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To Jarell —

aka Zaddy, aka the man who found me when I was buried beneath my own disbelief.

You showed up when I had already locked the door, when love felt like a myth and all I had left were the ashes of what it used to be. You didn’t just knock you kicked it down and built a home out of my broken parts. You didn’t ask me to change. You asked me to breathe. To be soft. To be safe.

This book “our book”is more than a story. It’s a map. It’s the trail of fire and softness we left behind.

It’s every fight we survived, every silence we shattered, every version of ourselves we shed just to make room for the love we swore didn’t exist.

I didn’t believe in forever until you.

I didn’t believe in peace until you.

I didn’t believe in being chosen until you looked me in my eyes and said,

“I’m not gonna play about you.”

So I won’t play about you either.

This story is ours now.

Stamped. Dated. Lived. Loved.
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J&S EST. 7/31/25.
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Thank you for showing me what real love feels like — loud, quiet, sacred, messy, and real.

I love it here. And I love you.

— Shaatira
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INTERLUDE


Between Friends
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YOU EVER WANT SOMEBODY so bad it pisses you off?

Not cause they played you.

Not cause they hurt you.

But cause they ain’t even touch you yet — and still, they got you feeling shit.

That’s what this was.

It wasn’t love.

Not yet.

But it wasn’t nothing either.

It was... between.

Between flirty texts and full-on confessions.

Between “I’m just chillin” and “pull up then.”

Between gifs, playlists, long stares on FaceTime, and that one picture she shouldn’t have sent.

(Bitch, she cropped it — but not enough.)

And him? He ain’t say much. But he ain’t miss a message either.

He’d be at work on the psych ward doing vitals, texting back mid-blood pressure check like:


“Don’t play with me. You really tryna do that?”

And her:

“If I was, what would you do?”

And him again:

“Say less.”



That’s how it started.



Between the jokes.

Between the boundaries.

Between the bullshit.



They swore they was just vibin’.

Two grown folks who happened to know each other from back in the day.

Same school. Same circles. Different paths.



But it never stayed that simple.



Because the thing about chemistry?

You can’t friendzone it.



Not when he looks at you like you never been ugly a day in your life.

Not when she laughs low like that and leans into the camera when she talks.

Not when both of y’all know the whole world be watching — but y’all only see each other.



This ain’t a fairytale.



It’s a tension tale.



Of eyes held too long.

Of voices remembered too well.

Of hands not yet touched — but already memorized.



And once you open that door...

Once you crack that shit even a little...



Somebody’s gonna walk through it.



And somebody’s not walking out the same.
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CHAPTER ONE — VITALS DON’T LIE
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It was supposed to be a regular ass Friday.

Not her shift. Not her business. Not her goddamn problem.

Dr. Onyx Monroe had promised herself swore on the last splinter of her patience that she wasn’t stepping foot into Hamilton Grace unless she was being paid or paged. And today? She was neither. Today was about iced lattes, oversized sunglasses, and finally making that nail appointment she kept rescheduling behind other people’s emergencies.

But fate?

Fate had a real disrespectful sense of humor.

And a messy-ass mouth.

Because twenty minutes ago, Sasha had called her in a panic. “Bitch, Brielle passed out at brunch.”

Ten minutes after that, Naima was texting “Get to the hospital now.”

Now here she was walking through the sliding glass doors of Hamilton Grace like she owned the damn place.

And truth be told?

She did walk like she owned it.

That Mugler scent announced her before her heels even clicked across the lobby. Her Burberry trench swung open just enough to show the cling of that nude bodycon, and her red bottoms hit the tile with that soft, expensive stomp the kind that made people pause mid-conversation and turn their heads like they just saw a celebrity in real time.

She wasn’t in scrubs. Wasn’t on the clock. But somehow still looked like the hospital’s Chief of Seduction, Swagger, and “Don’t try me.”

Her badge might’ve said Director of Emergency Services, but today?

She came as that bitch.

––––––––
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“WHY YOU WALKING LIKE this your hospital?” Sasha asked, jogging up next to her in a hoodie and leggings like somebody’s chaotic goddaughter.

Onyx didn’t break stride. “Because it is.”

Naima snorted, sipping something green and overpriced from a mason jar. “You not even scheduled today, doctor delusion.”

“I’m on the schedule of destiny,” Onyx said, hitting the elevator button like it owed her child support. “And fate wanted me here.”

She didn’t even know how right she was.
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Three floors up — Psych Unit.
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Jahari was pretending to check patient updates.

He’d told his staff he needed to review a discharge plan. Told himself he was just making rounds. Said all the professional shit that sounded logical.

But truth be told?

He’d felt something shift in the air the minute she walked into the damn building.

Didn’t even see her yet.

Just felt her.

Like heat under his skin. Like a familiar drum in his chest that hadn’t played in years but suddenly remembered its rhythm.

So when he looked down toward the ER lobby from the third-floor glass wall and caught a glimpse of her reflection?

