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Chapter One
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March ‘22

“What is that noise?” Treena asked, agitation present in her voice.

“I’m running bath water,” Denai replied dryly as she flicked her fingers under the spout to check the temperature.

“Again?!” Treena screeched into the receiver.

“I’m sorry. Should I not bathe daily?” Denai asked sarcastically with a frown. 

“Not with a bottle of tequila and a Toni Braxton playlist to keep you company,” Treena replied with her own dose of sarcasm.

“Good thing it’s Mary J. Blige and wine this time,” Denai mocked, sticking out her tongue as if Treena could see her. "Anyway, I ran outta tequila two days ago."

“Good lord!” Treena huffed.

Denai Powell had been in a grouchy mood from the second she answered the call from her best friend, Treena Thompson. She had half a mind to ignore the incessant vibrating of her cellphone against the sink’s counter, but knew if she didn’t answer now, Treena would just keep calling until she did. There was really no escaping or avoiding that woman. Denai wanted nothing more than to be a hermit, wallowing in her sorrows of sadness, without any interruption, and Treena just refused to let her be great in her misery.

Denai was on day four of her “mourning period.” She had broken up with her boyfriend of three-years, Ryan Lattimore, and it was a very ugly, tumultuous break-up, indeed. From the moment they began dating, Denai just knew in her heart of hearts that Ryan was the man of her dreams and they were destined to be together forever. Well, “forever” had a very short timeline, apparently. 

After a year of dating, Denai had moved in with Ryan and quit her job, all at his behest and promises to take care of her every need for the rest of their lives. Yet, here she was thirty-years old, single, jobless and back at her Mama’s house living out of a suitcase until she had a chance to get the rest of her stuff from Ryan’s. This “mourning period” was certainly well-earned and much needed, as far as Denai was concerned.

“Denai! Hello!” Treena shouted through the phone.

“Yeah? What?” Denai responded absentmindedly as she lit the chamomile and lavender candles along the edge of the tub. 

“Did you hear what I said?” Treena asked.

“Nope,” Denai said plainly.

“Of course not,” Treena said, smacking her lips. “I said I’m going out tonight and want you to come with me.”

“Oh, no ma’am. Thanks, though.”

“D, you need to get out of the house. You think that negro sitting up somewhere wallowing and worrying about you? Hell no!”

“I don’t care what he’s doing, Treena.”

“Bullshit.”

“I don’t care what Ryan is doing. I don’t care that you’re going out. I don’t care how long it’s been or that my coping mechanisms aren’t like yours. I don’t care about anyone or anything except getting my ass in this tub and trying once again to drink until I forget. That is what I’m doing with my Friday night.”

The silence that followed Denai’s rant was heavy. All that could be heard was the subtle popping of foam bubbles in the tub as she sprinkled in Himalayan sea salt pellets and her own angry breathing. Annoyed, Denai put the phone on speaker and tossed it next to her wine glass on the white utility cart by the tub. She twisted open the bottle of Yellowtail Merlot and filled the stemmed wine glass to its rim. 

Denai was just about to start undressing when Treena finally spoke.

“You’re not alone in your heartbreak or your suffering, D,” she started earnestly. “I’m your best friend. When you hurt, I hurt. You know that. And I worry about you because I know how you get if you sit with your pain for too long. I’m not rushing you to do anything you’re not ready to do. But when you are ready, you already know I’m with you.”

Denai exhaled a heavy sigh as she gingerly lowered her body into the hot, sudsy water. The still dissolving bath salts scraped and fizzed against the tub floor under her legs and buttocks as she situated herself in the bath. Denai reached over and grabbed her wine glass off the utility cart, bringing it to her lips. The sound of Treena calling her name through the phone’s speaker made Denai halt her sipping.

“I hear you, Treena,” she simply replied.

“Good,” Treena said. "Well, imma let you get back to Bath-Time Karaoke. Love you, Toots.”

“Love you, Toots,” Denai said flatly before closing her eyes and taking a hefty sip of wine.

The three beeps from her phone let Denai know Treena had hung up and she was finally able to get back to her routine. She put on metallic gold under-eye gel pads and laid her head on the cushion hanging on the back of the tub. Denai closed her eyes, trying to relax her breathing as she tapped her short nails against her wine glass. 

