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PART I

“An artist’s duty, as far as I’m concerned,
is to reflect the times.”

— Nina Simone, Musician & Activist



BRISTOL

“YOUR CLIENT APPEARS TO BE LATE.”

I glance from the pasty face across the table to my phone, noting the time.
This guy could use some of our LA sun before he goes back to New York,
though it is summer there, too. Maybe he just doesn’t get out much.

“A little late,” I tell Kevin, the rep from Barrow Publishing. “But he’ll be
here.”

“Our team’s excited about the possibility of working with Grip.” Kevin
gestures with his fork wrapped in angel hair pasta. “He’ll be great for our
urban imprint.”

“Your urban imprint?” My own fork is halfway to my mouth, but I place
it back down in the bowl of my half-eaten salad. “Why would you think
that?”

“Well, he is a hip-hop artist.” Kevin shrugs and chews his pasta. “Seems
like the reasonable placement.”

“He’s also the guy whose debut album went double platinum and who
sold out the largest venues across three continents while headlining his first
world tour.” I challenge him with one lifted brow. “You don’t get numbers
like that reaching a niche demographic. Grip has proven global appeal and
would be best placed with your flagship imprint.”

“We’ll see.” Skepticism colors Kevin’s otherwise pale face.

“Oh, I know, because I won’t settle for anything less.” I spear a cucumber
with my fork and him with a glance sharpened to a fine point. “Charisma
knew that when she approached me with this offer.”

My friend Charisma and I went to high school together and were



roommates at Columbia. She’s now a powerful editor at a huge publishing
company. I would much prefer lunch with her instead of this junior editor,
but her schedule didn’t allow for that.

My phone dings with a text on the table.

“Excuse me.” I grab the phone to check the incoming text.

Grip: Hey babe. Sorry. About to get on the road.

Me: ETA?

Grip: Huh? Is that dyslexic for eat? LOL

Despite my irritation that I have to spend more time alone with this sun-
deprived dickhead, my lips twitch.

Me: Estimated time of arrival, smartass.

Grip: Like 10, but if you send me a tit pic, I might be able to shave a
couple min off.

I shake my head and lose the battle with my lips, surrendering a wide
grin. I try to ignore dickhead’s eyes on the tits in question. This guy is a bit of
a lecher; I’ll have to ask Charisma what she was thinking sending him.

Me: Not funny. Get here so we can be done with this.

Grip: I’m coming, but you know I come faster when you show me your
tits.

I walked right into that one. I don’t bother responding, instead setting the
phone down and turning my attention back to Kevin the lecher.

“That was Grip.” I wait for his eyes to lift from nipple level. “He got held
up at his previous appointment, but he’s en route.”

“It’s fine.” His slick smile lubricates the space between us, leaving a
greasy film in the air. “Gives us a little more time alone.”

“Do we need more time alone?” I take a sip of my mineral water. “For
what?”

“So I can persuade you to have dinner with me.”

Is this guy for real? I glance into the eyes behind his square glasses.
Everything about him screams metrosexual, pretty much the polar opposite of
Grip. I guess I’m self-absorbed enough to assume everyone knows Grip and I
are together. We were outed in the worst possible way just after he and Qwest
broke up—via a surveillance video leak and Black Twitter feud—but we’ve
managed to keep a pretty low profile ever since. Apparently, Kevin missed
that bit of juicy gossip.

“I think we should stick to business,” I offer with a wry smile.

“But what about pleasure?” He reaches across the table to rub the back of



my hand.

“Pleasure?” I snatch my hand back. “Kevin, you wouldn’t know where to
start pleasing me.”

He looks nonplussed, but it’s the truth. Some women have trouble
admitting they love sex; I’'m not one of them. I love it, but I’'m a woman of
discriminating tastes and hard-to-please nethers. Fortunately, my voracious
appetite extends to exactly one man who’s figured it all out, and he’s
probably . . . oh, less than ten minutes out.

Maybe I should have sent that tit pic after all.

“I just meant I'm only in LA for another day, and haven’t seen much of
the city,” Kevin says. “I know you and Charisma are friends, so I thought
maybe you could show me around before I go back to New York.”

Maybe I misjudged him.

Except his eyes are x-raying through my blouse again.

“Kevin, eyes up.”

“Sorry.” The lust in his eyes practically fogs up his glasses. “What?”

This is so not the way to get Grip on board with the book deal Charisma
and |

have been brainstorming. I’m killing Charm next time I see her—not that
I’ll see her any time soon. Barrow has her anchored to the East Coast, and
Prodigy has me anchored to the West.

“Kevin, there’s something you should know. Grip and I—”

“Sorry I’'m late.” The voice rolls over me like syrup, thick and sweet and
sticking to my skin.

I glance over my shoulder, meeting the eyes I wake up to every morning,
the color of chocolate flecked with caramel. Grip’s slow smile is that
extravagant curve of full lips that has stuttered my breath since the day I met
him. Even if he weren’t handsome, he would draw attention, reaching beyond
sexuality, though sexual energy seeps from this man’s pores. It’s something
more fundamental than sex appeal. Whatever it is, it’s raw and compelling
and in his very bones. I’ve never been able to completely put my finger on it,
but wouldn’t mind spending the next fifty years or so figuring it out.

“Grip, right?” Kevin stands and reaches past me to shake Grip’s hand.
“Kevin.”

“Hey.” Grip glances from me to Kevin, accepting his outstretched hand.
“Like I said, sorry I’m late.”

“Oh, no. It’s fine.” Kevin offers what is probably supposed to be a



roguish grin, but comes off slightly creepy. “Gave me a little alone time with
your manager here.”

Oh, please spare me this.

Grip cocks his head and narrows his eyes a centimeter. “Alone time?”

“Grip, I was just about to tell Kevin that—"

“Ah ah ah.” Grip silences me with a gesture, his eyes still locked on
Kevin. “Let the man talk, Bris. And what did you use all this time alone for,
Kevin?”

“I was persuading this beautiful lady to have dinner with me.” Kevin
seats himself, dipping his head toward the empty seat awaiting Grip at the
table.

“Oh.” Grip sits, nodding and setting his motorcycle helmet on the floor.
“And how was that working out for you?”

“Between you and me”—Kevin slants me a knowing grin—*I think I was
getting somewhere.”

“Uh, Kevin, you really should—" I try again.

“Was he, Bris?” Grip cuts in over me, crossing his arms—vibrantly inked
and roped with muscle—over his chest. His white shirt reads HABITUAL
LINE STEPPER; no telling what that means. “Getting somewhere, I mean?”

Though well disguised, humor percolates behind his polite inquiry. Grip
is possessive, but he knows this guy would never be anything but a joke.

“No, I told him we should keep things strictly business.” I turn my
attention from Grip to Kevin. “And I was just about to say I have a
boyfriend.”

“I’m sure he’d understand.” Kevin flashes a conspiratorial wink Grip’s
way.

“I’m sure he wouldn’t.” A vein of steel runs through Grip’s good-natured
response. “He doesn’t like her having dinner with other guys.”

“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him, eh?” Kevin leans forward
slightly to elbow Grip’s arm.

“Might get you hurt, though,” Grip says, elbowing Kevin back with a
little more force. “Eh?”

“Ow.” Kevin rubs his arm, frowning at the spot Grip poked roughly.

This has gone on long enough. Every word out of Kevin’s mouth imperils
this book deal.

“Kevin, Grip is my boyfriend,” I tell him, annoyed and tired of stretching
this out.



Kevin’s poor jaw nearly unhinges.

“Grip is your boyfriend?” Behind the designer spectacles, his eyes widen
and dart between Grip and me.

Grip links our fingers on the table.

“As fuck would have it, yup.” Grip raises our hands to his lips, kissing
my fingers, but keeps his eyes trained on Kevin. “Is this your strategy for
signing new authors? Hitting on their girlfriends? ’Cause I gotta tell ya, it’s
kinda brilliant.”

I can’t help it—I snort. My inelegant laugh draws Grip’s dark eyes and
wicked grin, fanning heat low in my belly that slides even farther south. I
went years barely being intimate with anything that wasn’t battery operated,
and now I can’t go two hours without wanting to be horizontally naked with
this guy.

Though we did do it vertically in the shower this morning. I squirm in my
seat remembering the slice of steamy heaven we had before the sun was all
the way up. The sooner we get this over with, the sooner I can get back to the
office and then home for more of that, whichever home we choose tonight. At
some point, I guess I’ll sell my place, or Grip will sell his? We’ll live
together, but will we get engaged first? Married? He did tell my mother he
would marry me one day.

Oh, Bristol, please don’t become one of those women obsessed with
getting a ring, 1 self-admonish.

Because if you can’t admonish yourself, who can?

We’re in no hurry, and I actually appreciate our pace. The last few
months have been . . . I don’t even have language for how happy I am. It’s
contentment sheathed in passion, twisted around the deepest, most honest
connection I’ve ever known. I wish everyone could taste this, could have this.
That’s when you know you’re far gone—when you start wishing everyone
else had what you have. I know what it’s like to live without it, to live
without him. It’s lackluster, a pale parallel existence I have no intention of
revisiting. We got just a taste of it this summer when he was on tour and I
needed to stay behind in LA.

Miserable.

“Does that sound good, Bristol?”

Kevin’s question snaps my attention back to the conversation at the table.
Now I’'m daydreaming? In the middle of a meeting? About proposals and
engagement rings and fairy-tale endings?



“Uh, sorry.” I split an apologetic glance between Grip and Kevin. “I got
distracted. Does what sound good?”

“Grip wanted to reschedule the meeting.” Kevin considers the calendar on
his phone. “He has a session to get to at the studio, so maybe we can talk
about the deal when he has more time.”

Does Grip really have a session? Or is he just writing Kevin and this deal
off? I try to read between the impassive lines of his face. I want him to give
this a chance, despite the awful first impression Kevin made.

“You have a session?” I probe to see what he’ll reveal.

His mouth kicks to the left, which usually indicates he’s privately
laughing at someone.

“Yeah, and don’t you have that thing to get to?” He stands, grabbing his
helmet and me, gently pulling me up by the elbow. “We both probably need
to get out of here. Nice meeting you, Kev.”