He damn near forgot how to breathe.
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Onyx fucking Monroe.
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The girl who used to walk past his locker smelling like cocoa butter and audacity. The girl who used to raise her hand in AP English just to prove the teacher wrong. The one he had a crush on since ninth grade and never said a word to because she always made his throat dry.

Now?

She was walking through his hospital like a goddamn fever dream.

Hair slicked. Body unreal. Skin glowing like her bloodline knew spells. And that strut?

That strut said: Don’t play with me unless you bring backup.

He clenched his jaw. Loosened it. Rolled his neck. Adjusted the sleeve on his grey Tom Ford blazer like it would make a difference.

It didn’t.

His whole chest was Harlem-jumping.

––––––––
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BACK ON THE MAIN FLOOR, Onyx was barely paying attention to the way eyes followed her every step.

She was focused on the visitor log, already fussing at Sasha for not writing her name correctly and side-eyeing Naima for trying to flirt with the security guard.

“Y’all embarrassing,” she mumbled, pen tapping the clipboard.

But her body paused.

Something tugged at her shoulder blades.

A heat. A pull. A pressure.

She turned her head... and locked eyes.

And just like that, everything stopped.

The hospital buzz faded. The pages, the foot traffic, the overhead voice calling for a code white in Radiology gone.

Because there, just past Triage, standing tall in his fitted slacks and black button-up shirt, was the man who used to scribble poems in his notebook about her lip gloss and never had the courage to say them out loud.
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Jahari St. Clarè.
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Same mouth.

Same eyes.

But this was not the quiet kid from the cafeteria.

This man?

Was pressure in human form.

That man looked like he smelled like heartbreak and orgasms.

Onyx didn’t flinch.

Didn’t gasp. Didn’t ask, “Is that Jahari?” like she didn’t already know every damn inch of that man from memory even after all these years.

Her girls, however?

They were in full reaction mode behind her.

Sasha let out a low whistle. “Bitch, is that...?”

Naima leaned forward slowly like she needed a closer look. “It’s him. St. Clarè. Damn.”

Onyx tilted her head just slightly, one eyebrow raised like she was studying a limited edition.

And Jahari?

He was staring.

Not checking. Not glancing. Staring.

Like his body had moved without asking his brain for permission.

Like his soul already knew hers and had the audacity to act like the timing made sense now.

He took two steps forward smooth, controlled, but eyes locked like his whole afternoon just got rewritten.

Onyx stepped forward too.

One slow heel click at a time.

They met halfway between Triage and the Nurse’s Station, right by the vending machines that buzzed like they knew they were witnessing history.

Her voice came first.

Smooth. Sweet. Deadly.


“Well, look who the fuck grew up.”



Jahari chuckled, jaw still tight.



“Onyx Monroe.”



She folded her arms, gold bangles clinking soft against her wrist.



“Dr. Monroe now.”



He gave her that half-smile. The one that looked like he knew things she didn’t say out loud.



“Doctor doctor. You fancy now.”



“Always been,” she shot back. “You just finally catching up.”



He stepped just close enough to be noticed. Just far enough to still be respectful.



“You still talk all that shit.”



Her smirk widened.



“And you still listening?”



He paused.



Tension filled the space between them like warm syrup. Sticky. Slow. Impossible to ignore.



“I never stopped.”



She blinked. Once.



Whew.



That was it.



That was the moment she felt her thighs press together without instruction.



Sasha turned her entire back to the conversation.



Naima fake-sipped her green juice like it was spiked with something stronger.



Onyx kept her voice smooth, pulling her phone out like she was unbothered.



“Put your number in.”



He raised a brow.



“Oh, we skipping pleasantries?”



“Ain’t no need,” she said, handing it over. “Need your info for Brielle’s chart.”



“Mmm. Is that what we calling it?”



He typed his number in, then texted himself.



When he handed it back, his fingers brushed hers.



Skin on skin.



Not even a full second. But enough to knock the wind out her chest.



Onyx snatched her hand back before she embarrassed herself. Her body didn’t get the memo though heat was rising up her thighs like he’d already touched more than her fingertips.



“You good?” he asked, noticing the blink she didn’t mean to blink.



She cleared her throat. “Peachy.”



“I like peaches.”



She narrowed her eyes. “I don’t share mine.”



“I ain’t ask to share,” he said, voice low now. “I asked if you was good.”



And just like that, the playfulness dropped. His tone shifted. A little deeper. A little less cocky.



That was his real voice. The one he only used when he meant every syllable.



Onyx’s smirk faded to something softer.



More serious.



Their eyes locked again.



Same rhythm. Different beat.




––––––––
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NAIMA GLANCED AT SASHA. Whispered, “This some hood Grey’s Anatomy type tension.”

Sasha nodded. “She gon’ fuck around and be in Pod B next.”

Naima whispered back, “I can hear the moans already.”

Onyx turned just enough to break the spell and rolled her eyes.


“Y’all done?”



“We ain’t say nothing,” Sasha said, raising both hands.



“Mmmhm.”



“You still got his number in your phone from school?” Naima asked.



