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Serenity Cook & Taj Wharton

––––––––
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If only there was some guarantee that she wouldn’t have to worry about avoiding sex when she got home.... 

It had been a day. As much as Serenity Cook enjoyed owning her own café, this was one of those days that made part of her wish she just had a regular job and didn’t have to be in charge. Being the boss was draining. 

She and her employees were wrapping things up for the day when she got a call from her boyfriend, Taj. It brought the first smile she’d had in hours. 

“Hey, sweetie,” she greeted him, easing back into the kitchen prep area for some privacy. “You have no idea how glad I am to hear your voice right now.”

“Rough day, huh?” 

“It just seemed to go on forever. Every time I looked at the clock, it’s like it barely moved.”

“I know how that is. You’re gonna be able to leave soon, though, right?”

“Thankfully. Rosie and Vern are out there getting everything closed out and cleaned up.”

“Nice. Well, I’ll probably beat you getting home, so what do you want for dinner? Or did you eat already?”

“I haven’t.” Serenity grabbed a sponge and cleaned the edge of the stainless steel sink. “Do you feel like making your famous cheesesteaks? I’d love one of those.”

“Maybe,” Taj teased. “Do I get to help you work off those calories later?”

Her smile fading, Serenity’s hand dropped the sponge. “You know what? On second thought, that might, um, that might be a little too heavy for me tonight. How about we just keep it light with a salad or something?” 

There was a pause, and she hoped Taj didn’t call her out on her deflection. She knew he recognized the change in her tone, because it happened just about every time he tried to entice her with sexual innuendo. And she just didn’t have the energy for this particular conversation tonight. 

“Fine,” he finally replied, his tone flat. “I think we have some shrimp or something I can sauté to go on top of it.”

“That sounds great.”

“Before I forget, I saw Rasheed earlier. He mentioned he hadn’t talked to you in a minute.”

“Oh...” A cold wave washed over Serenity, and she was glad this conversation was happening over the phone. She didn’t have the greatest poker face and she knew Taj would pick up on her discomfort at the mention of Rasheed’s name. Serenity had been avoiding Rasheed for weeks and knew she wasn’t ready to tell Taj why that was. 

“I’m sure I’ll see him soon enough,” she managed to respond evenly. Sad part was, she knew she would. Rasheed was part of her close circle of friends, and she wouldn’t be able to avoid him forever. She could only hope to keep it together when they were in the same room. “We’ve all got a lot going on.”

“I guess. Well, I’m almost at the house; I’m gonna take a shower and then get the dinner together. It should be ready by the time you get here. Send me a text when you’re leaving.”

“I will. See you soon. Love you.”

“Love you, too.”

Serenity expelled a deep breath as she ended the call. She didn’t know how much longer she’d be able to keep this up. She’d been with Taj for three years; he deserved better.

Putting it out of her mind for the moment, she resumed her end-of-the-night tasks. She hated that she was actually nervous to go home. All she could do was pray that Taj didn’t bring up Rasheed again. 

When she got home a while later, Taj was putting the finishing touches on dinner. Serenity took a quick shower before joining him in the kitchen of the townhouse they shared, forcing a relaxed countenance. She didn’t want Taj grilling her about what was on her mind.

He pulled her to him as soon as she entered the room and laid a deep kiss on her, holding her close. Her arms slid around his neck, her fingers snaking through his short locs. Her body warmed as his tongue stroked hers, and when his hands slid underneath her oversized shirt that reached her mid-thighs, she resisted the urge to stop him. It wasn’t that it didn’t feel good; she loved how Taj touched her. It was the next part that she was dreading. 

But when he kissed down her neck to her shoulder, his thumbs hooking into the top of her bikini-cut panties and sliding them down, her reservations faded. She whimpered against his lips, grabbing fistfuls of his shirt. 

“I’ve been looking forward to seeing you all day,” he muttered, squeezing her fleshy bottom. He pressed a lingering kiss to her lips as he lightly pinched her hardened nipple through her shirt, causing her to gasp. “I hope you don’t mind if we put off dinner for a minute.”

Only able to shake her head, Serenity’s jaw fell open as Taj slid a hand between her legs, circling his roughened fingers around her clit. Her legs widened without him having to ask, releasing a loud groan when he slipped a couple of fingers inside of her. 

