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Chapter 1

Jasmine
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“We're here, bitches!" yelled Keisha as we got out of the Uber and pulled up to our hotel. Loud as hell and kind of embarrassing—but that was her. Loud, carefree, and unapologetic about it.

The resort unfolded in front of us like a living postcard. Towering palm trees lined the entrance, their trunks wrapped in tiny white lights that glowed softly even in daylight. Between them were bursts of color—deep red hibiscus, coral blooms, plumeria trees heavy with white and yellow flowers, orchids tucked into planters like they were placed with intention. The air was warm and fragrant, thick with flowers, ocean salt, and something sweet that immediately said vacation. Low island music floated through the open space, steady and calming, layered with the soft sound of water trickling somewhere nearby. Just beyond the entrance, hula dancers moved in slow, fluid rhythm. Their skirts swayed with each step—layers of fabric brushing against their thighs, catching the breeze as their hips rolled gently from side to side. Long, dark hair spilled down their backs or was braided loosely over one shoulder, adorned with fresh flowers woven in at the crown. Bare feet grounded them to the stone beneath, and their arms told quiet stories in the air, graceful and deliberate. Every movement felt unhurried, welcoming—like the island itself was easing us in, reminding us to slow down and stay a while. 

We were in Hawaii for our best friend Vanessa's bachelorette party and her wedding—her third attempt at forever, but who’s counting. Her grandparents are from here and co-owned one of the resorts. They hooked us up with a great deal on our nine-day stay—and believe me, we planned to make the most of every single day.

As we got out of the car, Vanessa's parents and grandparents were there to meet us with open arms—and wine. Keisha, of course, grabbed two glasses and immediately started dancing with the hula dancers. That girl is such a vibe.

We all joined in, including Vanessa's parents and grandparents, dancing and laughing the whole way to our suite. They had already checked us in and grabbed our key cards.

The door beeped green and I pushed it open.

"Ohhh my God," Keisha said, stopping dead in the doorway. "We’re rich for the week!"

The suite was insane. White marble floors, floor-to-ceiling windows looking out at the ocean, and a private infinity pool that seemed to pour right into the horizon. Full kitchen with gold hardware, a stocked bar, living room big enough to host a party, and a game area in the back with a pool table and neon lights. Four bedrooms down the hall—each one with its own bathroom.

Brit burst out laughing, rolling her suitcase inside. "Rich? Girl, we barely made it through TSA with snacks in our purses."

I peeked into the first bedroom and just shook my head. The bed was massive, draped in white linens, and the bathroom had a soaking tub facing the water. "Okay, who's sleeping in the one with the tub?"

"That's me," Vanessa said immediately, running a hand over her hair with that bridal confidence she always carried. "A bride deserves bubbles and views."

Keisha snorted. "Girl, if you start practicing your vows in that mirror, I'm recording it and playing it at the reception."

We all cracked up, and it felt like home again—the four of us in our element.

I hadn’t felt this loose in a long time. Somewhere along the way, comfort had started to feel dangerous—like if I let myself sink into it too much, something would come along and snatch it away.

Still, I stayed. Let myself have it. Just for now.

I pulled my phone out of my bag and checked it out of habit. No missed calls. No texts.

Jerae was probably still at school, completely unaware that her mom was standing in paradise, remembering how to relax. I walked out to the back patio. The infinity pool shimmered in the sunlight, a hot tub bubbled in the corner, and palm trees swayed overhead. The air smelled like flowers and salt, and somewhere in the distance I could hear music—something low and smooth with a reggae beat.

I pressed my hand against the railing and just breathed. "This is insane."

Behind me, Keisha was already calling dibs on the bedroom with the best mirror for selfies. Vanessa stood by the window, staring out at the water, smiling to herself.

For a second, I didn't say anything—I just watched them, felt the air, heard the laughter echo through the suite. 

We hadn't even unpacked yet, but it already felt right—like this place was ready for our chaos, our friendship, and whatever was about to happen.

I grabbed my phone and connected it to the speaker on the dresser.