“He ain’t have a phone in school,” Onyx snapped. “He was quiet and had a Boost Mobile. I remember.”



“Still fine though,” Sasha muttered.



“Still fine as hell,” Onyx agreed too quick.



Her girls busted out laughing.



She walked off like she didn’t mean it, but the grin tugging at her lip betrayed the truth.



She meant every damn word.



And Jahari?



He watched her go with his head tilted, lip tucked between his teeth, one thought circling in his head like a mantra:



“Damn... I really might’ve just seen my future walk in like a rerun.”
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Ninth Grade
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Deer Park High, Room 218. Ms. Ford’s English Class.

Jahari had a whole crush and a half on Onyx Monroe.

But back then? He played the shadows.

Back row. Hoodie up. Notebook out.

He didn’t talk much, just wrote. Wrote about everything his brother’s court case, the heat cutting off again, the way Onyx used to click her pen when she was annoyed like she wanted to stab somebody preferably the teacher.

She’d come in every morning smelling like pink lotion and lip gloss. Had her headphones in like she was too busy healing from generational curses to speak to people.

She didn’t flirt back then she challenged.

Made dudes nervous. Made teachers stutter. Made Jahari rethink the spelling of simple-ass words just so he didn’t sound dumb in front of her.

One day, he wrote this in his notebook:


Her mouth look like it don’t know how to whisper.

Like it only speak the truth — even when it hurt.

Her lip gloss loud as hell. I’d still taste it, though.

I’d risk detention to kiss her in that hallway.



He never showed it to her. Just ripped the page out, folded it small, and stuck it in the pocket of his Jansport.



That same pocket had a hole in the lining. The paper slid through. Got lost in the seams.



That’s where he left it like he was leaving her there too. Hidden. But never forgotten.
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HE HADN’T SEEN HER in over a decade.

And somehow, his body still remembered.

The way her eyes scanned a room like she owned the floor plan. The way she smelled like skin lotion and secrets. The way she made a man nervous without lifting a damn finger.

And now?

Now she was in his hospital.

With her name on a door. Her voice in the overhead speaker. Her lips wrapped around professional sentences like she didn’t just say “Put your number in” with that look a few minutes ago.

Jahari leaned back against the nurses’ station, fingers wrapped around a bottle of water he hadn’t opened yet, trying to play it cool.

He couldn’t.

He wasn’t cool right now.

He was boiling under his skin. Tense behind his collar. Semi-hard under slacks he suddenly regretted wearing.

And the wild part?

She wasn’t even looking at him no more.

She was walking down the hallway toward her office, hips swaying, dress hugging in places that made his soul pull a hamstring.

The group chat in his brain?

Spinning.

Ego: Don’t be a bitch. Go say something.

Heart: What if she’s the one?

Dick: Go NOW. We ready.

Spirit: She look like a prayer we don’t deserve.

He exhaled slow.

And followed.
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4:52 PM
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Onyx was just settling in when she heard the knock.

She didn’t even look up.


“Door’s open,” she called, flipping through Brielle’s chart.




Footsteps.




Then silence.




Then...




That scent again.




Dior Sauvage. Mixed with something else. Him.




She finally looked up.




And there he was.





	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dr. Jahari St. Clarè.
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Leaning against her doorframe like he had stock in the hospital. Jacket off now. Button-down sleeves rolled halfway. That scar peeking out from under the left cuff.

She hated how much her thighs clenched on instinct.


“You lost?” she asked, trying to keep her voice even.




“Nah,” he said, slow smile forming. “Found something I wasn’t looking for.”




“Oh, you poetic now?”




“Always been. You just never read my shit.”




She leaned back in her chair.




“Why not?”




He stepped in.




“Cause I never showed you.”




Now they were both quiet.




And then




“You hungry?” he asked.




Onyx blinked. “Excuse me?”




“Lunch,” he said. “Dinner. Coffee. Whatever makes you smile first.”




She raised an eyebrow.




“You ask all your staff out like this?”




“Only the ones who been living rent-free in my head since high school.”




Her lips parted.




But nothing witty came out.




For once.




The second she stood up from her chair, she regretted it.




Because his eyes dropped immediately.






To her waist. Her hips. Her thighs. That dress. That damn dress.

The heat in his stare was so heavy she swore she felt the AC shut off.

Onyx took a slow step forward. Calm. Unbothered on the surface.

But inside?

She was on fire.

She tucked her bottom lip under her teeth, eyes grazing his frame. “So what’s the real reason you came up here?”

Jahari didn’t even blink. “You.”

Simple.

Clear.

No game.

She blinked back, thrown for half a second. “You always this direct now?”


“Only when I know what I want.”



Her heart stuttered. That was dangerous language.



She shifted her weight. “And what is it exactly that you want, Jahari?”



“To make sure this ain’t in my head.”



“What?”



“You,” he said again, stepping close. “This energy. That pull. Been feeling it since the second I saw you.”



Her back touched the edge of her desk.



