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Chapter One – Destiny 
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People really underestimated how hard I had it. 

Taking picture after picture until I had an acceptable one, editing and choosing the right filters, crafting the right messages, using the right hashtags, timing when to post for optimum visibility, and don’t get me started on the videos...this Instagram influencer thing wasn’t as easy as we made it look.

All right, fine...I wasn’t quite an influencer. Yet. I was a nano-influencer at best, trying to get to Macro status, if not bigger. But I was working on it. It was what I spent most of my time thinking about. I didn’t pay any attention to my cousin Mya who acted like I was wasting my time or that this didn’t count as a real career. It could. She was just negative.

I had a date with my man Julius, so of course I had to document myself getting ready for that in my Instagram Stories. It was actually helpful asking my followers for their opinions when I was choosing my outfit. But this particular night, my excitement wasn’t about whether to go with the little black dress or the backless pink romper. No, I had something bigger to look forward to.

I felt Julius was finally going to pop the question. And it was about time.

We’d been dating for almost three years. Totally in love. And I was sure that I was one of the best things to happen to that man. It was about time for him to put a ring on it. God knows I’d been dropping enough hints.

I was playing around with my microlocs, trying to decide between wearing them up or down when I got a video call from my cousins, Mya and Callie. I had a feeling I knew what they were calling me about. Sighing, I answered the call.

“Yes?” I droned, going back to my hair.

I had the phone on my little tripod on the bathroom counter, and I could see my cousins on the screen out of the corner of my eye. Without even looking right at her, I just knew Mya had a disapproving frown on her face.

“Destiny, why didn’t you tell us you had a new sponsorship deal in the works?” Callie asked excitedly. She was always so happy for me. I loved her.

“She didn’t tell you ‘cause it’s not true,” Mya quickly responded before I could. “She’s been having this quote-unquote ‘secret project on the table’ since she’s been on Instagram. And we haven’t seen anything.”

“It takes time, Mya,” I informed her. “You have to give things time to develop.”

“Sell that to your followers. I know better.”

“So...you don’t have a new deal coming up?” Callie asked, her smile fading. “I thought someone was hiring you to endorse their products or something.”

“In time, yeah,” I assured breezily. I pushed my microlocs on top of my head and turned to the side, perusing the look.

“So why are you lying about having one now, then?” Mya challenged. 

“I’m building my brand. All empires have to start somewhere. Companies are like men; they only want you if they know other ones want you. I’m not trying to look like some wannabe amateur.”

“You mean, like you are?”

I dropped my arms. “Did anybody ask for your opinion, Mya? Does anyone ever ask for your opinion?”

“Actually, they do. I wish they didn’t, but they do.”

“Well, I’m certainly not asking for it now. I know what I’m doing.”

“I see you’re up to almost three thousand followers now,” Callie observed. “And you get a lot of comments on your posts.”

“Only the beginning,” I grinned proudly. “They especially love to hear about me and Julius; my engagement takes a real spike when I post about our relationship. People just can’t get enough Black love.”

“And how does Julius feel about you putting your personal business out there like that?” Mya asked.

“Damn, it’s not like I have the camera on when we’re having sex. Lots of people post about their relationship; makes them more relatable. Not to mention, it shows people what they can have for themselves. I know you wouldn’t know anything about that...”

“Excuse me?”

“...seeing as how you haven’t had a man since KFC really only had fried chicken. If anything, I would think my posts about me and Julius would motivate you; give you some hope. There’s a man out there willing to put up with you somewhere, girl.”

Mya sucked her teeth. “Please. Getting a man is not a problem. It’s just not a current desire.”

“If you say so,” I muttered, trying to work a bobby pin into my locs in the right spot. 

“Well, it sure is a desire of mine,” Callie chimed in. As if we didn’t know. “Being single is for the birds. I’d love to have someone to come home to every night.”