The opening notes of a 90s R&B classic floated through the room—smooth bassline, soft harmonies, the kind of song that made you roll your shoulders before the beat even dropped.

Brit’s head snapped toward me. “Not the 90s slow jams!”

“Don’t act like you don’t love it,” I said.

Keisha was already singing along. “See? This is why Jasmine handles the music. She takes us back every time.”

I just smiled and turned it up a little.

We were still hyped about the suite when Vanessa checked her phone and made a face—not annoyed, just distracted.

"Y'all," she said, grabbing her purse off the counter. "My mom's blowing me up. I gotta go meet her and my grandparents for dinner. Family time, you know how it is."

"Already?" Keisha whined, still dancing. "We just got here!”

"I know, I know." Vanessa waved her off, already halfway to the door. "But I'll be back later. Y'all go have fun at the pool, get drunk, do something stupid so you can tell me about it."

Brit leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, watching her with that look she gets when she's reading someone. "You good? You seem... I don't know. Rushed."

Vanessa paused for just a second, then smiled—too bright, too quick. "I'm fine, girl. Just trying to keep my mom happy before the wedding, you know? I'll catch up with y'all tonight."

She blew us a kiss and slipped out the door before any of us could say anything else.

Brit looked at me, her eyebrow raised. "That was weird, right?"

"A little," I said. "But it's her family. She probably just wants to get it over with."

Keisha shrugged, already digging through her suitcase for her swimsuit. "More drinks for us, then."

Brit shook her head, smiling. "You’re a mess."

Vanessa's fiancé and his entourage wouldn't be in Hawaii for another six days. Marcus wanted to have his bachelor party back home in Atlanta since a lot of his boys couldn't travel twice or stay that long. So, for a few nights we could act like we were back in college again.

We were too excited to nap, so we showered and went straight to the swim-up bar.

The walk down to the pool was all palm trees and bass thumping through the air, people already having the time of their lives.

Keisha had on a red bikini with her whole ass out—literally—her blonde hair pulled up in a messy bun. Her cheeks were cheeking, glistening where the sun hit them. She didn't have big titties, but the ones she had were sitting up perfectly in her top, shining just right. She walked like she knew exactly what she was doing, hips swaying, confidence radiating off her like heat.

Brit, tall as ever, her braids pulled up into a clean updo, looked like a Victoria's Secret Angel in a white-and-gold one-piece cut out on the sides. She had bigger boobs, but they weren't overexposed—just enough to make you wonder. Her long legs seemed to go on forever, and she had this effortless grace about her, like she wasn't even trying.

And me? I had a two-piece brown swimsuit. I love brown, it goes perfectly with my skin tone. The bottoms were boy-short style, cuffing just under my ass. I'm a full C-cup, and that day, you could see the entire C-cup. I'd gotten a reduction a few years ago—and a lift—so the girls, Coco and Chanel, were looking like they were twenty instead of forty.

The pool area was packed—people floating on rafts, dancing in the shallow end, crowded around the swim-up bar with drinks in hand. The music was low and smooth, and the air smelled like saltwater and coconut oil, with hints of pineapple and rum floating through.

I slid onto one of the stools at the swim-up bar, my feet brushing against the cool water below. The bartender was moving fast, shaking drinks, pouring shots, laughing with customers. Everyone seemed happy, loose, like they'd left their real lives somewhere on the mainland.

"Three mai tais," Keisha yelled over the music, waving her arm like she was hailing a cab. The bartender just laughed—probably used to energy like hers.

Brit settled in next to me, adjusting her sunglasses. "This is nice," she said, her voice calm and steady like always. "Real nice. I needed this."

A woman on the other side of Brit was leaned in towards her, smiling like she thought she had a shot.

Keisha clocked it instantly. “Poor thing. Wasting her time.”

I laughed under my breath. “Always.”

Keisha shook her head. “I don’t know how Brit and Vanessa stay untouched with all these fine women throwing themselves at them.”

I shrugged. “Because they are straight, I guess.”

Keisha glanced at me sideways. “Did you ever miss being with women?”

I took a sip of my drink. “When? When I was married? I missed that part of myself a lot.”