She hadn’t even realized she was backing up.



He wasn’t even touching her yet and she was already losing her composure.



He leaned forward slightly — not enough to invade her space, but enough to inhale her.



“Mugler,” he murmured. “Still got taste.”



“Still nosy,” she said, but her voice was softer now.



“You still smell like trouble.”



“You still talk like you know what to do with it.”



That did it.



He reached for the door, shut it gently, and hit the lock.





Click.

Everything inside her froze and melted at the same time.

He didn’t rush her. Didn’t pounce.

He just stepped forward like gravity made him do it.

She stayed pressed against the edge of her desk, breathing shallow.


“You gonna stop me?” he asked, voice a little rough now.




“Why would I?” she whispered.




“Because once I touch you...” His eyes darkened. “I’m not stopping at one.”




Her mouth opened to reply, but nothing came out.




And he didn’t wait.




––––––––
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HIS HAND BRUSHED THE side of her face first light, but deliberate. Like he was asking permission and taking it all in the same breath.

Then the pad of his thumb grazed her lip.

She tilted her chin up defiant and trembling.

And then...
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He kissed her.
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Not soft. Not slow.

But sure.

Deep.

Deliberate.

Like he’d been planning it since 2009 and now finally had clearance.

Her hands gripped his shirt, tugging him closer. No hesitation. No coyness. No filters.

She kissed him like she’d been dreaming about this too.

And when he deepened it tongue tracing the roof of her mouth she gasped, damn near collapsed, and pulled him in harder.

––––––––
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HE SPUN HER AROUND, body pressed against hers, palms flat on the desk.

She moaned into his mouth as his hands traveled up her thighs, pushing the dress higher, exposing skin that hadn’t been touched in too damn long.


“We can’t do this in here,” she said weak as hell.




“We already doing it,” he muttered into her neck.




“Jahari...”




“Say it again.”




She didn’t.




She just whined when his fingers found her panties.




Lace.




Blue.




Thin.




Soaked.




He growled.
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Growled.
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“These for me?”



“These were for me,” she corrected, breathless. “But you here now, so...”



He slid them down in one slow pull.



Tucked them in his pocket like a secret.



She gasped.



“Did you just—?”



“Yep,” he whispered. “Mine now.”



“You a thief?”



“Nah,” he said, lips brushing her ear. “I collect things I don’t plan on giving back.”



And then he dropped to his knees.



He didn’t ask permission again.





He took it.

Soft at first — like a warning.

Then deliberate — like a promise.

He spread her thighs with one hand, the other gripping the back of her leg just above the knee, anchoring her to him while his mouth met her like it was made for the job.

And when his tongue slid over her, slow and greedy?

She almost dropped.


“Fuck...” Onyx whimpered, one hand bracing the desk, the other tangled in his waves.



He didn’t flinch.



Didn’t pause.



He just licked again longer now groaning into her like she was the answer to a prayer he ain’t even admit he said.



“You always this wet, Dr. Monroe?” he murmured between licks.



“Only when I—Jahari—damn—”



He flicked his tongue just right and she choked on air.



He’d found that spot.



Right there.



Right



“Don’t stop,” she whispered, head thrown back, breath coming in broken little gasps.



But Jahari wasn’t stopping. Hell, he wasn’t even rushing.



He was taking his time like he knew she wasn’t used to being unrushed.

Like he understood the assignment was to unlearn every man before him and reset the whole standard.



His tongue circled slow, his lips kissing places nobody ever bothered to worship, and just when she thought she could ride it out



He slid two fingers in.



Deep. Crooked. Perfect.



And started stroking her from the inside while sucking her clit like he had somewhere to be — and it was right here between her thighs.



She lost it.



“Jahari—oh my God—what the—”



He didn’t answer. Didn’t let up. Just looked up at her like he dared her to run from it.



The pressure was building fast.



Her knees were buckling.



Her whole body was betraying her.



And that’s when he whispered



“Don’t hold back. Give it to me.”



Her body shattered.

No scream just a sharp inhale and a moan so deep it came from her soul.



She clenched around his fingers like her life depended on it, thighs trembling, forehead pressed against the cool wood of the door behind her.



He stayed there mouth still moving riding her through every damn aftershock until she couldn’t stand up straight.



Only then did he stand.



Beard glistening.



Eyes half-lidded.



Cocky as hell.



He leaned in, kissed her lips slow, letting her taste herself on his mouth.



“That five minutes?”



She was still panting. Dazed. Dress wrinkled. Wig slightly shifted.



“That was a violation,” she whispered. “You should be arrested.”



“You gonna press charges?” he smirked.



“I might.”



He reached into his pocket and patted the fabric of her panties like they were bail money.



“You want ‘em back?”



“No,” she muttered, tugging her dress down. “I want my life back.”



“Too late, baby,” he said, stepping back toward the door. “I already got that too.”



Onyx slid down the door like gravity was petty.



Back pressed to the wood. Legs open just enough to remember how he had her. Head spinning. Pulse still skipping beats like it didn’t trust her to survive what just happened.