Taj loved how she was responding to him. He braced himself for her suddenly pumping the brakes; sometimes she let him have his way with her while other times she’d stop him abruptly, even though she was enjoying it. When he’d ask her about it, she’d just awkwardly change the subject. He usually let it go, but his curiosity about the reasoning behind her sporadic skittishness was about to boil over like soup in an overheated pot. She didn’t act like that for no reason. 

But the way she was moving her hips against his hand, he figured maybe this would be one of the nights she indulged him. The realization emboldening him, he quickly and smoothly slipped her shirt over her head, leaving all of her luscious brown body on display. He loved Serenity’s cocoa brown skin; it was one of the first things he’d noticed about her when they met. It seemed to glow, no matter where she was or what she was doing. 

“Get on the counter,” he ordered breathlessly, already backing her towards it with his lithe body. 

She hesitated, glancing back at it. Taj felt an automatic pinch between his eyebrows, anticipating her shutting him down. 

“How about the chair instead?” she suggested, pointing. 

Relieved, Taj wordlessly guided her to the nearest kitchen chair, pausing as she quickly covered it with her shirt onto it before sitting. Taj immediately dropped to his knees, pushing one of her legs wider and lifting the other over his shoulder. Not in the mood for teasing, he dove his face between her legs, wasting no time sliding his tongue along her deliciously wet folds and earning a hard shudder. He pulled her hips closer to the chair edge so he could get his tongue where he wanted it, which was inside of her. He loved being inside of her, any way he could get there. 

“Ooh, Taj...” Serenity’s hands gripped his hair as she slowly wound against his mouth. The hair on his chin brushed her inner thigh, sending another ripple through her. Anything that had been on her mind was forgotten; she loved how he touched her, savored her. Taj was only the second lover she’d ever had, but of the two, he was definitely the best. “Yes, Taj...”

His hand slid up to grab her aching breast, loving that she had way more than his hand could hold. Serenity’s ample breasts had assisted in many a nighttime fantasy for him, even after they got together. When she got stingy with his access, he could at least imagine them. 

He continued to slowly suck on her clit, his own arousal building the closer she got to orgasm. Her body began to shake and he knew she was getting close. 

“Oh my god,” she whimpered, her hips moving faster. “That feels amazing; please don’t stop...”

Taj just moaned as he continued to pleasure her, savoring her with his tongue while his fingers teased and tweaked her nipple. He winced as her grip on his hair tightened, and her moans ascended into squeaky territory, signaling her oncoming orgasm. He slowly slid the flat of his tongue from the bottom to the top before teasing her clit until she exploded. 

“Taj!” she screamed, her body jerking and convulsing. Her back arched as her head fell over the back of the chair, the grip on Taj’s hair loosening. Her body felt like it was melting as she caught her breath.

Still horny, Taj leaned up to kiss her soft, heaving stomach before taking her nipple into his mouth. She immediately sat up and pushed him away.

“I’m too sensitive,” Serenity admonished, still breathless. She stopped his hand that had been kneading her hip. “I need a minute.”

Taj sucked his lips in as the instant frustration overtook his arousal. He knew what ‘I need a minute’ meant; Serenity was likely done with anything amorous for the rest of the night. After she came, she didn’t want to be touched. And usually, she wasn’t in the mood to do any touching on him, either.

But he tried to keep hope alive as he wordlessly stood, eyes on her. She was so beautiful to him, her short natural hair, sparkling brown eyes and bright white teeth displayed by her beautiful smile drawing him in from the moment he saw her four years ago. He especially loved watching her when she was coming down off an intense orgasm. When she allowed herself to be, she was extremely responsive and expressive, and he loved her like that. It was when she held back that irritated him. At this point in their relationship, there should’ve been no holding back on anything, in his opinion.

Finally, she opened her eyes and looked up at him. He was still eying her hungrily, biting his bottom lip, silently willing her to pull his basketball shorts down and return the favor. It had been way too long since he felt Serenity’s lips on his dick and he was surely aching for it now, but knew what would happen if he just came out and asked for it. She had to initiate it on her own.

Serenity knew what he wanted. It was what he always wanted after he went down on her. Her eyes dropped to his crotch, seeing the obvious evidence of his arousal through his shorts. She swallowed as nervousness overtook her and she quickly stood, grabbing her shirt. 

