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CHAPTER 1




The bass hit like a freight train rolling through the South Side, rattling the old mirrors that lined the walls of the Avalon Dance Studio on 83rd and Cottage Grove. It was one of those sticky Chicago summer evenings where the humidity hung thick enough to chew, the kind that made sweat bead on your forehead before you even moved. Outside, Avalon Park was alive in its own way—the distant laughter of kids still playing on the basketball courts, the low rumble of the 79th Street bus, the faint scent of barbecue smoke drifting from somebody’s backyard grill three blocks over. But inside, none of that mattered. Inside, it was all heat, rhythm, and bodies in motion.

Lil Wayne’s “A Milli” blasted from the speakers, the beat raw and relentless, the kind that made your hips betray you before your brain could catch up. Carmen Rodriguez was in the middle of it all, center of the floor, thick curves rolling like ocean waves under the harsh fluorescent lights. Her mocha skin glistened, the baby hairs at her temples curling from the sweat. She popped her hips hard to the left, then right, ass bouncing in perfect time with the 808s, thighs flexing as she dropped low into a body roll that had the whole crew whooping.

“Yo, Carmen got that sauce tonight!” Tasha yelled from the back row, her own thick frame mirroring the move but with a little extra playful exaggeration that made everybody laugh.

Tasha was Carmen’s ride-or-die, same mocha complexion, same love for a good beat, but always the one cracking jokes to keep the energy stupid high. Marcus, the dance captain, stood off to the side with his arms folded, nodding his head like a general surveying his troops. He was tall, dark-skinned, bald-headed, and built like he could bench-press the whole studio if the beat called for it.

“That’s what I’m talkin’ ’bout! Feel that pocket, y’all. Wayne ain’t playin’, so neither are we!”

Carmen laughed through her breath, throwing her head back as she hit a sharp isolation in her ribcage, then slid into a slow grind that made her waist look like it had its own damn mind. The crew—about twelve of them tonight—moved with her in loose formation, but all eyes kept drifting back to her. She had that effect. Curvaceous didn’t even cover it; she was thick in all the places that made men forget their own names, hips wide, thighs powerful from years of popping and locking, waist snatched but soft enough to make a man want to grab hold and never let go. Her sports bra clung to full breasts that bounced just enough to be dangerous, and the high-waisted leggings hugged every inch of her ass like they were custom-made for sin. But it wasn’t just the body. It was the way she danced—like the music lived inside her bones, like every sway was a conversation with the beat itself.

She caught her reflection in the mirror and winked at herself, playful, confident, the kind of woman who knew exactly what she was working with and wasn’t afraid to flaunt it. The crew was vibing hard tonight. Jamal was behind her doing his signature footwork, quick little shuffles that looked like he was trying to outrun the beat.

“Man, this track still hittin’ in 2026 like it dropped yesterday!” he shouted over the music, flashing that gap-toothed grin that always got him out of trouble.

The song switched into its second verse and Carmen doubled down, dropping into a full split on the floor before popping back up with a hip thrust that made Tasha holler, “Get it, sis! Make ’em weak!”

Sweat flew. Laughter bounced off the walls. The studio smelled like effort—coconut body butter, Axe spray, and pure determination. This was their sanctuary, a converted rec center room in the heart of Avalon Park where South Side kids came to escape the streets and find something that felt like family. Marcus had built this crew from the ground up, pulling talent from block parties, church talent shows, and the occasional cypher in the park. They’d performed at festivals downtown, battled crews from Englewood to the West Side, and even opened for a couple local rappers who’d blown up. But tonight was just practice. Just family. Just the beat.

Marcus killed the music mid-verse, clapping his hands twice. “Aight, aight, y’all killin’ it. Water break, then we run the new routine one more time before we call it. But first—” He grinned that mischievous captain grin, the one that usually meant he had something up his sleeve. “We got somebody new stepping in tonight. Fresh blood. Y’all be nice.”

The crew groaned and laughed in that familiar way, wiping sweat with towels, gulping from water bottles. Carmen leaned against the wall, chest heaving, fanning herself with her hand. “New blood? Marcus, last time you said that we got stuck with that dude who thought popping meant literal popping his collar every five seconds.”

Tasha snorted. “Boy had more swag in his socks than his whole body. Please tell me this one can actually move.”

Marcus just smirked, walking to the door. “Oh, he can move. Trust me. Come on in, bruh.”

The door swung open and the energy in the room shifted like somebody had flipped a switch.

Joshua stepped in.

Tall—six-three easy—broad shoulders filling the doorway like he owned the whole damn building. His skin was that rich, warm mocha that caught the light just right, smooth and flawless under the fluorescents. Dreadlocks, thick and healthy, pulled back into a loose man bun with a few strands framing his face. A light goatee, full lips, and eyes that were dark, intense, but carried a spark of playfulness that made you want to lean in closer. He wore a simple white tank that clung to his chest and a pair of black basketball shorts that hung low on narrow hips. A gold chain rested against his collarbone, catching the light every time he breathed.

The room got quiet for half a second. Then the whispers started.

“Damn,” Tasha muttered under her breath, loud enough for Carmen to hear. “Marcus wasn’t playin’.”

Carmen felt it low in her stomach first—a warm, electric pull. She straightened up, trying to play it cool, but her eyes were already tracing the lines of his arms, the way the tank stretched across a chest that looked carved from marble. He had that effortless swag, the kind that didn’t try too hard. Gold studs in his ears, fresh white forces on his feet, and a small tattoo peeking from under the tank on his left bicep—something intricate, maybe a lion or a cross, she couldn’t tell yet.

