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CHAPTER 1




The Brooklyn sky was a bruised purple, the kind of heavy, low-hanging clouds that threatened a late-night drizzle over the borough. Inside her third-floor brownstone sanctuary, Nova Ferguson was tuned out from the world. The muffled roar of the Atlantic Avenue traffic was just a distant hum, eclipsed by the rhythmic flickering of a three-wick Mahogany Teakwood candle and the rustle of paper.

Nova was deep in the trenches of a paperback masterpiece. She wasn’t just reading it; she was inhaling it. The story was one of those high-stakes, slow-burn rom-coms—the kind where the leads spend three hundred pages arguing over a parking spot only to realize they were soulmates. She was a total sucker for the sappy stuff. To some, it was cliché, but to Nova, it was a roadmap to a world she hadn't quite navigated yet. She loved the hope of it all. In a city that could be as cold and hard as a concrete sidewalk in January, these books were her warmth.

The author had a way with words that felt like silk against skin. Every sentence was a brushstroke, painting a vivid image of a rainy London street and a man with eyes like storm clouds. Nova’s heart did a little stutter-step as the tension on the page shifted from banter to something heavy, something thick with a yearning that felt all too familiar. She shifted her weight on her silk sheets, her thumb tracing the edge of the page as the steam between the characters started to rise.

Then, the world intruded.

The sharp, aggressive buzz of her iPhone on the mahogany nightstand felt like a physical jolt. Nova winced, her eyes lingering on the last sentence “His breath was a ghost of a promise against her neck” before she finally let out a long, frustrated breath. She didn't even have to look at the screen. That specific, staccato vibration pattern belonged to only one person.

She tossed the book aside—the spine hitting the duvet with a soft thud—and snatched the phone. The caller ID confirmed it: CARMEN.

“Yo,” Nova answered, her voice slightly raspy from the hour of silence she’d been keeping.

“Yo, girl, you stepping out tonight or what? The night is young and I’m feeling like a menace,” Carmen’s voice boomed through the speaker, crackling with that signature Brooklyn energy that was impossible to ignore.

Nova leaned back into her pillows, a small, weary smile tugging at her lips. Carmen was her "day-one," her heart, her headache. They went back—all the way back to the sandbox and primary school. They were the girls who took suspensions together for refusing to snitch on each other. They were the girls who, if a classmate so much as looked at one of them funny, were already taking off their earrings and handing them to the other. They had a "rapport" that was forged in the fire of public school hallways and reinforced by years of loyalty. If Carmen was the storm, Nova was the anchor, and vice versa.

“Nah, Carm. I’m chilling. I’m in the middle of this book and I really feel like staying in tonight,” Nova said, her eyes drifting back toward the paperback. She knew her friend. Carmen was "outside" personified. She was the one who knew every promoter, every bouncer, and every hole-in-the-wall spot from Bed-Stuy to Harlem.

“Staying in? With a book? On a Friday?” Carmen sounded genuinely offended. “Nova, you’re too fine to be acting like a librarian. Deadass. The streets need to see that mocha glow, baby. Don’t do this to the people.”

“The people will survive,” Nova laughed. “I just… I’m not in the mood for the noise, you know? People moving wild, the sweat, the liquor… I’m good right here.”

“I know how you get,” Carmen’s tone shifted, becoming a little softer but no less insistent. “You get in your head. You start thinking about how much you hate these New York dudes and then you lock yourself in the crib. Listen, I’m not letting you rot. I’m coming over. I’m grabbing pizza—the good spot with the hot honey—and I’m not taking no for an answer. Open the door in twenty or I’m kicking it down. Word is bond.”

Nova shook her head, knowing when she’d been beat. You didn’t argue with Carmen when she was in "mother hen" mode. “Alright, fine. Bring the pizza. But I’m staying in my pajamas, Carm. Don’t even try to make me put on jeans.”

“Deal. See you in a few, Ma.”

The line went dead. Nova stared at the ceiling for a moment, the silence of the room feeling a little heavier now. She picked the book back up, but the spell was broken. The words on the page didn’t have the same pull they did ten minutes ago. Her mind was wandering.

Speaking of steam and lovers… her body felt like a desert. It had been a full year. Three hundred and sixty-five days since she’d felt the weight of a body against hers, since she’d felt the friction of real, physical intimacy. One full year since she’d had some "good dick."

Her last situation had been a disaster wrapped in a designer tracksuit. Jay-Jay. The man was a walking red flag she’d treated like a finish line. He was beautiful—tall, dark, with an athletic build and a smile that could melt the ice off a windshield—but he was a total jerk. He was the kind of lover who thought "foreplay" was asking her if she was ready yet. He was an excellent cook, there was no denying that, but he was an awful lover. He didn't care about the architecture of her pleasure; he only cared about his own release.

The last time she’d seen him was six months after they’d called it quits. He was coming out of a Popeyes on Nostrand with that bank teller girl, Lateesh. Lateesh was one of those "fat booty" girls who knew exactly how to move to make men lose their minds. Nova wasn't even mad or jealous. Seeing them together had actually been a relief. It was like seeing a problem she’d finally solved and put away. But the relief didn't stop the aching. Her body—her "pussy," as she’d whisper to herself in her most honest moments—needed some loving. And the steamier her novels got, the more the void in her bed felt like a canyon.

She tossed the book aside again, this time with more force. She needed to shake the feeling.

She stood up, her movements fluid and practiced, and walked toward the bathroom. She paused in front of the full-length mirror, stripping off her oversized t-shirt and shorts. She let the clothes fall to the floor and stood there, observing her form.

She was a masterpiece of discipline and genetics. Her skin was the color of a perfect double-shot of espresso with a splash of cream—deep, rich mocha. She was "gym-thick," a result of years of heavy glutes and leg training. Her hips were wide and shapely, flowing into powerful thighs and a butt that sat high and tight, firm to the touch but soft in all the right places. She looked at the muscle definition in her back, the curve of her waist, and the way her long, intricate braids framed her face. She was beautiful, and she knew it, but tonight, the beauty felt like a wasted resource.

She stepped into the shower, turning the handle until the water was borderline scalding. As the steam filled the room, blurring the edges of the world, Nova leaned her head against the cool tile. She let her braids loose, the heavy ropes of hair falling down her back like a dark waterfall.

As the water hammered against her skin, her mind drifted back to her day at the salon.

She remembered the feeling of the pumice stone in her hand, the scent of lavender soak, and the woman sitting in her chair. Stacey Bell.

Stacey wasn't like her usual clients. She was a bit older, carrying herself with a quiet, effortless grace that made everyone else in the shop seem loud and frantic. She was a beautiful black woman, her energy easy-going and magnetic. When Nova had been cleaning her feet, cutting her nails, and painting them a deep, midnight blue, Stacey had looked down at her and smiled.

"You're really beautiful, Nova," Stacey had said. It wasn't a catcall or a thirsty line. It was a statement of fact, delivered with a warmth that had made Nova’s heart do a somersault. "You have such a peaceful vibe about you."

They’d talked for an hour—real talk, not just salon gossip. Nova had found herself opening up, drawn in by the way Stacey actually listened. Before she left, they’d exchanged Instagrams.

And Nova had definitely checked it. Multiple times.

Stacey Bell was fine as hell. She was curvaceous, with a body that looked like it was carved out of dark obsidian. But it was the photos from her trip to Jamaica that had Nova stuck. There was one specific picture of Stacey getting a limestone rubdown on a bamboo raft. She was in a tiny string bikini, her skin glistening with water and minerals, her head thrown back in a laugh while a local guy rubbed the grey mud onto her thighs.

Nova had stared at that photo for twenty minutes. She didn't want to be the guy on the raft. She wanted to be there, in that energy. She wanted to know what Stacey’s skin felt like under her own hands.