“I’m ready to eat; how ‘bout you?” she asked, avoiding his eyes as she slipped the nightshirt back over her head and stuck her yellow fingernails into her hair, mindlessly massaging her scalp. “My stomach is growling. Are those artichokes? I love artichokes.”

Taj resisted the urge to curse as he turned away from her. He ran a hand down his face, silently telling himself not to trip. It was a speech he was all too used to giving himself, especially in the last year or so. 

“Yeah,” he finally grunted. He went to the sink to wash his hands, not trusting himself to say anything else. 

Serenity could tell he was frustrated, and she hated herself for it. Taj was so good to her and she knew he wasn’t satisfied with how things were between them, namely their sex life. But he was thankfully patient with her, which she needed. At some point they had settled into an unspoken agreement that this was just how things were. 

They sat down to a spinach, shrimp, and artichoke salad, with Serenity indulging in a glass of white wine while Taj just opted for grapefruit juice. Their stilted conversation stuck to safe subjects like work and things in the news, only perking up when they began talking about their friends. It was way easier to talk about other people’s issues.

“Lavinia said the renovations on her and Ricky’s house are finally done,” Serenity commented, taking a sip of her wine. “She praised their contractor and the job he did, especially with all of her specifications. Now it’s on to redecorating.”

“I bet Ricky had little to no say in whatever was done,” Taj muttered. “She never listens to what he wants.”

“I wouldn’t go that far.”

“Everybody knows that. She bulldozes him and he just goes along with it to keep the peace. After growing up with parents that were always at each other’s throats, it’s almost automatic for him to just fall back instead of arguing about stuff.”

“Lavinia is rather strong-willed. But I know she loves Ricky more than anything.”

“If you say so. But everybody has a breaking point; it’s only a matter of time before she pushes him to his.”

Serenity wondered where Taj’s breaking point was, and how close he was to reaching it. She wasn’t delusional enough to think that he was totally happy in their relationship. But it had become easier for them to pretend that everything was fine than broach the hard conversation.

“Hopefully he realizes how much she loves him, even if she has some flaws,” she said softly, her fork toying with a piece of shrimp on her plate. She prayed that Taj realized she was talking about the two of them as much as she was talking about their friends. 

Taj looked up at her as he chewed, but didn’t comment. They continued to eat in silence for several moments before he spoke again.

“I was thinking of having everyone over soon,” he announced. He took a long swig of his juice. “We haven’t all hung out in a little while.”

“Oh...” Serenity tried to tamp down her instant anxiety. “What is it you wanna do?”

“I don’t know, but something different than just us all having dinner or watching movies. We need to switch things up.”

“Sounds good,” she made herself say. “Rasheed and Iman, too?”

He frowned slightly. “Of course. Why not?”

Serenity fought like hell to keep her face even. “Iman is my girl. But her and Rasheed together usually just leads to a bunch of drama, especially once you factor in alcohol.”

“Those two aren’t half as bad as Charmaine and Ace. And Lavinia is enough drama all by herself. We can’t leave ‘Sheed and Iman out; they’re our people.”

“Right. Of course.” 

Taj got up to put his plate in the sink while Serenity chugged her wine, draining the glass. The thought of an evening with Rasheed almost made her itch. She loved all of her friends dearly, but being around Rasheed made her uncomfortable. And while she knew she would eventually have to fess up as to why, she was in no hurry to do so.
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Charmaine Mills & Ace Middleton

––––––––
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Charmaine knew her face was still red from anger. She couldn’t believe Ace had said what he did. 

“Babe, have you ever considered getting a boob job?” he’d asked earlier, drinking orange juice right out of the jug. He licked his lips as his narrowed eyes studied her small chest. “You don’t have to settle for those things like they are, you know.”

Charmaine’s jaw dropped at his gall. “Excuse me?”

He shrugged. “I’m just saying; wouldn’t you want to have bigger titties? Like Serenity’s; that girl has some amazing breasts. Even though you’re way skinnier than her, I bet those would still look good on you.”

“Ace!”

“What? Okay, maybe not quite as big as hers; she’s probably a good triple-D. Hell, she might be an E...how does all that go, again?”