So that’s a no on the session.

“You go to the studio.” I pull away, narrowing my eyes at him so he
knows I have his number. “I’ll close things out with Kevin.”

A quick frown clouds his expression. Joke or no joke, he doesn’t want to
leave me with some guy who was hitting on me just a few minutes ago.

“I can probably skip it.” Grip’s smile settles into an unyielding line.

“No need.” I turn to Kevin. “I’m just gonna walk Grip out. I’ll be back to
discuss alternate dates.”

“Sounds good. Great meeting you, Grip.” Kevin picks up the menu and
offers a quick smile. “I’ll look at dessert.”

Grip doesn’t move, just keeps staring at Kevin, so I hook my arm through
his and lead him out of the restaurant and to the parking lot. Once we reach
the spot where his motorcycle is parked, Grip’s hands settle on my hips and
he pulls me into his chest, locking us together.

“What’s up, little shawty?” he teases, running his nose along my neck.
“What’s your name? You got a man?”

“I do,” I answer huskily. “But I could be persuaded. He’ll never know.”

“The hell.” Grip chuckles, nipping my ear and sliding his hand to the
small of my back.

“You don’t really have a session, do you?” I ask abruptly, breaking the
spell he’s trying to weave.

“I’m not dealing with this guy, Bris.” He pulls back to peer down at my
face. “And neither are you. He’s trying to have dinner with you? I’m not



doing business with that—"

“In his defense,” I cut in before he works himself into a lather. “He didn’t
know I’m taken.”

Something flares behind his eyes when I use the word that says I’m his. I
knew he’d like that; I’'m nothing if not deliberate.

He leans down the few inches separating us until his lips are at my ear.
His hands inch up to span my waist, his thumbs subtly, secretively brushing
the underside of my breast. My breath hovers in my throat, suspended, and
my mouth waters as I remember the taste of him this morning. Me on my
knees in the shower, water beating on my shoulders, the long, rigid length of
him hitting the back of my throat. His fingers screwed into my hair, holding
my head still while he pumped over my tongue, scraped against my lips.

“So you’re taken, huh?” He breathes against my neck. As calm as he
looks from the outside, I hear the hitch in his breath, feel him hard and
pressed into my belly. “I don’t see a ring.”

I shoot him a sharp glance. We haven’t talked about rings and proposals
in a while—it hasn’t mattered. We practically live together, though we both
still have our own places. Anything other than together isn’t an option, but
his teasing statement makes me wonder if he’s started to think about it the
way I have. I find myself holding out my hand a few times a day, studying
my ring finger, wondering what he would choose for it . . . wondering when
he’ll ask.

Wondering when it started to matter so much to me. The last thing I want
is to make him feel pressured. We’ve loved each other for years, true, but we
haven’t been official for long at all.

“Grip, I’'m not—"

He palms my throat, thumb on one side of my face, fingers on the other,
commanding me, coaxing my mouth open. His tongue sweeps the sensitive
lining inside my jaw, over my teeth, around my lips. The sun is high in the
sky. Patrons walk past us, coming to and leaving the restaurant. A few gawk.
I’m not sure if they recognize Grip or if our PDA al fresco just disconcerts
them. The kiss slows to mere brushes of our mouths, my lips pulled between
his with tiny tugs and hungry bites. The firm hold he has on my chin softens,
and his fingers slide into the hair falling around my neck.

“I had to shut you up because every time I mention rings you start
stuttering and saying stupid shit.” His eyes smile down at me. “And your
mouth kind of hangs open. It’s not a good look for you.”



A laugh breaks free from me. It’s a happy sound, like a caged bird free
and singing. That’s how I feel sometimes, like for years I walked around
locked up, guarding my heart against this man, and now I’ve been let loose,
liberated, kissing in broad daylight on the street and spilling laughter that
sounds like a bird’s song.

And not giving a damn what anyone thinks about it.

“Oh really?” My smile widens an inch. “I seem to remember you liked
my mouth open this morning in the shower.”

His chuckle rumbles in the small space separating our bodies.

“Damn, Bris. What am I gonna do with you?”

“You’ll figure something out.” I prop my forearms on his shoulders,
caressing his neck. “You always do.”

He studies me for a few long seconds, something changing in his eyes.
They sober, the cocky grin falling into a straight line.

“What’s wrong?” I cup one side of his face, the slight scruff tickling my
palm. One minute we’re flirting and teasing, verging on horny, and the next
we’re . . . not.

“Nothing.” He sets his hand over mine against his jaw. “I just missed you
today. I miss you when we’re apart.”

His words settle over my heart, refreshing like rain falling on dry, thirsty
ground. I feel it, too. I’m not sure how I kept him at bay for eight years when
eight hours away from him makes my chest ache. The look in his eyes . . .
there’s more to it than what’s on the surface, but I’m not sure what. He traces
the corner of my mouth.

“You’re just trying to distract me,” I turn my mouth to kiss the hand
touching my face, “from getting back to Kevin.”

Grip rolls his eyes, some of the humor returning.

“You seriously think I’m dealing with that dude?” He scoffs a quick rush
of air.

“Don’t judge the deal by Kevin. I wish you could meet my friend
Charisma. She’d be your editor, but she’s tied up in New York, and Kevin
just happened to be here in LA.”

“Maybe we could meet her in New York.” Grip’s tone is careful and his
glance is searching, but I’'m not sure what he’s looking for. Am I missing
something?

“Not any time soon.” I sigh, running my thumb over the dark arch of his
brows. “Charm’s stuck there, and things are way too hectic for me to get



away right now.”

“Yeah?” Grip twists his lips into a grimace.

“Yeah. Kai’s finally about to drop her debut album, and Rhyson’s in the
studio working on his next project.” A sudden smile takes over my face. “I
forgot to tell you I got Luke that reality show about the making of his next
album.”

“Wow.” Grip’s eyes drop to the ground before he looks back to me.
“Yeah, you’ve got a lot going on here.”

“The show’s filming in LA for the most part. I need to be on set at least
for the initial footage, and don’t get me started on everything happening for
Jimmi. I may have to hand her off to Sarah, though she’d kill me.”

“I get it,” Grip says with a small smile. “You’re too busy to go to New
York.”

There it is again. What’s that look? Am I talking about work too much? I
do that. I get caught up in my career, but I’'m lucky enough to make dreams
come true for the people I love the most. I never knew how fulfilling it would
be, how damn good at it I would be. With every accomplishment, the
opportunities double and my ambitions multiply. It’s never bothered Grip
before, but maybe now that things are busier than they’ve ever been, he’s
tired of hearing about my work and how much I love it.

“I’m sorry, baby,” I say. “Here I am going on and on about Prodigy and
all my stuff, and I didn’t even ask about school. You registered for classes
today, right?”

He goes still for a second, his expression becoming unreadable.

“I’m still looking at classes. There’s a little time before I finalize things
for next semester.”

“Well I want to hear all about it tonight.” I tip up to leave a kiss on his
lips. “But now I need to get back to Kevin.”

Grip’s face loosens into a grin.

“Tell his goofy ass you already have dinner plans, and to back off my
girl.”

“Oh, I have dinner plans?” I take a few steps backward toward the
restaurant entrance, my eyes never leaving the handsome face with its stark
planes and bold bones. “And what are these plans?”

“Dinner at my place.”

“Am I bringing dinner?”

That’s usually what happens—neither of us is exactly gourmet chef



material.

“No, I’ll grill up on the roof.”

Ah, the roof, one of my favorite places in the world. Overlooking
everything but isolated from it all, just my love and me. Add medium rare red
meat, and it’s my own private utopia.

“Then I’ll see you after work.” I smile and turn to go.

“Hey Bris,” he calls.

I look over my shoulder to find that sober look back in his eyes,
tightening the skin over his high cheekbones, making me nervous.

“I love you.”

He says it to me every day, several times a day, and it never gets old,
never frays around the edges or fails to palpitate my susceptible heart.

“I love you, too.”

I don’t try to lighten the moment with an easy smile or a flippant
comment. Whatever is bothering him, he’ll tell me, probably tonight. I’ll let
him come to it on his own.

In the meantime, Kevin.



GRIP

I HAVE to tell her tonight.

I’ve been putting it off, but I need to register for next semester. Getting
my degree online has always worked for the busy pace of my life, but Dr.
Israel Hammond, renowned criminal justice activist, will be a guest professor
at NYU, and I need to be on campus. His book about racism in America
completely rocked my world, and I need to take that class.

Rationally, I know it won’t wreck us if I spend a semester in New York
and Bristol stays here in LA. We survived eight years of games—chase, hide
and seek, pin the tail on the donkey, with each of us playing the role of
jackass from time to time. You name it, we played it. We survived Parker’s
sick attempts to destroy us, and he’s stewing in a minimum-security resort-
like prison suite because we figured out how to shut him down. We survived
contempt and condemnation from people as distant as Black Twitter trolls
and as close as members of my family who didn’t want to see us together.
They are slowly, surely, one by one, coming around. Jade will be the hold
out; I know this, but eventually she’ll see the light, too.

We win. Love prevails. I get it.

But that doesn’t make the reality of me being on one coast while Bris
lives on the other any easier to accept, even for a few months—not with the
way I need her.

I flip our steaks, losing myself in thought and the smoke rising from the
grill. Do I have to go? I’'m a rapper, an entertainer . . . do I really want to
uproot my life for five months just to sit at the feet of some professor I don’t
even know?



Hell yeah I do.

When I’'m forty years old, I don’t want to still be just rapping. Jay Z is a
hip-hop unicorn. Who else is out there rapping and relevant at almost fifty?

I’ll wait . . .

Yeah. Like I said. Dude’s a unicorn.

I’m passionate about the causes affecting my community, and I'm
educating myself now, equipping myself now so I don’t squander this
platform I’ve been given, but use it to do some kind of good. We have
problems, and Dr. Hammond may have solutions. He’s a brilliant man who,
even as he rails against the system, is smart enough to work within it, who
cares enough to reform it.

“Mmmmm, that looks good.”