The realization hit her like the hot water hitting her chest. For months, she’d been telling herself she was just "taking a break" from men because they were jerks. But looking at Stacey’s profile, feeling that heavy, magnetic pull in her gut, Nova realized it was more than that. She was beginning to love the idea of a woman. The softness, the understanding, the shared language of being.

She wanted to DM Stacey. She’d typed out "Hey, it was great meeting you today" three different times and deleted it every single time. She didn’t want to seem thirsty. She didn't want to be just another person in her notifications.

Nova turned off the shower and stepped out, the cool air of the bathroom making her mocha skin break out in goosebumps. She dried off, the towel rough against her sensitive skin, her mind still back in Jamaica with Stacey on that raft.

She pulled on a pair of silk joggers and a cropped tank top, leaving her braids damp and heavy. Carmen would be there soon with the pizza and the jokes and the "hood grit" that always kept Nova grounded. She couldn't wait to tell her. She needed to tell someone that the hopeless romantic in her was finally looking in a new direction.

She walked back into her bedroom, the romantic comedy novel still lying face down on the bed. She picked it up, smoothed the cover, and placed a bookmark in the page where the tension was highest. The story on the pages was good, she thought, but the one beginning in her life—the one involving a woman named Stacey and a newfound fire in her blood—was looking like it was going to be a real page-turner.


CHAPTER 2




The buzzer to Nova’s apartment didn't just ring; it demanded. It was a sharp, jagged sound that cut through the lingering scent of Mahogany Teakwood and the soft, romantic haze Nova had been cultivating. She knew that ring. It was a "hurry up and let me in because this pizza is heavy and I’m too fly to be standing in a hallway" kind of ring.

Nova checked her reflection in the hallway mirror one last time—braids flowing, skin glowing, silk joggers hanging just right—and pressed the buzzer.

"Who is it?" she asked into the intercom, even though she knew damn well.

"It’s the police, open up! I got a warrant for a beautiful woman who’s wasting her life reading about fictional white boys in London!" Carmen’s voice crackled back, followed by a cackle that probably echoed all the way to the first floor.

Nova laughed, hitting the release. A few moments later, the heavy thud of heels against the carpeted hallway signaled Carmen’s arrival. When the door opened, Carmen didn't just walk in; she exploded into the room. She was wearing a matching velvet tracksuit in a deep burgundy, her baby hairs laid to perfection, and hoops so large they practically brushed her shoulders. In her hands was the holy grail: a large box from the spot on 4th Avenue, the scent of pepperoni, garlic, and that signature hot honey drizzle immediately hijacking the apartment’s aesthetic.

"Look at you," Carmen said, kicking the door shut with her heel and heading straight for the kitchen island. "You look like a whole snack and you’re in here eating paper. Put the book down, Ferguson. It’s time for some real-world sustenance."

"You’re doing a lot, Carm," Nova said, following her, the smell of the pizza making her stomach growl in a way her romance novel never could. "I told you I was chilling."

"And I told you I wasn't having it," Carmen countered, flipping open the pizza box. The steam rose in a glorious cloud, the grease glistening like diamonds on the pepperoni. "Look at that. That’s art. That’s better than anything you were reading. Grab the plates, some napkins—a lot of napkins—and let’s get into it."

They retreated to the living room, the center of Nova’s universe. They sat cross-legged on the plush rug, the pizza box between them like a campfire. For the next twenty minutes, conversation was secondary to the pursuit of the perfect bite. They ate with the kind of practiced ease that only comes from decades of friendship—the kind where you don't have to be "on," where you can let the grease run down your chin and know you won't be judged.

"So," Carmen said, wiping her mouth with a discarded napkin and leaning back against the sofa. "What’s the vibe tonight? We doing a rom-com? We doing a tear-jerker? Or we doing something that actually has some stakes?"

Nova looked at her friend, a mischievous glint in her eye. "I was thinking... A Nightmare on Elm Street."

Carmen froze, a slice of pizza halfway to her mouth. She let out a slow, booming laugh. "Nova. You? You want to watch Freddy? The girl who literally called me at 3 AM last month because a floorboard creaked too loud? You buggin'."

"I’m trying to expand my horizons!" Nova defended herself, though her heart was already starting to drum against her ribs. "I’m tired of being a scary-cat. I want to feel something other than 'hopeful romantic' for a night."

"Alright, bet," Carmen said, grabbing the remote. "But don't come crying to me when you can't close your eyes tonight. I’m not staying over to check under your bed, Ferguson."

They dimmed the lights, the only illumination coming from the blue glow of the television and the flickering candle. As the iconic, haunting theme music began to play, Nova already felt the regret setting in.

The movie was a masterpiece of 80s grit and gore, and within fifteen minutes, Nova was curled into a ball, her silk-clad knees tucked against her chest. Every time the screen went dark or a character entered a boiler room, she let out a tiny, stifled whimper.

"He’s just a man in a sweater, Nova," Carmen whispered, though she was leaned in close too, her eyes wide.

"A man with knives for fingers, Carmen! That’s a significant detail!"

A jump scare sent Nova flying toward Carmen, her head burying itself in her friend’s shoulder. Carmen didn't laugh this time. She just reached out, wrapping a protective arm around Nova, pulling her close. They sat like that for the rest of the movie—Nova hiding behind her braids and Carmen’s shoulder, Carmen providing the anchor she needed. It was a moment of pure, platonic intimacy, the kind of rapport that didn't need words. It was the "I got you" that had been the foundation of their lives since they were six years old.

When the credits finally rolled, Nova let out a breath she felt like she’d been holding for an hour. "Never again. I am never doing that again."

"You were shaking like a leaf, girl," Carmen teased, but she didn't move her arm. "But hey, you survived. You’re a warrior now. A warrior who needs a drink."

Carmen jumped up, headed for the kitchen, and returned with two glasses of wine and her phone already plugged into the Bluetooth speaker. "We need to change the energy in here. This apartment feels like a haunted house and I need it to feel like a party."

The first notes of Latto’s "Put It On Da Floor" blasted through the speakers, the bass so heavy Nova could feel it in the floorboards. The energy in the room shifted instantly. The fear evaporated, replaced by the electric, high-octane vibration of the city.

Carmen started to move, her velvet-clad hips catching the beat with a precision that was purely instinctual. "Come on, Nova! Shake the trauma off! Get up!"

Nova didn't need much convincing. She stood up, the wine giving her a warm, fuzzy edge, and joined her friend in the center of the rug. They were laughing now, the "hood grit" of their upbringing coming out in the way they moved. When GloRilla’s "Tomorrow 2" came on, the vibe went through the roof.

" I'm F-R-E-E, pussy-hole free! " they shouted in unison, their voices echoing off the walls.

It was during the bridge, when the beat dropped into a dirty, low-slung rhythm, that the dancing shifted. They were twerking now, their bodies moving in a synchronized chaos of joy and release. Carmen backed into Nova, their movements rhythmic and uninhibited, a celebration of their friendship, their bodies, and the fact that they were young, beautiful, and alive in Brooklyn.

In the middle of a particularly intense move, Nova started laughing so hard she had to stop. She leaned against the back of the sofa, breathless, her mocha skin glowing with a fine sheen of sweat.

"Yo," Carmen panted, wiping her forehead. "You okay? You look like you just had an epiphany or something."

Nova took a deep breath, her heart still racing from the music and the movement. She looked at her best friend, the person who had seen her through every heartbreak, every triumph, and every bad haircut.

"Carm... I gotta tell you something."

Carmen’s expression shifted instantly. She knew that tone. She walked over, her energy dropping from "party" to "confidante" in a heartbeat. She sat down on the rug and patted the spot next to her.