“Everybody, this is Joshua Kane,” Marcus announced, clapping the newcomer on the shoulder. “From over on the West Side originally, but he just moved to Avalon Park last month. Been dancing since he was knee-high to a grasshopper. Showed me some footage—boy got skills. Joshua, this the crew. We family here. No egos, just work.”

Joshua lifted a hand, that breathtaking smile spreading across his face—straight white teeth, dimples deep enough to lose your keys in. “What’s good, y’all? Appreciate the invite. Marcus been hyping this crew up for weeks. I’m just tryna keep up.”

Jamal stepped forward first, dapping him up. “Ayy, welcome, bro. You look like you lift more than just the beat, though.”

Joshua laughed, low and easy, the sound rolling through the room like warm honey. “Guilty. But the dance floor’s where I really put in work.”

Marcus nodded toward the speaker. “Aight, enough talking. Show ’em what you got. I got the perfect track for you.”

He hit play. The beat dropped hard—Travis Scott’s “Sicko Mode,” that chopped and screwed intro sliding into the heavy bass. Joshua didn’t hesitate. He peeled off the white tank in one smooth motion, tossing it to the side, and the entire room’s collective jaw hit the floor.

Good God.

His body was a masterpiece. Shredded didn’t even begin to describe it. Broad chest, defined pecs, abs that looked like they’d been etched by a sculptor—eight deep ridges leading down to that sharp V that disappeared into his shorts. Arms corded with muscle, shoulders wide, back tapering to a narrow waist. A light sheen of sweat already on his skin from the heat, making every cut and line pop under the lights. The crew’s eyes went wide. Tasha actually whistled.

Jamal muttered, “Bruh… the fuck?”

Carmen’s mouth went dry. She couldn’t look away. Her pulse kicked up, matching the 808s. This man wasn’t just fine—he was dangerous. The kind of fine that made smart women do dumb things. His dreads swung as he moved, and when he hit the first wave, rolling his torso like liquid, hips snapping into a sharp isolation, the whole crew started vibing without even meaning to.

He moved like the beat was his personal playground. Footwork clean, quick—little shuffles and slides that looked effortless. Then he dropped low, popping his chest, arms waving in perfect control. The man had power and grace, strength and finesse. When the beat switched to the Drake part, he slowed it down, body rolling deep, hips thrusting just enough to be filthy without crossing the line into show-off territory. Every woman in the room felt that one in her spine. Carmen’s thighs clenched involuntarily. She bit her lip, watching the way his abs flexed, the way sweat traced down the center of his chest and disappeared into the waistband of his shorts.

“Shit,” she whispered to herself, fanning harder now.

The crew couldn’t stay still. They started moving with him, clapping on the off-beats, hyping him up. “That’s fire!” “Yo, he got that sauce for real!” “Look at them abs, though—man came prepared!”

When the track hit the final drop, Joshua went all in—full power move, spinning into a windmill that transitioned into a perfect freeze, one hand planted, body suspended like gravity was just a suggestion. He held it, then rolled out smooth, popping back to his feet right as the beat cut.

The studio erupted.

Marcus was grinning like a proud father. “Told y’all.”

Jamal rushed over, dapping him up hard. “Bro, you just bodied that! Where you learn to move like that?”

Tasha was fanning herself dramatically. “I need a cigarette and I don’t even smoke. Welcome to the crew, Joshua. Damn.”

Even the quieter members were nodding, impressed. Joshua laughed, chest still heaving, wiping sweat from his brow with the tank he’d discarded. That smile again—bright, confident, a little cocky but wrapped in charm. He dapped up every single person, remembering names on the first try, cracking small jokes that had the room loosening up even more.

When he got to Carmen, he paused. Their eyes locked and the air between them thickened, charged. Up close he smelled like clean soap, a hint of cologne, and pure masculine heat. He extended his hand, palm up.

“Carmen, right? I saw you killing it earlier. That hip work? Lethal.”

She slid her hand into his. Firm. Warm. Strong fingers wrapping around hers with just the right pressure—not too soft, not crushing. A handshake that felt like a promise. Electricity shot straight up her arm and settled low in her belly. She held it a second longer than necessary, feeling the calluses on his palm, the subtle strength.

“Yeah, that’s me,” she said, voice lighter than she intended. “You ain’t too bad yourself, new guy. Those abs got the whole room distracted. You tryna cause a riot on your first day?”

He chuckled, that deep, rumbling sound that made her toes curl in her sneakers. “Just tryna earn my spot. But I gotta admit—watching you move? Made me want to step my game up. You got that natural rhythm. Beautiful and deadly.”

Carmen felt her cheeks warm, but she played it off with a smirk, pulling her hand back slowly. “Flattery already? You move fast.”

“Only when I see something worth chasing,” he shot back, eyes sparkling with mischief.

The crew started packing up then, the energy high but winding down. Bags zipped, water bottles tossed into backpacks, towels slung over shoulders. Goodbyes and “see you next week” floated around the room. Marcus gave Joshua a quick brotherly hug. “You killed it, fam. We’ll lock in the new routine next session. You in?”

“Hell yeah,” Joshua said, pulling his tank back on—much to the silent disappointment of half the room.

Carmen slung her duffel over her shoulder, the weight familiar and comforting. She said her goodbyes, hugging Tasha extra tight and whispering, “Girl, that man is trouble with a capital T.”

Tasha grinned. “The best kind. Get his number, sis. Don’t play.”

Outside, the night air hit different—cooler now that the sun had dipped, but still thick with that Chicago summer sweetness. The parking lot behind the rec center was half-full: older model Impalas, a couple tricked-out Chargers, Carmen’s sleek black Jeep Wrangler with the soft top down. Streetlights buzzed overhead. Somewhere down the block a boombox played old-school R&B, and the distant wail of a siren reminded everybody this was still the South Side.