He seemed oblivious to her rapidly-growing ire as he plunked the top back onto the orange juice and returned it to the refrigerator. Then he strolled over, grabbed her waist as he gave her a quick fruity kiss, and headed to the living room, actually whistling. 

Charmaine had stood there fuming for so long that she heard the basketball game Ace was loudly enjoying go into halftime. She finally stalked to their bedroom, cutting her eyes at him as she passed, not that he noticed. He was too busy going into his usual spiel about how he’d be smoking everybody on the court if he hadn’t hurt his knee in high school.

Now, Charmaine stood leaning over the bathroom sink in their en suite, trying to calm herself down. It wasn’t like Ace’s insensitivity was anything new. The man had almost no filter, at least when it came to her. And ever since they got engaged, his lips had gotten even more loose, as if he felt that her accepting his marriage proposal entitled him to say whatever he wanted. 

She was sitting on their bed absently flipping through one of her E. Lynn Harris novels when Ace entered the room. He plopped down beside her, causing her to bounce and almost drop her book. 

“Babe, did I tell you about the latest idea I had for my restaurant?” he asked excitedly. 

Subtly rolling her eyes, she droned, “No, but I’m sure you’ll-”

“I think I’m gonna have my main thing be savory waffles,” he forged ahead. “Everybody does the regular kind. And I’m trying to rival Toast and Butter.”

Charmaine shook her head. Toast and Butter was a pancake house in town and they stayed bustling, thanks to their thick fluffy pancakes and syrups that were made fresh every day. She didn’t want to say how tall an order it was for Ace to think he was going to rival them, especially any time soon. 

And especially since Ace wasn’t even a chef. He worked in architecture, but had gotten it in his head that opening a restaurant was a good idea. And after watching so many people become famous on social media by cooking in their own kitchens, Ace was convinced there was no reason he couldn’t do the same. But he wasn’t satisfied with just doing live videos while he experimented with his waffle recipes; he had to go big and open a whole waffle restaurant. 

Charmaine thought it was a ridiculous idea. Ace didn’t know the first thing about running a restaurant, no matter how many articles he’d read about it. He insisted that he could just hire people who knew what they were doing and he’d just be the overseer. It freaked Charmaine out that he was so willing to sink a load of money into something that would likely fail in mere months when they were planning a life together. His carelessness was both appalling and frightening.

Instead of voicing her concerns, though, she just sighed and closed her book. “You do remember our cake tasting appointment tomorrow, right?”

“Yeah.” He affectionately rubbed her thigh, smiling at her. “What time is it, again?”

“Three o’clock.”

“Cool. I’ll meet you there ‘cause I have a meeting at one.”

“You think you’ll be late?”

“I shouldn’t be.”

“And Taj wants us to come over this weekend,” she informed him. “I think he said something about a game night. He’s invited the whole crew.”

“Dope. That should be fun; we haven’t all hung out in a while. Somebody usually has some excuse why they can’t make it.”

“Yeah. But he assured me Serenity and Lavinia will be there; they’re usually the ones with the conflicts.”

“Hmm.” Ace removed the book from her hand and tossed it to the floor before yanking her down by the legs and climbing on top of her with a mischievous smirk. He licked his thick lips. “How ‘bout I get you up outta these jeans?”

Despite herself, a smile tugged at Charmaine’s lips. She both loved and hated how she could never seem to resist Ace’s charms. She knew she needed to speak on her concerns about his restaurant aspirations (and call him out on his boob job suggestion from earlier) but when he put his hands or lips on her, all rational thought tended to pause. And with the way he pulled down the straps of her tank top and bra and started placing loud kisses to her breasts before sucking her nipples with a satisfied moan, she figured he couldn’t have been too unhappy with her B-cup breasts as they were.

Before too long, she was writhing underneath him as they kissed wildly, her shirt and bra pushed down to her waist and Ace’s shirt tossed to the floor. Her concerns were temporarily forgotten; all she cared about was getting Ace inside of her. 

And when they were both finally naked and Ace slid his beautiful long brown length into her, Charmaine had no worries. She just wrapped her thin legs around his waist and held on tight for what she knew as coming. 

“Damn, I can’t wait to make you my wife,” Ace grunted, pounding into her. He always went full throttle, going from zero to sixty with no slow and easy in between. That was how it had always been with him. He gave a hard smack to her hip. “I love you so much, Charmaine.”