“You’re never going to find anybody if you don’t put yourself out there,” Mya told her. “You’re not Fatty Callie like those assholes used to call you back in the day. Whether or not you should’ve been, I know you were insecure about your looks, but I’d hope you’re over that by now. You lost the weight, you got braces-”

“Which I’m still wearing,” Callie reminded. 

“Okay, so what? It doesn’t take away anything. They actually look cute on you. And it’s not like you have to wear them forever.”

“True, but I wish I could get them off tomorrow. These things are not fun to wear. It feels like a glaring man repellant every time I dare to smile at someone.”

“Girl...that’s all in your head, I’m telling you. Most men don’t care about that as much as you think they do.”

“Maybe if we weren’t in this small, no-WiFi town, you’d have more prospects,” I spoke up, injecting myself back into the conversation. Satisfied with my hair, I began rummaging through my various lipsticks for the right shade of red. “God knows if I could afford to be anywhere else...”

“Brodence is not that bad,” Mya protested. “And if you got a real job, you could afford to move somewhere else. And I certainly have good WiFi at my house.”

“Whatever.”

“And there are plenty of men, Callie, especially since more and more people keep moving here,” Mya continued. I glanced down at my phone; Mya’s long ponytail was hanging over her bare shoulder, displayed by her white off-the-shoulder sweater. She almost always wore some form of white. Most people thought her hair was a weave. “You just have to get out and let them find you.”

“I guess. I just don’t wanna be shot down,” Callie said glumly, looking towards her lap. It was too bad that she didn’t have more confidence about herself. She could take some lessons from me. “It’s hard feeling unwanted, you know?”

“I certainly don’t,” I answered before Mya could. I wanted to stop Callie’s pity train before it got going. “Julius and I have been going strong for so long that I don’t even remember what it’s like to be single. And he’s so good to me and loves me so much; I just know he’s gonna make a good husband.”

“Uh-huh, but are you gonna make a good wife?” Mya retorted. “Julius deserves that and is too good a guy to get anything less.”

“Look, Mya, I know you and Julius were friends before I got with him, but that doesn’t mean you know him better than I do.”

“Actually, that’s exactly what it means. Especially since I’m willing to bet that you spend most of your time together talking about you and your shit more than anything else. Do you even know his favorite movie? What he’s allergic to? His birthday?”

“I know my man just fine,” I retorted, ignoring her questions. “And I’m telling you, tonight is the night; he’s going to ask me to be Mrs. Wright.”

“If you say so.”

“Let us know how it goes,” Callie requested.

“Girl, you know if he proposes, it’ll be all over social media by the morning,” Mya said with a snide chuckle. “You won’t be able to miss it.”

“Whatever. I need to finish getting ready; I’ll talk to you two later.” I ended the call and shook my head. I never understood why Mya always seemed so bitter. Maybe because I had a man to make love to me as much as I wanted while all she had to keep her company were her dress forms and sewing machine and patterns. She was a gifted seamstress and designer; I’d give her credit for that. But if that’s all I had to occupy my time, I’d knaw my own foot off.

When I was finally satisfied with my look, I made sure I had everything before Julius showed up; lipstick, mints, charger, floss picks, lotion...had to have that for when Julius put the ring on my finger. Couldn’t have ashy hands in my engagement post. 

Julius showed up right on time, as always. That’s one thing I always loved about him.

“Hey baby!” I greeted him after I swung open the door.

“Wow, what has you so excited?” he asked me, looking amused as he stepped inside my stupidly small apartment. But it was all my folks would foot the bill for. “You look amazing, though a little overdressed. We’re just gonna have some dinner then head to my place.”

“Well, I figured I could get dolled up for you. I have a feeling this is going to be a really special evening.” I slid my arms around his neck, gently removing his glasses before giving him a peck on the lips. “I really wish you’d worn your contacts tonight.”

“They were irritating my eyes too much. It’s easier to just wear the specs.”

“But you look so much better without these things,” I countered, moving them out of reach when he tried to take them back. “Can’t you just go without them tonight? For me?”