“Hey, Siri,” Denai called out to the virtual assistant feature on her cellphone. “Play Kelly Price radio on Pandora.”

As the melodious sounds of Kelly Price soulfully singing about laying with someone else’s husband came through the bluetooth speaker on the window ledge above the tub, Denai quietly hummed along as she took another generous gulp of wine. The feel of the water lightly lapping waves against her body helped soothe the tension and anxiety that had crept into her muscles. 

Talking to Treena in that short amount of time had agitated Denai so much. She was already on edge emotionally, so the slightest thing would easily set her off. Soon, the angelic tones of Chrisette Michele's "Get Through the Night" began wafting through the bluetooth speaker, invading Denai’s tortuously plaguing thoughts. 

She was submerged neck-deep under the water that was already beginning to cool off, but presently she was numb to everything physical and tangible. Except for the cracking of her heart with every breath she took; the heaviness of her weighed-down soul; the strangling of her spirit with every memory of the last time she saw Ryan – it all felt too real. 

Every time Denai shut her eyes, she vividly saw flashes of the fiery rage that was in his. The way his mouth twisted in anger with every venomous word he spat out would forever be etched in her mind. Denai had never experienced Ryan’s anger that way. Certainly, she had seen how worked up he could get, especially with him being a high-powered Corporate Attorney handling million dollar negotiations everyday. 

He had a very passionate personality fueled by his constant need to be right and have the last word. Of course, Ryan appreciated anyone or anything that provided him with a challenge, but he wouldn’t relent until he emerged the victor, no matter what. And with Denai Powell, that is exactly what he got – a challenge. 

An equally passionate, high-spirited young woman with a brilliant mind, quick wit and just as venomous mouth when provoked. All of which sparked Ryan’s attraction to Denai in the first place. He was enticed by all of it, until he was on the receiving end of it. Then it became his mission to “bring her down a peg,” as he so often said. 

At first it was hurtful words masked as snarky sarcasm and jabs at Denai in the midst of arguments that would leave her at a loss for words, just as Ryan had intended. Then later he’d come along toting some peace offering and half-hearted apology ensuring he didn’t mean what he had said and it’d never happen again...until it did. Denai participated in this song and dance production for much too long, as it was; but after what happened four days ago, she knew it had gone too far.

Denai took another long, closed-eye swig of red wine, trying to wash away the tightness forming in her throat. Then the tension of tears welling up in her tightly shut eyes prompted Denai to shake her head feverishly, trying to ward off the heavy emotions and tragic memories of her last night with Ryan.  

The power of Chrisette’s lyrics packed a gut punch like Denai had never felt before. The songstress declared that she will rise up and stand tall tomorrow. She just needed one night to let it all fall apart first. As the music faded out, Denai opened her eyes to truly take in the nature of her situation. 

It was three o’clock on a Friday afternoon. She had spent the earlier part of her day in bed in her pajamas and bonnet, with the curtains drawn closed and the room bathed in darkness. She had gathered up enough energy to grab the wine out of the refrigerator in the kitchen downstairs. Then came up to the bathroom to run a bath, light candles and drink herself numb. 

Honestly, that’s all she’d been doing every day since she broke up with Ryan and started crashing at her mom’s. Chrisette Michele, a musical superstar, only asked for one night, but here was Denai succumbing to emotional torment all day long for four days and three nights straight, and to what end? 

At that realization, Denai bravely decided her pity party was over. What good would it do to become a depressed drunk behind a break up when she now had to figure out what the rest of her life was supposed to look like? She slammed down her wine glass on top of the utility cart and quickly grabbed her phone to switch to her Dance Party playlist on Pandora. 

Denai always felt it was important to have a soundtrack to support your mood. Now that she was determined to shift hers from sadness and woe-is-me to an epic evolution, the tunes had to match. The bombastic bass of Janelle Monae’s “Electric Lady” came blaring through the speaker and Denai ripped the stopper out of the tub almost ceremoniously as she belted out the lyrics with all her heart. 

She turned on the showerhead to rinse off the suds from her bath, as well as the darkness and negativity she had been shouldering all week; watching it all go down the drain and far away from her. The pulsating spray of the shower’s water was just the shock to her system that Denai needed to get her Bad Ass Babe edge back, because tonight she absolutely planned on doing whatever she wanted.  

