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You carried me from Louisiana to California to New York — never letting me forget where I came from,

while always reminding me of how far I can go.

Your love gave me permission to write this story,
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and my radiant Boo Mama —
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Chapter One 

[image: ]




Bodega Beginnings

––––––––
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The seatbelt sign blinked off just as Dex popped his headphones in. He wasn’t listening to anything, though — just using them as armor, a silent excuse to avoid small talk. Until she sat down next to him.

She smelled like fresh linen and ambition.

“Hey,” she said casually, settling in and tucking her purse under the seat.

He nodded, then did a double take.

Her hair was tucked into a soft brown wrap, curls poking out at the edges like they couldn’t be tamed if they tried. She wore no makeup except for a dash of gloss, and her nails were short but clean, like someone who used their hands with purpose.

“You from Atlanta?” she asked.

He raised an eyebrow. “That obvious?”

She smirked. “It’s either Atlanta or Charlotte. Y’all move the same.”

Dex chuckled and pulled the headphones out. “I’m from Atlanta. What gave it away?”

“The accent. And the way you keep eyein’ everybody like you already got their whole life story figured out.”

“That obvious, huh?”

“Painfully.” She grinned.

They talked for most of the flight,  not about deep things, but about everything else: how New York always smelled like concrete and possibility, how Atlanta felt like both home and a trap, how good gas station egg rolls used to be before everything started tasting like cardboard.

She told him her name was Liz. That she had just wrapped a three-day work trip in Atlanta and couldn’t wait to sleep in her own bed again. She didn’t mention what she did for work, and he didn’t ask. Somehow, it felt better that way — like they weren’t supposed to know too much just yet.

Before the plane landed, she glanced at him and said, “Maybe I’ll see you again.”

Dex leaned back, smirking. “New York’s big.” She shrugged. “So am I,” she said, grabbing his phone and sliding her number in.

They both laughed. “Okay, shortie. I see you,” he said just as the wheels touched the ground.

“Mane, it’s hot as hell out here,” Dex said, wiping his forehead. “I thought New York was supposed to have that cold, chill vibe.”

He and Mondai stood outside the airport, waiting on their Uber.

“Three minutes away,” Mondai grinned. “Yo, I’m deadass, Dex. This heat ain’t playin’.”

Dex pulled out a piece of gum and popped it in. “But we made it, bro! We in New York City,” he said, pumping his fist into the air.

The Uber pulled up a few minutes later, and they hopped in, headed to their hotel.

Their hotel was wedged between a corner laundromat and a Jamaican bakery that stayed open way past when it should’ve. Inside, it smelled like sweet bread and detergent. Mondai dropped his bag, flopping onto one end of the couch while Dex claimed the other. Neither of them spoke right away. The city buzzed just outside the window like it had no plans of sleeping.

“You hungry?” Dex asked.

“Famished,” Mondai said, already standing.

They threw on hoodies and headed out into the night. The air felt different — heavier, more alive. Like New York was daring them to try something.

They hadn’t walked three blocks before Dex nudged Mondai. “Yo... that dude over there by the stoop. He look like he sell.”

Mondai glanced over. The guy was leaning against a building, hood low, eyes sharp. He looked like someone who had been through enough to earn his spot. “Yeah. He got that look.”

Dex grinned. “Ask him.”

“Nah, you ask him.”

Dex rolled his eyes and strolled up. “Ayo, my man. You know where we could find a little greenery around here?”

The guy smirked, didn’t even flinch. “What kind you lookin’ for?”

“Whatever, don’t make me call my ex,” Dex said.

The man laughed. “Alright. Y’all head two more blocks down — look for a dude with a Yankees hat and a black book bag. 

“Appreciate you,” Mondai said as they walked off. But ayo” the man said walking over to them. “For now. Just take this. This one’s on me. Welcome to New York. He said. “ say lesssss! . Dex said as him and mondai walked away 

But first... the bodega.

There Corey stood at the back cooler, staring at the orange juice like it had personally offended her. Her journal, heavy in her bag, was full of words she still wasn’t brave enough to say out loud. She had just come from the creek, where the wind whispered things she wasn’t ready to hear.

Mondai pushed open the bodega door, stepping inside with Dex close behind. The fluorescent lights buzzed louder than usual, casting everything in that gritty, unmistakable corner-store glow.

He wandered toward the chip aisle, eyes bouncing between a bag of Honey BBQ chips and his phone — until they landed on her.

“Yo! You want what I’m getting?” Dex shouted across the store. “BBQ wings and fries, right?”

“Facts,” Mondai said, barely looking away from Corey.

“I see a model,” he muttered, raising his phone and snapping a picture of her. “You don’t mind, do you?” he asked, stepping closer.

Corey glanced over her shoulder with a soft laugh. “Whatchu know about Honey BBQ chips?”

“I know everything about them,” he replied, eyes locked on hers.

“I see,” she said, turning to walk away.

“Wait—what’s your name?” Mondai asked, sliding in front of her path.

“My name is Corey.”

“I’m Mondai,” he said, handing her his phone. “Go ‘head, put your number in.”

She took the phone with a half-smirk and tapped in her digits. “If you’re not doing anything later, I’ll be at the LIC hub. If you’re really into me like it seems... you’ll know how to get there.”

“You should pop out,” she added, giving him a playful look as she turned to leave.

“I’ma text you, Corey,” Mondai called out, cheesin’.

