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      Keon collapsed on top of me in a sweaty heap and panted.

      “Wanna go again?” he heaved.

      I squirmed underneath him, trying to take a full breath. My writhing was pointless, not only am I trapped under him, I’m somehow wrapped up in the sheets too.

      “Keon, move … I can’t freaking breathe,” I whined, pushing on his shoulders.

      He laughed at my distress, but ultimately rolled off to the side.

      “I’m not that heavy, Kirsten.”

      He flashed a toothy grin at me and flipped his damp black hair back. I make it a point to tell him as often as possible how much I love the longer look as opposed to his previous Marine regulation cut. Despite being honorably discharged and open to live life on his own terms he stubbornly holds on to a lot of his military ways. His “once a Marine always a Marine” mantra was wearing my nerves thin, so the compromise with his hair was a welcome relief.

      “Like hell you aren’t,” I said. With the pressure gone, I can now take a full breath. “Between you, my breasts, and my asthma, you know my breathing is limited. I need all the air I can get.”

      I think I may need my damn inhaler, but being forced to use it in front of him is so unattractive. In all fairness, passing out isn’t attractive either so if it comes down to it, the inhaler wins.

      Before I knew what was happening, Keon reached over and snaked his hand between my thighs.

      “Still wet,” he murmured. “I think you can go another round.”

      I moaned as he slipped his fingers inside me. “Keon,” I hissed. “We can’t … we both have work to do.”

      “I’ll make you a deal … if I stop, do you promise to go two rounds later?”

      “Mmmhmm. Hell, if you do this same thing later on, you may get three rounds, a massage, and a puppy.”

      Keon laughed as his hand drifted away from my body. “I’ll hold you to the puppy deal later, but for now I’ll take the three rounds and a massage.”

      I blinked a few times to clear my head and watched with anticipation as he slid out of bed and headed for the bathroom. I stared at the hard lines of his body as they relaxed and contracted with every slight movement. His naturally tan skin, beautiful hair, and massive size was evidence of his strong Samoan genes, but the muscle definition came from his dedication to the gym.

      Ah, the gym … a not so friendly foe of mine. It’s not like I have time for it anyway.

      I’ve never been too big or too small, and I’ve definitely been nothing less than confident about my size, but these last few months with Keon have packed at least thirty pounds on me. He calls it happy weight, but I call it what it is, plain-old-buttered-biscuit-eating fat.

      “You’re looking at me like you want those extra rounds now,” he teased.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, pulling the sheets back. “It’ll be worth the wait later.”

      I walked over to our closet and thumbed through the hangers. Picking out Keon’s clothes had become my new favorite past-time.

      “Let’s play hooky … just for today,” he suggested. “We can have a day for us with no real plans, no phones, and no obligations to do anything.”

      I shook my head and rolled my eyes. “You have to get down to the café and I have to get down to the filming studio. I have at least four faces to complete before the cameras start rolling. Besides, what will the people do if they can’t tackle their sleepiness with a refreshing cup of hot joe from Drip Drop Café, owned and operated by former NFL star, Jayce Kanoi,” I recited from memory.

      Keon laughed and popped my bare ass. “You know he didn’t write that himself. Don’t make my cousin’s commercial sound so corny.”

      I joined in on the laughter and grabbed a shirt that hugged the curves of his muscles perfectly. “It sounds corny because it is corny,” I teased.

      “I know,” he said, slipping into the bathroom. “I wouldn’t exactly coin him as a star considering he only played one game. But hey, it sounded good, and it helps keep the place packed.”

      I grabbed my robe off the end of the bed and slipped it on. My feet dragged my aching body towards the living room.

      I don’t know if Keon will get those extra rounds later on. He really put his back into it this time so an Epsom salt soak will be in order.

      I aimlessly picked up my to-do list and skimmed over everything.

      “There’s still so much to get done,” I muttered, flipping through the pages.

      “And it’ll all get done,” said Keon coming up behind me, fresh from the shower.

      His arms circled around my waist and helped pull me in closer.