"Talk to me, Ma. What’s going on? Is this about Jay-Jay? Because if he called you, I’m going to go find him right now…"

"No, no, it’s not Jay-Jay," Nova said, sitting down and tucking her braids behind her ears. She felt a sudden, sharp nervousness, the kind she usually only felt before a first date. "It’s... it’s about a client I had today at the salon."

Carmen raised an eyebrow, a smirk playing on her lips. "A client? Nova, you see fifty people a week. What’s special about this one? Did she tip you in diamonds?"

"No," Nova said, her voice dropping to a whisper. "Her name is Stacey. Stacey Bell. And Carm... she’s fine. Like, I couldn't even focus on her cuticles fine."

The room went silent for a beat. Carmen’s eyes widened, her mouth slightly agape. "Stacey? As in... a woman? Nova, are we... are we talking about what I think we’re talking about?"

Nova nodded, her face heating up. "I think so. I mean, I’ve always known I had an eye for beauty, you know? But this was different. The vibe, the energy... she called me beautiful, Carm. And not in a 'thanks for the nails' kind of way. It felt... real."

Carmen didn't say anything for a long moment. Then, a slow, predatory grin spread across her face. "Girl, get your phone. Right now. Show me this Stacey Bell. I need to see who has Nova Ferguson stuttering over a nail file."

Nova grabbed her phone, her fingers trembling slightly as she opened Instagram. She navigated to Stacey’s profile and handed the phone over.

Carmen snatched it, her eyes scanning the grid with the intensity of a private investigator. She scrolled past a few professional shots, a photo of a gourmet meal, and then she hit it. The Jamaica photo.

"Oh," Carmen said, her voice dropping an octave. "Oh, Nova. Baby. You’re in trouble."

"Right?" Nova said, leaning over to look at the photo again. There was Stacey, the limestone mud glistening on her thighs, her laugh frozen in time against the backdrop of the Caribbean Sea.

"The energy in that photo... it’s all I’ve been thinking about since I got home. I wanted to DM her so bad, but I didn't want to seem thirsty."

Carmen handed the phone back, her expression uncharacteristically serious. "Listen to me, Nova. Life is too short and this city is too hard to be worried about 'seeming thirsty.' You’ve been in a drought for a year because you were waiting for something that didn't serve you. This? This Stacey woman? This is something new. This is growth."

"But what if she was just being nice?" Nova asked, the old insecurities whispering in the back of her mind. "What if I read it wrong?"

"Nova, look at yourself," Carmen said, gesturing to the room, the mirrors, and the woman sitting in front of her. "You are a masterpiece. You got the glow, you got the thickness, you got the heart. If she was being nice, then she’s got eyes. If she was being more than nice... well, then she’s got taste."

Carmen stood up and grabbed the wine bottle, refilling both their glasses. "Tonight, we toast to Stacey Bell. And tomorrow? Tomorrow you’re sending that DM. No more 'hopeless romantic' novels, Nova. It’s time you started writing your own story."

Nova looked at the photo of Stacey one last time before locking her phone. The fear from the movie was gone, replaced by a different kind of thrill—a slow-burn anticipation that felt more real than any book she’d ever read. She clinked her glass against Carmen’s, the sound a sharp, clear note of defiance against the silence of her past year.

"To new stories," Nova said.

"And to fine-ass women in Jamaica," Carmen added with a wink.

They sat there in the glow of the apartment, two "day-ones" navigating the grit and the beauty of their lives, the music still humming in the background, a promise of something legendary just beginning to unfold.


CHAPTER 3




The door clicked shut behind Carmen, the echo of her "Don't do nothing I wouldn't do!" still bouncing off the hallway walls. The silence that rushed back into Nova’s Brooklyn apartment was heavy, almost physical. It was that specific kind of 2:00 AM quiet where the city’s hum finally drops a few decibels, leaving you alone with your own thoughts and the smell of leftover pizza grease and lingering perfume.

Nova stood in the kitchen, her feet bare on the cold linoleum, staring at the empty wine glasses in the sink. Her body felt restless, her skin still buzzing from the "Tomorrow 2" twerk session and the wine. But more than that, her mind was stuck on a loop, a high-definition replay of Stacey Bell’s Instagram feed.

She walked back into her bedroom, the romantic comedy novel lying abandoned on her silk sheets. She picked it up, intending to find her place, but her hand drifted to her phone instead. It was like a magnet. She wasn't a thirsty girl—Nova Ferguson had pride, she had rapport, she had a list of exes who would testify to her being a hard get—but Stacey was different. Stacey was a tectonic shift.

She was just about to plug her phone into the charger when the screen lit up. The vibration was short, sharp, and sent a jolt of electricity straight to Nova’s stomach.

Instagram: New Message from @Stacey_Bell_

Nova’s breath hitched. She stared at the notification, her heart hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. She let out a soft, "No way," her voice a raspy whisper in the dark room. She sat on the edge of the bed, her thumb trembling as she swiped the screen open.

“Hey, Beautiful. I hope I’m not catching you too late. I haven't been able to get our conversation at the salon out of my head today. You have a very rare energy, Nova. If you’re free, I’d love to hook up for a cup of coffee tomorrow morning before the day gets too busy. There’s a spot on 5th called The Roasted Bean—I think it’s near your shop. Let me know if you’re down. –Stacey.”

Nova read the message five times. Ten times. She analyzed every punctuation mark. Beautiful. She called her beautiful. Again. And she wanted to "hook up for coffee." Not "see you at your next appointment," but an actual invitation.

She bit her lip, her mind racing. She should wait. She should play it cool, wait until the morning to reply so she didn't look like she was sitting by the phone. But the hopeless romantic in her—the girl who lived for the grand gestures and the "meet-cutes" was screaming at her to say yes.

“Hey, Stacey. Not too late at all,” Nova typed, her thumbs flying. “I actually pass that shop every morning but I’ve never been inside. I’d love to meet you there. Does 9:00 AM work?”

The reply was almost instant. “9:00 AM is perfect. It’s a date. Goodnight, Nova.”

It’s a date.

Nova dropped the phone onto the bed and fell back onto the pillows, a wide, goofy grin spreading across her face. She stared at the ceiling, her mind already picking out an outfit. She was a master of the "hood-chic" look—something that said "I’m from the block" but also "I’m the CEO." But this was different. This was a date with a woman.

And not just any woman. A chocolate-skinned goddess who looked like she belonged on the cover of a luxury travel magazine.

***

The next morning, Nova woke up before her alarm. The sun was peeking through the blinds, casting golden stripes across her mocha skin. She felt a surge of adrenaline that no amount of caffeine could match.

She headed straight for the bathroom, starting the ritual. She spent an hour on her skin, exfoliating until she glowed, moisturizing with raw cocoa butter until she smelled like a dream. She picked out her outfit with surgical precision: a pair of high-waisted, light-wash Levi’s that hugged her "gym-thick" thighs and glutes perfectly, paired with a crisp, white cropped tank top that showed just a hint of her toned midriff. She threw on a vintage oversized flannel in earthy tones and her cleanest pair of Jordan 1s.

She left her braids down, long and dark, framing her face. She looked in the mirror, checking her lip gloss—a clear, high-shine lacquer that made her lips look plump and inviting.

"You got this," she told her reflection. "Stay fly, stay grounded."

She hopped into her car, a sleek, well-maintained ride that she took pride in. As she pulled out onto the Brooklyn streets, the morning air was crisp and full of promise. She needed a soundtrack for this mood. She scrolled through her playlists and landed on Taylor Swift.

"Don't judge me, world," she muttered with a laugh as the opening notes of "Cruel Summer" blasted through the speakers.

There was something about the bridge of that song that just hit different when you were on your way to see a woman who made your pulse jump. She was driving through the familiar streets of Bed-Stuy and toward Park Slope, singing at the top of her lungs. “I'm drunk in the back of the car, and I cried like a baby coming home from the bar!” She looked like a typical Brooklyn girl—braids swaying, gold hoops catching the light, head bobbing to the beat—but her heart was in a full-blown pop-ballad fantasy.