The comment grabs my attention, and I find myself smiling for the first
time since I left Bristol. As she walks toward me, the approaching sunset
paints the roof in shadows, but I see her clearly. Dark hair, burnished in
places, falls around her shoulders. She has already discarded the dress she
wore at lunch today in favor of a T-shirt and nothing else; it’s the one I just
tossed into the hamper.

She tugs at my HABITUAL LINE STEPPER T-shirt, the hem landing at
the top of her thighs. Where the T-shirt stops, my eyes keep going, past the
lean muscles of her legs and the cut of her calves, the delicate bones of her
ankles and to her bare feet. I love this girl, head to toe. Beyond this gorgeous
packaging, it’s everything beneath that makes me beyond grateful she’s mine.
The loyalty, the bottomless pit that is her heart, her sense of humor. The
toughest girl I know is also the most tender, and I’m so honored I get to see
both sides, all her sides.

“You out of clean clothes?” I nod to my T-shirt. “You gotta wear my
dirty stuff now?”

An impish smile tugs at her bare lips. She’s washed away her makeup,
and with it, all the sophistication she wraps around herself for her job. Up on
this roof in my T-shirt, she’s just my girl. I love her in every iteration, but this
is the one only I get to see, so it’s probably my favorite.

“I have clean clothes.” She steps close enough for me to smell her scent
and mine mingling in the fabric. “I like the way this shirt smells.”

I drop a look over her, my eyes resting on the curves of her breasts in the
soft cotton, where her nipples have gone taut under my stare.

“How does the shirt smell?” T ask, my voice as smoky as the steaks I



should be paying attention to.

“Like you.” She leans forward until her breasts press into my chest. “It
smells like you.”

My hands are twitching to touch her, and I finally surrender, slipping
under the shirt to grasp her waist, pulling her up the few inches until our lips
meet. I’ve been thinking about these steaks all day, and before Bristol
arrived, I thought I was starving—but this, what I feel having her in my arms
after hours apart, this is starving. It starts in my balls and tunnels up through
my chest, infiltrates my heart, and presses its way to my mouth, which is
open and devouring in a lips-searching, tongues-dueling kiss. I grip her by
the ass, grinding our bodies together until the texture of her skin and mine,
the scents of her skin and mine meld into this one panting, voracious thing
that never seems to get enough.

“You better not burn my steak,” Bristol pants in between kisses.

I angle my head to send my tongue deeper into her mouth, holding her
still, teasing her until she’s straining up, open and begging when I pull back.

“Grip.” My name is a whimpering complaint. She cups my neck and tugs
my head back down.

“Oh, no.” I resist, laugh, and turn to the grill. “You were so concerned
about me burning these steaks, Ms. Medium Rare.”

“I am.” She slides her arms around me from behind and I feel a sweet
sting, her teeth gently biting my shoulder through my T-shirt. I love it when
she bites me, but I’'m not giving her that satisfaction yet. “But that doesn’t
mean you get to stop kissing me. You have to multitask.”

One slim hand slides over my abs and past my belt to cup me through my
jeans.

Damn. Not sure how long I can keep up this charade that I don’t want to
screw her into the wall on the roof where anyone with half a telescope could
see.

“Wow,” I say, keeping my tone unaffected, though she’s gotta feel me
getting longer and harder in her hand. “Somebody’s horny as hell.”

She makes a sound that’s half outraged laughter, half indignant grunt
before stepping around to stand in front of me by the grill.

“I will not be slut-shamed by my own boyfriend.” Amusement lights her
eyes, turning them to quicksilver.

“Shamed?” I put down the grilling fork I’'m using for the steaks and reach
for her again. “No shame in being horny for me, baby. I wanna give you a



gold star.”

Her eyes slide down to the erection poking her in the stomach. “Is that
what we’re calling it now? Should we name it?”

“Guys who have to name their dicks probably aren’t using ’em right.”

“So I ask again . . . should we name it?”

I cock a brow and press our hips together.

“Are you implying that I don’t know how to use mine? Because that’s not
the impression I got this morning when you came so hard you were singing
like a bird.”

She tilts her head, her eyes wide and considering. “Did you say like a
bird?” A small smile plays around her lips. “What made you say that?”

“I don’t know.” I give a careless shrug. “Why?”

“It’s silly,” she says, rolling her eyes in self-derision. “I was thinking
today when I laughed it sounded like . . .”

Bristol blushes about once every Halley’s Comet, so the color washing
across her cheeks makes me wonder.

“What?” I probe. “Your laugh sounded like what?”

“Like a happy bird,” she mumbles, peering up at me like I’'m going to
laugh in her face.

Which I do.

“Stop laughing at me.” She narrows her eyes in mock warning.

“Right.” I dip my head to catch her eyes and tease her. “Because when
you tell me you laugh like a happy bird I’'m just supposed let you get away
with that.”

“I’m not telling you things anymore.” She narrows her eyes and folds her
arms over her chest.

“Yeah, right. I’'m your best friend.” I pull her back into me. “You’ll tell
me everything like you always do.”

“You are, you know.” Her voice softens. “My best friend, I mean.”

When she looks at me like this, her eyes stripped of every defense, no
guard in sight, completely honest and open and vulnerable, I feel slightly
invincible. It’s a trick of the heart, I know, but I can’t help but think that as
long as she looks at me like this, there isn’t anything I couldn’t survive, that
our love is the stuff of legends, rolled in Teflon, disaster-proof. I’'m as
fanciful as Bristol, my laughing bird.

“You’re mine, too,” I echo her sentiment. “My best friend.”

“I won’t tell Rhyson,” she promises with a grin.



“I’m pretty sure he spits the same line to Kai.” I keep a straight face. “We
have to say that shit to get laid.”

“I hate you.”

“Orrrrrrrr do you love me and want to blow me after dinner?” I shrug
and lift my hands, my palms up. “Just saying. Listen to your heart, Bristol.
Listen to your heart.”

“I’m listening to my belly right now, smartass, and it’s growling. Feed
me.”

“Like my mama used to say, ain’t no freeloaders in this house. What’ll
you give me for feeding you?”

“Um...”

“I do have a suggestion, if you’re searching.”

“Let me guess—you have a ‘Will fuck for food’ sign up here
somewhere?”

“I used bubble letters.” I laugh and give her ass a light smack. “You can
barter that booty.”

It’s so damn easy with Bristol—our banter, the chemistry, the perfect
rhythm of our conversation. It was one of the first things I noticed when we
met all those years ago. We didn’t read each other’s minds or finish each
other’s sentences. It wasn’t cosmic, but it was a connection that seized me by
the brain and grabbed me by the balls. She was as smart as she was sexy, as
curious as she was forthcoming. There were years in between when we made
things complicated, when things were strained, but now with our hearts
settled on each other for good, it’s simple.

This.

Her.

Us.

I’m as sure of her as I am that every night the moon will show up, the
stars will shine down, and hours later, the sun will rise again.

This is my favorite part of every day. The sun is down, and we eat by
fairy lights strung overhead. We both devour the steak and salad I prepared.
When our plates are scraped clean, I’'m on my second beer and Bristol has
gone through half a bottle of red wine. We’re cracking each other up and just
sharing what happened during our day, which leads her back to lunch with
Kevin.

“Your fans would eat up a poetry book from you.” Bristol pours another
glass of red. “And it would showcase the breadth of your talent beyond hip-
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hop.

I stand and gather our plates. Bristol, bottle in one hand and wine glass in
the other, follows me to the door that leads back to the loft.

“I’ll think about it.” T gesture for her to walk ahead of me down the steps,
mostly so I can catch glimpses of her ass under my shirt.

“Don’t just say you’ll think about it.” She looks over her shoulder, rolling
her eyes when she catches me checking her out. “Really? You see me naked
every day. Don’t guys ever mature beyond tenth grade?”

“Chronologically, yes.” I drop a kiss in her hair as I pass her propping the
door open for me. “In dick years, no.”

Her phone dings from the coffee table in the living room. I hate that
phone sometimes. Managing entertainers, her work is around the clock and
all over the globe. Bristol’s clients are usually spread across a few different
time zones and never take into account the one she’s in.

“Hmmmm.” She takes another sip of her wine without glancing up from
her phone. “You still interested in that panel in New York? The Artist As
Activist thing?”

As soon as she says ‘New York,” I’'m reminded of my quandary. I have to
talk to her about next semester before the night is over.

“Uh, yeah.” I load our plates and utensils into the dishwasher, watching
her across the open space. “Definitely.”

“Hmmmm.” Bristol continues scanning whatever she’s reading, a slight
dip between her brows.

“What’s up?” I ask. “Something wrong?”

I cross the room to read over her shoulder. It’s an email from the
organizer, a popular New York-based radio personality named Angie Black
with an army of loyal followers. I'm pretty sure Black isn’t her real last
name, but she’s a titan on Black Twitter, #BlackGirlMagic at its best. I study
the details, trying to figure out what has Bristol grunting and scowling, and
then one name leaps from the list of panelists Angie provided.

Qwest.

“I didn’t know Qwest was invited.” I keep my voice casual, pull Bristol’s
hair back, and tuck my chin into the crook of her neck and shoulder.

“Hmmmm,” she non-comments again, stepping away to set her wine
glass on the counter, her monosyllable speaking volumes.

“You okay with that?” I grab her wrist, forcing her to face me. I cup the
smooth line of her neck and lift her chin so I can see her expression. “I don’t



have to do the panel.”

She squints in consideration for a few seconds, her lip between her teeth.

“No, it’s fine,” she finally says. “Qwest performed on tour with you this
summer for a few shows and everything was okay, right?”

Qwest joined me on tour for two shows and everything seemed fine, but
then I did avoid her like syphilis when we weren’t on stage together.

“Yeah.” I nod, keeping the syphilis qualifier to myself.

“And you have to work on her next album, right?”

We struck a deal from the beginning—Qwest featured on my album, and
I’d feature on hers. I also agreed to produce two of the other songs on her
project.

“Those are all things I'm legally committed to do, though.” T kiss the
corner of Bristol’s mouth. “If you don’t want me to do the panel, I won’t.”

“But you really want to do the panel.”

It’s a statement, not a question. She knows I’m taking every opportunity I
can to talk about criminal justice reform and improving relations with law
enforcement . . . so yeah, I really want to do the panel, but I don’t want
Bristol feeling some type of way about Qwest and me doing this event
together.