“So how long did you wait after the divorce to get with a woman?”

I laughed, shaking my head. “I plead the fifth.”

“That’s what I thought, how soon?” she asked, grinning.

“Enough time went by,” I said. “Damn.”

“Mm-hmm,” she said. “That tells me everything.”

“Relax,” I added. “It wasn’t like that. Just... enough.”

Keisha grinned. “So, the weekend after your divorce.”

I was about to say something back when my eyes caught on someone across the swim up bar. That’s when I saw her.

She was posted up along the outer curve of the swim-up bar, half-turned toward the water, sipping something out of a hollowed-out pineapple. Her skin was a deep bronze, smooth and glowing. Bohemian braids fell down her shoulders, wet at the ends. She had on a black bikini—simple, nothing flashy—but the way it fit her body made it impossible not to stare. Her shoulders were strong, her arms toned but soft. Her waist curved in just right, and her thighs were thick and powerful.

She wasn’t trying too hard. That’s what stood out. That's what got me. Everyone else at the bar was loud, laughing, trying to be seen. She was just... present. Calm. Like she didn't need to prove anything to anyone. The way she held her drink—relaxed, confident—made me want to know what that felt like.

Her eyes flicked over toward us, and for a split second, they landed on me.

I swear I forgot how to breathe.

It wasn't just a glance. It was a look. Her eyes were dark brown, rich and warm. They held mine for a beat—two beats—and then she smiled. Soft but deliberate. Like she'd been waiting for me to notice.

Then she went back to her drink.

My heart was pounding. I tried to play it cool, tried to look away, but my eyes kept drifting back to her. The way she tilted her head when she laughed at something her friend said. The way her lips wrapped around the straw. The way her hand rested on the bar, fingers long and elegant, nails painted a soft pink.

One of her friends said something, and she threw her head back laughing—not that loud, needs-attention kind. Just real. The kind that made you want to know what was so funny.

I watched how she was with them. One friend was clearly tipsy, swaying a little, and the woman just reached out without even looking—steadied her by the elbow, smooth and casual. Not making a big deal about it, just... taking care of her people.

She wasn't trying to be the center of attention. But damn if she wasn't anyway.

And then those eyes found mine again.

"Damn," I whispered without thinking.

Keisha leaned in immediately, her radar going off. "Who you lookin' at?"

I tried to play it off, waving my hand. "Nobody."

She smirked, following my line of sight. Her eyes landed on the woman, and her grin got wider. "Mmm. 'Nobody' got some nice thighs and some lips that don't look like they play fair."

I laughed, shaking my head, trying to hide the heat creeping up my neck. "You're ridiculous."

"And you're blushing," she said, sipping her drink with that grin that always knew too much. "When's the last time you blushed over somebody, Jas? Huh?"

I didn't answer. Couldn't answer. Because she was right.

Brit glanced over, quiet as always but paying attention. She didn't say anything at first, just watched me for a second, then looked in the direction I'd been staring. When she turned back, there was a small smile on her face. "Jas," she said softly, "you know it's okay to just... talk to her, right?"

"I'm not”

"You are," Brit said, cutting me off gently. "And that's a good thing. You've been locked up in your head for too long. Maybe this trip is exactly what you need."

I hadn't felt that little spark—that pull—in a long time. Maybe never like this. And the wild part? I didn't know a damn thing about her. Not her name, not where she was from, nothing. I'm a whole psychologist. I know better than to feel this way about a stranger. But logic wasn't doing anything for me right now. My thoughts were all over the place, and I couldn't seem to get them straight.

The woman looked back again, and this time, she didn't look away.

Her eyes found mine across the bar, and this time, she held my attention. Really held it. There was something in her expression—curiosity, maybe. Amusement. Interest. I couldn't tell, but whatever it was, it made my pulse race.

I should've looked away. I should’ve played it cool. But I didn't. I just stared back, my drink forgotten in my hand, my friends' voices fading into background noise.

She tilted her head slightly, like she was asking a question. Then, slowly, deliberately, she bit her bottom lip and smiled.

Oh, hell.

I felt that smile everywhere. In my chest. In my stomach. Lower.