She popped the trunk, tossing her duffel in the back seat, when a deep voice called out behind her.

“Hold up a sec, Carmen.”

She turned, keys in hand, heart doing a little flip she refused to acknowledge. Joshua was jogging over, dreads bouncing, that same easy smile lighting up his face. He stopped a respectful distance away, hands in his pockets, looking every bit as fine under the streetlights as he had under the studio fluorescents.

“What’s up, Joshua?” she asked, leaning against the Jeep, one thick hip cocked. The night breeze tugged at her ponytail, cooling the sweat still drying on her skin.

He rubbed the back of his neck, a boyish gesture that somehow made him even sexier. “I liked your moves back there earlier. For real. You got this way of owning the floor—like the beat’s scared of you. You mind teaching me sometime? Maybe a private session?”

Carmen raised an eyebrow, lips curving into a slow, teasing smile. The urban grit in her voice came out playful but sharp. “Is this the way you usually ask women out on a date? ‘Teach me your moves, shorty’—real smooth, playa.”

He laughed, caught, throwing his head back. The sound was rich, genuine. “Alright, I’m caught. Can we hang out sometime? Grab something to eat after practice next week? Or… whenever. No pressure.”

She tilted her head, studying him. He was tall enough that she had to look up, but she didn’t mind. The way he stood there—confident but not arrogant, eyes steady on hers—made her stomach flutter. Still, she couldn’t resist the tease.

“You’re a stranger to me, Joshua. I don’t know you. For all I know you could be a serial killer, although with sick dance moves and a body like that… I might risk it.”

He held both hands up in surrender, laughing harder now. “I promise, I’m not a serial killer. No bodies in the trunk, no creepy basement. Just a regular dude who loves to dance and saw the baddest woman in the room tonight.”

Carmen bit her lip to keep from grinning too wide. “That’s what a serial killer would say.” She reached into her bag, pulled out her phone, and handed it to him. “Put your number in. And your IG. If you turn out to be normal—and I mean normal, not ‘I collect doll heads’ normal—maybe we can link.”

He took the phone, fingers brushing hers again, and typed quickly. When he handed it back, their eyes locked once more. The air crackled. For a second neither spoke, just the distant city hum and the faint thump of bass from somebody’s car down the block.

Carmen slipped the phone back into her pocket, opened the driver’s door, and slid in. “Don’t make me regret this, Joshua Kane.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” he said, stepping back as she started the engine. He lifted a hand in a wave, that smile still plastered on his face like he’d won the lottery.

She pulled out of the lot, glancing in the rearview once. He was still standing there, watching her taillights disappear down 83rd, dreads catching the breeze.

Joshua stood in the parking lot a moment longer, heart hammering like he’d just finished a full routine. Damn. She was fire—thick, confident, that ass in those leggings, the way her hips had moved earlier, the sparkle in her eyes when she teased him. Hot as fuck. He wanted to know everything: what made her laugh, what her skin felt like under his hands, how those full lips tasted when she wasn’t busy roasting him.

He smiled to himself, shaking his head as he walked to his own ride—a clean silver Audi A4 with black rims, parked under the streetlight. The engine purred to life. He connected his phone, hit play on the playlist, and Rick Ross’s “Hustlin’” filled the cabin, bass rattling the windows. Windows down, night air whipping through his dreads, he pulled out onto Cottage Grove, heading toward his apartment a few miles deeper into Avalon Park.

The city lights blurred past—corner stores still open, groups of guys posted on stoops, the occasional police cruiser rolling slow. But Joshua wasn’t seeing any of it. His mind was on Carmen. The sway of her hips. The way her laugh had wrapped around him like smoke. The firm, soft grip of her hand. He could already picture it—pulling her close after a late-night session, her body pressed against his, those enticing lips parting under his, tasting sweet and dangerous and everything he’d been missing.

He turned the volume up, grinning into the wind, the beat carrying him home.

Man… he couldn’t wait to taste those lips.


CHAPTER 2




The late afternoon sun slanted through the half-open blinds of Carmen’s second-floor apartment on 79th and Langley, painting lazy gold bars across the scuffed hardwood floors. Avalon Park hummed outside her window—the distant bounce of a basketball from the courts two blocks over, the rhythmic thump of somebody’s stereo bumping old-school Common, the sharp laugh of kids racing scooters down the sidewalk. Inside, though, it was all her: vanilla bean candles flickering on the coffee table, the faint scent of fabric softener drifting from the laundry room, and the low, dirty bass of Megan Thee Stallion’s “Body” shaking the Bluetooth speaker on the kitchen counter.

Carmen moved like the music was liquid in her veins.

She had the vacuum in one hand, cordless and sleek, the other hand popping to the beat as she glided across the living room in nothing but a sports bra and the tiniest pair of black boy shorts that barely contained the generous swell of her hips. Her thick mocha thighs flexed with every step, ass bouncing in perfect time with the 808s. She dropped low, rolling her hips in a slow, filthy circle that made the vacuum hose swing like a dance partner, then popped back up, shoulders shimmying, full breasts jiggling just enough to make the sports bra work overtime.

“Get it, girl,” she laughed to herself, voice breathy and playful. “Ain’t nobody home but me and Chad.”

Chad—her eighty-pound chocolate lab-pit mix with one ear that flopped and one that stood straight—trotted circles around her legs like he was part of the routine. His tail whipped the air, tongue lolling, nails clicking on the floor as he tried to match her footwork. Every time she dropped into a body roll, Chad barked once, sharp and excited, then darted between her ankles like he was guarding her from invisible defenders.

“Boy, you gon’ make me trip!” she scolded, but her laugh ruined it. She reached down mid-vacuum, scratching behind his ears, and he leaned into her palm with a happy groan. “You my hype man, huh? Yeah, you are. Mama’s got a new man on her mind and you feel it, don’t you?”