Her phone buzzed somewhere in the room.



She ignored it.



Buzzed again.



She opened one eye, saw the screen lighting up on her desk.



Group chat.
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Triage Terrorists
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Sasha:

Why you not answering your damn walkie?

Naima:

We paged you twice. Brielle talking about she saw Jesus and her ex.

Sasha:

What room you in? We know you hiding.

Naima:

She with that man. I know it.

Onyx wiped the corner of her mouth, adjusted her wig with the strength of someone who’d just come back from war, and texted back.

Onyx:

Minding my business. Stay tuned.

Naima:

Oh you disgusting

Sasha:

I KNEW IT

Naima:

Don’t tell me he already bent you like a clipboard in that office

Sasha:

That man walked out the stairwell looking like he licked the Holy Ghost off somebody

Onyx:

I didn’t say who I was with

Naima:

Girl we ain’t stupid. His beard was wet

Sasha:

Explain. Now.

Onyx just stared at the screen. Smirked. Then leaned over, took a mirror selfie. Lip gloss gone. Finger resting against her lips. Caption typed slow.

Onyx:

You ever cum so hard you gotta pray after

Naima:

Calling 911 immediately

Sasha:

That was a confession

Naima:

Did he eat or did he EAT

Onyx hit record. Voice note. Ten seconds.

Silence.

Then, soft and breathless

“He kissed it like he missed it.”

She hit send. Turned her phone face-down again.

Closed her eyes.

And whispered to herself, “I’m not safe around that man.”


Thirty minutes later, she was walking the hallway like her bones were still vibrating.



Badge clipped on.



Shoes clicking.



Lip gloss reapplied like armor.



Everyone passed her like normal nurses, med techs, admin staff all unaware that just a few doors down, their department head had her soul folded in half and stolen through her drawers.



And Jahari?



That man was standing at the nurses’ station. Calm. Professional. Hydrated.



He saw her first.



Didn’t smirk. Didn’t wink. Didn’t say shit.



Just nodded.



Subtle. Controlled. Respectful.



But his eyes?



His eyes said, I remember every sound you made.



She walked past him slow, pretending to look at the dry-erase board like she cared about shift changes.



As she passed, she whispered under her breath without looking his way.



“Give me my panties back.”



He didn’t flinch.



Didn’t even blink.



Just leaned in slightly and muttered back.



“Come get ‘em.”



Onyx got home and did exactly what she told herself she wouldn’t.



Paced her bedroom in silence, towel wrapped around her, phone in hand, waiting.



Not for validation.



Not for a “you good?”



But for the energy match.



She’d left that hospital with her head held high, thighs trembling, mouth still tingling from how he kissed her.



And now?



Now she was restless.




Couldn’t eat.



Couldn’t sleep.



Every damn nerve still on edge, begging for round two.



She sat on the edge of the bed, towel slipping slightly, staring at her phone like it was supposed to apologize for staying quiet.



Still nothing.



No text.



No “you made it home?”



No “can I see you again?”



Just silence.



She scoffed.



“Bold-ass man. Eat my soul in broad daylight and then disappear?”



She tossed the phone across the bed.



But the second it buzzed?



She damn near dove for it.



Jahari

9:17 PM:



You good, doc?



She exhaled.



Then typed slow.



Onyx:



Don’t act brand new



Jahari:



ain’t answer the question



Onyx:



My knees still mad at you



Jahari:



They’ll be alright

You the one said ‘five minutes’



Onyx:



You the one who said that’s all you needed



Jahari:



I lied

I need a lifetime



That’s when the towel slipped off.



And she didn’t bother picking it back up.



Onyx:



Don’t start that sweet talk now

You still walking around with my underwear like a thief in the night



Jahari:

I’m not a thief

I’m a collector

And these got your initials stitched in

So they staying with me



She laughed out loud.



Then hit FaceTime.



He picked up on the first ring.




––––––––
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HIS FACE FILLED THE screen that same quiet confidence in his eyes, beard freshly washed, shirt off, towel slung low around his waist.

She blinked.

He smirked.


“You called,” he said, voice smooth and knowing.



“You texted,” she replied, adjusting her camera angle just enough to show her bare shoulder and hint of cleavage.



“That your way of saying thank you?”



“That your way of saying you want seconds?”



“We both know I want more than that.”



Silence fell for a moment. Soft. Loaded.



His camera dipped slightly. Showed the scar on his right shoulder.



That scar.



The one she used to stare at when he wore cut-off hoodies in gym class.



The one she remembered for no reason except that it always made her wonder if he healed right.



She leaned into the camera, voice lower now.



“That scar still there, huh?”



He nodded. “You remember that?”



“You told me you got it falling off a dirt bike.”



He laughed.



“I lied. Got it trying to hop a gate at my cousin’s party. I was drunk.”



“Still fine,” she said, biting the inside of her cheek.



“Funny thing is,” he said, angling the camera just a little more, “you the only person who ever kissed it like it meant something.”