She pulled up to The Roasted Bean, a corner cafe with huge glass windows and a vibe that screamed "expensive espresso and intellectual conversations." She’d passed this place every day for three years on her way to the salon, always seeing the "Park Slope mommies" and the hipsters with their laptops, but she’d never felt like it was her scene.

Until now.

She parked, checked her teeth in the rearview mirror, took a deep breath, and stepped out.

Through the glass, she saw her.

Stacey was sitting at a small table near the window. She was wearing a soft, cream-colored knit sweater that draped elegantly over her curves, and her hair was styled in a short, chic afro that highlighted the regal bone structure of her face. Her skin—that deep, rich chocolate Nova had been obsessing over—looked like velvet in the morning light.

Nova pushed open the door, the bell chiming to announce her arrival. The scent of roasted beans and expensive pastries hit her, but all she could focus on was Stacey.

Stacey looked up, and the smile that broke across her face was like the sun coming out from behind a cloud. It wasn't a polite smile; it was a relieved smile.

Nova didn't play it cool. She didn't do the "cool girl" nod. She walked straight over to the table, her arms outstretched. Stacey stood up, and for a moment, the world of Brooklyn outside the window ceased to exist.

They hugged. It wasn't a "nice to meet you" hug. It was a deep, lingering embrace. Stacey was shorter than Nova, her head fitting perfectly under Nova’s chin. She smelled like sandalwood, vanilla, and success.

"You look incredible," Stacey whispered as they pulled apart, her hands lingering on Nova’s waist for just a second too long to be platonic.

"So do you," Nova said, feeling that familiar heat rise to her cheeks. "I was a little nervous, honestly. I’ve never been in here. I pass it every day, but I never thought I’d be in here on a date."

"A date," Stacey repeated, her voice a low, melodic hum. "I like the sound of that."

"Let me get the coffees," Stacey said, already moving toward the counter. "What’s your poison?"

"Oat milk latte, extra shot," Nova said, watching her go. She couldn't help but admire the view—the way Stacey’s jeans fit her mature, curvaceous frame, the grace in her every step. This wasn't a girl; this was a woman.

Stacey returned with the drinks, the steam curling between them. They sat down, and for a moment, they just looked at each other. The air was thick with the kind of tension that makes you forget to breathe.

"So," Nova said, breaking the silence. "I have to know. Yesterday at the salon... you said I was beautiful. And then you DM’d me. What’s really going on, Stacey? Because I’m a hopeless romantic, and my brain is already writing a whole trilogy about us."

Stacey laughed, a rich, soulful sound that made Nova want to lean in closer. "I’m glad you asked. I’m not really a 'DM' person, Nova. In fact, I’m usually the one being chased. But something about you... the way you handled your business at that nail station, the way you looked at me... I felt a pull. A real one."

Stacey leaned forward, her elbows on the table, her eyes searching Nova’s. "I’m going to be completely honest with you. I’ve never been with a woman before. I’ve been married to my career, and before that, I was with men who didn't understand the first thing about my heart. But seeing you? It felt like a door opened that I didn't even know was there."

Nova’s heart skipped a beat. "Me neither. I mean, I’ve always known I was attracted to women, but I never acted on it. I stayed in my lane, stayed with the 'jerks' like my ex, Jay-Jay, because it was easy. But this? Meeting you? This doesn't feel easy. It feels important."

They talked for over an hour, the conversation moving from the surface level to the deep end with a terrifying speed. Nova learned that Stacey wasn't just "successful." She was a Cardiologist. A heart doctor.

"A heart doctor?" Nova laughed, shaking her head. "You’ve got to be kidding me. You know my heart has been through the ringer, right? It’s been broken, bruised, and left out in the rain. I think I finally found the right person to look at it."

Stacey reached across the table, her chocolate-colored hand covering Nova’s mocha one. The contrast was beautiful. The heat was instant. "I’m very good at my job, Nova. I know how to fix a heart. But I think yours just needs someone to hold it for a while."

The flirtation was heavy now, the sweet words punctuated by the urban grit of their shared New York upbringing. They joked about the "wildness" of the city, about the struggles of being a Black woman in their respective fields, and about the sheer audacity of finding a connection in a coffee shop on 5th Avenue.

As they got ready to leave, Nova felt a surge of boldness. She didn't want the morning to end. She didn't want to go back to her "regular" life.

"Stacey," Nova said as they stood by the door, the morning sun hitting them both. "I don't want to wait until the next date to do this."

Before Stacey could ask what she meant, Nova stepped into her space. She reached up, her fingers ghosting over Stacey’s jawline, and pulled her in.

The kiss was everything.

It was the "blackout" kind of kiss—the kind where the noise of the coffee grinders, the chatter of the patrons, and the honking of the cars outside simply cease to exist. There was only the taste of Stacey’s lips, the softness of her skin, and the incredible, overwhelming realization that this was what Nova had been missing.

Stacey didn't pull away. She leaned into it, her hands finding the small of Nova’s back, pulling her closer until there was no daylight between them. It was a heavy, passionate, "fuck-the-world" kind of kiss.

When they finally broke apart, both were breathless, their eyes wide with the shock of the connection.

"Wow," Stacey whispered, her voice trembling. "I think my heart just skipped a beat. And I’m the doctor."

A slow, wicked smile spread across Nova’s face, her high-shine gloss now a poetic blur against her mocha skin. The cardiologist had done the impossible—fixed a rhythm that Nova thought was permanently broken, anchoring her heart in the heat of a single kiss.

Nova leaned back just enough to catch Stacey’s eyes, her gaze shimmering with a hopeless romantic’s fire. “I’ve spent my life looking for a masterpiece, Stacey. And I think we just found the perfect rhythm for Chapter One.”


CHAPTER 4

Inside Nova Ferguson’s apartment was a whirlwind of frantic energy and high-gloss expectation. This wasn't just another Saturday. This was the Saturday. It had been exactly seven days since Stacey Bell—cardiologist, goddess, and the woman currently occupying every square inch of Nova’s mental real estate—had kissed her in a coffee shop and turned her world into a high-definition rom-com.

The sharp, rhythmic vibration of her phone on the marble island nearly made Nova drop her makeup sponge. She didn't need to check the ID.

"Yo," Nova answered, her voice a mix of a giggle and a gasp.

"Yo? That’s all I get? Just a 'yo'?" Carmen’s voice boomed through the speaker, crackling with that signature 'day-one' energy that could wake the dead. "Girl, stop playing. I know you’re in there doing the most. How many outfits we on? Four? Five? You got the 'gym-thick' glutes sitting right for the doctor today?"

Nova leaned against the counter, staring at her reflection. She was wearing a soft, lavender-colored ribbed knit sundress that clung to her curves like a second skin. It was short enough to show off her toned, mocha-dark legs and low enough to hint at the swell of her breasts. "Shut up, Carm. I’m nervous, deadass. My stomach is doing backflips."

"Nervous? For what? Nova, you are a whole Brooklyn queen. You are a masterpiece in the flesh," Carmen hyped, her voice rising. "And let’s be for real—you went from zero to cardiologist in one week. Stacey got you out here moving like a whole snack menu! A heart doctor, Nova! She’s gonna be checking your vitals and you’re gonna be checking her... well, everything else. Girl, you better step out of that shell. You snatched a high-value woman. Now go out there and show her why she’s lucky she walked into your salon."

Nova laughed, feeling the tension in her shoulders melt away. Carmen always knew how to ground her while simultaneously gassing her up. "She’s picking me up in a few. She said we’re going to the hills."

"The hills? Oh, she’s taking you to the scenery! Private vibes! Listen, if the air gets thin up there, make sure she gives you some mouth-to-mouth. Word is bond, if you don't come back with a story for the books, I’m disowning you. Go get 'em, Ma!"