“I love you, too,” she managed to respond, her locked ankles falling apart. 

“Fuck,” he muttered, burying his face in her neck. She yelped when his teeth sank into her soft skin. “I can’t wait ‘til you have my son. Fuck, you feel so good!”

Charmaine responded by pushing him onto his back and mounting him, instantly resuming their usual frenetic pace. She braced her hands on his strong chest and just concentrated on ushering them both to climax. Charmaine had never been one for being very vocal during sex, but Ace talked enough for the both of them. 

When they had each been thoroughly pleased, she collapsed next to him on the rumpled sheets. She was about to lay her head on his chest when he pulled her to him and planted a sloppy kiss on her lips before rolling off the bed. 

“I’m gonna go meet up with Ricky,” he informed, swiping a hand down his sweaty face. “He’s been going through it with Lavinia, so I offered to take him out for some drinks.”

Biting back her disappointment, Charmaine just ran a hand through her thin brown hair, feeling her slightly damp roots. It reminded her that she needed a touch-up. “And you have to leave now?”

“I don’t wanna be late, babe,” he retorted, glancing at his watch. “And I don’t put it past Ricky to dip out if he beats us there.”

“Us? Are Rasheed and Taj going, too?”

“Rasheed probably will; not sure about Taj.” Ace headed into the bathroom. “You don’t have to worry about fixing anything for me for dinner; we’ll just eat while we’re out.”

Charmaine sighed, pulling the sheet around her damp body. “Fine. Whatever.”

The shower came on a moment later, with Ace alternating between whistling and blasting the lyrics to some rap song. Charmaine thought about joining him in the shower but decided against it, opting to leave well enough alone. There was no telling what time he’d get home later and she figured they might as well end their time together on a good note.

A half hour later, Ace was freshly showered and dressed in a throwback Chicago Bulls jersey and jeans. He hurried over to the bed where she was still lounging and gave her a peck. 

“Love you,” he said, winking at her. “Don’t wait up.”

I wasn’t going to, anyway, she thought to herself as he strode out the door. She just turned to her side as she heard the front door close, wondering for the hundredth time if this was the kind of life she really wanted to sign up for.

––––––––
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“I’m so sorry,” Charmaine expressed again, glancing at her watch. She was at the popular bakery Pure Sugar for her and Ace’s cake tasting, except Ace wasn’t there. Charmaine had called him three times, repeatedly getting sent to voicemail. Her face burned with embarrassment. 

“His meeting must have run long,” she continued in explanation, casting an apologetic glance to Peaches, the bakery’s owner. “I guess he doesn’t have his phone on...”

“Don’t worry about it, baby,” Peaches replied soothingly. “Things come up.”

Charmaine hoped it was as simple as that and not a case of Ace just flaking on her. He had a tendency to change his mind about things at times and not let her know. But she thought they’d gotten past that particular issue months ago. “Still, you prepared all of this for us, and you all stay so busy...I know you don’t have time to waste.”

“You’re here; it’s not wasted. We can continue without him or you can take these samples home and just let me know what the two of you decide on. Either way, Tango can handle things while I’m over here with you.”

Blushing immediately at the mention of Peaches’ son that was loading cupcakes into a box at the front counter, Charmaine took a sip of her water. She’d been harboring a crush on Tango since the first time she walked into Pure Sugar and saw him manning the counter, and she couldn’t deny that her love of sweets wasn’t the only thing that had her in that bakery at least once a week. There was something about that hulk of a man, whose bulging muscles were littered with various tattoos and who always wore a Yankees baseball cap turned backwards, dishing out sugary pastries day in and day out. And every time he flashed that single-dimpled smile at her, it sent a jolt right to her middle. 

And he might’ve made an appearance in a late-night fantasy or two.

“I appreciate it, Peaches,” she finally replied. “I’ll take these home and get Ace’s opinion then call you tomorrow with what we decide.”

“That’ll be just fine. I’ll get these samples packed up for you.”

“Thanks so much.”

Peaches stood and grabbed the tray holding the beautifully prepared wedding cake samples and headed to the back. Charmaine contemplated calling Ace again as she drained her cup of water.

“You want some more?”