She didn’t say anything.



Just stared.



Then whispered



“I still would.”



He didn’t move.



Didn’t blink.



Didn’t ask her to repeat herself.



Just stared into the screen with that same unreadable expression — calm on the surface, wild in the eyes.



“You still would?” he asked.



Onyx nodded slow. “That scar deserves a second kiss.”



He licked his bottom lip. Towel still low. Hand flexing like he was trying not to reach for something.



Or himself.



She adjusted the camera angle, letting him see the full curve of her collarbone, the way the water droplets trailed down her chest. She hadn’t dried off completely. On purpose.



He noticed.



Of course he did.



“You always looked like this after a shower?” he asked, voice deeper now. Slower.



“I look better wet,” she said, eyes narrowing, lips curling up at the corner.



That did it.



He exhaled through his nose and tilted his head, eyes dragging down the screen like he was trying to memorize the parts of her he still hadn’t touched with his hands.



“You tryna kill me?”



“You scared?” she asked, raising one brow.



“No,” he said, gaze never leaving her chest. “I’m trying not to nut through the phone.”



She laughed. A real one. That deep-belly, I-got-you-right-where-I-want-you laugh.



“Don’t be loud now,” she teased. “You real composed for somebody who damn near made me cry behind a locked door.”



“That wasn’t even the full five,” he said. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”



“Then show me.”



The camera in his hand shifted. Slightly. The towel dipped.



Not all the way. Not yet.



Just enough to make her thighs press together under her sheets.



He leaned closer to the screen, the scar on his shoulder now in full view.



“Write your poem about it,” he said. “And then kiss it in person.”



“What if I kiss it somewhere else first?” she whispered.



“Where?”



“Your stomach.”



“Where else?”



“Lower.”



His jaw flexed.



“Onyx...”



“I’m just saying,” she whispered. “You ain’t the only one who been dreaming about this since ninth grade.”



“You had a crush on me?” he asked, smirking.



“Boy, I used to stare at you like I was writing you into my diary.”



“You had a diary?”



“Still do.”



“What page am I on now?”



“The nasty one.”




––––––––
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THEY DIDN’T MOVE. JUST stared. Breathing getting shallow. Mouths parting slightly.

FaceTime wasn’t safe anymore.

This was visual foreplay.

Her fingers slid across her thigh.

His did the same on his end — just a slight shift of fabric.

No moaning.

No graphic shit.

Just eyes.

Desire.

And the promise of what was next.


“Say it again,” he whispered.



“What?”



“That you’d still kiss my scar.”



She licked her lips. Slower this time.



“I’d kiss every scar on your body if you let me.”



He closed his eyes like that did more damage than anything else.



“You different now,” he murmured.



“Or maybe I was always this version. Just needed the right man to unlock her.”



“And you think I’m the right one?”



“I know you are.”



They sat there for a long moment.



No more flirting.



No more teasing.



Just eyes locked through the screen like it was a portal, not a phone.





The silence between them wasn’t awkward. It was thick. Heavy. Full of things neither of them had language for yet.

Jahari shifted on the screen, towel still low, but his voice... softer now.


“You know I’ve been watching you for years, right?”



Onyx blinked. “What?”



“At the hospital. Not stalking shit. Just... noticing.”



“Why didn’t you say anything?”



“You were always moving. Always on call. Surrounded by noise. And I...”



He trailed off.



“You what?”



“I ain’t know if I was ready.”



That landed different.



She didn’t respond right away.



She looked down at the edge of her towel, then back up at the screen. “And now?”



“Now I’m ready,” he said. “But if I move toward you, I’m not stopping.”



Her breath caught.



He gave her one last look, and then—



“Get some rest, Dr. Monroe.”



Call ended.



Just like that.





She sat in silence.



Naked under the towel, legs folded, fingers resting on the edge of her knee. The warmth from the phone screen still lingering against her cheek.



He didn’t say “goodnight.”



He didn’t say “talk soon.”



But it wasn’t cold.



It wasn’t distant.



It was something else.





Finished. Decided. Felt.

And that’s what scared her most.

Because feelings? They never showed up alone.

They always brought disappointment in the back seat.

Her phone buzzed again.

She smiled and reached for it, thinking it was him. Thinking he couldn’t stay away either. Thinking maybe he was outside, ready to come back and kiss her scar himself.

But it wasn’t him.

Not this time.

New message.

Unknown number.
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Amira:
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Tell your little friend next time she leave her panties behind, make sure she don’t leave the tag in. Cute initials tho.



Everything in her body went still.



Heart? Gone.



Smile? Evaporated.



She sat there, blinking at the screen, like if she stared long enough the letters would rearrange themselves into something less violent.



They didn’t.



Tag. Panties. Initials.



She read it again. And again.



And again.



Then turned her phone over.



And just stared at the ceiling like it had answers.



Onyx didn’t move for a long time.



Not because she was shocked. Not even because she believed it right away.



She just... couldn’t.



Because that message wasn’t loud.



It didn’t scream.