“I want to, yeah. It’s important.” I link our fingers and dip my head so
we’re looking into each other’s eyes. “But not more important than you.” I
settle our linked fingers over my heart. “Not as important as us, Bris.”

After a moment, she yields a smile.

“I’m fine with you doing the panel—on one condition.”

“Name it.”

“Piggyback ride.”

I fake exasperation, allowing her to shift the subject and lighten the air
around us.

“Carry you up them steps?”

“Yes, up them steps.”

She turns me around and presses on my shoulder until I’'m squatting.
When she jumps on my back, my hands hook under her long, smooth legs. I
pretend to struggle under her weight and she laughs. She sounds so happy I
can’t help but grin thinking of my driven, sarcastic girl describing herself as a
bird.

“If T give you a piggyback ride,” I tell her at the bottom of the staircase,
“you give me a blow job. We’ll call it even.”



“What’s so special about a blow job?” She tightens her arms around my
neck when I start up the stairs. “I give you one like every other day.”

“First of all, I can’t believe you actually just asked me what’s so special
about a blow job. You may as well ask what’s so special about the Taj Majal.
A blow job is practically an eighth wonder.” I press on as she laughs into my
neck. “Second, the operative words there are every other day, so obviously,
there’s room for improvement.”

“No, the operative word is blow job.” She lightly smacks the side of my
head. “Sounds like work for me.”

“Well you’re employee of the month.”

“I better be the only employee.”

“Oh, you don’t have to worry about me cheating.” I squeeze her thighs. “I
like my balls attached.”

Her husky laugh draws an answering chuckle from me. We’ve reached
the bedroom and she slides off my back, walks around me to stand at the foot
of the bed, mischief in her eyes, and smiles.

“What’s a habitual line stepper?” She tugs at the hem of my shirt,
emblazoned with the tagline, flashing black silk panties at the apex of her
thighs. My eyes are glued there in case she lifts the shirt again—wouldn’t
want to miss that.

“Huh?” T burn a look over her breasts taunting me through the white
cotton. “What was the question?”

“Habitual line stepper?” she asks patiently, pointing to the front of the T-
shirt.

“Oh, uh . . . it’s from a Dave Chappelle sketch, the one where Prince
slaps Charlie Murphy.”

“Prince slaps who?” She shakes her head. “I don’t get it. I watched an
episode and wasn’t that impressed. He just makes a bunch of racial jokes.”

“At least he makes fun of all races equally, and religion and politics and
everything in between. Nothing and no one is safe. He’s a master of satire
and social commentary, and funny as hell. You must have seen a weak
episode.”

I take a step closer, lifting the hem to expose the smooth skin of her waist.
I pull the shirt over her head and toss it into a corner. Her hair settles back
around her shoulders, falling forward so her naked breasts poke through the
dark strands.

“Forget Dave Chappelle,” I say huskily.



I could write a sonnet to Bristol’s nipples, the way they tip her breasts,
the blend of pink and brown, roses and chocolate, shading her areola. I lean
down to hover over them, my eyes snaring hers. Anticipation thickens the air.

“I’'m wanna do to you what spring does to the cherry trees,” I whisper,
paraphrasing the Neruda poem before taking one nipple in my mouth and
laving it with my tongue. Like a flower waiting for spring, she blossoms. She
blooms like sweet fruit ripening between my lips. I pull away, but her hands
urge me back to her breast, pleasure tightening her pretty features.

I ghost my lips over the other neglected nipple. Where at first I was
sweet, now I’'m all teeth and rough suction, stretching my mouth, wide and
hungry, over the other breast. Where I laved the other nipple, this one I lash
with my tongue. Her nails sink into my shoulders and she fills the room with
whimpers. I release her nipple, satisfied by the vivid red marks slashing the
delicate skin. Breath fights to free itself from her lungs, laboring past her lips,
heaving her breasts. I gently turn her around by the hip to face the bed and
almost bite my fist at the sight of her.

Thong.

Teeny, tiny thong. Ass out.

I coax her panties down her legs, inch by torturous inch. When she’s a
naked, lithe stretch of lines and curves, I reach around to cup her breasts,
tugging on those nipples until they peek between my fingers. Bristol’s
breathing grows more ragged and she presses her back into my chest, circling
her ass into my crotch.

I really wanted that blow job, but I’'m not sure there will be time for that
tonight. One hand stays right where it is, toying with her nipple as the other
hand dips between her legs.

“Can you open for me?” I dust kisses across the elegant slope of her
shoulders. She widens her stance no more than an inch, but I’ll take a mile. I
press the flat of my hand between her legs and the thick, wet lips of her pussy
press into my palm. I vary the cadence of strokes over her clit until she’s
pumping into my hand, her hips chasing every thrust and her cries dying in
her throat before they hit the air.

“Oh, God, Grip.” Her voice verges on a sob. Even when she vices around
my fingers, I don’t let up the passionate pace between her thighs.

“That’s it, baby.” I drop to my knees, dragging my tongue down the
smooth center of her back and over her ass. I clip the sweet flesh of each
cheek between my teeth, relishing her startled gasp. Slowly, I press my hand
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to her back, bending her at the waist until she bows on the bed, on her knees.
I scoot her forward, tilting her chest down and her ass in the air. With a rear
view of her spread wide for me, I swipe my tongue down the inside of her
thighs, drinking from the silky skin, wet with her juices.

“I’m getting drunk on you,” I mutter.

“Grip.” My name shatters on her lips, but it’s not enough. I want her
unintelligible. I suckle her clit and slip two fingers in, smiling against her
pussy when she pants into the duvet. I stand and strip then run my cock up
and down her divide, soaking in her wetness as she presses back into me,
offering me more.

“You have to fuck me now.” Her plea is breathless and urgent. She looks
over her shoulder, her eyes glassy. “Please, right now.”

Her eyes beg me. Her pussy weeps for me. The complete surrender in
every line of her body undoes me, the last strands of control snapping and
popping as they give. The wild, loose parts of me grab her hips and flip her
onto her back. I push her legs wide until her knees almost touch her shoulders
and run my finger over the hot, wet pleat of flesh between her thighs. Her
eyes flutter closed.

“Open your eyes, Bristol,” I say huskily. “Look at me when I fuck you.”

When she looks at me, her hair like a dark river twisting behind her on
my bed, my damn knees feel weak. That’s what Bristol does to me with one
look. That’s how weak she renders me without even trying. Her eyes are the
color of moonlight and her love glows like stars. My whole universe is right
here, and I don’t want to leave her and go to New York when the time comes.

Restless arousal shudders through her while she waits, while I stare. I
shake off worry and uncertainty, dropping to my knees on the bed and lifting
her by the hips. The sound of her breath hitching when I push in, when I
invade that sacred space, tightens my balls. She’s a tight, slippery tunnel, and
after one stroke, I lose my mind. Body overtakes brain, a coup of instinct
usurping reason. I push her knee farther back so I can go deeper. I twist our
fingers together, pressed into the pillow by her head. I’'m vaguely aware of
Bristol moaning, of her tightening around me, of her coming again, the
evidence of her pleasure spilling all over me, and then it’s building in me,
drawing my balls tight, flexing the muscles of my abs.

My love erupts. It blows.

I’m a geyser, a constant flow until the unrelenting rhythm of my body
slows into something gentler, something tender. We press together, and



beneath me she is crushed silk. My hot flesh and hers are slickened with the
rigor of our passion, the sweat that bathes our skin. I don’t know if it’s mine
or if it’s hers, but this moment, this perfect glass-blown moment where our
bodies unite and our souls intersect, this moment belongs to us.



BRISTOL

[’VE SURVIVED A STORM.

That’s how I feel every time Grip makes love to me, like a hurricane
swept through and instead of taking shelter, I stood in the eye of it, the
powerful wind whipping over me. I begged it to lift me. I let it love me. And
this, the moments after, when the city lights shine through Grip’s wide
windows and play over our naked, sweat-slicked bodies, when Grip’s fingers
trace my back, playing over the vertebrae like keys on a piano, this is the
quiet after the storm.

“I pulled your hair.” Grip’s voice comes quiet, still slightly hoarse. I
screamed his name. He shouted mine. Our throats are raw from passion. My
scalp still prickles from his forceful tugs of my hair. It’s not quite pain, and in
the moment, it felt good enough to make it worth it.

Grip works his fingers through the hair spilling onto his pillow until he
reaches my scalp to soothe and massage.

“Did it hurt?” He leaves an offering of kisses between my shoulder
blades.

“No.” I lean back into his affection. “You know I love a rough fuck.”

He chuckles at my neck, his warm breath caressing the sensitive skin.

“Just making sure.”

He goes quiet again. We both do, for several long moments, where the
only sound in the room is our breathing, and I swear I can hear his heartbeat .
.. or maybe it’s mine. Maybe they’re the same, one not beating until the other
does.

“I love sleeping you with you.” I don’t say it to fill the quiet—we don’t



need that. I just want him to know.

“Me, too. Every night. Every morning.” I hear him swallow, feel his
fingers go still in my hair. “Bris, there’s something we need to talk about.”

Finally.

“I know.” I roll onto my back and turn my head to catch whatever the city
lights and the moon can show me on his face.

“You know?” He searches my eyes the way I’m searching his. “What do
you know?”

“Not what you need to talk to me about.” I pull the sheet up from my
waist and tuck it under my arm. It’s not cold at all, but as our bodies cool, I
shiver. “I could just tell something was bothering you today in the parking
lot.”

He nods, inching close enough to drop a kiss between my eyebrows, then
in the hair at my temple.

“Do you remember me talking about a book I read while I was on tour
called Virus?”

“Are you kidding?” A smile turns up the corners of my mouth. “You read
it like three times and said it changed your life. It’s about criminal justice
reform, right? Dr. Hammond?”

“Right.” Even in the dim light, I see that Grip is pleased. “You
remembered.”

“Of course. I’m sorry I haven’t read it yet. It’s on my Kindle, I've just
been so busy lately. I’ll get to it.”