      “You will run yourself crazy looking at that list.”

      I sighed and turned the page in my little notebook. “I know, but helping Bri plan this wedding has taken over my life. You promised to help or did you forget? I’m sure Jayce gave you some best man duties to accomplish.”

      “Mmmhmm,” he murmured into my neck. “He gave me a few things to do. I sent out a handful of invitations. Most went to our side of the family, and I sent one to Bri’s dad.”

      I twisted away hard enough for it to hurt and turned to face him.

      “Are you fucking kidding me?” I shrieked. “I thought you understood why that was a bad idea. I flat out told you it was a terrible idea, hell even Bri said don’t send that man a damn thing.”

      Keon ran his hand through his pitch-black hair and scowled at me.

      “Kirsten, don’t you think you’re overacting? He wasn’t invited to the engagement party and Jayce honestly felt bad about it, you know how he is. The least we can do is have him at the wedding. It’s not like he asked him to walk Bri down the aisle or anything.”

      He leaned against the counter and folded his arms as I continued my rage filled rant.

      I scratched at a spot on the side of my face and fought the urge to hit my boyfriend.

      It would probably hurt me more than it would hurt him.

      I shook my head, closed my eyes, and pinched the bridge of my nose.

      “If I would have known you would throw a tantrum, I wouldn’t have sent the damn thing.”

      “You did know!” I yelled, arms flailing. “I explicitly said ‘don’t send Bri’s dad an invitation or anything else.’”

      Keon shifted his weight and stared at me. “What did he do to make the two of you hate him so much?”

      “Everything,” I muttered.

      My own daddy issues flood to the forefront of my mind and I scrambled to wipe away the angry tears.

      I shook my head again as Keon wrapped his arms back around me.

      “Fuck,” he whispered. “C’mon, let’s have a seat and talk this shit out. I hate seeing you cry.”

      I allowed him to lead me toward the couch still wrapped in his arms. He sat down first and pulled me into his lap.

      His hulking six-foot frame dwarfed my little five-foot-three even sitting down. I always felt comforted by his touch … relaxed.

      “He cheated on her Mom. I got that part. But Ms. Evelyn has moved on and as far as I can tell … she’s happy.”

      “It’s more than the fact he cheated. It’s ‘who’ he cheated with,” I said, still brushing tears away. I inhaled sharply, wishing the conversation was over before it even started.

      “Back when Bri and I lived right next to each other, our other neighbor had a daughter named Makenzie. We all grew up together, in fact most people called us the Three Musketeers. We were literally always together. Hell, for a year we went to school in matching outfits.”

      “So, her dad cheated on her mom with your best friend?” he asked twisting his lips into a frown.

      “No,” I snapped. “Stop interrupting, I only want to tell this story once.”

      I shifted around nervously in his lap before continuing, ignoring his below the waist response to my wiggling.

      “Back to what I was saying … our best friend at the time had a little sister, and that’s who he cheated with. Well, Miranda, that’s the little sister, is barely twenty, and she takes every opportunity to rub it in Bri’s face that she’s knocking boots with her dad. He left Bri and her mom for this little bitch so we can’t stand to be around either of them. It broke Evelyn, and she stayed that way for a long time. It hurt me to see her like that and it pissed me off knowing he treated her that way. You know how messed up my family tree is so Bri’s family became my family.”

      “Look, I’m sorry, babe. I didn’t know things were that crazy. The last thing I want is to have Bri’s big day ruined. I’ll call Jayce and tell him he can meet Bri’s dad some other time because I still think he deserves to get to know the man marrying his daughter.”

      Keon gave my thigh a light squeeze before gently pressing his lips to mine.

      “No,” I muttered, pulling back. “It’s high time Bri faces this thing head on so we can all stop walking on eggshells about it. I’ll handle it.”

      “Are you sure? I feel like shit for putting you in this position.”

      You should feel like shit. The shittiest of shit since I told you point blank not to send the damn invitation.

      “I’m sure,” I snapped. “I’ve got it covered … just like everything else.”