Nova hung up, her heart doing a frantic two-step. She checked her braids one last time, making sure the long, dark ropes were laid perfectly. She applied a final layer of her signature vanilla-scented gloss and grabbed her bag.

Exactly at 10:00 AM, a low, powerful growl vibrated through the floorboards. Nova looked out her window and caught her breath. Parked at the curb was a beast of a vehicle—a sleek, blacked-out Ford Jeep Wrangler Rubicon. It looked rugged, expensive, and intimidating, much like the woman behind the wheel.

When Nova stepped out of her building, the driver’s side door opened, and Stacey Bell stepped out.

If Nova was a snack, Stacey was a five-course meal at a Michelin-star restaurant. She was wearing a pair of fitted, dark-wash denim jeans that hugged her mature, curvaceous hips in a way that should have been illegal. Her top was a simple, crisp white linen button-down, the first few buttons undone to reveal a glimpse of her smooth, chocolate skin and a delicate gold necklace. Her hair was pulled back into a sleek bun, highlighting her regal features.

"Good morning, Nova," Stacey said, her voice a low, melodic hum that vibrated in Nova’s chest. Her eyes traveled down Nova’s sundress, darkening with an intensity that made Nova’s knees feel like jelly. "You look... breathtaking."

"You don't look too bad yourself, Doc," Nova teased, regaining her hood-girl swagger as she walked closer. "A Rubicon? You trying to climb a mountain or just impress me?"

Stacey smiled, walking around the front of the Jeep to open the passenger door. She didn't just open it; she stood there, her body close enough to Nova that the scent of sandalwood and expensive soap filled Nova’s lungs. "A little bit of both. I thought we deserved a clean break from the city."

As they pulled away from the curb, the powerful engine purring, Nova felt a surge of playful, bratty energy. Stacey’s hands were steady on the wheel—the hands of a surgeon, confident and strong. Nova couldn't stop staring at them. She looked at Stacey’s profile, the way the sunlight caught the rich tones of her skin.

"So, the hills, huh?" Nova murmured.

"A private spot I know," Stacey said, flicking her wrist to turn the wheel. "No sirens, no shouting. Just us."

Nova didn't reply with words. Instead, she reached over and rested her hand on Stacey’s right thigh. The denim was thick, but the muscle beneath it was solid and warm. Nova let her fingers trail up, squeezing the flesh of Stacey’s inner thigh. She felt Stacey’s leg flex immediately under her touch.

"Nova..." Stacey’s voice was a warning, but it was thick with a sudden, ragged heat.

"Yeah, Doc?" Nova asked innocently, her fingers inched higher, moving slow and deliberate, the tips of her nails ghosting against the seam of Stacey’s jeans, dangerously close to the heat between her legs.

Stacey gripped the steering wheel so hard her knuckles turned a lighter shade. She let out a choked, airy laugh. "Baby, I am driving a three-ton vehicle. If you keep rubbing me like that, I’m going to lose my focus, and we’re going to end up in the Hudson."

"I’m just checking your heart rate," Nova whispered, leaning over, her braids brushing Stacey’s shoulder. She squeezed the thick part of Stacey’s thigh again, her palm flat and heavy. "You seem a little tense. I thought I’d help you relax."

"Relax?" Stacey groaned, biting her lower lip as she navigated a turn onto the highway. "You’re doing the opposite of relaxing me. You’re being a brat, Nova. A beautiful, tempting little brat."

"What you gonna do about it?" Nova challenged, her voice full of hood-girl flirtation. She didn't move her hand; in fact, she pressed it firmer, her thumb tracing small, maddening circles on Stacey's denim.

Stacey glanced at her, her eyes burning with a promise that made Nova’s stomach flip. "I’m going to keep driving until we get to where we’re going. But once that engine is off... you better be ready to back up that attitude, Ferguson."

Nova laughed, a bright, triumphant sound, but she kept her hand right where it was. The tension in the car was so thick it was a wonder the windows didn't fog up. Every time Stacey shifted her leg to hit the brake or the gas, Nova felt the power of those muscles, and the heat rising between them was becoming unbearable.

They drove for nearly an hour, leaving the concrete jungle of Brooklyn behind. The air changed, becoming cooler and smelling of damp earth and blooming flowers. They climbed higher into the hills, the Jeep handling the winding roads with ease. Finally, Stacey turned off onto a private, dirt path that led through a thicket of oak and willow trees.

When they emerged, Nova’s jaw dropped.

It was a vast, rolling field of wildflowers. Thousands of lavender sprigs, red poppies, and white daisies swayed in a synchronized dance under a bright, sapphire sky. The grass was tall and emerald green, rippling like the ocean. The air was heavy with the scent of summer—sweet, floral, and pure.

"Stacey," Nova breathed, stepping out of the Jeep. "This is... this is some movie shit. I didn't even know this existed out here."

"I found it years ago," Stacey said, walking around to the back to grab a large wicker basket and an Igloo cooler. "It’s my sanctuary. And today, it’s ours."

They found a flat spot under a massive, weeping willow. Stacey spread out a large, red-and-white checkered blanket, and they began to unpack. It was a feast: gourmet turkey and pesto sandwiches, a platter of fresh mangoes and cherries, aged cheddar, and a bottle of chilled white wine.

They ate with a hunger that wasn't just for the food. Between bites of cheese and sips of wine, their eyes were locked. Nova fed Stacey a cherry, her fingers lingering on Stacey’s lips, feeling the soft, wet heat of her mouth. Stacey kissed the tips of Nova’s fingers, her gaze never wavering.

"You’re staring, Doc," Nova teased, her voice a low purr.

"I’m a scientist, Nova," Stacey replied, her voice dropping into that smooth, professional-yet-flirty cadence. "I’m observing a specimen of incredible beauty. I’m trying to figure out how someone like you is even real."

"Stop trying to tease me outta my panties," Nova said, leaning back on her elbows, her sundress riding up to reveal the thick, gym-honed curves of her thighs.

After they finished, they decided to walk. They wandered hand-in-hand through the field, the wildflowers brushing against their legs. The sun was warm on their skin, a soft breeze lifting Nova’s braids and Stacey’s stray curls. They didn't talk much; they didn't have to. The connection between them was a physical weight, a magnetic pull that was finally reaching its breaking point.

In the middle of a cluster of lavender and daisies, Stacey stopped. She turned Nova toward her, her hands framing Nova’s face.

"I’ve spent my life studying the human heart, Nova. I know how it breaks. I know how it fails. But I’ve never felt one beat like mine is beating right now."

Nova’s heart hammered against her ribs. She reached out, her fingers tangling in Stacey’s hair. "Then stop talking like a doctor, Stacey. Show me what you’re feeling."

Stacey didn't hesitate. She crushed her lips against Nova’s. It wasn't a gentle kiss. It was a collision. It tasted of wine, cherries, and a year’s worth of suppressed longing. Nova moaned into her mouth, her arms wrapping around Stacey’s neck, pulling her closer until there was no daylight between them.

They stumbled back toward the blanket, their movements a frantic tangle of limbs. When they hit the fabric, the scent of crushed flowers rose up around them, sweet and intoxicating.

Nova felt a sudden spike of nerves—the "scary-cat" in her resurfacing. This was her first time with a woman. She looked up at Stacey, her eyes wide.

Stacey saw it immediately. She propped herself up on her elbows, her expression softening into something so tender it made Nova’s eyes sting. "Look at me, Nova. Just look at me. Breathe, baby. I’ve got you. We’re going to go as slow as you want. There’s no rush. It’s just us and the sky."

Stacey leaned down, kissing Nova’s forehead, her eyelids, her nose, before settling back on her lips with a soft, guiding pressure. "Don't forget to breathe," she whispered against Nova’s mouth.