“Hey.” A frown pinches his brows the tiniest bit. “You don’t have to read
it because I did. I don’t want you trying to be something you’re not. Who you
already are is exactly who I need you to be.”

“I know.” But it still feels good to hear it. Grip remains the good guy his
mother raised to be a great man, the one who never forgets where he came
from, but he’s evolving. Maybe there’s this little corner of my heart afraid I’1l
somehow get left behind, and his words go a long way to assure me I won’t.

“Good.” He looks at me for an extra few seconds, like he’s checking to
make sure I believe him. “Anyway, Dr. Hammond is a guest professor at
NYU this semester.”

I sit straight up in bed, grinning down at him lying on his side, propped
on his elbow with his head resting in his hand.

“Grip, that’s amazing.”

“Yeah.” He grins back at me, his eyes carrying answering excitement.



“It’s pretty dope. Reading his book opened my eyes and shifted my priorities
in a lot of ways. It provoked me to not only do more, but to figure out what I
want to do.”

“So, with you enrolled online, how does that work?” I ask. “I mean, do
you like audit the class by video? Or teleconference?”

Grip’s smile falls away and he licks his lips, dropping his eyes to the
sheets between us.

“It’s not set up like that.” He looks back at me, emotions wrestling in his
eyes. “I think I’ll have to move to New York for the semester.”

Air rushes past my lips. How did that not occur to me? It makes sense
that he would move to New York. I know Grip’s ambitions go far beyond the
stage, beyond music. He wants to have an impact, and the more involved he
becomes, the more he requires of himself.

“Wow.” Even knowing that, the thought of him living in New York for
months shipwrecks me. For a moment I’m flotsam, inwardly adrift, flailing.
I’m really excited for him, but I know my voice is dull when I speak.

“You should do that.” I nod, convincing myself as much as him. “I think
that’s awesome.”

“The class is three days a week.” Even though I’'m staring at the anxious
tangle of fingers in my lap, I know Grip’s eyes don’t leave my face. “But it’s
Monday, Wednesday, Friday, so just the weekend between.”

Not much time to fly back and forth between coasts.

“I’ll come back to LA, of course,” Grip continues. “And you can visit me
in New York. I figure we’ll see each other four, five times a month or so,
sometimes more.”

I’m a punctured tire, all the air hissing from me. The excitement I felt, I
can’t sustain at the prospect of so little time with him for the next several
months.

“Hey, I know it’s not great.” Grip props his chin in my lap and wraps a
wide palm around my hip, warming me through the sheet. “I don’t have to
go. Maybe I should reconsider and—"

“No.” I shake myself out of self-pity and lean down to frame his strong
jaw and high cheekbones, the face of a king, between my hands. “It’s right.
It’s good. You need to do this, and I want it for you. We’ll figure it out.”

Grip tucks his head into my waist, kissing my stomach through the sheet
and running his hand over the bare skin of my back.

“I know things are crazy at Prodigy right now, and that means more



responsibility,” he says. “Rhyson’s trusting you with so much. It’s everything
you’ve worked for, and I’'m happy for you.”

I angle my head, studying him. If there’s one thing I know, it’s when Grip
wants something. He’s never held back from me, never left me wondering
what he wanted from me, but now, I sense that he’s withholding something.

“What do you want?” I slide back down the headboard until we’re both
lying down, facing one another. “From me? Grip, tell me what you want.”

Hesitation clouds his expression, and then he shutters his face altogether.

“Like you said.” He pushes the wild tumble of hair back from my face.
“We’ll figure it out.”

“Tell me what you want.” 1 brush my thumb over the dark slash of his
brows. “Can you do that for me?”

“Bris.” He drops his lashes, covering whatever is hiding in his eyes. “I
don’t think—"”

“Right—don’t think, just tell me.”

He scans my face. I know my expression is a blank check, offering him
whatever he wants, but I don’t care. All hesitation falls away. Staring back at
me is the persistent man who pursued me shamelessly for eight years, who
wore my resistance down to nothing.

“I want you to come with me.” A muscle clenches in his jaw. “I know it’s
selfish and might seem like I’m asking you to follow me across the country,
but—"

“Yes.”

“I’m still asking,” he goes on, like I didn’t speak, like he didn’t hear me.
“I don’t know how we make it work. We’ll figure that out together, but the
thought of seeing you only a few times a month . . . I know we can do it, I
just don’t want to.”

“Grip.”

“And maybe I am a caveman. Maybe it is sexist to ask you to be the one
who moves. It’s just, with classes three times a week, I don’t see how I
can—"

“Grip.” I press my fingers over the soft lips that were making love to my
nipples not even an hour ago. “Baby, I said yes.”

“You did?” he mumbles into my fingers, his eyebrows shooting up in
surprise.

“I did.” T laugh, not exactly sure how I’ll make it work, but knowing that
I will. For him, I will. “I mean, I’ll have to come back and forth some, but I



have to try. I don’t want a long-distance relationship. That sounds like
torture.”

Grip’s smile dims and his brows draw together.

“But Rhyson needs you here now more than ever. He won’t be happy to
hear you’re moving to New York at such a crucial time.”

“Rhys will understand. He’s got Kai.”

“What does that mean?”

“That he knows how it feels to have someone who means more than
everything else.”

Grip’s expression softens. His eyes are intent, like he’s memorizing the
way the light strikes my face the same way I’m memorizing him. He slowly,
painstakingly peels the sheet back from my breasts, the cool air raising goose
bumps on my naked skin . . . or maybe that’s just Grip.

“I know you said you like a rough fuck.” Grip shifts until he’s leaning
over me, his weight supported by the muscles flexing in his arms. He slots his
lean hips between my thighs, and I feel him eager and ready again through
the sheet covering my legs. “But how do you feel about long, slow, grateful
ones?”

I widen my thighs so he sinks deeper into me.

“The longer,” I say, reaching between us to grab his growing erection, my
hand fisting him, lengthening him. “The better.”



BRISTOL

ME: Hey! I know it’s Sunday morning, but I need to talk to you about
something.

Rhyson: Sure. You wanna call?

Me: I was actually thinking about coming over.

Rhyson: See you when you get here.

Me: I’'m kind of already here.

No message bubbles appear, and a few seconds later the front door to
Rhyson’s stately home flings open. My twin brother stands in the entrance,
grinning at me as I lean against my baby girl, the Audi convertible I bought a
few years ago.

“Aren’t you polite this morning?” He steps back, gesturing for me to walk
past him into the house. “You usually just barge in.”

He’s right. I have all his codes and keys, full access to his life.

“That was before Kai moved in.” I pause in the doorway to give him a
quick hug before walking through to the foyer. “If you didn’t like to screw
your little wife all over this place at all times of the day, maybe I would risk
showing up unannounced.”

He offers no apologies, only that cocky grin that used to strip women of
their panties. Now he just uses it to tell me he’s a happily married man with
one set of panties to worry about.

“Probably a good idea.” He tips his head toward the kitchen. “Come on.
I’'m eating breakfast.”

Sunshine brightens the room, the marble counters and modern state-of-
the-art appliances—which Rhyson’s probably never touched—gleaming. His



housekeeper has always taken good care of him, and now Kai cooks any time
her schedule allows.

“Hungry? Coffee?” Rhyson glances at me, his eyes silvery under a sweep
of dark hair. He’s my brother, but even I can appreciate that he’s a beautiful
man.

Of course he is—we’re twins.

He and I tell Grip that all the time to make him roll his eyes and laugh.
Speaking of Grip . . . I’'m here for a reason, and I hope this goes well.

“No, I’'m good.” I cast a disparaging look at the orange mash in the food
processor on the counter. “Especially if that is breakfast.”

“That’s Aria’s baby food. Kai makes it herself.” Rhyson laughs and
settles onto a bar stool at the counter, a croissant on the plate in front of him.
“Today was sweet potato.”

I find myself smiling too as I take the stool beside him.

“Where is my adorable niece?”

“You’re not gonna believe this.” Rhyson slants me a wry grin. “Don’t
laugh.”

“I won’t.” Though I’'m laughing a little inside already because he told me
not to. I’m perverse that way.

“Kai took her to church.” He gives me a don’t say a word look.

Rhyson would be an atheist if he cared enough to actually declare himself
something, and the irony of him marrying the daughter of a Southern Baptist
preacher is not lost on any of us.

“Kai took Aria to church?” A half laugh, half breath leaves my lips. “Did
she go with Aunt Ruthie?”

Kai’s Aunt Ruthie lives with them and helps out with Aria since Kai’s
schedule can get crazy. One of the first things Aunt Ruthie did when she
relocated from Glory Falls, Georgia, was find a church here in LA. I can’t
pretend to understand why this is urgent for anyone, but apparently it’s a
thing for church people.

“No, that’s just it.” Rhyson takes a sip of coffee and shrugs. “She doesn’t
like Aunt Ruthie’s church, so she’s looking for the ‘right’ one. She wants
Aria to grow up in a progressive church, an oxymoron if I ever heard one.”

“So Aria will grow up believing in arcs and angels?” The smile I give
him holds genuine curiosity. “Are you okay with that?”

Rhyson tips his head to the left, actually considering it.

“I trust Kai. She won’t go overboard or get Aria into anything crazy.” He



shrugs and goes back to his croissant. “Besides, that’s how Kai was raised,
and it didn’t screw her up too badly.”

“That’s definitely true. You married up, brother.”

As I knew he would, Rhyson almost spits out the coffee mid-sip, his
expression incredulous.

“Oh, now I married up, but not too long ago you swore Kai was a
conniving gold digger.” Rhyson narrows teasing eyes at me. “Excellent judge
of character, by the way.”

“In my defense, I was looking out for you.” I smile brightly, ignoring just
how wrong I was about my now sister-in-law. “It all worked out beautifully.”

“Can’t argue with that.” Rhyson offers a quick smile before turning eyes
the exact shape and color of mine in my direction. “But you didn’t drag your
ass over here on a Sunday morning to celebrate my marriage.”

I hadn’t realized how much I was dreading this conversation until I was
right in front of it.

“I think I will have some coffee after all.” I walk over to the counter, to
the coffee machine that looks like it came with launch codes. Rhyson waits
patiently, but his curiosity crackles in the kitchen while he takes the
occasional bite. Once I'm settled beside him again with a cup of coffee I
don’t want or need, I turn to face him.