She didn't immediately pull back, but I did. The moment had gotten too intense too fast, and I needed air—or at least a distraction. My hands were shaking slightly as I reached for my drink, and I took a long sip, trying to steady myself.

I turned my attention to Keisha, who was apparently signing us up for volleyball.

"The hell?" I said, blinking.

She grinned, already bouncing on her toes like a kid. "Come on, it'll be fun. Team 'Fine & Tipsy' versus whoever wants smoke!"

I laughed, shaking my head. "Keisha, I don't even know how to play."

"Girl, most of these people are drunk anyway. You'll fit right in," she said, already swimming toward the shallow end like she'd just joined the Olympics.

I sighed and followed, still trying to shake off what just happened. I slipped into the water, and the coolness helped clear my head a little.

That's when she walked by—the woman from the bar.

She was with her friends, laughing about something, drink still in hand. They were heading toward the volleyball area. She was talking, animated, her hands moving as she spoke. Her laugh was low and rich, the kind that made you want to hear it again.

She didn't look at me, didn't say a word, but as she passed, she brushed against me—light, deliberate, just enough to get my attention.

Her arm grazed mine. Warm skin, soft. I noticed.

It sent a little jolt through me.

As she got closer, I caught pieces of what she was saying to her friends.

"...I'm just saying, if we're doing this, we're doing it right. No half-assing."

Her voice had this easy confidence to it. Not loud, but the kind you paid attention to anyway.

One of her friends groaned. "You always gotta be in charge of everything."

"That's 'cause y'all need supervision," she shot back, grinning. Then, softer, almost to herself: "Plus, I want y'all to have a good time."

It was quick, barely a second, but damn. I froze for half a beat, trying to act normal. She was already a few steps past me, but she glanced back over her shoulder. Just once. Just long enough to let me know it wasn't an accident.

Keisha caught it immediately. "Oh, she did that on purpose," she said, eyes wide and grinning like she'd just witnessed a scandal.

Before I could even respond, Keisha tried to dap me up and broke into that same silly dance she's been doing since high school—the one she breaks out every time she thinks somebody's about to get laid. It involved way too much hip movement and hand waving, and it was ridiculous.

"Girl, stop!" I said, laughing, trying to push her away.

She just kept dancing, splashing water everywhere. "Nope! You’re in there! Don't block your blessings!"

Brit shook her head, but she was grinning too. "Keisha, you need to calm down before you drown somebody."

I shook my head, trying to hide the smile creeping across my face. Maybe she was right.

By the time we got to the shallow end, the resort staff was already setting up the net, hyping everybody up. People were cheering, trash-talking, placing bets.

Keisha was already running her mouth. "Y'all might as well forfeit now! I played varsity in high school!"

Brit almost choked on her drink. "Girl, you were the team manager. Stop lying."

Keisha splashed water on her. "Lies! I was a utility player!"

"Utility means you sat your ass on the bench and cheered," Brit shot back.

"And I cheered HARD. That's leadership."

Everybody cracked up, including the resort staff.

I was still laughing when I noticed her again—the mystery woman—now standing across the pool on the opposite team. She caught my eye and smirked.

Oh shit.

"Ohhh," Keisha said, nudging me. "She's on the other team. This about to get interesting."

"Shut up," I said, trying not to smile.

"Nah," Brit said, grinning. "Don't play innocent now. That girl been staring like she trying to memorize you."

The whistle blew, and the game started.

Keisha immediately jumped like she was blocking in the finals—missed the ball completely and landed face-first into the water with a huge splash.

"Utility player, huh?" Brit said.

Keisha came up gasping, flipping her wet hair dramatically. "That was a practice jump! Don't play with me!"

Everyone burst out laughing, even the other team—including her.

The woman smiled at me—slow, deliberate—and then she served the ball.

Straight toward me.

It splashed right in front of my chest, sending water up into my face.

Keisha screamed, "Ohhh, she flirting! That's a flirty serve!"

I couldn't even argue. I just smiled, shaking my head, heart racing. I wiped the water from my face and looked up, and she was still watching me.