******
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TREENA THOMPSON EYED her reflection in the mirrored closet door and was pleased with what she saw. She liked to refer to herself as a “Delicious Amazon,” due to her curvaceous five-foot, ten-inch frame. She was equal parts busty and punky, with full 38 D-cup breasts she didn’t mind showing off and a curly mohawk haircut with hot pink tips. 

Treena’s smooth butter pecan complexion, courtesy of her biracial African American and Puerto Rican heritage, was flawless with the exception of a large, colorful Phoenix wings tattoo that covered her entire upper back. Her flat stomach and perfectly rounded hips made Treena look like a statuesque figure eight. All features she fully intended to dress up and accentuate shamelessly.

Her ensemble consisted of a red and black satin strappy corset top that propped up her cleavage just right and hugged her narrow waist, showing off the perfect amount of stomach and lower back. Skin-tight leather leggings tucked into the tops of red suede, silver-studded peep-toe booties brought the whole sexy get-up together. Treena was putting in large heart-shaped bamboo earrings when she heard the doorbell chime. 

She looked over at the clock on her nightstand and saw it was almost 8:30PM. Her friend, Freddie J, who she hosted events with sometimes, was coming to pick her up, but it was certainly too early for him to be at her door. Treena narrowed her eyes questioningly as the doorbell rang out for a second time. She strutted out of the room and rounded the short corner to head down the stairs. 

Treena opened the door to find Denai standing in the gap between the wooden main and black metal screened doors. She gasped at the surprising sight of her best friend and before she could get a word out to express her confusion, Denai simply blurted out, “I need something to wear and you gotta do my makeup.” Then she stepped across the threshold, briskly brushing by and heading towards the stairs leading to Treena’s bedroom.

All Treena could muster was confused murmurs and throaty sounds, trying to find the words, but nothing came out. So, she quietly closed the front door and followed Denai’s path upstairs. She found her surprise guest raking hangers across the bar in the closet, searching for something to wear. 

“Uh, excuse me, Miss Ma’am?” Treena finally spoke up in a high pitched voice, her arms folded across her chest.

“Yeeesss?” Denai sang over her shoulder as she continued to rifle through Treena’s wardrobe.

“I am confusion! What exactly is happening right now?” Treena asked, lifting a perfectly arched eyebrow.

“I’m taking you up on your invitation. You’re right. Enough is enough and it’s time to move forward, but I have nothing to wear for such an occasion,” Denai smirked as she looked over at Treena still standing in the doorway. 

“Well, shit! That’s all you had to say! I’ve got just the thing. Move!” Treena giggled as she shooed Denai out of the way. 

An hour later, Treena was putting the final touches on Denai’s makeup and sending her to the mirror to get a look. A bold red, ombre lip with gold and bronze blended eyeshadow and dramatic eyelashes highlighted her full lips and almond-shaped eyes. Denai refreshed her short pixie haircut with soft curls and feathered them lightly across her forehead just above her eyebrows. Her heart-shaped “face card” was a hit, for sure! 

Treena’s choice of outfit for Denai didn’t disappoint either.  A black, faux leather asymmetrical one-sleeve top clung to Denai’s petite torso, showing off her hazelnut-complexioned neckline and butterfly tattoo on her left shoulder. Coffee-brown denim, low-rise jeggings with slits across the thighs showcased her slim-thick frame just how Treena intended. 

Despite their body shapes being so different, Treena would hold onto clothes she could no longer fit because somehow they always ended up fitting Denai just fine. Denai’s entire look was brought together by a pair of burgundy, closed-toe pumps, large thick gold hoops and a gold rounded cuff bracelet worn on her uncovered arm. 

The two friends stood next to each other, assessing themselves in the mirrored closet door and fluffing their curls so they’d lay just right. Being pleased with what they saw, they each blew a kiss to their reflections, turned on their heels, and walked out of the bedroom. When they got downstairs, Treena grabbed two leather jackets out of the closets – a black Moto style jacket for Denai and a cropped PU jacket for herself. 