Up front, Dex was talking to the old man behind the counter — the one with the heavy accent and two different socks. Something about him reminded Dex of his uncle’s corner store back in Atlanta, where he and Mondai used to steal sour straws and dare each other to get caught.

Mondai’s phone buzzed in his hand. It was a text from Corey.

“Bet,” he whispered to himself, grinning.

“Yo,” Dex called over, “you remember how we used to ride out to Decatur just to holler at them girls behind the barbershop?”

Mondai smirked. “They wasn’t even all that, bruh.”

“Lies,” Dex said. “You was in love with the light-skinned one. The one with the crooked tooth.”

“She had a name, fool. Tiana.”

Dex laughed loud, the kind of laugh that made the clerk chuckle even though he didn’t get the joke. “Exactly. Tiana. You was ready to risk it all over some Jolly Ranchers and eyelashes.”

Mondai’s grin faded, though. Not because the memory hurt—but because he realized something. He hadn’t felt that bold, that stupidly excited about a girl in a long time.

And then, she turned around.

Corey. Holding a bottle of water like a shield and eyes that narrowed when they met his.

It wasn’t love at first sight. It was recognition. Like the universe had nudged both of them forward, just slightly, to see what would happen next.

He didn’t say anything. Neither did she.

He just smiled.

And she didn’t flinch.

Back at the creek, the moonlight painted the water silver. Corey sat on the same stone she always did, knees pulled to her chest, pen dancing across the page. She could still feel the heat of that stranger’s gaze, like it lingered longer than it should have.

Mondai, back at the Airbnb, stared at the ceiling, still thinking about her.

He didn’t even know her name
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Chapter Two
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The Long Island Railroad 

The room had the kind of silence that wasn’t really silent — it buzzed. A cheap hotel hum. A low, tired vibration coming from the ceiling vent that made it sound like the room itself was sighing.

Mondai leaned against the doorframe, watching Dex laugh at something on his phone. It was one of those fake viral clips — a man slipping in the snow outside a bodega while still trying to eat his sandwich. They’d both seen it a dozen times, but it didn’t matter. Dex laughed like it was brand new.

“You ever notice people up here walk fast like they being chased?” Dex muttered, setting the phone down. “Like, bro, you not gon’ die if you stop and breathe.”

Mondai didn’t answer at first. He was still thinking about the girl from the day before — Corey. The way she held that poetry book like it was her whole past and future in one paperback. The softness in her voice, like she’d lived through something and survived it with grace. It stayed with him, hovering like smoke in the back of his mind.

Dex noticed the pause and turned toward him.

“You good?”

Mondai blinked. “Yeah.”

But he wasn’t. Not really. He kept replaying the way Corey looked at him. Not like she was trying to impress him. Not like she was flattered. Just... real. Unmoved and unafraid.

He pushed off the doorframe and grabbed a bottle of water off the dresser, taking a slow sip.

“Riq still coming?” he asked.

Dex nodded. “His flight lands in like an hour. I told him just meet us here. You know he dramatic — probably gon’ show up complaining about legroom and TSA.”

Mondai smirked, but it faded quick.

The city was loud — not just in sound, but in energy. And even inside the four walls of that hotel room, it still crept in. Sirens echoing off buildings. Horns arguing on the street. And under it all, a rhythm that felt like it demanded something from you. Like it wanted to test how long you could stand before breaking.

Dex flopped back onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. “So what’s her name?”

“Huh?”

“The girl,” Dex said, half smiling. “The one got you looking out the window every five minutes like you in a Drake song.”

Mondai chuckled low. “Her name’s Corey.”

Dex sat up a little. “That the one from the bookstore?”

He nodded.

“She fine?”

“She real,” Mondai said, surprising even himself with how fast he said it.

Dex didn’t press. He knew that tone — the kind of quiet admiration that came from something deeper than attraction. That word: real. That meant something to Mondai. It always had.

A knock hit the door twice, fast and impatient. Dex jumped up. “That’s gotta be Riq.”

When he opened the door, Riq breezed in with a duffle bag over his shoulder and a travel pillow still half-clipped to his neck.

“Man,” he groaned, “Atlanta folks do not know how good we got it. These TSA agents up here damn near stripped me down ‘cause I had a belt on. A belt, Dex!”

Dex laughed. “You came in hot.”

“I came in violated,” Riq shot back, dropping his bag with a thud. He looked around the room and shook his head. “This it? This the luxurious New York life y’all promised me?”

Dex smirked. “Five stars if you squint hard enough.”

Riq looked over at Mondai, then back at Dex. “Why he look like he seen a ghost?”

Dex sat back down, grabbing a fry from the room service tray. “He seen Corey.”

“Ahhh,” Riq nodded dramatically. “A New York ten got him contemplatin’.”

“She’s different,” Mondai muttered, almost to himself.

Riq dropped onto the second bed. “Different how?”

Mondai didn’t respond. Not because he didn’t have words, but because none of them felt right just yet.

There was a pause — and then, just like that...

The hotel room smelled like takeout, weed, and three kinds of cologne fighting for dominance. Dex was stretched across the window ledge, rolling another blunt while the fan blew cheap air from a dusty vent. His friend, Riq, had just flown in from Atlanta — last minute, loud, and already working on a tall can of Arizona and a half-eaten sandwich.

“Y’all really out here chasing chopped cheese and scenery?” Riq laughed. “Where the spots at?”

Dex chuckled. “Relax, bro. This city ain’t built for rushing. You gotta settle into it.”
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