“Do you remember the book Grip couldn’t stop talking about this
summer?”

Rhyson snorts and cocks one dark brow.

“It was unavoidable.” He leans back and crosses his arms over his chest.
“Viper or Sickness or—”

“Virus, by a guy named Israel Hammond.”

“Right.” Rhyson’s face animates. “When I went to Marlon’s show in
Paris, he quoted like half a chapter to me back at the hotel.”

“That sounds right.” I smile, my heart swelling a little with pride in
Grip’s passion, his convictions. “He says it was life-changing.”

“That’s our boy.” Rhyson chuckles, affection for Grip coloring his smile.
“Somebody’s gotta change the world.”

“Yeah, well . . .” I bite my lip, training my eyes on the swirling pattern in
the marble countertop. “Dr. Hammond is guest lecturing at NYU this
semester.”

It gets quiet enough for me to hear the hum of the shiny appliances in the
kitchen.



“He’s going to New York then?” I feel Rhyson’s eyes on my face but
don’t look up to meet them quite yet.

“Yeah,” T answer before biting the bullet and looking up to meet his gaze.
“And I’m going with him.”

Rhyson nods slowly, turning his mouth down at the corners.

“Never thought I’d see my little sister dropping everything to follow
some man across the country.”

I’m too on edge to detect the teasing in his voice, so I’'m already poised
for battle, mouth locked and loaded with ammo, only to find him laughing at
me.

“Bastard,” I mutter, fighting a smile.

“I’m not sure our mother would appreciate that.”

Rhyson’s smile holds, but his face ices over the way it always does when
my mother comes up. My relationship with her isn’t nearly as complex and
convoluted as his, and overall, on a scale of one to fucked up, my relationship
with her has always been pretty fucked up. That said, I’ll never forget how
she intervened to get me out of the mess with Parker. I’'ll always remember
those moments of naked vulnerability she and I shared that day we took him
down. Things have continued to slowly thaw between us, even though we’re
still not besties. It takes effort and patience and forgiveness—three things
Rhyson has never had for our mother.

“You cut Dad some slack, Rhys,” I say, reminding him of the progress he
and our father have made over the last few years. “Maybe you could cut her
some, t00.”

“Maybe you could mind your own damn business.” He shifts his cool
stare over my shoulder.

I just keep looking at him because he knows that I, unlike half the people
in this town, am not scared of him and can give as good as I get. He also
realizes that I know how deeply our mother injured him. She injured me, too.
They all did, but I kept on fighting to have them in my life. As hard as it’s
been, it’s also been worth it.

“Bris, I’'m sorry.” Rhyson runs an agitated hand through his already
rumpled hair. “I . . . can we just talk about what you came here to talk about
and leave her out of it?”

“Sure.” I lick my lips and set aside my fix-it reflex, that part of me that
wants to get to the bottom of everything and make it work properly. Our
family has never worked properly, so why I—who spent half my life on a



therapist’s couch—think I can fix us, I have no idea, but I never stop trying.

“So you want to go with Marlon to New York, huh?” Rhyson forces a
smile, deliberately shifting us to safer ground.

“Yeah.” My smile comes more naturally just because he said Grip’s
name. There are two things absolutely right in my life: my career and my
man. I would prefer not to ruin one for the other, but if Rhyson forces me to
choose, I have every confidence I can find another way to make a living—
though I know it won’t come to that.

First of all, I’m his sister.

Second of all, he needs me too badly. I’ve become indispensable. That,
even beyond the blood and DNA we share, is my insurance policy.

“Look, I know there’s a lot going on with Prodigy,” I begin, prepared to
build my case for why I could work from the moon as long as I have Wi-Fi.

“But nothing you can’t handle from New York,” Rhyson says before I
can mount my defense.

“Right.” I sketch a quick frown before continuing. “And I know I need to
be on site for certain things.”

“But you can just fly here for those and then go back to New York when
you’re done.” Rhyson sips his coffee, regarding me steadily over the rim.
“Between video conference, Wi-Fi, and every other technological advance at
our disposal, shouldn’t be a problem.”

“I was hoping you’d see that.” Though I thought I would have to be the
one to make him see it.

“And it’s just for the semester, right? Next semester you guys would be
back in LA?”

“Yeah.” Out of habit I rub at my neck to ease the tension, but there’s no
tension there. This conversation is going much better than I had hoped.
“We’ll be back in December after finals.”

Rhyson kind of stole my thunder, took some of the wind from my sails. I
was fully prepared to persuade, convince, and cajole him to my point of view,
but he anticipated everything I had lined up. I do at least have one thing he
probably didn’t see coming.

“I was thinking while I’'m in New York, I could feel out some Broadway
possibilities,” I say nonchalantly.

“Broadway?” Curiosity lights up his eyes. “For who?”

“Well, I know Kai wants to get into acting, and after her album drops,
we’ve been talking about movie roles.”



“No nudity,” he cuts in, wearing his I mean it face. “I told you, Bris.
Don’t even bring us a script that calls for her to do some fifty shades of
fucked up shit with some dickhead actor. If I haven’t been clear—”

“The last time we discussed Kai’s movie career, you asked me to look for
nun roles.” I layer my look and my words with sarcasm. “I think you were
pretty clear.”

“Good,” Rhyson mutters, either not seeing or not caring how ridiculous
he sounds. My sister-in-law will thank me later for saving her from wearing a
habit onscreen.

“Kai’s one of those rare talents who can do it all,” I continue. “She sings,
dances, acts, and is gorgeous.”

“Yeah, she’s pretty amazing.” Pride and love fill his eyes, and I'm so
happy my brother didn’t listen to me when I questioned Kai’s motives, so
happy neither of us settled for the matrimonial farce our parents showed us
all those years.

“There aren’t many Broadway roles that require nudity.” I shrug and
widen my eyes innocently. “Maybe my time in New York could open up a
whole new avenue for Kai.”

The cogs are turning so hard in my brother’s head, I think I smell smoke.

“I love that idea, Bris.” He leans over to hook his arm around my neck
and pull me closer. “And I think it’s great that you’re putting your
relationship with Marlon first.”

“You do?”

“Yeah, and I know it’s your choice. He’s not that guy who would drag
you across the country by your hair.”

“I had to force him to tell me he wanted me to go with him.” I smile at the
memory. “He’s so concerned with me being happy and doing what I love.”

“Unlike me who would just say Kai, pack your shit, you’re coming with
me to New York?” Rhyson laughs, but his voice rings with truth.

“Your words,” I say with a grin. “Not mine.”

He almost destroyed their relationship trying to control Kai. Our parents
set that pattern managing his career as a piano prodigy, using love as control,
and it’s taken him twenty years to break out of it.

“I’ve gotten a lot better, too,” Rhyson asserts. “Just ask Kai.”

“Ask me what?”

Kai stands in the kitchen doorway, Aria perched on her hip. Her petite
frame is perfectly lit by the sun shining through the windows, and for a



moment, my brother looks dazzled by the dark hair hanging almost to her
waist and the tilted eyes that are even more beautiful because they are kind.
My niece is such a perfectly adorable blend of Rhys and Kai, I can’t resist
going over and snatching her up immediately.

While I’m cooing to Aria, Rhyson is thoroughly kissing his wife, pulling
her much shorter frame up and into his.

For a long damn time.

“Ahem.” I clear my throat meaningfully. “You think you two could wrap
this up before Aria graduates?”

Kai turns dreamy, love-dazed eyes my way, a bashful smile on her pretty
face. You’d never know this unassuming girl in her simple jeans and T-shirt
is about to blow the music industry wide open. Her sweetness cloaks a
driving ambition that is backed up by immense talent. She’s going to be the
biggest thing since . . . well, Grip, and it’s my job to make sure that happens.
No one deserves it more than Kai; she’s lost so much over the course of her
life, and it’s good to see her happy, especially with my brother.

“Sorry.” A faint blush colors her cheekbones. “Rhys, what were you
saying Bristol should ask me when I came in?”

He winks at me conspiratorially over her shoulder.

“We were just wondering how you feel about Broadway.”



BRISTOL

“THIS COULD BE THE ONE, BRIs.”

I glance from the clean modern lines of the beautifully decorated Tribeca
apartment to Charisma Simmons, my friend since high school. Her mother,
Bridget, one of New York’s most elite realtors, has shown me several
properties this week, and none of them made me feel like this one does.
There’s something special here. Even though Grip and I will only be leasing
it for the semester, it has its own permanence, like it has only ever been
someone’s home. There’s a warmth that wraps around me; it feels personal. It
could be that this one comes fully furnished while the others were cold, stark,
empty boxes—albeit expensive empty boxes. You have to mortgage your
soul to live in New York. I shouldn’t be surprised; I grew up here, and LA
isn’t much better. We had an apartment on the Upper East Side, where I lived
during the school year, close to the private school I attended. When I wasn’t
there, I was at our estate a few hours outside the city. My parents and Rhyson
were rarely at either since they were usually on the road, and those places
never felt like home—>but this, this was someone’s home. I can feel it.

“It is beautiful.” My gaze drifts over the sprawling space, the exposed
rafters, the red brick wall fitted with wide windows overlooking the city, and
the slatted staircase leading to the upper floor. “Your mom said the owner
wants to meet us, right? How close are they?”

“Oh! Let me check.”

Charisma, or Charm as we chopped her down to growing up, pulls her
phone from the latest Birkin bag. She looks every inch the New Yorker,
shaded in black and gray, swathed in leather, accessorized and name-branded



from head to toe. The knife-sharp points of her precisely bobbed hair slice
into her skinny shoulders. The Gucci eyeglasses framed by her perfectly
arched brows say more about how smart she likes to look than they do about
her nearsightedness. I know her secret. In the cutthroat publishing industry, a
woman as delicate and lovely as Charm does whatever necessary to be taken
seriously by the intelligentsia, including wearing glasses she doesn’t actually
need.

My wardrobe has adapted to New York, some, too. There’s always an
edge I don and doff depending on the coast. Today I’ve paired my black
tulle-ruffled mini skirt with a tight black leather jacket and ankle boots. If
we’re spending the fall here, I need to shore up my sweater-weather game.