Because she did. Joshua Kane had been looping in her head since she pulled out of the studio parking lot last night. That shredded chest glistening under the lights. The way his dreads swung when he hit that windmill. The deep, easy rumble of his laugh. The firm grip of his hand that had sent heat straight between her legs. She’d gone to bed thinking about it, woken up thinking about it, and now, vacuuming her own damn living room, she was still thinking about it.

She killed the vacuum for a second, hips still swaying as she folded a stack of clean towels on the couch. The song switched to Cardi B’s “WAP”—the explicit version, of course—and Carmen lost it. She set the towels down, grabbed the vacuum like a mic, and went full performance mode, dropping into a split on the floor, popping back up, twerking so hard her ass clapped in time with the beat. Chad lost his mind, spinning in frantic circles, barking like he was cheering her on.

“These niggas ain’t ready for me,” she sang along, breathless, laughing at herself. “Especially not that fine-ass dread-head with the abs for days…”

Her phone buzzed on the couch, the screen lighting up with an unknown number. She killed the music, pulled off her wireless earpods, and sauntered over, thick hips rolling even without the beat. She flopped onto the cushions, one leg tucked under her, and answered on the third ring.

“Hello?”

Heavy breathing on the other end. Not creepy heavy—just the deep, rhythmic kind that came from real exertion. Then that voice, smooth as melted chocolate and twice as dangerous.

“Damn… you sound even better on the phone, Carmen.”

She bit her lip, fighting the smile that wanted to split her face. “Joshua? Boy, you sound like you just ran a marathon. What, you out here chasing bad girls already?”

He laughed, that rich, rolling sound that made her thighs press together on instinct. “Nah, not chasing. Hooping. I’m at the courts off 83rd with my boys. Just finished running full court and I’m over here dying, but I couldn’t stop thinking about you. Figured I’d shoot my shot—literally—before I lost the nerve. You free for coffee? I know a spot in Avalon that does this bomb caramel macchiato. My treat.”

Carmen leaned back against the couch, one hand absently stroking Chad’s head as he rested his chin on her knee. She could hear the faint bounce of a basketball in the background, guys shouting, the squeak of sneakers on concrete. The image of Joshua shirtless, sweat dripping down those abs, dreads sticking to his neck… it did something dangerous to her pulse.

“Coffee, huh?” she teased, voice low and playful. “You really out here trying to be all gentlemanly after showing me them abs yesterday. I see you.”

Another laugh, winded but warm. “Guilty. But for real, I just… I had a good time talking to you last night. Wanted to see you again. Sooner than next practice.”

She glanced at the half-folded laundry, the vacuum still plugged in, Chad now rolling onto his back for belly rubs. Her mind raced. Coffee was safe. Coffee was cute. But she wasn’t a coffee girl. Never had been.

“Tell you what,” she said, sitting up straighter, a mischievous grin spreading across her face. “Scratch the coffee. I’m not much of a coffee girl. But I do love to hoop. I’ll pull up on you. Where you at?”

There was a stunned pause, then Joshua’s voice came back brighter, almost boyish. “For real? You hoop?”

“Boy, I been balling since I was eight. My daddy had me in the park every weekend. So yeah, for real. Where the courts at?”

“I’m actually close by—83rd and Cottage, the ones behind the rec center. You know the spot?”

“Know it? I grew up on them courts. Aight, bet. I’ll be there in twenty minutes tops. Don’t go nowhere.”

She ended the call before he could respond, heart racing like she’d just hit a game-winning three. Chad tilted his head at her, ears perked.

“Don’t look at me like that,” she told him, hopping up. “Mama’s about to go embarrass some boys. You hold the fort.”

Laundry was already tumbling dry. She killed the vacuum, tossed it in the closet, and headed to her bedroom. Yoga shorts—black, high-waisted, the kind that hugged every curve and made her ass look criminal—paired with a white ribbed tank that clung to her full breasts and left a teasing strip of smooth mocha stomach bare. She pulled her hair into a high ponytail, added a little gloss to her lips, and grabbed her duffel from the hall closet. Inside: her favorite Spalding, ankle braces, a towel, and a bottle of water. She poured a generous scoop of kibble into Chad’s bowl, scratched his belly one last time, and blew him a kiss at the door.

“Be good, big head. Mama might bring company home one day.”

She locked up, jogged down the stairs, and slid into her Jeep. The engine roared to life. Windows down, summer breeze whipping through the cab, she cranked up the track and sang the whole way, hips moving in the seat, mind already on the court.

Twenty minutes later, she pulled into the lot behind the rec center. The courts were packed—two full games going, spectators lining the chain-link fence, boom-boxes competing for airtime. The air smelled like hot asphalt, fresh-cut grass from the park, and that unmistakable scent of competitive sweat. Guys in tank tops and basketball shorts, girls in biker shorts and sports bras, everybody glistening under the late sun.

Joshua spotted her the second she stepped out.

He was shirtless again—God help her—dreads pulled back, sweat carving shiny trails down his sculpted chest and abs. His shorts hung low on his hips, showing the deep V that disappeared beneath the waistband. He jogged over, basketball tucked under one arm, that breathtaking smile lighting up his whole face.

“Damn, Carmen,” he said, eyes dragging over her thick thighs, the way the yoga shorts gripped her hips, the swell of her breasts in that tank. “You trying to kill me before the game even starts?”

She smirked, slinging her duffel over her shoulder. “You the one out here half-naked, showing off them abs like it’s a free show. Don’t blame me if your boys can’t focus.”