Even though it was late-March and creeping up on Spring, it was still pretty chilly in Chicago, especially at night. So the jackets were definitely needed; plus they just accented their outfits so well. Denai offered to drive tonight, so Treena called Freddie J to say she’d just meet him there and to save some seats in his VIP section. 

“Where are we going anyway?” Denai asked as she grabbed the leopard print clutch she borrowed.

“TAO Chicago. Freddie’s throwing a party there tonight,” Treena replied while locking the front door behind them. 

“Oooh! Never been there before,” Denai said excitedly.

“It's a dope ass spot and the food is good, if you’re hungry. If not, the drinks are even better!” 
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Chapter 2
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The heavy bass and cheers of the partygoers reverberated off the windows and walls of TAO Chicago and sent a wave of excitement crashing over Denai and Treena as they stepped inside. A DJ was bathed in neon strobe lights on a raised platform at the front of the club and unitard-clad dancers jirated on miniature stages to the left and right of the DJ booth.  

The party was already standing-room-only by 10:30PM when Denai and Treena arrived, but luckily they spotted Freddie J standing at the corner of the bar. They were hopeful he still had a VIP section they could slide into when their feet needed a rest. 

“Hey, baby!” Treena shouted behind Freddie J’s shoulder. 

“Hey, boo!” Freddie greeted with a tight hug and huge smile, showing off a top row of pearly whites and a gold grill-covered bottom row. 

Freddie J was a tower of man with honey-blonde ombre dreadlocks, two small slits cut into his left eyebrow and a gold septum ring dangling from his nose. He had gold crusted pinky rings on each hand with a matching cuban link bracelet and watch combo on his left wrist. He wore a black t-shirt with a gold bedazzled lion head on the front, white ripped skinny jeans and hi-top gold and black Nike Dunks with his name spray painted on the side.  

Treena met Freddie J about five or six years ago when he promoted a fashion show she walked in. They clicked right away and before long she became the face on many of his party flyers, and then went on to become his part-time business partner throwing events around the city. She decided to come out tonight just to show support and take advantage of as many free drinks as she could handle. 

“Lady D! Ain’t seen you in ages!” Freddie said as he greeted Denai with a hug and quick cheek kiss. 

“I know, right?!” Denai laughed, pulling out of their embrace.

“Whatchu getting me to drink?” Treena chimed in as she laid her head on Freddie J’s shoulder and batted her eyelashes. 

Freddie J cut his eyes at Treena and smacked his lips before gruffly saying “Whatchu want, girl?” Treena broke into a cheshire grin and clapped her hands in glee as she ordered her favorite drink – a strawberry-lemon drop martini.  Freddie J huffed after taking her order, then turned to Denai to see what she wanted and all she said was “Surprise me!” He laughed heartily and said “Aight, bet!”

Denai was standing behind Treena and Freddie J, who was now leaning on the bar to place their orders, when the beat for “Cry Baby” by DaBaby and Megan the Stallion dropped, and it instantly put her in the party mood. She stood back-to-back with Treena and started dancing against her, which was promptly reciprocated. 

For the first time in days, Denai was moving her body to do more than just schlep from the bed to the bathroom and back. She was laughing and feeling excitement where pain and anguish once took up space. She was so glad to have accepted Treena's invitation. Tonight was going to be epic. She could feel it. 

The DJ transitioned from one club banger after another and Denai had yet to stop dancing. Now she was body rolling with her eyes closed, sipping on her second Dark and Stormy of the night. Suddenly, she had this intense feeling she was being watched, but it didn’t feel creepy or unsettling. Denai slowed her dancing and opened her eyes to survey the room around her. 

The phantom eyes felt like a warm hand slowly dragging an ice cube across the nape of her neck. That strong sensation felt so real, Denai gave in to her curiosity and covertly did a full 180-degree turn on her heels until she spotted Him. She locked eyes with the mysterious stranger standing at the opposite end of the bar leaning against the wall. His eyes were deep and dark, flickering in the quick moving strobe lights each time they passed over his face.

Denai turned to look behind her, thinking He must be eyeing someone else, but when she looked back at Him those darkened eyes were still fixed on her. He never broke eye contact or made any sudden moves, just gazed across the crowded club as if no one existed except Him and Her. As the bartender slid his drink in front of Him, He broke their connection just long enough to retrieve the glass, then slowly lifted his head to meet Denai’s eyes again. 