Stacey’s hands were magic. She began to undress Nova with a reverence that felt like worship. Every inch of skin she revealed, she praised—with words, with her eyes, with her lips. When Nova’s sundress was tossed aside, Stacey let out a soft, appreciative sound.

"You are so beautiful, Nova. Look at your skin... it’s like silk." Stacey’s hands traveled over Nova’s "mocha" curves, tracing the definition in her legs, the flare of her hips, the softness of her belly.

Nova reached for Stacey’s shirt, her fingers trembling as she worked the buttons. When Stacey finally shed her clothes, Nova gasped. Stacey was breathtaking—her chocolate skin was rich and glowing, her body curvaceous and powerful.

"You’re the masterpiece, Stacey," Nova whispered, her hands exploring the weight of Stacey’s breasts, the silkiness of her thighs.

Stacey moved over her, her body a warm, heavy weight that Nova welcomed. She began to worship Nova’s body, starting at her neck and working her way down. She tasted Nova’s skin, her tongue tracing the hollow of her throat before moving to her breasts. She took one nipple into her mouth, swirling her tongue around the peak until Nova was arching off the blanket, her fingers digging into Stacey’s shoulders.

"Stacey... oh god..."

"I’ve got you," Stacey murmured, her voice a dark, velvety caress.

Stacey moved lower, her kisses trailing down Nova’s stomach. The air was filled with the sound of their breathing, the distant hum of bees, and the rustle of the grass. Nova felt open, exposed, and more alive than she had ever been. When Stacey’s fingers finally found the damp heat between Nova’s legs, Nova let out a sharp cry.

"You’re so ready for me," Stacey whispered, her fingers exploring Nova’s folds with a doctor’s precision and a lover’s soul. She found the sensitive bud of Nova’s clitoris and began to circle it, a slow, steady rhythm that sent jolts of electricity through Nova’s entire body.

Nova’s head tossed back, her eyes fluttering shut. "Stacey... please..."

"Just feel it, Nova. Follow the rhythm."

Stacey leaned down, her mouth replacing her fingers. Nova’s breath hitched, her hands clenching in the grass at the edge of the blanket. The sensation was overwhelming—a focused, wet heat that made her vision blur. Stacey knew exactly what she was doing, her tongue flicking and swirling with a confidence that made Nova lose her mind.

Nova’s hips began to move of their own accord, seeking more of that incredible friction. The tension in her gut was winding tighter and tighter, a golden coil of pure energy. She felt the world falling away—the trees, the sky, the city—until there was only Stacey.

"That’s it, baby. Give it to me," Stacey urged, her voice vibrating against Nova’s inner thigh.

The climax hit Nova like a tidal wave. She cried out, her entire body shuddering as the release washed over her in waves of heat and light. She felt Stacey hold her through it, her hands steady on Nova’s hips, anchoring her to the earth.

As Nova came back down, her breathing ragged, she felt a profound sense of peace. She looked up at Stacey, who was watching her with a smile so full of love and pride that Nova felt like crying.

"You okay?" Stacey whispered, kissing Nova’s damp forehead.

"I’m... I’m incredible," Nova panted, her voice full of awe. "I didn't know... I didn't know it could be like that."

"It’s only like that when there’s a heart involved," Stacey said softly.

Nova smirked, the hood-girl returning as she reached up and pulled Stacey down. "Well, Doc, I think it’s time I checked your vitals. Lay back."

Stacey laughed, a rich, joyful sound, and let Nova take control. Nova was a quick learner. She used her hands and her mouth to explore Stacey, guided by the sounds Stacey made—the low groans, the sharp intakes of breath, the way her back arched when Nova hit the right spot.

They moved into scissoring, their bodies slick with sweat and desire, the friction of their skin against each other creating a heat that rivaled the sun. They moved in a synchronized dance, their rhythms matching, their eyes locked. When Stacey finally reached her own peak, she called out Nova’s name, her fingers digging into Nova’s glutes as she shuddered against her.

They lay there for a long time afterward, wrapped in each other’s arms on the checkered blanket. The sun had begun to dip, casting long, purple shadows across the field. The wildflowers were closing up for the night, the air cooling.

"We really did that," Nova whispered, her head on Stacey’s chest, listening to the steady, strong beat of the doctor’s heart. "In a field. In the hills."

Stacey kissed the top of Nova’s head, her arms holding her tight. "We did. And I’d do it a thousand more times."

"You better," Nova teased, reaching up to feed Stacey a leftover mango slice. "Because I’m definitely a sucker for this masterpiece."

Stacey laughed, the sound rich and vibrating through the quiet of the hills as she bit into the fruit. "You’re a trip, Nova. Deadass. I’ve survived twelve-hour surgeries, but ten minutes in a car with you and I’m losing my peripheral vision. You’re a menace to my insurance premium, girl."

Nova chuckled, her mocha skin glowing in the amber twilight. "I’m just a menace to your heart, Stacey. And don't act like you weren't loving every second of that distraction. You want this chaos."

Stacey pulled her in by the waist, her forehead resting against Nova’s. "I do. I want every single bit of it. You’re the only chaos I’m tryna see from now on."

The twilight draped over the hills like a velvet shroud, stitched with the silver of the first few stars. As they dressed, their movements were slow, weighted by a delicious, heavy lethargy. Nova felt the cool night air prickling her mocha skin, but the heat Stacey had ignited within her refused to fade. Every brush of her sundress against her thighs felt like a decadent reminder of the way Stacey’s hands had just moved over her—with a surgeon’s focus and a lover’s soul.

The city waited for them in the distance, a sprawling grid of concrete and chaos, but out here, amidst the crushed lavender and the swaying willow, they had birthed a rhythm that no skyscraper could ever reach.

When they climbed back into the obsidian shadows of the Rubicon, the atmosphere was thick with a new kind of electricity—something deeper than curiosity, something as ancient as the hills surrounding them. Nova didn't go to her side of the car immediately. She lingered by the driver’s side, her gaze traveling over Stacey, who looked regal and raw in the dim cabin light.

Nova reached out, her hand finding its familiar, burning sanctuary on Stacey’s thigh. She squeezed, her thumb tracing the seam of the denim, her voice dropping to a low, honeyed rasp. "So, Doc... you gonna make me wait, or are you gonna give me a reason to keep dreaming tonight? When am I seeing you again?"

Stacey didn't answer right away. She turned the key, and the Rubicon’s engine rumbled to life, a low-frequency growl that Nova felt in the very marrow of her bones. Stacey reached over, catching Nova’s hand and bringing it to her mouth. She didn't just kiss her knuckles; she swirled her tongue over the pulse point in Nova’s wrist, her eyes dark with a promise that made Nova’s breath hitch.

"I’m done letting you dream, Nova," Stacey whispered, the words vibrating against her skin. "I’ve spent my life studying the heart, but you’re the first one to ever make mine feel like it’s finally awake. Tomorrow. I’m showing you how I live, and I’m showing you every other way I know how to make you scream my name."

The Jeep pulled away, its headlights cutting a sharp, defiant path through the darkness. The scent of wildflowers clung to their skin, a fragrant ghost of their afternoon, as they descended back toward the neon pulse of Brooklyn. The hills held their secrets, but the night was wide open, humming with the vibrant, unwritten song of two women who had finally found the beat they were meant to follow.


EPILOGUE




Three Months Later:

The morning sun didn’t just hit the floor-to-ceiling windows of Stacey’s Brooklyn Heights penthouse; it performed a private concert against the glass, refracting off the polished marble countertops and the minimalist chrome fixtures that Nova had slowly begun to clutter with her own brand of “hood-luxe” charm. Three months ago, Nova Ferguson had been tucked away in her cozy brownstone, reading about love in the pages of paperbacks. Now, she was waking up in a glass castle in the sky, her reflection caught in a thousand different surfaces, reminding her every day that the dream was real.