It didn’t show up with receipts or proof or drama.



It whispered.





And the whispers always hit harder.

She stood up, towel still clutched tight, body suddenly cold, like whatever warmth she had left had crawled out through her spine and left the room.

Amira.

That name sounded soft.

But the message?

Felt like a damn threat in lip gloss.

She walked to her vanity, stared at herself in the mirror. Not checking her makeup. Not checking her hair.

Looking for the part of her that should’ve known better.


“You always do this,” she whispered.



To herself. To her reflection.



To the ghost of every woman who ever bet on a man who said all the right things with the wrong damn intentions.



Jahari had just said he was watching her for years.



He had just called her baby with his eyes.



He had just sucked her soul out through her thighs like he meant it.



So who the fuck was Amira?



And how did she get her number?



And how the fuck did she know about the panties?



That’s what hurt the most.



It wasn’t a random guess.



It was specific.



She dropped the towel. Got dressed in silence. Sat on the edge of the bed like she was waiting for grief to call her back.



But it didn’t.



Just that message.



Sitting there.



Still there.



She didn’t text Jahari.



Didn’t block him.



Didn’t respond to Amira either.



She needed time.



To think. To process. To protect her heart from leaping ahead of the truth.



But her gut?



That bitch was already screaming.




––––––––
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AN HOUR LATER, HER phone buzzed again.
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Jahari
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You still up?

She stared.

Didn’t answer.
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Jahari
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I ain’t wanna fall asleep before hearing your voice again
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Jahari
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Say something, doc

She tossed the phone across the bed.

Bit the inside of her cheek.

Tried not to cry.

And whispered out loud


“I knew this shit was too good to be true.”




The next morning, Onyx pulled up to Hamilton Grace on autopilot.




Red bottoms again. Another fitted trench. Hair laid. Gloss perfect.






From the outside, she was still that bitch.

But on the inside?

Something was off.

And her girls?

They felt it before she even got past the security desk.

Sasha spotted it first.

She was leaning against the vending machine, talking trash about the trauma bay being too cold, when she saw Onyx step through the sliding doors.

It wasn’t the outfit. That was fire, as always.

It was the walk.

Still graceful.

Still head high.

But slower. More measured. Less bounce in her hips.

Naima picked it up second. “She been quiet all morning.”

Sasha nodded. “Yeah... and she ain’t posted in the chat.”

Naima tilted her head. “She ain’t even sent a selfie.”

Sasha’s eyes narrowed. “That’s how you know shit ain’t sweet.”

Onyx approached them with a soft smile that didn’t reach her eyes.


“Y’all early,” she said.



“You late,” Sasha replied, watching her close.



“Rough night?” Naima asked, sipping from her usual mason jar.



Onyx shrugged, pushing her badge higher on her trench. “Just tired.”



“Did you eat?” Sasha asked.



“Did he call?” Naima pushed, more direct.



Onyx paused for half a second. Then kept it pushing.



“Everything’s fine.”



Sasha blinked. “You sure? You moving like your spirit got a limp.”



Onyx laughed, but it was hollow.



“I’m good.”



Lie.



She wasn’t.



She hadn’t slept. Barely breathed.



She’d spent all night rereading that message from Amira and wondering if she was just being paranoid or if she’d been played so clean it didn’t even leave a bruise.



Naima stepped into her path.



“What happened?”



Onyx didn’t answer right away. Just looked past her, scanning the floor.



“I said I’m fine.”



That tone?



Flat. Short. Defensive.



Both girls looked at each other.



And didn’t believe a word she said.




––––––––
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MINUTES LATER, IN THE break room, Sasha texted Naima.

Sasha:

She lying. Something happened.

Naima:

It’s that man. I feel it.

Sasha:

She not telling us because it ain’t official yet. She still tryna figure out what to believe.

Naima:

That, or she don’t wanna hear us say what she already thinking.

Sasha:

Either way... she don’t look right.

Naima:

Nah. She look like she fighting not to feel it.

––––––––
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Meanwhile, Onyx was standing in the stairwell. Alone.



Phone in hand.



Amira’s message still unswiped.



Jahari’s texts still unanswered.



She stared at both like they were two different versions of the same story — and whichever one she chose to believe would shape everything that came next.



But for now?



She wasn’t choosing anything.



Just surviving the silence.



He pulled up around 9:40 PM.



Didn’t text.



Didn’t call.



Just hit her line with three words:
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Outside. Come here.
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She was already dressed.

Not because she expected him.

But because her body had been waiting on him before her mind gave it permission.

She opened the door without speaking.

Jahari leaned against the hood of his car like he’d been there forever. Hoodie on. Fitted low. Beard fresh.

And when he saw her?

His whole expression softened.

Like he didn’t know he was standing in the middle of a lie.


“Damn,” he said, stepping closer. “You always open the door like this?”



She didn’t answer.



Just stepped into him.



Let her fingers curl into the fabric of his hoodie.



Let her head rest on his chest.



Let herself breathe in the same cologne he wore when he kissed her against her office door.