She jumped, glancing up to see Tango standing over her, gracing her with that enticing smile of his. 

“Umm, huh?”

“Your water.” He motioned towards her empty cup. “Can I get you some more?”

“Oh...I’m okay, thanks.”

“No problem.” He pulled the towel that was draped over his shoulder and wiped away the few cake crumbs that littered the small round table. Standing, he gave her a wink. “You know where to find me if you need anything.”

“Yeah...” She bit her lip as he walked away, resisting the urge to admire his impressive backside. There was something about him wearing that apron...

Catching herself, she shook her head to clear it. She didn’t need to be lusting after Tango or any other man that wasn’t Ace. Even if he had stood her up without so much as a phone call. 

Armed with her cake samples in Pure Sugar’s signature butter yellow box, Charmaine headed out to her car. She tried to call Ace again, but still got no answer. 

“I cannot believe him!” she muttered once she got into her car. It briefly crossed her mind that something might be wrong, but she’d experienced this enough with Ace to know that it was likely just a case of him being inconsiderate. She could only guess what excuse it would be this time; his meeting ran long...his phone was on silent...he’d double-booked...or the classic, he forgot. 

Needing reassurance, she called her friend Iman. She knew Serenity was probably busy at work and Lavinia would somehow make the conversation about her. 

“What’s up, girl?” Iman greeted a moment later. “How was the cake tasting?”

“A bust.”

“What?”

“Ace never showed up,” Charmaine verified. “I sat there for almost an hour waiting on him.”

“Why would he do that? Is he working or something?”

“He had a meeting earlier but he said he would’ve been done with that in plenty of time. And of course, he didn’t answer the phone any of the times I called.”

“And you need tips on what to say when you cuss him out for this, right? ‘Cause I’ll gladly oblige.”

“Not exactly...”

“I hope you are planning on telling him off for this instead of just letting it go like you always do.”

“You make it sound like I’m a pushover.”

“Well...”

Charmaine’s jaw dropped. “You really think that about me??”

“Sometimes I wonder who’s more of one, you or Ricky. Y’all are pretty much neck-and-neck.”

“Oh my god, I am not as bad as Ricky. I speak up when I need to.”

“Not nearly enough.”

“I learned a long time ago I have to pick my battles with Ace. He’ll make things into a huge issue, going on and on about it until I wanna pull my hair out. Sometimes it’s just not worth it to get into it with him.”

“And all the while, you’re letting him think he can say or do whatever, ‘cause you won’t call him on it, anyway. Is that really the kind of precedent you want to set for your marriage?”

Charmaine considered her friend’s words, knowing they had merit. The truth was, she had let Ace get away with too much over the course of their relationship. He could go back and forth with her all day, willing to dig his heels in until he wore her down. Or justify whatever point he was trying to make to high heaven. Charmaine usually ran out of energy for whatever the issue was after a while. 

“Iman, I know it doesn’t make any sense from the outside looking in. And anyway, it’s easy for you to pop off and let the chips fall where they may because you don’t care if your man stays or goes.”

“That’s not true.”

“Please. You and Rasheed have been fooling around for how long? But both of you insist that you’re not in a relationship-relationship; it’s just a ‘casual thing’. Isn’t that what you always say?”

“That doesn’t mean I don’t care about him,” Iman argued. “I have feelings for Rasheed.”

“But not enough to be his actual girlfriend?”

“If I’m gonna be anything, I’d be his woman. I ain’t in high school.”

“Whatever.”

“This isn’t about me, anyway. When Rasheed tells me he’s gonna be somewhere or do something, he has enough respect for me to actually do it. You should be able to say the same thing about your man, especially since he’s your fiancé.”

Conflicted, Charmaine remained quiet. She just eyed the cars pulling in and out of the parking lot. 

“Charmaine,” Iman called out. 

“Yeah.”

“I wish you would think about what I’m telling you. Ace is my boy and this isn’t about me dogging him. But you haven’t looked happy in months. And whether you admit it or not, I know that’s at least partially because of Ace. You need to work out the issues you have with him before y’all walk down the aisle, because I hope you don’t think things are gonna magically get better once you’re married. It doesn’t go like that.”

Sighing, Charmaine sunk down a little in her seat. “Yeah. You’re right.”

“You deserve better, girl. But you have to want better for yourself.”