"You gonna let her get away with that?" Brit called out.

"Hell no," I said, surprising myself.

I grabbed the ball and served it back, aiming right for her. She hit it easily, laughing, and the game continued.

After that, it was all laughter and mess. Nobody was really keeping score—half the people didn't even know the rules. Every time the ball went flying, Keisha had an excuse.

"Nah, that don't count!" she yelled. "The sun got in my eyes!"

Brit rolled her eyes. "The sun behind you, dummy."

"Don't worry about all that. You are supposed to be my teammate!"

"I was," Brit said, laughing. "Till you started playing like the ball owe you money."

At one point, Keisha dove after the ball, missed completely, and came up claiming, "I got it in the spirit realm, though."

"The what?" Brit said, hands on her hips.

"The spirit realm, Brit. You wouldn't understand. It's a higher level of play."

We were dying laughing. I could barely keep my balance."Nah, that's valid!" she called out, still laughing. "Spirit points count!"

Keisha pointed at her like she'd just won something. "See! She gets it!"The game kept going, and I kept watching her.

Every time one of her friends missed a shot, she'd clap for them anyway. "You got the next one!" Encouraging them. When her tipsy friend almost tripped in the water, she was right there—hand on her back, steadying her, all while keeping the ball in play.

She was competitive, I could see that. The way she tracked the ball, the way she moved. But she wasn't being an asshole about it. When Keisha made that ridiculous "spirit realm" comment, she laughed so hard she had to stop playing.

And when she dove for a ball and missed, coming up soaking wet with her hair stuck to her face, she just grinned. "Alright, that's on me. That was terrible."

No ego. Just real.

I liked that.

But then the ball came toward me, and I actually managed to hit it back. It went sailing over the net, and she had to dive to get it. She came up laughing, hair clinging to her face, and she looked right at me.

"Nice hit," she called out, her voice carrying over the music and the noise.

"Thanks," I called back, trying to sound casual.

She smiled, and this time it was different. Softer. More genuine.

Keisha elbowed me. "Oh, y'all talking now? When’s the wedding—are we doing a double one while we’re here?”

"Keisha, I swear to God—"

"What? I'm just saying, you over here blushing like a schoolgirl. It's cute."

I splashed water at her, but I couldn't stop smiling.

Brit swam up next to me, her voice low enough that only I could hear. "She seems nice. And she's definitely interested." She paused, then added, "Just don't overthink it, Jas. You deserve to have some fun."

I looked at her, surprised by how serious she sounded. Brit wasn't usually the one giving pep talks—that was more Vanessa's thing. But there was something in her eyes, something genuine and kind, that made me nod.

"Yeah," I said quietly. "Maybe you're right."

The bartender sent out trays of drinks—margaritas, mai tais, and something blue that burned going down but hit just right. The game dissolved into people just floating around, drinking, talking, laughing. The sun was starting to dip lower in the sky, casting everything in this golden, hazy light.

At one point, Brit looked at me over her glass. "You know what? We should make this a yearly thing," she said. " Just us—same time, same place."

"I'm down," I said. "As long as it's all-inclusive and includes bottomless drinks."

Keisha raised her glass. "And bottomless bikinis!"

We groaned in unison.

"Keisha," Brit said, shaking her head. "You have been nasty since at least 2002."

"Consistency, baby," Keisha said, winking. "That's my superpower."

We stayed in the pool until the sun dipped low and the sky turned pink and gold. The water had gone from cool to lukewarm, and the air had that perfect temperature where you didn't want to be anywhere else.

And somehow, my attention kept drifting back to her.

It wasn’t just that she was fine—though God knows she was. It was how she’d laughed. How she took care of her friends without making a show of it. How competitive she was but not cruel, confident without trying to dominate the room.

I spend most of my life reading people. With her, I couldn’t get a read. And that irritated me. And pulled me in.

I’ve spent years keeping people at arm’s length, convincing myself that letting someone in meant losing control. But watching her across that pool, I felt curious. Interested. Awake.

For the first time in a long time, that didn’t feel like a threat.
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Imani
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“Damn! Are you still eye-fucking that girl in the brown bikini?" Taylor asked, squinting at me over her sunglasses.