“If you want me to walk around blind all night, sure. Though I’d rather not.”

“Don’t you have some eye drops or something?”

He sighed like he was getting tired of me or something. “Babe.”

“Ugh. Fine.” I sucked my teeth as I handed his wire-rimmed glasses back. At least they were stylish. And I didn’t want him getting frustrated before we even left; he might put off the proposal. 

“You ready to go?” he asked me, glancing at his watch. 

“In a minute.” I turned on my heel, heading back towards my bedroom.

“Destiny, come on...you had all day. I told you what time I’d be here.”

“What’s the big deal? It’s not like anywhere around here is fancy enough to take reservations. We’ll get there when we get there.”

“Not how I roll, babe, and you know that.” He sighed again. “Please hurry up.”

“Okay, okay.” I had to remind myself again that I didn’t need to be getting on his nerves tonight. Julius never did care for what he called my ‘total disregard for schedules.’ I loved that he was punctual but sometimes he made too big a deal out of it, and he expected me to do the same. When his punctuality morphed into an obsession, that was one of the things I didn’t care for about him. But I figured there could’ve been worse things to complain about.

After a couple more quick outfit changes, I finally emerged from my room with a flourish, ready to go. Julius was sitting on my rose-colored couch, flipping through my latest copy of Essence magazine. When I entered the room, he looked up and smiled. 

“You look beautiful, babe.”

“Don’t I?” I twirled in front of him. “Glad you like it.”

“I do. Now can we go?”

“Absolutely.”

I tried to keep my excitement in check as we headed to Spasagna, a local restaurant that had seemingly a million different kinds of spaghetti and lasagna dishes. I wasn’t thrilled about going there because I wasn’t trying to eat all those carbs and be too bloated on my engagement pictures later, but I figured I could just order something light, or save the bulk of my meal to eat later. Even though I wasn’t a huge fan of leftovers.

“You know what you want?” Julius asked once we were seated at our table. His eyes crisscrossed over the menu, even though he usually ended up getting the same thing he always did.

“Um, I’m probably just going to get a salad or something,” I replied, putting my menu on the table and gently pushing it away.

He looked up at me, clearly surprised. “Just a salad? Really?”

“Don’t wanna stuff myself. You know just about everything here comes on those platter-sized plates. And I don’t want to ruin the evening by eating too much.”

“How would you do that?”

“Oh...” I didn’t want to spoil what I knew was supposed to be a surprise. “I just meant...well, you know how I get when I eat too much. I’m cranky and uncomfortable and I’m sure you don’t wanna deal with that.”

He shot me a funny look before lightly shrugging a shoulder and dropping his eyes back to his menu. “All right, then.” 

After the waiter came and took our orders, I clasped my hands excitedly, trying to keep my anticipation in check. I didn’t know if he was going to propose before the meal or during the meal or after the meal, and my mind was all over the place imagining how he was going to go about it. Did he have a big elaborate speech prepared or was it going to be a simple kneel-and-propose thing? I wasn’t even sure which one I preferred, but everything in me wished someone was there to record the whole thing.

Or did he already have that covered? Was part of the reason he was so anxious to get there was because he already had someone ready to get everything on video? Julius knew how important social media was to me, even though he wasn’t always on board with my need to document everything. Surely he would anticipate that I would want something like this filmed so I could share it with everyone. 

A lot of engagement videos went viral. What a boost that would be for my follower count!

I was so lost in my thoughts that I didn’t hear whatever Julius had just said.

“Babe?” 

“Huh?” I blinked, turning my attention back to him. I’d feel like an idiot if I had missed the lead-in to my proposal for daydreaming. “What did you say?”

“I was telling you about these clients I had this morning.”

“What about them?”

“I’ve been trying to find them the right house for weeks but they find something wrong with everything I show them.”

“Oh.” My shoulders slumped slightly. “I guess that’s frustrating, huh?”