Even in the club lighting, Denai could tell He winked at her before disappearing into the crowd. She searched through the sea of faces surrounding her, trying to spot Him, but to no avail. Then deciding she didn’t want to appear too pressed about it, she shrugged it off and went back to sipping her drink. Just as Denai started to tell Treena about what happened, she felt strong fingers lay against the small of her back, making her arch in surprise. 

Denai spun abruptly to her right and there He was. The woody, aromatic fragrance of Bleu de Chanel greeted Denai’s senses before He ever spoke a word. Now standing this close, his chestnut eyes looked just as intense as they did from across the room, but there was something so inviting about them that piqued her curiosity. 

“Oh, shit! Dell?!” Freddie J shouted over the music. 

Just as the mystery man parted his deliciously moist lips to speak to Denai, He snapped his head around at the sound of Freddie J’s voice. They greeted each other with a smile before slapping hands and embracing. The smiles and laughs never ceased as Freddie J and his friend briefly played catch up. 

The entire time He engaged with Freddie J, He never removed his hand from Denai’s waist. It rested there comfortably as if to say “I’m not going anywhere” and “I ain’t forgot about you.” It felt so normal and familiar, even though they were complete strangers. 

“Uh, Freddie,” Treena interrupted the guys’ exchange. “Don’t act like you’re ashamed of us. Introduce us to your friend.”

“Yes, ma’am,” Freddie J replied with a laugh. “Ladies, this is my homeboy, Dell. He breezed into town for his cousin’s birthday. Dell, these lovely ladies are some of the dopest people I know. Ms. Treena Thompson and Ms. Denai Powell.”

Freddie J dramatically framed his hands around each of the ladies as he introduced them, making everyone chuckle a little. The moment he revealed Denai’s name, Dell’s eyes lit up because one of the biggest mysteries of his night had just been solved. Now that he knew her name, he wanted to know everything else. Dell leaned forward and shook Treena’s hand, flashing a charming smile. She did a fake curtsy and smiled back. Then Dell leaned over and sensually whispered in Denai’s ear, “Hey, you.”

His warm breath caressed Denai’s entire ear and set the nerves in the back of her neck on fire. She could feel instant wetness pooling in her panties as the butterflies fluttered frantically throughout her whole body. Denai drew in a deep breath, trying to get her bearings, and as she exhaled, her head turned slowly to face Dell. They were so close, so intimate. Afraid she might forget all of her good sense, Denai simply whispered, “Hey,” before turning away to nervously gulp the last of her drink. 

Treena watched the heated exchange between Denai and Dell, intrigued by what she just saw and what it could possibly mean. Whatever it is or could be, was a vast improvement from the last guy Denai dated, and Treena was in full support. 

“Hey, Dell, where’s E-Man anyway?” Freddie J inquired with a frown. “Why he ain’t tell me he was coming? I would’ve hooked him up!” 

“I think somebody else planned this for him.” Dell explained. “He forgot this was one of your spots. He definitely would’ve hit you up. But, shit, y’all wanna come crash the VIP?”

“Hell, yeah!” Treena exclaimed. “Lead the way!”

The group burst into laughter as they followed Dell over to his cousin’s section. He grabbed hold of Denai’s hand, guiding her through the crowd; and she grabbed Treena’s, trying to play off the fact that she was holding hands with a random man she didn’t know. As they arrived at the steps of the VIP section, they could see the bottle girls dancing with sparklers and two bottles of D’ussé. The section was full of men and women dancing and celebrating the arrival of more liquor. 

Freddie J walked up as the bottle girls were leaving and spotted Dell’s cousin, Emmanuel “E-Man” Tipton, sitting on the leather couch rocking to Meek Mills blaring throughout the club. E-Man was a very handsome, light-skinned man with long thick black hair that was styled in two straight-back braids that swung back and forth as he danced. He had full, dark eyebrows and eyelashes, with a heart-shaped beard adorning his face and surrounding reddish-pink lips. 