      I tried and failed to break free from his vice grip like hold.

      “Whoa … whoa. What the hell does that mean?” he asked squeezing me tighter.

      I sighed and didn’t erase the scowl from my face.

      “Did you pick up the backdrops I asked you to get? Did you get the guys together to get measured for the tuxes?” I asked, marking items off my mental checklist.

      Keon dropped his head and tried to nuzzle my neck.

      “I’m not in the mood,” I snapped.

      “Alright, fine,” he muttered. “No, I have none of that stuff done. But in my defense … you’re upset over nothing. I always deliver. Stop micromanaging everything … just relax.”

      His hold on me momentarily loosened, and I seized my opportunity to scramble out of his arms.

      “Micromanaging?” I hissed. “You consider me trying to ensure my best friend’s wedding isn’t a complete shit show, micromanaging? Excuse the hell out of me for caring whether stuff gets done and gets done right. Jayce is your cousin, and you should care about how this all works out too. Your nonchalant attitude is charming sometimes, but right now it’s annoying as hell and I’m already stressed out.”

      “I don’t want to argue,” said Keon getting up from the couch. “I’ll pick up the backdrops today and I’ll work on getting the guys together.”

      “Fine,” I growled. I snatched my phone off of the counter and stalked off towards our bedroom.

      “Kirsten?”

      “Have a great day at work. I won’t be there to micromanage you.”

      I slammed the door behind me, muffling any response from Keon. My fingers scrolled down my list of contacts and found Bri’s number. I needed to break the bad news to her and help figure out this disaster.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      My ears are still ringing from the phone call with Bri. She took the situation just like I thought she would by pitching a complete fit. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her scream so much at one time. Luckily, only part of her anger was directed at me with the other part being directed at her fiancé and my meddling boyfriend. Although, I don’t get why the hell she’s mad at me in the first damn place. I tossed my phone into my purse and popped the trunk to get my makeup kit out.

      Today would be a long day but I’m looking forward to the surgery I’m about to perform. I don’t consider what I do as just slathering on some makeup. Hell no, I’m an artist and I can literally transform how someone looks with the wave of a brush. I fluff my hair one final time before walking into the already overly active dressing room.

      “Well, well, well, look what the lion coughed up,” said Finley. His perfectly sculpted brow shooting upwards.

      Finley, the resident diva and best hair slayer in the city, waved his comb at me. The bright lights cast a blinding glare on his bald head and I can’t help but notice he took the time to cut a different design in his beard for tonight’s special occasion. 

      I shook my head and rolled my eyes as I hoisted my heavy ass kit up on the table. “Now I know you know the saying is ‘look what the cat coughed up’ not the lion,” I said.

      “Oh no honey,” he said sauntering over to join me. “I said exactly what I meant to say. You look like a damn lion with that hair all over your head.”

      I reached up and gingerly pat my wild coils. It’s true, my afro hair is far from the sleek bun I’m used to wearing.

      “My boyfriend likes my hair like this,” I said defensively. 

      Finley shook his head and folded his arms across his chest. “Well, bitch is he here? Don’t worry, I’ll answer that with a big fat hell no. The dick must be good to have you switching up your entire vibe on me.”

      I stopped organizing my brushes and mirror Finley’s stance. “How am I switching up my vibe by changing my hair?”

      A smirk replaced the shit-eating grin on Finley’s face as he waved his hand to get Damon’s attention. Damon, the resident stylist for the crew, sauntered over and gave me the once over.

      “Oh sweetie, what is this?” asked Damon, gesturing to my outfit.

      Finley laughed and playfully hit my arm as I glanced down at my clothes. I still don’t get what the big damn deal is. My dress was a simple black maxi, and my shoes are flats.

      “See,” said Finley. “I didn’t even have to say anything and Damon immediately caught on. You’re practically dressed like a nun. What happened to the stilettos? Where’s the Kirsten the sex kitten with the severe cut crease on her eyelids? Bitch, where is the glitter! You used to give us looks, now you’re giving us whatever this is.”