“Very. It’s always something; the yard isn’t big enough, they don’t like the bathroom fixtures, not enough closet space-”

“I can understand that complaint,” I interjected.

“Anyway, I tried to tell them that a lot of what they don’t like is just cosmetic and can be changed, but they’re not trying to hear it. They want something perfect right off the top.”

“Is that such a bad thing?”

“When their demands get to be unreasonable and they’re totally unwilling to compromise or expand their budget, yeah, it is.”

“Well, baby, you had to know you’d deal with that when you decided to go into real estate. I don’t even know why you’d want to do that in this small town. How many houses can there be around here, anyway?”

“Brodence isn’t the only city I work, Destiny, you know that. I do plenty in the surrounding cities that are way bigger, though Brodence isn’t the sticks like you try to act like it is.”

“So why don’t we just move to one of those other cities?” I asked, eagerly sitting forward in my chair. I figured this was his segue, even if I had to nudge him towards it. “We can start our life together somewhere else. And you can have better business prospects or whatever.”

“I’m doing fine where I am, babe. And I have no interest in living in a big city.”

“What about me? What about what I want?”

He sat back and removed his glasses, rubbing his eyes. “Destiny...”

“What?”

“How many more times are we gonna have this conversation? I was just trying to tell you about my day.”

“And I was listening. But now we’re on something else.”

“Why? Because you want us to be?”

“Julius, don’t try to make it seem like I’m selfish or something.”

“There’s nothing stopping you from moving if that’s what you really want to do. But you seem to be content to just fuss and complain about Brodence every chance you get while never doing anything about it.”

“What do you mean, there’s nothing stopping me from moving? You’re here. We’re a couple. Of course I want us to be in the same place! And I want us to be there as...”

He arched a brow at me. I was sure he knew what I was going to say. “As what?”

Just then, the waiter came back with our meals. When I saw Julius’s heaping plate of seafood spaghetti and then looked at my wimpy little salad, I kicked myself for not getting the sausage lasagna I really wanted. But I told myself that wasn’t the important thing right then. 

As soon as the waiter left, I decided I was tired of beating around the bush. “When are you gonna propose to me, Julius?”

“What?”

“Did you plan something for tonight? Are you gonna do it here?”

“If I was, it would kinda be shot to hell now, wouldn’t it?”

“No! I can act surprised, if you had somebody ready to get it on video.”

“What are you talking about??”

“Julius, come on...we’ve been together for three years. How much longer are you gonna make me wait?”

“Make you wait? There’s no timetable for marriage, babe. It’s all about being sure you’re ready.”

“Are you saying you’re not ready to marry me? Or that you don’t want to marry me?”

“How ‘bout you let me worry about when I’m going to propose and we just enjoy our relationship in the meantime?”

“I’m just telling you what I want. All the relationship books I read say that I should be clear and up front about what I want and expect from my partner. And I don’t want or expect to be strung along for years while you try to make up your mind.”

“Is that what you think I’m doing?”

“I’m beginning to wonder.” I crossed my arms over my wasted cleavage. 

“Are you serious? Just because I’m not proposing when you want me to, now I’m stringing you along?”

“You know I want to get married, Julius. You knew that when we got together.”

“Yes, I do. But that doesn’t mean I’m going to rush into a marriage before I’m ready just because a certain amount of time has passed. Marriage is something serious, not just another ploy to get your follower count up.”

I gasped. “Is that what you think I’m worried about?” He didn’t have to know that I’d been thinking about exactly that a few minutes before.

“I think it’s a big part of what you’re worried about.”

“Well, excuse me for caring about my brand. So, what, you’re punishing me or something by not proposing?”

“It has nothing to do with punishing you. But I’ll propose when I’m ready and not a minute before, so if that’s what you were hoping for tonight, I’m sorry to disappoint you.”