He was wearing an army fatigue denim jacket over a beige tank top and army green rockstar jeans that hugged his thighs nicely as he sat. Everything about him piqued Treena’s interest the moment she laid eyes on him. Tonight is gonna be interesting, she thought to herself. 

“Yo!” Freddie J called out over the music as he came to stand in front of E-Man.

“Yoooo! Freddie, my guy!” E-Man said gleefully, getting up from his seat to embrace his friend. 

“Man, why the hell you ain’t tell me you were trying to pop out for your birthday?” Freddie J asked with narrowed eyes. 

“Bruh, I ain’t plan none of this! All I was told was what time to be ready tonight.” E-Man said innocently with a shrug. “I didn’t even know this was one of your spots.”

“Bro, every spot in Chicago is my spot!” Freddie J said with a wink and a grin. 

“You right! Respect!” E-Man replied with a grin of his own. 

“Well, since we’re boys and it’s your bday, imma look out for you. Your bottle service is on me tonight. Oh, and I brought you some company, if you got room for two more.” he said with a smirk. 

“Depends,” E-Man replied skeptically. 

Freddie J stepped to the side to reveal Denai and Treena standing on the steps behind him. Treena was the first one E-Man saw. His eyes widened and he immediately started to salivate like a starving lion in the Serengeti. He quickly slapped hands with Freddie J, silently saying, “You are the man!”, but he never took his eyes off Treena, and she never took her eyes off him. 

“Hell yeah, I got room!” E-Man exclaimed. “I’ll kick niggas out if need be!”

“That’s what I thought,” Freddie J chuckled. 

Freddie J beckoned to the ladies to come over and meet the birthday boy. As Denai started to ascend the three short steps of the raised VIP section, she was suddenly hit with the realization that Dell was still holding her hand. His palm was soft and warm, and his fingers were firm and strong. 

It’s crazy how something so innocent and simple could make her feel so secure, especially from a total stranger. His four fingers were wrapped around her hand tightly as he stroked her knuckles with the pad of his thumb...like it was something they did all the time. Familiar. 

E-Man walked over to Denai and Treena, standing on the middle stair, almost wedging himself between them. He introduced himself, shaking each of their hands gently. He thanked them for coming out and expressed how glad he was they ended up in his section. 

“Y’all know my cousin, Dell?” E-Man asked, gesturing towards the man standing next to Denai, still commandeering her hand. 

“We just met tonight, actually,” Denai answered somewhat nervously until she felt a reassuring squeeze of her hand. 

“Oh okay, cool. Well, any friend of Freddie J’s, that looks like you two, is definitely a friend of mine! My section is your section. Let’s turn up! It’s my goddamn birthday!”

The group erupted into a rowdy cheer and the liquor quickly started flowing. Freddie J and Dell both provided rounds of shots for the birthday boy and his new guests to drink, and the bottle girls strutted over with a third bottle of D'ussé for the party. The rest of the night dissolved into a boozy blur with an epic soundtrack. 

Once it was time for the club to close down at 3AM, Denai, Treena and E-Man wanted to go to the famous White Palace Grill on Canal and Roosevelt for a late night breakfast binge. Dell tried to back out, but they wouldn’t let him.

“Come on, man! It’s my birthday!” E-Man pleaded.

“Nigga, your birthday was Thursday! I just tolerated your shenanigans for an extra day,” Dell chuckled. 

“Boooo!” Treena chimed in on the berating.

“Really?! Woooowww!” Dell exaggerated as he grabbed his chest, feigning hurt feelings. 

Dell was adjusting his cashmere-wool blend Burberry print scarf under his wool trench coat when Denai flirtatiously stood in front him to “help” fix his lapels. He could feel her soft touch even through the fabric of his coat and clothes. It formed an anxious knot in his stomach and made him swallow hard, though he tried to play it off.

“You’re really not coming?” Denai asked softly and sweetly as her hands rested against the flattened lapels of his coat, which also happened to be laying against his chest. 

“Do you want me to come?” Dell asked in return, his husky baritone seeming to drop even lower the softer he spoke to her.  

Denai slowly brought her eyes up from Dell’s chest until they met his. His chestnut brown orbs mixing with her honey-sage colored ones like a perfect recipe for combustion. Denai gave one long blink that added a heavy note of pleading to her eyes as she silently nodded in response to Dell’s question. Her delicate, yet direct, subtlety was enough for him to give her whatever she wanted. Dell softly whispered, “Okay,” and headed to breakfast at 3AM with the most beautiful woman to ever place a spell on him. 