"Girl, mind your business," I muttered, but even I didn't sound convincing. "I wasn't eye-fucking her... I was just... being observant."

Lies.

Straight lies.

Who was I kidding? I was absolutely eye-fucking that woman. And the crazy part? I've never done this before—not with a woman. I'm engaged to a whole man. Supposed to be getting married in a few months. But the second I saw her by that pool—skin glowing, legs crossed, that brown bikini sitting right on every curve—and our eyes met? My stomach dropped. Like actually dropped. The kind of pull you feel in your chest when you're about to do something you know you shouldn't but you want to anyway.

I've been with men my whole life. Good men, fine men, men who checked all the boxes. But this? This felt different. Unfamiliar. A little scary, if I'm being honest. Because I don't do nervous. I run meetings. I negotiate contracts. I can walk into any room and own it.

But her? She had me second-guessing my whole existence.

So instead of doing something normal—like smiling, or saying hi, or literally anything a grown woman would do—I walked past her and "accidentally" brushed her shoulder. Just enough to make contact. Just enough to see if she'd notice.

She did.

And her loud-ass friend definitely caught it too because I heard her say, "Oh, she flirting with you," loud enough for half the pool to hear.

I tried to play it cool. Kept walking. But my brain was already spiraling. What if she's straight? What if she thinks I'm crazy? What if I'm reading this whole thing wrong and she was just being polite? And why the hell do I even care this much? I don't know this woman. I don't even know her name.

I actually laughed at myself. Shook my head like that would reset my brain. It didn't work. Because when I looked up again, she was standing with her friends, gathering her things, probably heading to dinner.

And she caught me staring.

Dead. In. My. Face.

I panicked. I tried to look away. Too late. She saw everything—the stare, the freeze, the whole "oh shit I've been caught" moment. And then she smiled. Not a polite smile. A knowing one. The kind that said, yeah girl, I see you looking.

That smile did something to me.

My stomach tightened. Heat spread low in my belly, pulsing between my thighs in a way that made me shift in my seat. I haven't felt that in so long I almost forgot what it was.

And it was just a smile.

"Imani!" Taylor snapped her fingers in front of my face. "Girl, snap out of it. I didn't know you were into girls like that."

"That's the thing—I'm not." I rubbed my forehead, trying to pull myself together. "But something about this girl is getting in my head."

Alex chimed in, leaning back in her float with that professor’s tone she gets when she's about to drop some wisdom. "Well, before we left, you did say you needed time to clear your head and figure out what's what with Brent..."

Brent.

My fiancé.

Technically, anyway.

We've been together three and a half years. Engaged for eight months. And he's not a bad guy—he's decent, even—but we haven't really been connecting for a long time. If I'm being brutally honest, almost two years.  I kept telling myself it was a phase—that things would come back once life slowed down.

We hadn't had sex in months. And when we did try? Nothing. My body did not respond. It was like the chemistry had just... evaporated.

I finally told him maybe we needed to take a step back. That I needed space to think. He didn't take it well, kept asking what he did wrong, if there was someone else. There wasn't. There isn't.

It's just... done. At least in my heart.

Two weeks ago, I told him not to come on this trip. He didn’t take it seriously. He thought I’d change my mind. I told him I'd reimburse his ticket. He was hurt, disappointed, but I needed this break.

I needed to breathe.

"WAIT," I said suddenly, sitting up straighter. "I think I heard Miss Sexy Brown Bikini's loud friend say they were from Atlanta."

"You sure?" Alex asked, pushing her sunglasses up.

"Yes. She spelled it out—A-T-L-A-N-T-A—when someone asked where they were from."

Taylor's eyes went wide. She set her drink down and leaned forward. "Hold up. Atlanta? So they could be Vanessa's friends."

My stomach dropped. "Oh shit. You think?"

"I mean..." Alex said slowly, piecing it together like she was building a case. "We knew Vanessa's other crew were coming in for the wedding. She told us they'd be here the whole nine days."