      Damon shook his head as he circled around me. “New dick will do that to you. At least you’re glowing, so this man is obviously laying it down.”

      I rolled my eyes and finish up unpacking my trunk. “First of all, Damon, you get new dick every other month and I don’t jump all over you about it.”

      “I am a dick specialist, Kirsten, having a bit of variety is necessary to perfect my craft.”

      My gaze turned to Finley who’s helping to organize the makeup brushes I spent hours cleaning last night. “And I thought you had my back? You’re the one that told me to stop running from this relationship and that I should jump in full force.”

      Finley wrapped his arms around me and gave me a squeeze. “Oh, honey I said that because you needed dick in your life. I don’t think you realize how uptight you used to be sometimes. We just didn’t expect you to turn into Miss. Muffet.”

      “And don’t get me started on these hips,” said Damon. “He is obviously feeding you quite well too.”

      “Well, damn,” I snapped. “Is today shit on Kirsten day?”

      Both men exchanged glances and laughed. 

      “You’re being so sensitive, Kirsten. Look, I’m sorry if we struck a nerve or something. We love you and want you to change because you want to, not because some man with good wood comes swinging into your life,” said Finley.

      “Mmmhmm,” echoed Damon in the background. “Don’t lose yourself just because you found a man.”

      I stomped back over to my station and rearranged everything repeatedly as I replayed the attack on me.

      They have no fucking idea. Sure, I’ve changed a little, but Keon has changed for me too … kinda, sorta, but not really. Shit, maybe those assholes are right? To be fair, the less complicated version of me gets ready faster since I don’t have to do my makeup or dress on trend.

      “Miranda is ready to get started,” said one of the backstage assistants poking her head through the curtains.

      I pulled the corners of my mouth into a smile and forced my brain to switch over to the artistic side so I can do my job.

      It’s not long before I transform Miranda from her straight-off-the-plane bare face to an evening look that would last under the scorching hot set lights.

      “You are amazing,” said Miranda leaning forward to get a closer look in the mirror. “I need to take you on the tour with me, because no one can cut a crease better than you.”

      She reclined back in the chair and folded her arms across her chest. Miranda, the host of tonight’s drama filled filming session taking place, was a well-known jetsetter and fashion icon. Being on her payroll would not only add zeros to my account, but it would boost my reputation up a few notches.

      “Take her,” said Finley. He reached up to take out the clips holding Miranda’s curls in place and tossed them on the counter next to me.

      “Kirsten is due for a little adventure anyway. Can you imagine the three of us traveling around the world with you slaying every city we step in?”

      I wanted to punch him right in the face, but that would look bad to a potential client. I would let his ass have it as soon as Miranda was out of earshot.

      She narrowed her eyes and nodded. “You know what, I like that idea. I like that idea a lot. What do you say, Kirsten? Is your schedule open?”

      “Yes,” I replied faster than probably necessary. “My schedule is whatever you need it to be. I have a few days I need to block out for my best friend’s wedding, but other than that, I’m all yours.”

      Miranda flashed me a grin, practically blinding me with the white from her teeth.

      “Awesome,” she drawled. “I’ll have my assistant link up with you and take care of the other details.”

      After closing the deal, I was on cloud nine the rest of the night. I had another thing to add to my resume, more exposure for my work, and I get to see some new places. The downside to the new adventure is Keon. He loves our quality time together so breaking the news to him would be a little tricky. Despite the asshole-ish way Damon and Finley broke things down, they’re right, and I know for a fact Keon will probably throw a fit. I’ll just have to make him understand that this is my job, and I was doing this way before him. If I put it that way, what could possibly go wrong?
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      I’ve been dodging landmines for a couple of days and I’m not sure how much longer I can keep this up. Between Bri and Keon, I might step on one on purpose. My brain hurts from thinking of different ways to break the news to Keon about my new contract. I literally couldn’t think of the right words to say and it’s never the right time.

      “No,” I muttered. “We’ve seen that movie four times already.”

