat to my walking, talking mistakes. 

       

      TONE

      To say working with Meeka on this assignment is bound to go badly, would be an understatement. We’ve never gotten along, and I have a good reason for staying clear. Everything about her screams … extra! So, of course when our network needs me to assist her with her project, I’m intrigued to hear what her exes have to say about their past relationship. Maybe I’ll get some insight into her character or validate my assumptions. Or unbeknownst to me, I might just find myself connecting with this loud, crazy woman more than I ever thought I would. They say don’t mix business with pleasure. Funny, I never liked that rule.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Excerpt: Single AF

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Don’t put all your eggs in one basket because you might trip and fall.

        ~ Madame Social ~

      

      

      

      MEEKA

      

      “Star light, star bright, first star I see tonight. I wish I may, I wish I might, have this dick inside me tonight.”

      I rounded off my little ratchet rhyme for the night with a kiss up to the sky because I needed all of the prayers I could get since I was finally ending my year long drought tonight.

      It was a damn shame that I hadn’t been with a man in twelve months. One long, excruciating year in which Mr. Big, my vibrator, got too much attention. True, Mr. Big had helped me through some really lonely months. Like the time my manager Tabitha, aka Dragon Breath, had me working obscene hours because of a mistake she made. Or the time I went to a friend’s wedding and realized almost every friend we had from college had gotten married, was in a serious relationship, or had kids.

      I’d never aspired to be somebody’s baby mama, but at this point in my life, I’d take what I could get. And buddy may be just what I need.

      “Meeka, what’s taking you so long? This dick ain’t gonna fuck itself.”

      “I’ll be right there,” I yelled, moving away from the bathroom window to the mirror to give myself a once over in my black lace lingerie set.

      Squats got you looking right Meeka, I thought to myself. For the past few years, I’d started working out and eating clean, working extremely hard on getting my body right. Especially since I’d learned I had an underactive thyroid. There was nothing like a health issue to make my ass go from eating pizza and burgers every day to salads and protein shakes.

      However, even though my body may have undergone some changes, my dating life remained to be the same ole’ sad love song that was playing on repeat for the past decade. That is, until I’d met Reggie.

      Reggie Miller worked for an investment firm in Chicago, and we’d been dating for a month now. Ya girl had gone and got her a man in a suit, even though I’d never cared for the suit-wearing type.

      I’d noticed Reggie looking my way months ago on the train—we both took the same route to work. However, I’d been slightly closed off and not my normally flirty self since I wasn’t in the mood for a pity fuck like the last dude I’d messed with. I was better than that. Deserved more than that. And tonight, after Reggie had been traveling and I’d been busy with work, I was finally gonna give him some.

      Stepping out of his master bathroom, I took a deep breath as I sauntered into his bedroom. “You ready for me?” I asked, stopping in front of his bed in my best bad bitch pose. He was only wearing his boxers, and by the look of it, he was more than ready.

      “You already know it,” he drawled, licking his lips in the process. Reggie was fine as hell with his washboard abs and smooth caramel complexion. It was taking all of my energy to try and maintain my sexy composure because my crazy ass was known for fucking up an intimate moment. “Bring that sexy ass over here.”

      I walked over, switching my hips, making sure he got a good eye full of everything I had to offer. “I know you’ve been waiting for me.” I straddled him, making sure I was positioned right over his hardness.

      “Since the first day I saw you.” His eyes were hungry. His voice deep. “You betta not make me wait much longer.” He cupped both of my breasts, kneading my nipples through the lace fabric. Slowly, I began to move my hips, enjoying the way he grew harder in between my thighs.

      “Damn, you sexy as hell,” he groaned.

      Unable to help myself, I leaned down and kissed him, his hands moving to my ass as I increased the movements of my hips. My rhythm got sloppy when I felt his hand slide between our bodies, getting closer to the spot that was craving to be touched and fondled.

      Almost there. I grinded my hips more, encouraging his hands to move faster. He listened, but just when he was mere centimeters away, the sound of keys jiggling in his front door distracted me.

      “Are you expecting someone?” I managed to squeak out.

      Hazy, lust-filled eyes looked back at me. “What are you talking about?”

      On cue, a voice filled the hallway. “Babe, are you here? I waited for you at the restaurant, but you never showed.”

      Babe? My eyes widened at the same time he said, “Oh, shit,” before flying out of the bed, nearly knocking me to the floor in the process. He rushed over to the door and locked it.

      “You gotta get the fuck out,” he whispered. “My wife is home.”

      I froze. “Your wife? You’re married?”

      “Yeah,” he murmured. “And if she catches your ass in here, we’re both dead.”

      “You’re married!” I shrieked. “You told me you were single.”

      He glanced at the door, panic in his eyes. “Calm the fuck down. I never told you I was single. I just didn’t mention I was married.”

      “Same difference,” I whisper-yelled. “I’m not a homewrecker, but clearly, you’re a lying, cheating ass dog who didn’t have the decency to be upfront with me and tell me you were married. I should unlock the door and tell your wife the truth.” The loud knock on the closed door halted my words.

      “Is there a bitch in there with you, Reggie?” she yelled. “How many times have I told yo’ cheatin’ ass that you betta not bring these bitches back to our home? I’m about to get Belinda.”

      My eyes widened. “Who’s Belinda? She brought a friend with her to jump me?”

      “Belinda’s not a friend,” he said, gathering the clothes I’d left in the bathroom. “Belinda is her pistol.”