Nova stood in the kitchen—a space that used to look like a high-end showroom but now smelled perpetually of seasoned flour, browning butter, and the sharp, addictive sting of Scotch bonnet peppers. She was humming a GloRilla track under her breath, her hips swaying rhythmically in a pair of silk lounge pants that sat dangerously low on her gym-toned waist. She was focused, her tongue poked out slightly as she packed a heavy-duty insulated bag.

This wasn't just a lunch; it was a statement. Inside were containers of slow-simmered jerk chicken—the kind where the meat fell off the bone if you even looked at it wrong—fluffy rice and peas infused with coconut milk, caramelized sweet plantains, and a separate container of chilled mango slices, perfectly ripened.

“Gotta make sure my doctor bae eats right,” Nova whispered to the empty kitchen, a smirk playing on her glossed lips. “These hospital cafeterias out here tryna kill my woman with that bland-ass mystery meat.”

She checked her reflection in the hallway’s full-length mirror. She had traded her work apron for a body-con knit dress in a deep burnt orange that made her mocha skin look like it was lit from within. Her braids were pulled back into a high, sleek ponytail that reached her mid-back, and her gold hoops were catching the light. She looked like a woman who was loved—deeply, thoroughly, and expensively.

***

The entrance to the hospital always felt like stepping into a different dimension. It was sterile, hushed, and smelled of antiseptic and urgency. But when Nova stepped through the sliding glass doors, she brought the heat of the block with her. Her heels clicked against the linoleum with a deliberate, rhythmic authority. She didn't scurry; she glided.

As she made her way toward the cardiology wing, she felt the eyes. She’d been doing this weekly "lunch drop" for two months, and she had become a local celebrity in the ward—mostly for the wrong reasons, depending on who you asked.

Near the nurse's station, a group of interns and residents were huddled together, pretending to check charts but actually eyeing Nova’s entrance.

“Is that her again?” one of the younger nurses whispered, loud enough for Nova to catch. “With the bag? I’m actually sick of them. Who brings a homemade five-course meal to a shift?”

“And the dress?” a blonde resident added, her eyes narrowing with visible jealousy. “She walks in here like it’s a runway. Dr. Bell hasn't looked at a single one of us since she started showing up. It’s actually disrespectful how fine they look together.”

Nova didn’t break her stride. She just adjusted the strap of her bag, her chin tilted up, a playful, knowing smirk on her face. Yeah, keep watching, she thought. Jealousy is a bad look on a doctor, sis.

She reached the double doors of the cardiology department just as Stacey was coming out, flanked by two older male surgeons. Stacey was in her element—white coat crisp, stethoscope draped around her neck like a royal mantle, her face set in that focused, brilliant "Dr. Bell" expression that made Nova’s stomach do a backflip.

But the second Stacey’s eyes landed on Nova, the professional mask didn't just slip; it evaporated.

Stacey stopped mid-sentence, ignoring whatever the surgeons were saying about a mitral valve repair. A radiant, soul-deep smile broke across her face—the kind of look reserved only for the woman who owned her heart.

“Nova,” Stacey breathed, her voice dropping into that low, melodic hum.

“Hey, Doc,” Nova said, her voice full of hood-girl swagger as she came to a stop in front of her. “I heard the heart doctor was out here skipping beats. Thought I’d bring some resuscitation.”

The surgeons looked uncomfortable, but Stacey didn't give a damn. She stepped into Nova’s space, her hands finding Nova’s waist despite the sterile environment. She pulled her in close, her eyes searching Nova’s with a hunger that had nothing to do with food.

“You’re gonna make me lose my license for public indecency if you keep showing up looking like that,” Stacey whispered, her forehead resting against Nova’s.

“Good thing I got a lawyer on speed dial,” Nova teased, her fingers ghosting over Stacey’s lapel. “But for real, I brought the jerk chicken. The good kind. The kind that’s gonna make you forget you got rounds in twenty minutes.”

Stacey didn't even look at the bag. She looked at Nova’s mouth. “To hell with the rounds,” she murmured, and then she leaned in.

It wasn't a "professional" kiss. It was deep, lingering, and possessive. Stacey’s tongue teased Nova’s bottom lip, claiming her right there in the hallway while the nurses stared and the surgeons cleared their throats. It was a kiss that said This is mine. All of this.

When they finally broke apart, Nova was slightly breathless, her vanilla gloss a little smeared—a signature of their meetings.

“You play too much, Stacey,” Nova laughed, adjusting her dress. “You got people looking at us like we’re a Netflix special.”

“Let them look,” Stacey said, her hand lingering on Nova’s hip as she guided her toward her private office. “They’re just mad they’re eating soggy salads while I’m being fed by the most beautiful woman in Brooklyn. Come on, baby. I got fifteen minutes of peace, and I plan on spending ten of them with you on my desk.”

***

Stacey’s office was a sanctuary of dark wood and medical journals, but the second the door clicked shut, it became their playground. Nova hopped onto the edge of the large mahogany desk, her legs swinging, while Stacey sat in her leather chair, finally opening the lunch bag.

The aroma of allspice and ginger filled the room, instantly making Stacey moan. “God, Nova. You’re tryna ruin me. I’m gonna fall asleep in the middle of a consult if I eat all this.”

“Then eat half, save the rest for the night shift,” Nova said, picking up a mango slice and holding it to Stacey’s lips. “But you gotta eat. You out here saving hearts, baby. You need yours fueled up.”

Stacey took the mango, her eyes locked on Nova’s. “You’ve already saved mine, Nova. For real. I look back at where I was three months ago—all work, no rhythm—and I don't even recognize that woman. You pulled me out of the deep end.”

“And you pulled me out of my shell,” Nova said softly, her thumb tracing the line of Stacey’s jaw. “I was a scary-cat, Stacey. Scared of movies, scared of feelings, scared of tryna love a woman like you. Now? I’m out here delivering lunch like a whole wife.”

Stacey smirked, her doctor confidence returning with a flirtatious edge. “Wife, huh? I like the sound of that. Keep feeding me like this and I might just have to make it official in front of a judge.”

“Don't play with me, Dr. Fine,” Nova teased, kicking Stacey’s knee lightly. “You know I’m a sucker for a grand gesture. You pull a ring out in the middle of this ward and I might just squirt right here on your degrees.”

Stacey nearly choked on her rice, laughing so hard she had to put the fork down. “You are a menace! A whole hood princess menace! God, I love you.”

“I love you more,” Nova said, leaning in for another quick, spicy kiss. “Now finish that chicken before I take it back.”

By the time Nova got back to the penthouse that evening, the city was beginning to sparkle like a spilled jewelry box. She had spent the afternoon at the salon, her own business thriving now that she had the confidence of a woman who was truly secure. She felt lighter, more vibrant.

She walked through the door, dropping her keys on the console, expecting to find the apartment quiet. Instead, she smelled it—the intoxicating, salty-sweet aroma of New York Chinese food.

Stacey was already home, having beaten her back for once. She had set up a spread on the low mahogany coffee table in front of the massive sectional sofa. White cardboard cartons were open, revealing mountains of shimmering shrimp lo mein, General Tso’s chicken that looked perfectly crispy, and a pile of egg rolls that smelled like heaven. Two glasses of red wine were already poured, and a cluster of candles flickered, casting a warm, romantic glow over the room.

“Look at you,” Nova said, walking over and wrapping her arms around Stacey’s neck from behind. “Reversing the roles on me?”

Stacey leaned her head back against Nova’s chest, closing her eyes. “I figured since you fed me the best lunch in the borough, I could at least handle dinner. Come on, baby. Sit down. I already got the show queued up.”

They curled up on the sofa, legs tangled together, a single fleece throw draped over their laps. This had become their ritual: the "luxe-hood" wind-down.