      “It’s a good movie,” said Keon flipping through the extensive movie list. “But for you, babe, we’ll find something else to watch, even though I really want to watch that one again.”

      I snuggled down into his side just as my phone chimed. My eyes cut over to him briefly.

      “Don’t you dare. We’re having our time right now. You know the rules, we agreed on the no phones policy during our quality time.”

      I exhaled and tried to resolve myself to this temporary yet voluntary hostage situation. 

      What if it’s someone scheduling an appointment? My clients are my freaking livelihood. It could be a bride needing a last-minute makeup artist. Oh shit, what if it’s Miranda calling me? I could use the money to buy that cute purse I saw last week.

      “Cut it out, Kirsten. It’s not work, and no one is having an emergency. Relax. Whoever is calling can leave a message and whatever is going on will still be there in two hours,” said Keon.

      “How do you do that? Better yet … why do you do that? It makes me feel like you can read my mind,” I murmured, looking up at him.

      Keon laughed, the rise and fall of his chest coupled with his hearty chuckles, jostled me around. 

      “The military trained me to be the best at what I do,” he said. “Plus, your face is a dead giveaway for what’s going on in that head of yours. And don’t even think about sneaking off to the bathroom to check your phone either.”

      “Got me all figured out, huh?” I asked, playfully elbowing him in the side. He looked down and smiled. His smile was enough to make me lose touch with reality. I reached up and stroked the side of his face.

      “If you keep up this lovey-dovey touching and carrying on, we’re not gonna watch the movie,” he whispered. 

      He leaned down and gently pressed his lips to mine. I rubbed the top of his hair and turned up the heat on our lip-lock. His hand snaked inside my shirt and cupped my breast. My nipple hardened as his thumb grazed over it.

      Keon leaned back and continued to look down at me. “You mean the world to me.”

      “Aww, babe. Now who’s being lovey-dovey? You know it’s okay for us to fool around and just fuck. We don’t have to stroke and caress every single time. Sometimes I just want to get to it.”

      “I kno-”

      The front door and my phone simultaneously interrupted everything. Keon rolled his eyes as I sat up and dug around in my pocket. 

      “This is your one and only pass to check your phone while I get the door,” he said.

      I mouthed what he said and rolled my eyes in response. Keon was my sweetie bear but I still couldn’t get him to understand I needed to interact with other people. 

      “Do you know how many times I’ve called you?” shrieked Bri. I moved my cell away from my ear and glanced at the screen. Her yelling was loud enough to make Keon glance over his shoulder. 

      “I’ll just take this in the other room,” I whispered. “Bri, what’s going on?” 

      I made my way down the hall and looked back towards the door. Jamison waved at me as he stepped inside, but he didn’t smile. He always made me feel uneasy and Keon was never in a good mood after he left

      “Hold on for two seconds, Bri, and stop screaming,” I said.

      I pushed the door closed with my foot and plopped down on the bed. “Okay, now calmly tell me what’s going on.”

      “Jayce doesn’t want to marry me,” she wailed.

      Here we go again. 

      “Your paranoia is really starting to chap my ass,” I snapped. “I can’t believe you called me screaming bloody murder with another conspiracy theory.”

      “It’s the truth this time and I have proof,” she said. “We’ve been arguing about my dad nonstop.”

      I shook my head at the phone and waited for whatever proof her mind had cooked up. 

      “He still thinks we should invite him.”

      “What is it with these Kanoi men? How many times do we need to explain this situation to them,” I snapped.

      “My point exactly,” sighed Bri. “He said it was the right thing to do.”

      “Bullshit,” I hissed. “No fucking way. Don’t even worry about it. I’ll make sure security keeps him out.” 

      “No … I don’t need any type of scene going on at the wedding. If there even is a wedding. At this rate I’m not so sure.”

      I cut my eyes to the closet and glimpsed the floor length white bag protecting my maid of honor dress. 

      Wedding or no wedding. I’m wearing that damn dress.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. There will be a wedding. There has to be … I’ve already bought this dress.”
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