The eyes were on her. Guys on the sidelines stopped mid-conversation, heads turning. A few girls whispered, sizing her up, but there was respect in it too. She looked like she belonged—like she’d been born on these courts and the asphalt knew her name.

Joshua dapped a couple of his boys as he led her toward the main court. “Yo, listen up! This is Carmen. She’s with the dance crew, but apparently she got handles too. Be nice.”

A tall, light-skinned girl with braids and a cocky grin stepped forward. Samantha—everybody called her Sam. She was thick in her own right, athletic build, tattoos snaking up one arm. “New girl on the block, huh? Let’s see what you working with.”

Joshua tossed Carmen the ball. She caught it one-handed, bounced it twice between her legs, then stepped behind the three-point line like she’d done it a thousand times. The court went quiet. She dribbled once, twice, rose up smooth—form perfect, elbow in, wrist flicking—and let it fly.

Swish.

Nothing but net.

The whole court erupted. Guys whistled. Girls clapped. Joshua’s mouth dropped open, then curved into the biggest, proudest grin she’d ever seen.

“Bet you can’t do that shit again,” Samantha challenged, snatching the rebound and firing it back.

Carmen caught it, bounced once, and drained another three. Same form. Same swish. The crowd lost it.

Joshua shook his head, laughing. “Well, she did say she loved to hoop.”

Samantha threw her hands up. “Aight, aight. We need teams. Girls versus boys. Right now. Let’s see if she can keep that up when we’re guarding her ass.”

The next ten minutes were pure chaos and joy—shirts versus skins, quick negotiations, trash talk flying like confetti. The girls ended up with Samantha, Carmen, two other thick, athletic girls named Keisha and Nia, and a quiet sharpshooter named Lena. The boys had Joshua, his boy Marcus from the dance crew (who’d shown up to hoop too), a lanky guard named Dre, and two bigs who looked like they lived in the weight room.

The game was a blast.

The ball tipped off. Joshua won the jump, but Carmen was everywhere—pressing full court, hands quick, stealing the inbound pass and taking it coast-to-coast for an easy layup. The girls cheered. The boys groaned.

“Damn, she fast!” Dre yelled.

Joshua grinned, eyes locked on Carmen as she backpedaled on defense. “Told y’all.”

The first quarter was back-and-forth. Samantha hit a couple mid-range jumpers. Keisha dominated the paint. But Carmen was on another level. She drained three after three—step-back, catch-and-shoot, off the dribble. Every time the ball left her fingers, the net sang. Joshua guarded her personally on one possession, chest to chest, his body heat rolling off him in waves. She smelled his cologne mixed with sweat, felt the hard planes of his chest brush her breasts as she jab-stepped.

“You really gon’ make me work for this, huh?” he murmured, low enough for only her to hear.

She smiled up at him, eyes sparkling. “You ain’t seen nothing yet, dread-head.”

She crossed him over, pulled up, and hit a deep three right in his face. The girls went wild. Joshua just laughed, hands on his knees, shaking his head in disbelief and admiration.

By halftime the score was tight—girls up by four. They huddled, high-fiving, water bottles spraying everywhere. Carmen’s tank was damp, clinging to her curves, ponytail bouncing as she hyped her teammates.

“Keep feeding me,” she told Samantha. “They can’t guard me from deep.”

The second half got physical. Joshua started bodying her on screens, hands on her hips to fight through, the contact sending sparks up her spine. She gave it right back—bumping him with her ass on the box, laughing when he grunted.

“Foul!” he called, grinning.

“Soft!” she shot back.

The boys barely pulled it out—final score 62-58. Sweat poured. Everyone was laughing, breathing hard, slapping hands. The girls had played their hearts out, and nobody could deny Carmen had been the difference.

Samantha jogged over, chest heaving, and pulled Carmen into a sweaty hug. “Girl, you cold. For real. Give me your number. We gotta run it back. And yeah, I’ll pull up to one of your dance practices. I used to dance back in high school.”

Carmen grinned, typing her number into Samantha’s phone. “Bet. Come through. We always need more bad bitches who can move.”

Samantha laughed and jogged off with her girls, waving over her shoulder.

One by one the boys filed out, dapping Joshua, congratulating Carmen.

“Shorty got range for days,” Dre said, fist-bumping her.

“Welcome to the park, Carmen,” Marcus added, grinning. “You just made my boy look bad out there.”

Joshua waved them off, still catching his breath. He grabbed two bottles of water from his bag and walked over to the bench where Carmen had collapsed, slipping off her sneakers and wiggling her toes in the grass. The court was emptying fast, the sun dipping lower, painting the sky in pinks and oranges.

He sat beside her, close enough that their thighs touched. The contact was electric.

“So tell me about you, Carmen,” he said softly, handing her the water. His voice had dropped an octave, warm and curious. “For real. Not the dance-floor version. The real you.”

She took a long sip, then leaned back, elbows on the bench behind her, chest rising and falling. The evening breeze cooled the sweat on her skin.

“Alright,” she started, voice soft but steady. “I’m twenty-six. Born and raised right here in Avalon Park. Daddy was a bus driver, mama worked at the hospital. They split when I was twelve, but they stayed cool for me. I got a little brother in college—smart as hell, studying engineering at UIC. I work at the community center during the day, helping with the after-school dance program for the little girls. Nights and weekends? The crew. Dancing saved me, honestly. After my parents split I was angry, wild. Marcus found me at a block party one summer, told me I had ‘it.’ Been with the crew ever since. It’s family. Real family.”

She glanced at him, eyes searching his face. “Your turn, Joshua Kane. West Side boy moves to Avalon Park. What’s the story?”

He smiled, but there was something deeper in it—something vulnerable. He rested his forearms on his thighs, dreads falling forward as he looked at the empty court.