“My mom'’s fifteen minutes out. She got stuck uptown,” Charm says,
slipping her phone back into her bag and flashing the impish grin that landed
us in the principal’s office more than once. “But that gives us a few minutes
to catch up before she arrives. How is it that you’ve been here all week and
we haven’t even had dinner?”

“Your author released a book.” I run a finger over the mantle topping the
glass-encased fireplace, noting its dustless-ness. “And it was a huge week for
several of my clients. Me being here instead of LA, managing the time
difference, trying to see properties . . .”

I shrug carelessly, used to our dynamic by now. Charm and I have kept in
touch some, but we have demanding careers we’ve been completely
dedicated to since graduating. It’s paid off. Both of us hold pole position in
our respective industries, but there’s been little time for long-distance
friendships, and missing each other has become a habit over the years. The
two girls who grew up together and knew each other’s secrets are now
women who have a lot to learn about who the other has become.

“Well we have a few minutes now.” Charm pats the cushion of the slate-
colored suede sectional. “Come talk to mama.”

I sit beside her and smile involuntarily. My affection for Charm has
stubbornly hung around since we searched for ways to make our modest
school uniforms sexier.

“Tell me about this man of yours, the one you’re dropping everything to
follow.” Charm purses her lips and wiggles her brows with salacious
speculation. “I must admit, I was surprised to see you with a black guy.”

Charm’s eyes stretch and she gasps, covering her mouth with one
perfectly manicured hand.



“Oh, God. Did that sound bad? You know I’m a progressive.”

“Of course you are, Charm.” I pat her hand while holding on to my
humor and patience. “Grade A liberal.”

“I just meant . . . well, you never dated black guys in college.”

My shrug is easy, my laugh less so. This feels weird.

“I never really thought about it. It didn’t matter—it doesn’t matter.”

“No, it doesn’t.” She puckers her perfectly plucked brows. “I sound like
those people assuring you that they really do have black friends.”

I don’t answer, just lift both brows. Sometimes when you’re quiet, people
hear themselves.

“I really do have lots of black friends.” Her tinkling laugh pokes fun at
herself.

“I’m sure you do.” I grin and decide to let her off the hook for now.

“I’ve seen pictures, of course. He’s . . . wow.” Charm licks her lips,
anticipation all over her face. This is more her speed—talking about how hot
a man is rather than the sticky issues of race.

“You have to tell me everything,” she says, practically flushing. “Don’t
hold back. Remember the Dick Diaries?”

How could I forget our regular debriefs after sexual encounters and
misadventures?

“I’m not talking about this with you, Charm,” I say with neutral
determination. “It’s not appropriate.”

“Oh, Bris, come on.” Charm levels a knowing look at me because in a
past life, she did know all my dirt. “Remember we had a threesome with that
guy from Penn? The one with the bumpy dick? I know how you sound when
you come. I’m pretty sure telling me if your boyfriend is well hung doesn’t
cross any lines we didn’t cross a long time ago.”

I groan because I try to forget that night with Crooked Dick.

“Please don’t mention that when Grip gets here.”

I haven’t seen him in two weeks, and he’s coming straight from the
airport. He did a few shows in Europe and recorded with some Danish
producer Rhyson has been raving about. Needless to say, after not seeing him
for thirteen days, under Charm’s watchful eyes, I’ll have to restrain myself
from dry-humping him.

“Also,” I tell Charm, “I faked that orgasm, so don’t presume you know
how I sound when I come.”

“You faked that?” Charm looks aghast then impressed. “Damn, you’re



good.”

“Lots of practice.” I glance at my phone one more time to make sure I
haven’t missed a text from Grip. “I’m serious, no talk of threesomes in front
of Grip. His plane landed thirty minutes ago. I sent him the address and he
should be here any minute.”

“He doesn’t know you did threes?”

“He doesn’t like that I did. Believe me, I do not want to hear about his
either. We’re both pretty possessive, but I know he’s had his share.” T give
her a flinty look. “Speaking of sharing, I don’t anymore, not him, so don’t
even think about it.”

“Okay, okay.” Charm throws up her hands in defense. “I get it.”

“What do you get?” Charm often thinks she “gets” things about which
she’s actually clueless, and I’'m guessing my relationship with Grip qualifies
as one of them.

“You’re exploring your options.” Charm’s smile is as dirty as a smudge
on pristine paper. “Trying something different.”

“He’s not some exotic experiment.” I wince at the picture I think she’s
forming in her head.

“You’re not . . .” Charm’s eyes narrow, speculate, and then widen. “You
don’t think he’s, like, the one, do you?”

Before I can assure her he most definitely is the one, she goes on.

“I assumed you’d land with someone like Parker.” She pours scandal and
conjecture into her glance and shakes vigorously. “I mean, before he went to
prison, of course, but anyone with that much money can always be
redeemed.”

“Parker?” Revulsion is on spin cycle in my stomach. “Parker is a
miscreant who cares only about himself. He’s cruel and perverted.”

I sit up straighter and tell her what used to be the unpardonable sin in her
book.

“And he fucks like a boy. I practically had to hold his hand when we had
sex.” I look at her meaningfully. “I mean that quite literally. I got myself off
more often than not.”

“Through the years, my standards have lowered by necessity. I could live
with DIY if I had all his millions.” Charm laughs at the disgust I know is
evident on my face. “I’m just saying, men like Parker, that’s who we marry.
We know what it is. We’re UES, Bris.”

“I may have grown up on the Upper East Side, but you know it’s not all



it’s cracked up to be.”

“Actually, it was every bit that it was cracked up to be for me.” Charm
laughs in that way that always made me want to join in. She is outrageous,
and what Grip would call “siditty,” but underneath all the posturing, she’s a
good friend.

“But that was never enough for me,” I remind her quietly with a sad smile
for the holiday breaks I spent at her house when my family was on the road.
Our eyes exchange those memories before she goes on.

“And he’s enough?” she asks. “Grip is enough?”

“Oh, he’s more than enough.” I chuckle, a rich, satisfied sound even to
my Own ears.

“Is that your subtle way of telling me he has a big dick?” Her eyes light
up with humor and curiosity.

“Believe me, there’s nothing subtle about it.” We share the kind of secret
grin I only have with Charm and Jimmi, my two wildest friends.

“Now that I understand.” Charm’s glance turns contrite. “I didn’t mean to
sound . . . like I sounded before, but you must admit, he’s a bit of a departure
from the guys we’ve dated, the guys you’ve dated in the past.”

“I know that, but you have these labels for us. Everyone does. I’'m Upper
East Side, Hamptons, debutante, Ivy league. I’'m Angela Gray’s daughter.” I
lift my brows in expectation. “And he’s a rapper from Compton, right?”

“Well, that’s oversimplified, but from the outside looking in, yeah.”

“But what you don’t know is that he’s an incredible son. Seeing him take
care of his mother showed me how he’ll take care of me.”

I press my hand to my heart, touching the place where the truth about him
glows like a filament.

“He’s a loyal friend, and he has a conscience even when it’s not
convenient,” I say. “You don’t know that when we make love, he whispers
poetry. He makes me feel treasured. He’d die for me, and without thinking
twice, I would die for him, too.”

My words dangle in the air, defying gravity, and Charm is looking at me
like she’s never seen me before, like I’'m a stranger. Compared to the self-
absorbed, vapid girl she knew years ago, I probably am. I’'m a new creature,
and Grip has undoubtedly had a hand in refashioning me. I’'m a little
embarrassed when I replay my words. Charm and I haven’t really talked like
this in a long time, and I just poured my heart down her throat like a vodka
tonic.



“I get why you’re tempted to define him with easy labels, but he . . . well,
Grip defies defining.” I shrug and offer a self-conscious laugh. “You’ll get it
when you meet him.”

“Then I’'m about to get it.” Charm’s eyes lock onto something over my
shoulder and light up like a kid sniffing cotton candy. “Hello there. Grip, I
presume?”

I glance over my shoulder to the apartment entrance. Grip stands there, a
huge suitcase on wheels trailing him.

How long has he been there? Did he hear me gushing about him like a
lovesick teenager?

Lines of fatigue bracket the decadent spread of his lips, like he hasn’t had
much sleep. A thin layer of stubble hugs the jut of his jaw, like he hasn’t had
a shave, and his dark eyes rove over my breasts, my legs, and my face, like
he hasn’t had me in thirteen days. From ten feet away, he’s eating me alive,
and the memory of our last morning together crowds out the present. The
phantom strokes of his hands over me, how he licked greedily at my body’s
secrets—it all rushes back. If Charm weren’t here, I’d already be wrapped
around him like a koala in heat.

“Guess I’m in the right place.” He spares Charm a quick glance and a
polite smile before looking back to me, his eyes going gentler and hotter.
“Hey babe.”

The hell if T care what Charm thinks. I’'m up and across the few feet
separating us. My arms slink up behind his neck and I press into him, so
solid, so here after two weeks of absence. He drops the handle of the suitcase
to lock his hands low on my hips, barely a decent distance from my ass, and
lowers his head to kiss me. It should be quick. I’'m aware of Charm watching
us and of her mother and the owner of this lovely apartment mere minutes
away, but as soon as I taste him, there’s no stopping. He persuades my lips
open, his groan vibrating on my tongue and sliding into my chest. He creeps
one hand up and into my hair, bunching it in his fist. My hands venture under
the leather jacket he’s wearing and I dig my fingers through the soft cotton of
his shirt into the dense muscles of his back.

He slows the kiss when we’re temporarily sated, but sexual energy still
powers the connection between us. He pulls back, glancing over my shoulder
at Charm, and quirks love-bitten lips into a rueful grin.

“Sorry, we haven’t seen each other in a while.” He pulls me into his side,
one arm draped over my shoulder. “You must be Charm. Nice to meet you.”



Charm’s cheeks are positively pink, and I’d know that flush anywhere. In
college, the girl didn’t have a spank bank so much as a vibrator vault. I know
how many batteries she used to go through.

“Charm, you don’t get to think about this tonight when you’re alone.” My
voice is light, but I narrow my eyes so she knows I’'m dead serious. Grip will
not feature in her fantasies—I forbid it.