Those words stayed on Charmaine’s mind for the rest of the afternoon, especially after she scarfed down all of the cake samples before Ace got home later that night.
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Iman Nichols & Rasheed Murphy

––––––––
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“Stop that,” Iman giggled, easing away from Rasheed as he nibbled behind her ear. “You know that tickles.”

“Does it?” Rasheed grinned as he pulled her back to him, gently pulling her ear between his lips. “I forgot all about that.”

“Uh-huh.” 

She turned in his arms, and they shared a languid kiss. Their naked bodies were buried under Rasheed’s shiny black comforter, having just finished an intense round of lovemaking. As soon as Iman had come through the door, they were all over each other. She loved how explosive their connection was. Since the first time they hooked up almost a year earlier, they were so familiar with each other. There was no weirdness after having gone from being just friends to friends with benefits. Everything about it felt natural, to both of them.

“You sure know how to make a brotha’s morning,” Rasheed commented, lazily trailing his lips up and down the side of her neck after she’d turned and nestled her back to his front again. “I’m not even mad about having to go in to work today.”

“Glad I can be a bright spot.”

He knew she was teasing, but Rasheed was tempted to tell her that she really was a bright spot for him. They hooked up a few times a week, the frequency having steadily increased in the previous months. Rasheed always looked forward to their time together, even though he felt he had to act like he didn’t.

“You have plans later?” he finally asked. “Then I can end my day on a good note, too.”

“Aww damn, I wish I could. I told Charmaine I’d hang out with her tonight. She’s kinda bummed about some stuff with Ace and I wanted to try to cheer her up.”

“Oh.” Rasheed tried to hide his disappointment. “That’s cool.”

They laid there in silence, with Rasheed nuzzling her neck and Iman stroking his arm that was clamped around her middle. Iman really did hate that she already had plans; truth be told, she would’ve rather spent the evening in Rasheed’s bed. She’d begun craving him at some point, and she didn’t hate it. But she didn’t want to freak him out by admitting that.

“I can cancel,” she finally offered, her voice soft. 

Rasheed smiled, glad that Iman couldn’t see his face. “Yeah?”

“Yeah. I mean, if you want. Charmaine will understand.”

Even though he wanted to say the opposite, he heard himself say, “You don’t have to do that. Hang with your girl; knowing how Ace is, I can just imagine she’s probably going through it.”

“Yeah.” Iman was slightly deflated, but fixed her expression before turning in his arms, smiling as she pulled his face to hers for a kiss. He immediately pulled her closer, their lips and tongues mingling languidly, neither in any hurry for it to end. His hand caressed her face before snaking into her long black and grey braids, moaning against her lips.

“Well, since I can’t see you later on, how ‘bout we go another round for the road?” He rolled on top of her. “Might as well get my fill of you while I can.”

Iman wasn’t about to point out that she offered to cancel her plans to see him later. Not when his long, muscled body was draped over hers and already grinding. Her legs encircled his waist, her hips falling into his rhythm. “Might as well.”

Quickly grabbing a condom from the nightstand, Rasheed leaned back to cover himself before returning his body to Iman’s, enjoying a few more of her kisses before trailing his tongue between her breasts to her toned stomach. He loved her body and how tight it was. And he loved how readily she gave herself over to him; she always wanted him as much as he wanted her, and showed it.

“You gon’ make me late for work,” she breathed, though she was clearly in no hurry to speed things along. She writhed as he licked her bellybutton, eyes squeezed shut in pleasure. 

“I’d better make it worth it, then.” Rasheed leaned up on his long arms, hovering over her as his eyes roamed her toffee-brown face. Their eyes locked together as he reached between them and slid inside of her, taking his time and enjoying the long groan that Iman released as he did so. They fell into a smooth pace, moving in tandem, his brown eyes fixed on hers. 

“You feel so good...” He growled, briefly throwing his head back before returning his eyes to her. “Damn, Iman...”

“Yes...” Her hands slid up his chest before squeezing his shoulders. “God, yes, Rasheed.”

They continued enjoying each other, the pace and intensity progressing from smooth and unhurried to jerky and frantic. Rasheed had Iman’s legs bent back to her shoulders as he pounded into her, sweat dripping from his brow and a deep frown of concentration on his face.
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