“Grew up in Austin. Rough, but my mom kept me straight. Pops dipped when I was ten—same story, different hood. I was angry too. Started hooping to stay out the streets. Got good. Real good. Had scouts looking at me senior year, but I tore my ACL my last game. Scholarship dreams gone. I was lost for a minute. Started dancing to rehab the knee—physical therapy turned into passion. Moved out here six weeks ago for a job at the rec center—youth basketball coach. Figured new neighborhood, new start. Then I walked into that studio and saw you…”

He turned to her fully, eyes dark and intense. “You moved like the music was made for your body. And that smile? Man. I ain’t felt nervous like that in years.”

Carmen’s heart did a slow flip. She nudged his shoulder with hers, playful. “Nervous? You? Mr. Windmill and Abs?”

He chuckled. “Yeah, me. You got this… energy. Confident but soft too. Like you know exactly who you are but you still let people in. I like that. A lot.”

She felt heat rise in her cheeks. “You smooth, you know that? But I like it. I like that you love the game the way I do. That you dance because it healed you. That you’re out here trying to give back to the kids. Most guys I meet just want the curves and the dance moves. You… you see more.”

Their eyes held. The flirtation was still there, but something deeper had settled between them—recognition. Two South Side kids who’d been through the fire and come out dancing and balling, and still believing in something better.

Joshua reached over, brushed a stray curl from her forehead, fingers lingering. “I see all of you, Carmen. And I want to keep seeing it. After practice tomorrow… you still down for bowling? I know a spot in Hyde Park that’s open late. We can talk more. Laugh more. Maybe I’ll even let you win a game.”

She laughed, the sound bright and free. “Let me win? Boy, please. I bowl better than I shoot threes. But yeah… I’m down. I want to see you again. Badly.”

He grinned, dimples flashing. “Bet. Text me when you get home safe.”

They stood together, gathering their bags. The court was almost empty now, just the distant sound of traffic and the warm glow of streetlights flickering on. Joshua walked her to her Jeep, their shoulders brushing, the silence comfortable and charged at the same time.

At the driver’s door he pulled her into a hug—tight, warm, his bare chest against her tank, sweat and cologne and pure masculine heat wrapping around her. She melted into it, arms sliding around his waist, feeling the hard ridges of his back.

“Drive safe, beautiful,” he murmured against her hair.

“You too, dread-head.”

She slid into the Jeep. He stepped back, watching as she started the engine. Their eyes met one last time through the open window—promise, heat, and something that felt a lot like the beginning of everything.

Carmen pulled out of the lot first, glancing in the rearview. Joshua stood there, hands in his pockets, smiling like he’d just won the championship. She turned the corner onto Cottage Grove, heart full, body buzzing, already counting the hours until tomorrow.

Behind her, Joshua climbed into his Audi, windows down, Rick Ross bumping low. He watched her taillights disappear into the Chicago night, the taste of anticipation sweet on his tongue.

They drove off in opposite directions, but the pull between them only grew stronger—two hearts already synced to the same beat, ready for whatever came next.


CHAPTER 3




The bass from the final track still vibrated in Carmen’s bones as she stepped out of the Avalon Dance Studio into the warm Chicago night. Practice had run long—Marcus pushing them through the new routine twice, then a third time because “y’all almost had it.” Her thighs burned, her sports bra was soaked through, and her ponytail had surrendered hours ago, thick curls now sticking to the back of her neck. But damn if she wasn’t smiling.

“See you tomorrow, sis!” Tasha called, climbing into her Civic. “And don’t do nothing I wouldn’t do with that fine-ass dread-head!”

Carmen laughed, flipping her off. “Mind your business, heffa. I’ll text you later.”

She slid behind the wheel of her Jeep, windows down, letting the night air cool her heated skin. The drive home was short—five minutes through the familiar streets of Avalon Park, past the corner store where old heads played dominoes under the streetlight, past the park where kids were still shooting hoops even after dark. Her mind, though, was already ten steps ahead. Joshua. Bowling. That smile. Those abs. The way his hand had felt on her hip during that last defensive stand yesterday.

By the time she parked in front of her building, her pulse was doing a slow, dirty two-step.

Inside, Chad greeted her with his usual whirlwind of barks and tail-whips, nearly knocking her over. She dropped her duffel, kicked off her sneakers, and headed straight for the shower. The water hit hot and hard, steam filling the small bathroom as she peeled off her damp clothes. Her body was a masterpiece of curves—full, heavy breasts with dark chocolate nipples already tightening from the temperature change, a narrow waist that flared into wide, juicy hips, and an ass so round and thick it jiggled with every step. She soaped up slowly, hands gliding over slick mocha skin, fingers lingering between her thighs as she thought about Joshua’s mouth on her later tonight. A soft moan escaped her lips. She was already wet, and it had nothing to do with the shower.

She took her time after—lotioning every inch with that vanilla-coconut blend he’d probably lose his mind over, slipping into a pair of tight black jeans that hugged her ass like a second skin, and a cropped white hoodie that showed just a teasing strip of her soft stomach. Hair down in big, bouncy curls, gloss on her full lips, a spritz of her favorite perfume between her breasts. When the knock came at exactly eight o’clock, she was ready.

Joshua stood in the hallway looking like sin wrapped in swagger. Fresh black jeans, a crisp white tee that stretched across his broad chest and shredded abs, dreads loose and framing his face, that gold chain catching the light. His eyes dragged over her slow, appreciative, and hungry.

“Goddamn, Carmen,” he said, voice low and rough. “You trying to make me forget about bowling altogether?”

She stepped into him, one hand sliding up his chest. “Maybe. But I promised you an ass-whooping on the lanes, so let’s go before I change my mind and drag you inside right now.”