"Yeah, but she also said she wasn't planning to introduce us right away," Taylor added, her voice taking on that no-nonsense military edge. "She wanted to keep it separate for a minute. Said her middle school girls are real particular about their circle—they don't really do well with new people just popping up unannounced."

“I don’t know,” I said. “I get that, but it still feels weird she didn’t even tell them we were coming.” I said.

Taylor shook her head. "I agree, but she said she was gonna ease into it. Didn't want them feeling like she was springing surprises on them."

I nodded, my mind racing. That made sense. Vanessa had her lawyer crew—me, Taylor, and Alex—and then she had her Day Ones. The friends she'd known since middle school. The ones who'd been through everything with her.

We met Vanessa a few years ago at a Black Women Lawyers Association meeting in Atlanta. She walked in late, unapologetic, with this energy that just filled the room. We clicked immediately. We started sitting together at meetings, then grabbing drinks after, then brunch on Sundays. She became one of us fast—venting about cases, about men, about life. Real friendship, the kind that felt easy.

When she got engaged, she invited us to the wedding without hesitation. Even offered to help cover part of our stay since her grandparents co-owned the resort. We were honored. Excited.

But we'd never met her middle school crew. 

She'd told us all about them, though. How tight they were. How they'd been ride or die since they were kids. How she couldn't imagine getting married without them there.

And now, apparently, they were here.

At this resort.

At that pool.

And one of them had just made my body react in ways I didn't know it could.

"So if that is them..." Taylor said slowly, a grin spreading across her face, "then Miss Sexy Brown Bikini is one of Vanessa's best friends."

I felt my stomach flip again. "Which means I might actually see her again. Like... regularly."

"Regularly," Alex repeated, smirking. "All nine days, sis."

Taylor cackled. "Oh, this is about to be good. You better get your shit together before Vanessa introduces y'all and you're standing there looking stupid."

"I'm not gonna look stupid," I said, but even I didn't believe it.

"You already looked stupid," Alex said, laughing. "You walked into a pole earlier because you were too busy staring."

"That was one time!"

"One time too many," Taylor said. "But listen—if we run into them before Vanessa officially introduces us, let's just play it cool. Say we're here celebrating new beginnings or some shit and leave it at that."

"Bet," Alex said. "Everybody gonna be drinking anyway. I doubt they'll even catch on until Vanessa brings it up herself."

"Exactly," Taylor agreed. 

I was about to respond when my phone buzzed on the edge of the pool.

I glanced down.

Brent.

My entire mood shifted.

"Ugh....what the hell," I muttered.

Taylor looked over. "Let me guess. Mr. I-Can't-Take-A-Hint?"

"Yup." I let it ring. Watched his name flash until it finally stopped.

Then it started again.

"Girl, just answer it and get it over with," Alex said. "You know he's not gonna stop."

I sighed and swiped to answer. "Hey."

"Hey, baby. How's Hawaii?" His voice was doing that soft thing, trying to be sweet. "I miss you."

I closed my eyes. "Brent..."

"I know you need space. I just—can we FaceTime later? Just to talk?"

"I told you I'd call you when I'm ready."

"It's been two weeks, Imani. I just want to know where your head's at."

My jaw tightened. "I'm thinking. That's all I can tell you right now."

"Okay, but when—"

"Brent." My voice came out sharper than I meant it to. "I asked for space. That means I need time without you calling every other day asking if I'm done thinking yet."

Silence.

Then, quieter, "I'm just trying to understand."

"I know. And I'll talk to you when I'm ready. But right now, I need you to give me the space I asked for. Okay?"

Another pause. "Okay. I love you."

I didn't say it back. "Bye, Brent."

I hung up and stared at the phone, my chest tight.

Taylor reached over and plucked it out of my hand. "Nope. You're done. No more Brent energy today."

"He's so fucking exhausting," I said, rubbing my temples.

"That's because he knows something's up and he's trying to guilt you into staying," Alex said. "Classic manipulation tactic. You see it all the time in family court."

"Well it's not working. I just need him to give me space so I can figure out how to end this without it turning into a whole thing."