“Ahem.” Charm practically floats to her feet and glides over, hand
extended. If she curtsies, I’'m kneeing her in the vagina. “I’ve heard so much
about you, and none of it did you justice.”

Grip’s mouth tightens against what I suspect is laughter.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, too.”

“Have you heard that I really want to do a book deal with you?” Charm
shifts from slut muffin to shrewd businesswoman-editor-person with
whiplash swiftness. “I suspect come December your Grammy nom will be
announced. May as well start on New York Times bestseller, too.”

“Charm, we’re here to look at the apartment,” I remind her. “Not ink a
deal.”

Who can think about business at a time like this, when I’'m snuggled into
my boyfriend’s hard body and surrounded by his addictive scent?

“Knock, knock.” A living, breathing prediction of Charm in twenty years
pokes her head into the apartment entrance. “Anybody home?”

“Mother.” Charm teeters on her Manolos, making her way over to Bridget
Simmons, offering air kisses that come close to actually landing on her
cheeks. “You look amazing.”

“Oh, thank you, dear,” Bridget practically purrs. “I’ve been doing Pure
Barre.”

“It shows,” Charm says admiringly. “Where’s Mrs. O’Malley?”

“Not far behind me, I'm sure.” She smiles over at Grip and me. “Hullo,
darlings. You must be Grip. Nice to meet you. Bristol, come, come.”

Her hands bid me, flashing diamonds and drawing me into her Chanel-
scented bosom.

“Hello, Mrs. Simmons.” I do the perfunctory air kisses we were trained to
perfectly execute in finishing school. “Thank you for helping me this week.
This property is gorgeous.”

“Isn’t it just?” Bridget takes in the spacious living room and the glimpses
of the city skyline it affords. “The owner wants to leave it furnished, if that’s
not a problem.”



“Grip arrived just before you did, so we haven’t had a chance to look
around yet.” I reclaim my spot beside him, tucking into his side, a wave of
want and need slamming into me like a blow. The tension of his body tells
me he’s suffering from the same deprivation I am.

“Mrs. O’Malley got stuck in some traffic, but should be here soon.”
Bridget stops abruptly when her phone rings. “Oh, this is her now. Let me
take it.”

She steps out into the hall and starts a rapid-fire one-sided conversation.

“I’1l be right back, too.” Charm holds up her phone. “I should check in
with the office. I hadn’t planned to be gone this long.”

As soon as she steps into the hall, Grip drags me by the wrist into the
small powder room just off the entrance. I don’t get the chance to ask him
what he’s doing before he shows me, lifting me onto the sink and slotting his
lean hips between my thighs. One hand shoves into my hair and the other
wraps around the side of my neck. His tongue goes deep sea diving down my
throat, and who cares about breathing? Endless days and interminable nights
missing him make me desperate, make my hands shake when I touch him. I
scoot forward to feel him through my wet panties, my tulle skirt rasping over
my thighs as he pushes it up. I roll my hips into him, seeking friction in my
neediest place.

“I heard the things you said about me,” he mutters against my jaw.

“Oh, God.” I squeeze my eyes shut, embarrassed not because he didn’t
know I felt those things, but because I got caught gushing.

“Did you mean them?” His whisper over my lips makes them throb.

Forget embarrassment—he’s hard between my legs, and I realize my
declaration turned him on. I’ve been too long without him to be reticent.

“Every fucking word.” I reach between us to rub him through his jeans.

His breath rushes out against the skin of my neck, where his head is
buried.

“Baby, I missed you.” He sucks my earlobe and runs his tongue along my
neck. “God, so much.”

He drops to his knees, his wide palms on the sensitive skin inside my
thighs, spreading me open. He tugs my panties aside and presses his nose to
me, inhaling sharply.

“Grip, stop.” 1 halfheartedly try to bring my legs back together. “We
can’t.”

“I woke up like eighteen hours ago in Paris and couldn’t remember how



your pussy smelled.” Lava-level heat darkens his eyes. “That’s been driving
me crazy.”

Holy shit. We may not make it out of this bathroom alive.

Before I can even voice that fear, he’s tugging my panties down my legs
and lapping at me like he’s parched and I’'m the last glass of water for miles.
He’s French kissing my pussy, tunneling his tongue into my depths. I want to
be discreet, want to do the decent thing and drag him up and back out into the
living room so we can pretend to be upstanding, well-adjusted human beings,
but I can’t because, love-starved animal that I am, my fingers are digging into
his scalp and pressing his head deeper into the starving center of my body. If
he bites my clit . . .

on an out-of-body experience, I slam my palm into the wall for support. “Oh,
please don’t stop. Yes! Dammit, yes.”

His mouth, right at the nexus of my pleasure, dips my inhibitions into
boiling water, and they dissolve. Discretion takes a flying leap off Orgasm
Falls, and I’'m coming loudly and with unladylike enthusiasm when there’s a
startled gasp from the other side of the heavy wooden door and then an
awkward cough.

Grip freezes and reaches up to cover my mouth with his hand. His eyes
are laughing and his lips are shiny. “Why are you so loud?”

I jerk away from his hand and narrow my eyes still teary from my
cataclysmic orgasm.

“You bit my clit,” T hiss. “What did you expect?”

“Um, Bristol?” Charm taps the door, her voice sounding awkward.
“We’re, uhhhh . . . out here when you’re ready to come—I mean, um, come
out . .. here.”

“We’ll be right out,” I reply with false brightness before lowering my
voice to a whisper. “You think they heard me?”

“Seriously?” He stands, a smug grin on his face. “They heard you in the
Bronx, Bris.”

This isn’t happening. If I pretend long enough that they did not just hear
me screaming my brains out mid-orgasm, maybe it will become reality,
replacing this disaster where I’'m still shuddering from coming hard as fuck
on a stranger’s porcelain sink.

“We should get out there.” Grip grabs the knob.

“Wait.” I clutch his arm and hiss. I can’t stop hissing because they’ve



heard enough and anything above a hiss would only tell them more. “You’ve
got...youneedto...”

I pantomime rinsing my face off, furious when he tilts his head in
confusion.

“You are not going out there wearing . . . me . . . all over your face,” 1
whisper fiercely. “I’ll go first. You...”

I motion between the faucet and his amused expression. I reach for my
panties, but he holds them over his head, out of my reach, and then shoves
them into a pocket of the jeans resting low on his hips.

“I hate you,” I growl.

“Yeah, it sounded like it.”

He has the audacity to smirk, and it’s so damn sexy I’m tempted to hop
back up on that sink. Instead I draw a deep breath, reaching for the breeding
my parents paid so much for, and open the door. I want to sink through the
buffed-to-high-shine hardwood floors when I see a third person has joined
Charm and Bridget. Apparently, Mrs. O’Malley arrived while Grip and I
were indisposed. Bridget looks uncomfortable and slightly shocked. Charm
looks amused and slightly jealous. Mrs. O’Malley looks . . . Jewish.

She’s the most Jewish looking O’Malley I’ve ever seen. That’s my first
thought, and before I can pull a Charm and remind myself to be politically
correct, she shakes my hand and introduces herself as Esther.

Nailed it.

The powder room door opens behind us and Grip steps out, turning his
smile up to full wattage. Charm practically swoons.

“You must be Mrs. O’Malley,” he says, reaching for Esther’s hand. “I’m
Marlon. You have a beautiful home.”

“It really is,” I agree. If he can recover smoothly and be all normal, so can
I. “We were just admiring the powder room.”

Abort mission.

Why did I remind them about the powder room? But I can’t stop. My
mouth runs ahead of my good sense.

“And noticing the, um . . .” What was I noticing other than Grip’s head
between my legs? “The wallpaper.”

“Wallpaper?” Mrs. O’Malley’s thick, dark brows pull center. “There’s no
wallpaper in there.”

“Exactly,” I rush to say. “I told Grip, I said, Grip . . . um, Marlon, I’m so
glad they didn’t use wallpaper in here.”



“She did. That’s what she said.” Grip nods with great gravity. “What
color would you call that paint, though, honey?”

The polite smile freezes on my face, and my eyes jerk to find his. He’s
laughing at me. His mouth is a flat line, but those eyes are a-live with
laughing at me.

“Oh ... gosh, well, it’s such a...sucha...rich color,” I stammer. I’'m
not a stammer-er, but it’s not every day I have an all-out orgasm within
earshot of a little old Jewish lady with an Irish last name. “I’d call it . . . well .

“White?” Mrs. O’Malley offers helpfully.

Damn. White. I didn’t exactly take note of the walls when were in there.

“But it’s such a rich white,” I say, forcing my lips to stay curved.

“Well, this is Tribeca,” Grip deadpans. “There’s bound to be a lot of rich
whites.”

An uncertain silence blossoms among us, one of those spaces where
you’re not sure if it’s safe to laugh or if things just got really awkward. And
then the most unexpected thing happens.

Mrs. O’Malley laughs—gut-busting, bend-at-the-waist, wiping-tears
laughs. It’s a hearty sound, full of life. Chuckling, she links her arm through
my boyfriend’s and starts walking off to show him the place. I'm still
standing there getting my shit together as their voices mingle down the hall,
and then a goofy grin finally finds its way to my face.

I knew I liked this place. Anyone who laughs like that knows how to
make a home.

Charm and I pull up the rear, with Bridget, Grip, and Esther ahead of us.

“Bristol,” Charm whispers. “You were right.”

“About what?” I ask cautiously.

“That time we had that threesome with Bumpy Dick”—a skanky smirk
slides onto Charm’s lips—*“you definitely didn’t sound like that.”



GRIP

“You caN’T KEEP your hands off her, can you?”

Esther O’Malley studies me with a knowing grin. I don’t want to grin
back. I should be embarrassed that this nice old lady just heard Bristol
screaming her head off, but it’s hard to find the shame with Mrs. O’Malley
grinning at me like a Cheshire cat.

“Um, no, ma’am.” I chuckle and try to look chagrined. “We haven’t seen
each other in a couple of weeks, and I missed her. Sorry about earlier. That
was. ..
Remarkable. Earth-shattering. World-rocking.

“Unacceptable,” I say instead.

“Don