He groaned, pulling her into a quick, hard kiss that left her lips tingling. “You play dirty, shorty. Let’s roll.”

The drive to Lucky Strike in Hyde Park was pure flirtation. Windows down, city lights streaking past, Rick Ross playing low while they traded stories—her embarrassing first dance recital, his first missed dunk that had the whole park clowning him for weeks. Every red light became an excuse for his hand to rest on her thick thigh, thumb stroking the seam of her jeans. By the time they pulled into the parking lot, the air between them was thick enough to taste.

Inside, the alley was alive—neon lights, the crash of pins, laughter bouncing off the walls. They rented shoes, grabbed a lane in the back, and loaded up on drinks: two strong rum and Cokes for him, a fruity mixed drink for her, and a giant bucket of buttery popcorn they immediately started feeding each other between turns.

Carmen went first.

She stepped up to the line, hips swaying, ass looking criminal in those jeans. She took her time, lining up, then sent the ball flying—perfect form, perfect release. Strike. The pins exploded.

The lane next to them cheered. An older Black couple—probably in their fifties—clapped loud. “That’s how you do it, baby girl!”

Joshua whistled, eyes wide. “Aight, aight. I see you, killer.”

His turn. He wasn’t bad—tall, athletic, those long arms giving him power. He knocked down eight, left a stubborn seven-ten split. Carmen cackled.

“Need me to show you how it’s done again, dread-head?”

He narrowed his eyes, playful. “Keep talking shit and I’m gon’ bend you over this ball return.”

She bit her lip, heat flashing between her legs. “Promises, promises.”

The game turned into a show. Carmen was on fire—strike, spare, another strike. Her body moved like it was still on the dance floor, hips rolling as she released, ass popping just enough to draw eyes from three lanes over. A group of college kids started chanting her name after the third strike. An older dude in a bowling shirt yelled, “She got that South Side sauce!” Even the teenage girls at the snack counter were watching, whispering.

Joshua couldn’t stop smiling. Every time she hit, he pulled her into his side, kissing her temple, whispering, “That’s my girl,” against her ear. Pride swelled in his chest—his woman out here embarrassing the whole alley, thick, confident, and unstoppable. He wasn’t slouching either; he kept it close, competitive, but every time she won a frame he celebrated louder than she did.

By the tenth frame the whole section was invested. Carmen needed one more strike to close it out. She stepped up, took a deep breath, and let it fly.

All ten pins flew.

The alley erupted. People clapped, whistled, a couple guys from the next lane dapped her up. Joshua scooped her up right there, spinning her around while she laughed, legs kicking.

“You a beast, Carmen. For real. I’m over here falling for a damn professional bowler.”

She kissed him hard, right in front of everybody. “Told you I’d whoop that ass.”

They stayed another hour—another game, more drinks, popcorn kernels flying as they fed each other between turns. The flirting got filthier. His hand on her ass when she bent over. Her whispering in his ear, “You keep looking at me like that and we ain’t making it home.” The chemistry was electric, the kind that made strangers smile and older folks shake their heads with knowing grins.

When they finally left, the night air felt cooler, charged. The drive back to her apartment was quiet but heavy—his hand between her thighs the whole way, her fingers tracing the bulge in his jeans. By the time he parked, they were both breathing hard.

She barely got the key in the door.

The second it clicked open, Joshua spun her around, kicking the door shut behind them. Their mouths crashed together—hungry, wet, desperate. Tongues sliding, teeth nipping, moans spilling into each other’s mouths. Carmen’s back hit the wall as he pressed into her, hard body against her soft curves, his hands gripping her ass, squeezing the thick flesh.

“Fuck, I been wanting this all night,” he growled against her lips.

“Then take it,” she panted, yanking his shirt up. “Take all this pussy, Joshua. It’s been wet for you since practice.”

He ripped the shirt over his head, dreads swinging, revealing that sculpted mocha chest, those deep-cut abs, the V that made her mouth water. Carmen attacked—kissing, biting, sucking her way down his neck, across his collarbone, tongue flicking over his nipples until he groaned deep in his throat. Her hands fumbled with his belt, shoving his jeans and boxers down. His dick sprang free—heavy, thick, long, veins pulsing, the head already glistening.

“Goddamn, look at this big-ass dick,” she moaned, wrapping her hand around it, stroking slow. “Been thinking about sucking this all day, baby.”

Joshua’s head fell back. “Shit, Carmen…”

She dropped to her knees right there in the hallway, jeans still on, hoodie half-zipped. No preamble. She took him deep in one smooth glide, lips stretching around his girth, throat relaxing like she was born for it. Joshua’s hands fisted in her curls.

“Fuuuck, that mouth—shit, baby, just like that. Suck this dick, Carmen. Suck it like you own it.”

She did. Sloppy, loud, nasty. Spit dripping down her chin, gagging sounds filling the apartment as she bobbed, taking him to the back of her throat, then pulling off to slap the heavy shaft against her tongue.

“Mmm, this dick so fucking pretty. Tastes so good. You like how I suck it, daddy? Like how this hood bitch deep-throating you?”

He was losing it—hips thrusting, groans turning into curses. “Hell yeah—fuck—your mouth so wet, so fucking nasty. Don’t stop, baby. Gonna nut if you keep—”

She pulled off with a wet pop, eyes watering, lips swollen. “Not yet. I want this dick in my pussy first. But you gotta eat it first. Come get this wet-ass pussy.”

She stood, shoving her jeans and thong down, kicking them aside. Naked from the waist down, thick thighs glistening, her fat pussy lips already swollen and shiny with cream. Joshua lifted her like she weighed nothing, carrying her to the couch and spreading her wide. He buried his face between her thighs like a starving man.

Carmen screamed.