He started digging into his pasta, and everything in me wished I could just push his face in it. I didn’t appreciate him acting like I was being unreasonable for stating what I wanted. As long as we’d been together, marriage was the next reasonable step. Surely he knew that. 

And if I wanted to also use the progression in our relationship to help my career, how was that a bad thing?

When I saw he wasn’t going to say anything else, I started eating my raggedy salad. I wanted to ask him for some of his pasta, but figured he was so in his feelings right then he might tell me no, which would only make my mood worse than it was. 

After a while, I couldn’t take it anymore and put my fork down. I had to say something. “Just so you know, Julius, I expect a proposal soon.”

He looked at me in amusement, as if what I said was remotely funny. “You expect it?”

“Yes, I expect it.”

“Okay.” He wiped his mouth with his napkin, that condescending smirk still on his face. “Duly noted.”

“I’m serious, Julius! I love you but I’m not going to wait around forever. If you’re not serious about us-”

“Who said I wasn’t?”

“Well, you haven’t done anything about it. And I need something to happen so I know we’re going somewhere.”

“I see. So you’re giving me an ultimatum.”

“No, this isn’t an ultimatum. Just a...heads-up.”

“I see. Well, thanks for the heads-up.” He signaled to the waiter for the check, not even bothering to ask if I wanted dessert or anything. I guess he was tired of me. But it’s not like he was at the top of my favorites list right then, either.

We didn’t talk as Julius paid the bill. I just sat there with my arms across my chest, rapidly wiggling my ankle under the table. After he signed the receipt and stuffed his wallet back into his pocket, Julius looked at me intently across the table. 

“Just so you know, I am completely serious about you and us,” he informed me, his voice strong. “I’m in love with you and can see you being my wife one day. But you have to let me get there, Destiny. I can’t be rushed into proposing and you can’t cop an attitude just because I say something you don’t want to hear.”

Before I could respond, he stood and held his hand out to me. I didn’t really want to let him have the last word with that, but I just put my hand in his and let him lead me out of the restaurant. 

“You still want to go to my place or you want me to take you home?” he asked as soon as we were in his Ford Explorer.

The stubborn part of me wanted to demand he take me home, but I knew I didn’t really want our evening to end on a bad note. 

“We can go to your place,” I replied, giving him a small smile. 

Without another word, he pulled out of the parking lot. Once we got to his house, he went about his automatic ritual of removing his wallet and keys from his pockets and placing them in their designated spots on his dresser. He was carefully unbuttoning his shirt when I walked up and wrapped my arms around his waist from behind. 

“You still mad at me?” I asked him.

“I don’t want to be.”

“Then don’t be.” I gently turned him around to face me, taking over the task of unbuttoning his shirt as I looked up at him with my best adorable-slash-lustful gaze. “You know I only act like this ‘cause I’m so crazy about you.”

“I’m crazy about you too, babe. But that doesn’t mean we have to act crazy. Can’t we just enjoy being together without putting pressure on everything?”

“Of course.” I pushed his shirt from his shoulders and yanked his undershirt from his pants. “And I know one way I want to enjoy being with you right now.”

He smirked. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” I leaned up and kissed him, wrapping my arms around his neck. He immediately pulled me closer to him, unable to resist me. I knew he wouldn’t be. 

We kissed for a few moments before I finally stepped back, placing a finger to his lips. “I’m gonna go get out of this dress,” I whispered, biting my lip. “Why don’t you take the rest of those clothes off and get in the bed?”

“I can take it off of you,” he offered, moving to unzip me.

“Uh-uh, you know I have to freshen up first,” I reminded, gently grabbing his hand as I stepped back. “I’ll only be a minute. Get naked.”

“Consider it done.” 

He lifted his undershirt over his head as I slipped into the en suite with my purse. Making sure I locked the door behind me, I pulled out my phone and opened my Instagram Stories. After taking a minute to make sure my hair and makeup were still intact, I perched myself on the bathroom counter and held the phone up, shifting until I had the right angle.