“We watching Smallville again?” Nova asked, stabbing a shrimp with a chopstick. “I swear, Stacey, you got an obsession with this white boy in the cornfields.”

“It’s a classic!” Stacey defended, laughing as she shoveled a forkful of lo mein. “And don't act like you aren't invested. You were screaming at the TV last night.”

As the theme song started, Nova shook her head, leaning her head on Stacey’s shoulder. “I’m only invested because Clark Kent is moving wild. Like, deadass. He’s out here with super strength and x-ray vision, but he’s stuttering every time Lois Lane walks into the room? He’s moving like a shy nigga from the back of the class. It’s painful to watch.”

Stacey cackled, her body vibrating against Nova’s. “He’s a farm boy, Nova! He’s supposed to be humble.”

“Humble? Nah. If I had those powers, I’d be at your office five times a day. I’d be flying us to Jamaica just for a lunch break,” Nova said, gesturing with an egg roll. “And Lois? She’s tryna give him the signal, and he’s just standing there like a statue. It’s giving... what’s that word you use? Inefficient.”

“You were shy too, remember?” Stacey teased, nudging Nova’s ribs. “Three months ago, you were hiding behind a romance novel, tryna decide if you should DM me. You were moving pretty 'inefficiently' yourself, princess.”

Nova turned to her, her eyes narrowing playfully. “First of all, I was being selective. There’s a difference. I had to make sure the doctor wasn't a jerk like Jay-Jay. I had to protect the goods.”

“And are the goods protected now?” Stacey whispered, her tone shifting from humorous to deeply flirtatious. She set her plate down, her gaze dropping to Nova’s lips.

“The goods are in the right hands,” Nova replied, her voice dropping into that raspy, inviting tone that always made Stacey lose her mind.

They stayed like that for a moment, the sounds of Clark Kent’s teenage drama fading into the background. The air between them thickened, the scent of ginger and soy mixing with the sandalwood perfume Stacey always wore. Stacey reached out, her thumb tracing the curve of Nova’s bottom lip, catching a stray bit of sauce. She didn't use a napkin; she leaned in and licked it off, her tongue lingering just long enough to make Nova’s breath hitch.

“I think I’m done with the show,” Stacey murmured against Nova’s lips.

“Me too,” Nova whispered. “I got a better idea for an ending.”

***

The transition from the sofa to the bathroom was a blur of frantic hands and falling fabric. Stacey’s silk blouse hit the hardwood floor first, followed by Nova’s knit dress. By the time they reached the master suite’s bathroom, they were down to their lace, their skin glowing in the dim, recessed lighting.

Nova slid open the heavy glass door of the walk-in shower—a space large enough to hold a party, with dual rainfall showerheads and marble benches. She reached in and turned the handle, and within seconds, the room began to fill with a thick, aromatic steam.

They stepped in together, the warm water cascading over their bodies. Nova let out a long, shuddering breath as the water hammered against her back, soaking her braids and making them heavy and dark. Stacey moved into her, her hands finding Nova’s waist, her chocolate skin glistening under the spray.

“You have no idea what you do to me,” Stacey groaned, her head falling into the crook of Nova’s neck. “Being at that hospital all day, thinking about you in this apartment... it’s torture.”

Nova smiled, a wicked, confident look. She took control, pushing Stacey back against the warm marble wall. The water ran down Stacey’s front, over the peaks of her breasts and the curve of her belly. Nova’s hands were everywhere—mauling Stacey’s ass, pulling her closer, her mouth finding Stacey’s neck.

Nova moved her lips down, her tongue tracing the line of Stacey’s collarbone before settling on her nipple. She sucked and pulled, her teeth ghosting over the sensitive peak until Stacey’s head tossed back, her eyes fluttering shut.

“Nova... oh, baby... yes...”

Nova dropped to her knees, the water splashing around her. She didn't hesitate. She spread Stacey’s legs, her fingers finding the drenched, swollen heat between them. Stacey was already soaking, her body screaming for Nova’s touch.

Nova dived in, her tongue lapping at Stacey’s clit with a ravenous, focused intensity. She wasn't being gentle; she was being thorough. She used her fingers to stretch and explore, her thumb circling the bud in a rhythm that she knew made Stacey lose her grip on reality.

Stacey’s hands flew to Nova’s wet hair, her fingers tangling in the braids as she arched her back. “Nova! Oh god... Stacey... I’m... I’m gonna...”

“Give it to me, baby,” Nova muttered against her skin, her voice a low, vibrating growl. “Show me how much you want it.”

Stacey exploded, her body shuddering against the marble, a loud, unrestrained cry echoing off the tiles. She came hard and fast, her legs nearly giving out until Nova caught her, standing up to hold her close under the falling water.

But Stacey wasn't done. She turned Nova around, her hands sliding over Nova’s wet, "gym-thick" glutes. She positioned Nova against the wall, her mouth finding the sensitive skin of Nova’s inner thigh.

“My turn to take care of you, princess,” Stacey whispered.

She went to work with a cardiologist’s precision, her tongue finding the exact spots that made Nova’s knees buckle. She lapped and sucked, her fingers working in tandem to pull a deep, guttural moan out of Nova. When Nova felt Stacey’s tongue swirl around her clit while her fingers pushed deep inside, the world turned into a kaleidoscope of heat and water.

Nova exploded, her head hitting the wall as she screamed Stacey’s name. The release was so intense she felt like she was dissolving into the steam, her body vibrating with a million tiny shocks of pleasure.

They stumbled out of the shower, dripping wet and breathless. They didn't bother with towels; the heat in the room was enough to keep them warm. They made it to the massive king-sized bed, collapsing onto the silk sheets, their bodies still slick and tangled.

The love-making that followed was slower, deeper, and filled with an emotional weight that made every touch feel like a vow. They moved in the dark, the city lights outside the window providing a cinematic backdrop to their passion.

Nova sat on Stacey’s face, her fingers digging into the headboard as Stacey worshiped her with a devotion that brought tears to Nova’s eyes. They moved into a 69, their mouths busy with each other, the sounds of their pleasure filling the room. Nova felt Stacey squirt against her hand, the hot, wet rush of it a testament to how far they had come.

“I love you,” Nova whispered into the crook of Stacey’s neck, her body finally beginning to settle. “For real, Stacey. I love you so much it scares me sometimes.”

Stacey pulled her closer, her arms a tight, protective circle. “Don't be scared, baby. I told you—I’m the heart doctor. And I’m telling you, yours is safe right here. Forever. You hear me? Forever.”

They lay there for a long time, the silence of the room a beautiful contrast to the intensity of the night. Eventually, the hunger returned—the physical kind.

Nova climbed out of bed, her mocha skin glowing in the moonlight, and returned a minute later with the leftover Chinese food and two forks.

They sat up in bed, naked and unashamed, feeding each other shrimp lo mein and cold General Tso’s chicken. They laughed about the absurdity of it—how they had gone from watching Smallville to a shower-marathon to eating noodles in bed in the span of an hour.

“We really are a mess,” Stacey laughed, wiping a bit of sauce from Nova’s chin.

“We’re a masterpiece,” Nova corrected her, leaning in for a soft, lingering kiss. “The best one I ever read.”

As the lights of Brooklyn continued to twinkle outside, Nova felt a profound sense of peace. She wasn't the shy girl in the brownstone anymore. She was a woman who had found her rhythm, her voice, and her home.

Stacey pulled the covers over them, tucking Nova into her side. As Nova drifted off to sleep, the last thing she felt was the steady, strong beat of Stacey’s heart against her ear—a perfect, healthy rhythm that promised a lifetime of Saturday nights and forever-kind-of-love.

The romance novels on her nightstand remained closed; for the first time in her life, the reality was better than the fiction.
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