******
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THE FOURSOME – DENAI, Dell, Treena and E-Man – enjoyed their hearty pancakes and bacon-heavy afterparty meal, trying their hardest to soak up as much of the alcohol as possible so they could get back to functioning like normal adults. It was not an easy feat, but the coffee, water and carbs truly made a world of difference. 

The whole time they were at the table, each of the ladies seated next to the man their intrigue requested, there was laughter and great conversation. They learned that Dell and E-Man were really more like brothers than cousins, having spent much of their youth living together at their grandmother’s house and going to all the same schools. 

Even after Dell’s mother married his step-father and they moved to Detroit when he was in high school, he and E-Man remained close over the years. So, when E-Man requested his favorite cousin be there to celebrate his thirtieth birthday, Dell wasted no time booking a flight from Detroit to Chicago. He was just sad it had to be such a short trip, but family demands back home dictated his early return.  

As the group gathered in the nearby parking garage, preparing to part ways for the evening, or early morning rather, Treena’s inner naughty girl with zero inhibitions kicked in and she decided to go for it. 

“Hey, girl,” Treena started as she pulled her best friend to the side. “So, listen...I think I wanna give the birthday boy my gift, if you catch my drift.”

“Girl! What the hell?!” Denai gasped with a laugh. 

“Look, he is fine as hell and you know he’s just my type!” Treena emphasized as she cut her eyes at E-Man, who was standing with Dell by his rental car. 

“Oh, you mean hella cute, covered in tattoos and probably bad for you? Definitely.” Denai replied sarcastically.

“Exactly! So, you good getting back home? I’ll even give you my keys and you can go to my house since it’s closer.” Treena said with a raised brow.

“Treena!” Denai exclaimed, her eyes wide.

“What?! I mean I’m sure Dell wouldn’t mind a bunk buddy, if you’re feeling up to it?” Treena hinted, smiling with the tip of her tongue sticking out.

“Oh, yeah? I bet,” Denai said, rolling her eyes before stealing a glance at Dell, who just happened to be looking her way, as well. 

Denai had to admit the idea did sound tempting, but she couldn’t do it. She often admired Treena’s fearlessness, and sometimes reckless abandon, in a given situation. She was never afraid to go after what she wanted. 

Whether it was a career move or a man, if Treena Thompson wanted it, there was really no stopping her. So, Denai didn’t even try. Just begged her to please be safe, in every way, and to share her location as soon as she got in the car with E-Man. 

“If I gotta come look for you, I will hurt you and that nigga, understood?” Denai said in a stern tone.

“Yes, ma’am,” Treena said dryly.

The two hugged and kissed on the cheek before Treena happily skipped off in E-Man’s direction. Seeing her come over to them as Denai began walking towards her car, Dell’s eyes narrowed and darted back and forth trying to discern what was going on. Once he overheard Treena’s proposition to his cousin, Dell quickly stepped away to catch up with Denai.

“Hey, uh, is my cousin safe in her hands this late at night?” he called out.

“Probably not,” Denai laughed as she turned to face him.

“Hell, he probably likes that kinda shit,” he said, exhaling a laugh of his own.

“Looks like it,” she said, looking around Dell’s shoulder at the exchange between the two flirty deviants.

“Are you good to drive home?” he asked, his voice sounding serious now.

“Yeah, I’m good. I actually didn’t drink as much as everyone else because I knew I’d be stuck as the DD.”

“Ha! Same here. I wanted him to enjoy his night without any worries. Well, Ms. Denai, it was an absolute pleasure spending my Friday night with you. Truly.”

“I have to say the same. Even being in a club, it was really great hanging out and holding hands with you tonight.”

“If only we had more time.”

“If only, indeed.”

Dell took Denai’s hand in his, stroking her knuckles softly once again and placed a tender kiss in her palm. She blushed as her heart fluttered at the touch of his lips, even if it was just her hand. He cuffed her chin with the knuckle of his index finger, looking longingly into her eyes that glimmered even under the dull fluorescent lights of a city parking garage. Dell stroked her cheek with the pad of his thumb, and softly whispered, “Goodnight, gorgeous,” before turning to walk back to his car and waiting passengers. 