She didn’t ask about Amira.



Didn’t mention the message.



Didn’t demand answers.



She just stood there, in the quiet.



And let herself feel safe even if it was only for ten borrowed minutes.



He wrapped his arms around her like nothing had changed.



And maybe for him? It hadn’t.



But for her?



Everything was different now.



“You okay?” he asked.



“Yeah.”



Lie.



“I missed your voice.”



“You just heard it.”



“Not like this.”



He pulled back just enough to tilt her chin.



“You sure you good?”



Her smile was soft this time.



Controlled.



Trained.



“Don’t I look good?”



“You look like trouble.”



“Then act like you can handle it.”



He kissed her.



Again.



Deep.



Like the first time.



Like the truth wasn’t sitting in her phone like a lit fuse.



She kissed him back.



Because her mouth hadn’t caught up to her gut yet.



Because her body didn’t care what her brain was screaming.



Because part of her still hoped he’d fix it before she had to say it out loud.




––––––––
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BACK IN HER APARTMENT, an hour later, she sat on the edge of the bed with her phone in her lap.

Still no reply to Amira.

Still no questions for Jahari.

She just sat there.

Staring at the same screen.

Same proof.

Same warning.

And she whispered to herself


“If he tells me first... maybe it won’t feel like betrayal.”




She didn’t believe it.




But she needed to say it.




Needed to hope.




Because the moment that hope died?




So would everything they just started.
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CHAPTER TWO — COME GET IT
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She wasn’t supposed to see him again so soon.

That was the plan she made in her head.

Set boundaries. Catch her breath. Play it cool.

But Jahari didn’t believe in space.

He believed in presence.

And two days after that silent pull-up and kiss so good it made her knees call in sick, he was texting like they been locked in for years.

Jahari

You off tonight?

Onyx

Kinda. Admin shit only.

Jahari

Bet. What time you eating?

Onyx

Don’t know. Why?

Jahari

Because I’m feeding you.

She paused.

She had just told Naima she needed to chill. That maybe things were moving too fast. That she was gonna slow it down.

But her phone buzzed again.

Jahari

You like seafood, right?

Jahari

I’ll be at your place by 9. Bring an appetite.

That was it.

No “Can I?”

No “If you’re free.”

Just presence. Pressure. A soft command in text form.

And the worst part?

She liked it.

––––––––
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BY 8:55 PM, HER HAIR was curled.

Edges laid.

Body buttered and glistening under a black lace robe she told herself was coincidental.

There was salmon, garlic shrimp, and jasmine rice on her counter. Brought by him. Plated by her.

He poured the wine himself.

Didn’t even ask where the glasses were just found them like he belonged in her cabinets already.


“You always this composed?” she asked, watching him move around her kitchen like it was his.



“Only when I’m in control,” he said, pouring slow.



“You think you in control right now?”

He handed her a glass.



“I know I am.”



She sipped, but her heart thudded.



Because the way he looked at her when she drank? Like the robe was see-through. Like her thoughts were too. Like he already knew she wasn’t wearing anything underneath.



“This how you treat all your coworkers?” she asked.



“You not my coworker.”



“Oh?”



“You more dangerous than that.”



“Why?”



“Because I like you too much to pretend it’s casual.”



Her stomach flipped.



She looked down at her glass. Then back at him.



“Say that again?”



He stepped closer.



No smile. No smirk.



Just that slow, steady energy that had her thighs twitching before he even laid a finger on her.



“I like you, Onyx.”



“You don’t even know me.”

“That’s the part I’m excited about.”



He stepped in close enough to see the tension in her shoulders. Close enough to smell the vanilla on her skin.



“Let me learn you,” he whispered.



And the way he said it?



Made her breath hitch.



Because that wasn’t game.



It wasn’t scripted.



It was a man asking but promising he’d take care of whatever came with the answer.



The food was still warm.

But her appetite had shifted.



Jahari didn’t rush her.





He sat across the table calm, relaxed, legs spread slightly under the chair like he was grounded. Like he belonged there.

Every now and then, his eyes would drag up from his plate to hers. That slow, quiet look. Not lusty. Just observing.

Studying.

Reading her like he was still learning the language of her silence.


“You always this quiet when you eat?” he asked.



“You always this nosy when you feed people?”



He smirked. “Just tryna make sure you comfortable.”

“Comfort ain’t my issue.”



“Then what is?”



She didn’t answer. She took another bite. Chewed slowly. Watched him over the rim of her wine glass like she was waiting on him to blink first.



“Let me guess,” he said, leaning back in his chair. “You don’t trust people who show up too fast.”



“I don’t trust people who show up like they ain’t hiding something.”



His smile faded just slightly.



She clocked it.



But he didn’t flinch.



“I’m not hiding.”



“You sure?”



“You asking that like you know something.”



Now she was the one to smirk. “Do I?”



A pause.



Then



“You tell me,” he said.



“Maybe I’m still deciding.”



Another silence stretched between them.



It wasn’t awkward.
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