His tongue was everywhere—long, flat licks from her ass to her clit, sucking her fat lips into his mouth, tongue-fucking her dripping hole. “This pussy so fucking juicy,” he groaned against her folds. “Tastes like heaven, baby. Cream all on my tongue. You been this wet for me?”

“Yes—fuck—eat that shit, Joshua. Eat this fat pussy. Suck on my clit, daddy—right there, oh shit!”

He sucked her swollen clit hard, two thick fingers sliding deep, curling against her G-spot. Carmen’s hips bucked, thighs clamping around his head, hands yanking his dreads. She came hard—body shaking, squirting a little against his chin, cursing and praising him in the same breath.

“Fuuuck, I’m cumming—don’t stop, don’t you fucking stop—yes, yes, yes!”

He didn’t. He kept sucking through her orgasm, then flipped her onto her knees on the couch, ass up, face down. He ate her from the back—tongue in her pussy, thumb circling her tight little asshole—until she came again, screaming into the cushions.

Only then did he stand, lining up that thick dick and slamming home in one brutal thrust.

Carmen’s eyes rolled back. “Oh my God—this dick—fuck me, Joshua! Stretch this pussy out!”

He pounded her—deep, hard, skin slapping, her ass rippling with every stroke. “This pussy gripping me so tight—shit, Carmen, you so fucking wet. Take this dick, baby. Take every inch.”

He pulled her up, one arm around her waist, the other hand rubbing her clit while he fucked her standing. Her tits bounced free from the hoodie; he yanked it off, palming those heavy breasts, pinching her dark nipples.

“These pretty-ass titties—fuck, I love how they bounce for me.”

She reached back, pulling his dreads. “Harder, daddy. Fuck me like you hate me. Wreck this pussy… make it yours.”

He bent her over the arm of the couch, pounding so deep she saw the fucking Milky Way. Sweat slicked their bodies, the wet sounds obscene. He slapped her ass—hard—watching it jiggle, then did it again.

“Throw that ass back, Carmen. Show me how you ride this dick.”

She did—bouncing back on him, ass clapping, pussy creaming down his balls. Another orgasm ripped through her, legs shaking.

Joshua flipped her onto her back on the couch, spreading her wide, hooking her legs over his shoulders. He drove in slow and deep now, grinding, watching his dick disappear into her soaked folds.

“Look at that pretty pussy taking me—shit, you so deep, baby. I’m falling for you—hard. This ain’t just sex. You got me, Carmen.”

Tears pricked her eyes from the pleasure and the emotion. “I know—fuck—I feel it too. Don’t stop… cum in me, Joshua. Fill this pussy up.”

He lost control—thrusting wild, balls tightening. “I’m cumming. Fuck, take it all…”

He exploded deep inside her, hot spurts painting her walls. Carmen came again, milking him, both of them shaking, moaning, kissing through the aftershocks.

They collapsed onto the couch, still connected, breathing hard. Joshua kissed her forehead, her cheeks, her lips—soft now, reverent.

“I’m falling for you so fast it scares me,” he whispered, voice rough. “But I don’t want to stop. You’re everything, Carmen. Beautiful, funny, talented—mine.”

She cupped his face, eyes shining. “I’m falling too. Hard. You make me feel safe and wild at the same time. I ain’t never felt this quick… but it feels right.”

He carried her to the bedroom, laid her down gently, and pulled her into his arms. She curled into his chest, thick thigh over his hip, head on his shoulder. Chad jumped up at the foot of the bed, curling into a ball with a contented sigh.

Carmen’s eyes drifted shut, body boneless, heart full. As sleep pulled her under, she whispered against his skin, soft and certain:

“I love you, Joshua.”

He held her tighter, kissing the top of her head, a smile on his lips as her breathing evened out.

“I love you too, baby. More than you know.”

Outside, the Chicago night pulsed with its restless heartbeat—distant sirens slicing through the dark like silver threads, the low, throbbing bass of a passing car rolling down Cottage Grove like distant thunder, the city breathing its endless, gritty lullaby. But inside Carmen’s apartment, the world had softened to a hush. The air hung heavy with the scent of their lovemaking—vanilla-coconut skin, musk, and the raw, sweet tang of spent desire. Moonlight slipped through the half-drawn blinds in pale, silver ribbons, painting slow strokes across their tangled bodies on the rumpled sheets.

Joshua held her close, one strong arm curved possessively around the lush dip of her waist, his palm splayed over the warm, velvet swell of her hip. Her thick thigh draped over his, soft curves molding to hard muscle, her full breasts pressed flush against his chest so he could feel every gentle rise and fall of her breathing. Their skin still shimmered with a faint sheen of sweat, glowing like polished mahogany under the low light. His dreads spilled across the pillow, mingling with her wild curls, black silk on black silk.

Carmen’s lashes fluttered, heavy with afterglow and the sweet ache of surrender. She nuzzled deeper into the crook of his neck, lips brushing the pulse point there—soft, reverent, tasting salt and him. A quiet sigh escaped her, the sound so intimate it felt like a secret shared only with the dark.

In that suspended moment, time unraveled. No more chasing beats on the dance floor, no more chasing shots on cracked asphalt. Just this: two souls who had collided in rhythm and fire, who had laughed and sweated and fought gravity together, now finally anchored. Her heartbeat synced to his—slow, deep, steady—like a bassline they both knew by instinct.

She traced lazy circles on his chest with her fingertip, following the ridges of muscle as though memorizing a map only she would ever read. He pressed a lingering kiss to her temple, lips warm against her skin, breathing her in like she was oxygen he’d been starving for.

Two hearts, once scattered across South Side streets and mirrored studios, had finally found the only place they ever needed to be: wrapped in each other, skin to skin, breath to breath, home.
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