Denai stood there at her own car door as she watched Dell’s retreating silhouette. How is it possible to look that good walking away?! she mused to herself. She let out an exasperated sigh as she opened the door and slid behind the wheel. She looked in the direction Dell went once again, but could no longer see him for the tinted windows on the rental. Denai shook her head at her own propensity for bad luck. 

Of course, she would meet what could possibly be the most amazing man of her dreams and he doesn’t even live in the same state! What are the chances? If she were somewhere traveling abroad and this happened, then Denai would’ve just shrugged it off as “It was nice while it lasted,” and jet-set back home without a care. But, in this case it was Dell shrugging it off and she was the one left behind. 

“This some bullshit!” Denai huffed as she cranked the engine and yanked the gear shift down to “Reverse.” 

Her tires screeched angrily through the parking structure as she rounded each corner, descending down one level after another, until she sped out the exit onto the street. She tapped her fingers in anxious annoyance every time she came to a red light, trying hard to just accept the situation for what it was...some bullshit. 

The streetlights cascaded across the windshield, bathing Denai’s face in soft yellow-orange light as she navigated the Dan Ryan Expressway, headed towards Treena’s Hyde Park townhouse. Despite how late, or early, it was, Denai felt wide awake. It was probably the cocktail of raging hormones and just flat out rage that was hitting her harder than caffeine ever could. 

Just as Denai was rounding one of the many curves of the expressway, she heard the chime of her cell phone notifying her of a new text message. She tapped the screen of the phone cradled in the vent clip and opened the message. It was a voice note with a website link from Treena. Confused by the message, Denai hit the play button.

Hey, Toots! I know what you said, buuuut I’d be a terrible friend if I didn’t say this. 

So, E-Man had a room down here at the Westin for the weekend. 

Perfect, right?! Well, guess who also happens to have a room here too? 

That’s conveniently right across the hall? 

Now, I ain’t saying nothing, but I’m saying something. Get it, girl! 

Room 1106, just in case you care. K, byeee!

The attached link was Google Maps directions to the hotel. Treena was in full support of Denai popping up on Dell, because why not?! What harm is there? People have one-night stands all the time, right? Hell, Treena was literally in the middle of one right now. And in Denai’s case she’d be getting off easy because Dell lives in a whole other state. Spend the night together and then never see each other again. Just a one and done kind of thing. 

Besides, she was single now. So, she really could do whatever she wanted with whoever she wanted, and right now every inch of her wanted every inch of him. This is crazy! I can’t do this. I don’t even know him, and that’s not like me. Nope. No! Denai mused and mumbled to herself as she kept driving. Fighting hard to remain sensible in the midst of her tipsy horniness. 

******
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“I CANNOT BELIEVE I’M doing this,” Denai chastised herself. 

She anxiously watched the red numbers flash at her as the elevator ascended one floor after another. The moment it came to a stop at the eleventh floor, Denai’s stomach knotted up and she quickly considered sending it right back down to the lobby with herself in tow. Who did she think she was just showing up to some man's hotel room without invitation? That’s exactly what he’ll say when I get there, she thought as she nervously navigated the carpeted path leading to the potentially most mortifying moment of her life. 

When she arrived at the door to room 1106, Denai just stared at the brass number plate and peephole like she was looking down the barrel of a gun. She took three deep breaths, stood up straight and rotated her neck until she heard a few light cracks. 

“Oh, well. Shooters shoot, as Treena would say,” Denai mumbled before softly knocking. 

She could hear movement coming from behind the door, but wasn’t sure if it was in Dell’s room or someone else’s. After waiting about thirty seconds, Denai knocked again, trying not to disturb anyone else on the floor. The sound of the lock clicking on the other side made Denai jump a little. It sounded so loud to her, or it could’ve just been her nerves playing tricks. 

The door opened slowly and there stood a barefoot and shirtless Dell Hewitt looking like a model on the cover of a 1980s romance novel. Denai felt like she was really just seeing him fully for the first time, and oh, the beauty of what she saw. 
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