"Good," Taylor said, handing me a fresh drink. "Then let's get back to what matters—like the fact that you're about to possibly spend your time in paradise with a fine-ass woman who clearly noticed you too."

I laughed. "Y'all are a mess."

"And you love us for it," Alex said, raising her glass.

I clinked mine against hers, trying to shake off the Brent cloud.

But honestly? The thought of seeing that woman again was already pulling me back.

We stayed at the pool a little longer, but between the drinks and the hours in the water, we were starting to feel it. Hungry. A little buzzed. People were heading back to their rooms, and we decided to do the same. “I need a shower and a nap," Alex said, stretching as we climbed out of the water.

"Facts," Taylor agreed. "And I need to call my kids before they blow up my phone."

I grabbed my towel and wrapped it around my waist, my braids still damp and heavy down my back. My skin felt warm from the sun, my body loose from the drinks. For the first time in months, I felt light. Like I could breathe.

We were walking back toward the main building, laughing about something stupid from the volleyball game, when I saw them.

Her and her friends.

They were walking toward us from the opposite direction, probably heading back to their suite too. The loud one was in the middle of telling some animated story, her hands flying everywhere. The tall one—Brit, I think I heard someone call her—was shaking her head, laughing.

And then there was her.

The woman in the brown bikini.

She was walking a little behind them, her towel draped over her shoulders, her hair still wet and curling at the ends. She looked relaxed, happy, glowing in the golden light of the sunset.

And then she looked up.

Our eyes met.

Again.

My heart kicked in my chest.

“Hi.”

Her eyes widened just a little.

“I think I’ll see you later,” I said, my voice low, steady. “And when I do, you can tell me your name.”

She tilted her head slightly, studying me like she was trying to decide whether I was bold or just delusional.

“For someone I just met,” she said, one brow lifting, “you seem pretty sure of yourself.”

Her tone wasn’t dismissive. It was curious. Testing.

I held her stare.

“I like my odds.”

Something shifted in her face. Not surprise. Not surrender. Just interest.

“Well,” she said, a small smile playing at her mouth, “I guess we’ll see.”

“I guess we will,” I said.

Her friend looped an arm through hers.

“Come on,” she said, dragging her in the direction the were walking in.

She didn’t look away from me right away.

That smile lingered.

Then she let herself be pulled.

The second we were out of earshot, Taylor grabbed my arm. "Bitch! What was that?!"

"That," Alex said, laughing, "was Imani shooting her shot."

"And she didn't miss," Taylor added, grinning wide.

I couldn't even respond. My heart was still racing. My hands were shaking. My whole body felt like it was buzzing.

I had just flirted with a woman.

For the first time in my life.

And she flirted back.

"Y'all," I said, my voice breathless. "What the hell did I just do?"

"You just made this trip a whole lot more interesting," Alex said, smirking.
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Jasmine 
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“Okay, we need to TALK about what just happened!" Keisha said the second we got back to the suite, kicking off her sandals and flopping onto the couch.

Brit closed the door behind us, already smiling. "I knew this was coming."

"What?" I said, even though I knew exactly what.

"Girl, don't play." Keisha sat up, pointing at me. "That woman just walked right up to you and basically said 'I want you.' And you flirted back!"

"I didn't—"

"Yes, you did," Brit said. 

My face got hot. "She was confident. I'll give her that."

"Confident?" Keisha stared at me. "Jas, that woman looked at you like she wanted to eat you for dinner, and you're over here acting brand new."

"I'm not—"

"You are," Brit said, smiling. "And it's okay. You're allowed to be into someone."

I didn't have a comeback for that. Because she was right.

We headed out to the patio, and I sank into one of the lounge chairs. The sun was setting, painting everything orange and pink. Keisha stretched out next to me with her wine.

Keisha leaned forward. "Okay, but real talk—what are you thinking right now?"

"About her," I admitted, taking a sip of my wine.

"And?" Brit prompted, settling into the chair across from me.

"And... I don't know." I shook my head, smiling. "Everything, honestly."

Her voice. Low, sure of itself. And that confidence—not arrogant, just... sure. Like she'd already decided she wanted me and was just waiting
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