      “There is a woman in there,” his wife shouted. “I can hear her damn voice. She talks like a fucking hyena, but Belinda can shut her up real quick.”

      What? I’m offended. Granted, I didn’t have a sexy, sultry voice. But I always thought I sounded more like a kitten with a soft purr, not a high-pitched laughing hyena. “I don’t sound like a damn hyena,” I barked back. “You’re the one sounding like a damn bear wit’ yo’ baritone, man-sounding ass.”

      “Bitch, you got some nerve. Don’t matter because you got one coming.” His wife started kicking at the door, and to my surprise, I heard the slight crack in wood.

      Grabbing my arm, Reggie pulled me toward the window. “Go out the fire escape and head down two levels to the third floor. You can’t get to the bottom anyway, because the last level stairs are propped up.”

      “What?” I asked, the cool, early March breeze drifting across my skin.

      “Here’s your shit.” He thrust my clothes and boots into my hand. “When you get to the third floor, knock seven times on the window to your left and my guy will let you in.”

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” At my words, the door cracked even more as his wife continued to kick it in. Clearly, this isn’t Reggie’s first rodeo. I mentally slapped my forehead. “You got me fucked up! It’s cold as hell outside and I didn’t do anything wrong. You’re the one who didn’t tell me you were married.”

      “You ain’t the first one he’s lied to, bitch,” his wife huffed from the other side of the door. “But you about to be the last because I’m about to fuck you both up.”

      Reggie motioned for me to step out onto the fire escape platform. “If you want to live, you’ll do what I told you.”

      I rolled my eyes, throwing on my boots as quickly as possible before stepping outside. I’d just managed to get my blouse over my head when the door was finally kicked in.

      “Ah, hell nah,” his wife yelled. “You got you a little light-skinned bitch in here? She doesn’t even look like she can take a punch.”

      Reggie walked toward his wife. “Baby, it’s not what it looks like.”

      “Bullshit,” she countered, aiming her pistol at him. “Tell me you did not fuck this bitch and maybe I’ll let you live.”

      He didn’t even get the words out before she shot at his leg, sending him down to the floor. I felt as if I was watching it in slow motion, completely shocked at the scene before me.

      His wife waved off his wailing. “Relax. It’s just a BB gun, you punk. Enough to get yo’ ass in line, but not enough to actually kill you.” She glanced my way. “Curious to see if light-skinned over here can handle a couple of shots. The ones who bruise easily are always betta to watch.” Her icy eyes pinned me with a look that chilled me to the bone. She was enjoying making me squirm, and a brief glance at Reggie proved that even through the pain, he was enjoying it, too. Looking from me to his wife, his dick clearly grew harder by the second.

      Oh, hell nah. I’d unwillingly participated in my fair share of sick, twisted jokes, so I wasn’t about to add to that list. “We didn’t even have sex. Y’all have some real problems that don’t involve me.”

      She pointed the BB gun in my direction. “The minute you stepped your high-yellow ass into my house, this became your problem.”

      At the sound of the first shot near my legs, I was flying down the fire escape steps, ducking and dodging every time I heard a shot hit the railing. I couldn’t even understand the words Reggie’s wife was yelling at me because I had tunnel vision and was on a mission to get to the third level.

      Once I did, I knocked seven times like Reggie instructed me to do, but no one answered. Leaning against the window, I looked up to see if Reggie’s wife had followed me down, and noticed that although she was still two floors up, she was still shooting shots my way.

      “Oh my God,” I said to myself, lifting my gaze to the sky. “Lord, if you get me through this, I promise I will be on my best behavior from here on out. No more lying at work.” Even though it’s necessary sometimes. “No more taking money out of the collection basket at church.” Although I was broke as hell that one day. “No more convincing the sales clerks at Target to honor my expired coupons.” I mean, come on. Target is overpriced as hell. “No more borrowing my cousin’s Link card to get groceries.” Scratch that last one. Nothing wrong with discounted groceries. “Bottom line, I’ll be a better, more improved Meeka if you get me out of this shit.”

      Without warning, the window behind me opened, causing me to hit my head against the windowsill since it had been supporting my weight.

      I began falling and braced myself to hit the railing or brick of the building, when someone wrapped their arms around me, breaking my fall. “Whoa, careful there.”

      I glanced up, locking eyes with one of the most handsome faces I’d seen in a long time. His chestnut eyes were concerned. His brow furrowed. His mouth was moving, so I knew he was speaking to me, but I didn’t hear shit he said. I was too busy taking a mental picture of his strong jawline and neatly-trimmed goatee.

      When his eyes grew more worried, I figured I should focus on what he was saying, but instead of listening, I managed to say, “You’re beautiful,” instead.

      He smirked curiously. “Uh, thank you. I think.”

      “You’re welcome. She was shooting at me.” Suddenly, my head felt heavier than it had all night, the weight of everything that had happened, combined with me hitting my head, concocting a headache for the ages.

      He glanced up. “Who was shooting at you?”

      I opened and closed my eyes, trying to block out the piercing sound. “Deep-voiced lady was shooting at me.”

      “Are you okay?” he asked. Through all my blinking, I noticed his dreads were pulled on top of his head, his lining so fresh, I assumed he must have just gotten a touch-up. I’d meant what I’d told him. He was beautiful as hell.

      “Are you okay?” he asked again.

      I nodded my head. “My hero,” I voiced, right before I closed my eyes and everything went dark.
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