“Hey y’all,” I greeted, my voice hushed. “I just had an amazing date with my man. We loaded up on some delicious pasta, talked about our future marriage – which, between us, I predict will be happening sooner rather than later - and now we’re about to work all those calories off, if you know what I mean.” I gave a flirty wink, then giggled. “It’s about to go down!”

“You say something, babe?” Julius called from the bedroom.

I quickly posted the video to my Stories and tucked my phone behind my back, as if he was going to come bursting through the door any second. “Uh, no! I was just...talking to myself again, that’s all. I’ll be out in a minute.”

“Okay.”

After posting a couple more pictures to my Stories, I quickly slipped out of my dress, checked myself in the mirror again, then went back to my naked and waiting future fiancé. 
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Chapter Two – Mya 
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My cousin was an idiot.

I’m talking about Destiny. I loved her and all that, but she was a selfish, spoiled, lazy, delusional dingbat. And unappreciative. I put up with her because I had to, not necessarily because I wanted to.

Destiny, Callie, and I were first cousins. Our mothers are sisters, and super close. But then Callie’s mother Vienna died, my mama moved to London with her boyfriend, and Destiny’s mama Lena married some rich guy she met online. Destiny didn’t even acknowledge her birth father, since he had the audacity to not give her everything she wanted like her mama did.

One thing Aunt Vienna made us cousins swear before she died was to stay close and look out for each other. I agreed because you can’t exactly say no to a deathbed request like that. Destiny and Callie (mostly Callie) were cool and hanging with them wasn’t exactly a chore, but it wasn’t my favorite thing, either. 

Especially when it came to Destiny’s dumb ass.

––––––––
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I WAS AT HOME WORKING on a design, listening to H.E.R. and taking probably too-frequent sips of sangria. One thing I loved about being a seamstress and designer, aside from the creative outlet thing, is that it was largely solitary. I didn’t necessarily enjoy working with others, for the most part. I’d been sewing longer than I’d been menstruating, and loved to spend hours in my house with my sketch pad or at my sewing machine or chewing my lip in front of my dress forms, creating stuff nobody else had. My second bedroom was my makeshift studio, and I’d often be in there so long I’d totally lose track of the time.

My phone rang as I was trying to figure out what was off about the sketch I was working on, and I started to ignore it until I saw it was Callie. Hoping to high heaven this wasn’t more of the self-created dramatic dribble she was known for, I answered her call.

“What’s up, Callie?”

“I hate my breasts.”

Next time she was getting sent to voicemail. Forcing some compassion into my voice, I asked, “And why is that?”

“Since I lost the weight, they don’t go with my body anymore. They’re too small, or flat, or something. I think I need implants.”

“So get implants.”

“You think I should? I knew it!”

Rolling my eyes, I moved my sketch pad to the side and got up to refresh my sangria. I’d need it for this conversation. “You’re the one that wants those. I can thankfully say that I pay absolutely no attention to your breasts.”

“Do you think that’ll help me get a man?”

“No, Callie.”

“Really?”

“If having huge titties was all that was needed to get a man—”

“I don’t need huge; just...lifted and proportioned.”

“Whatever. Your breasts aren’t your problem, is all I’m saying.”

“So what is my problem?”

“How ‘bout this paranoia thing you’ve got going on? Even after losing sixty pounds, you still don’t have any confidence in yourself and think that continuing to tweak every little thing is going to make some midnight-black tattooed bow-legged hunk appear at your doorstep.”

“Oh my gosh, if only...”

“I keep telling you, men like confident, self-assured women. If you worry about being perfect, you’re never gonna be satisfied because it’s not gonna happen. Learn to love yourself as you are. Being so hung up on every little flaw is a repellant.”

“Well, what about you? You’re self-assured and confident yet you’re single,” she reminded me, almost accusingly. “How come this doesn’t apply to you?”

“I’m single ‘cause I wanna be, not ‘cause I can’t find anybody.”

“Why in the world would you want to be single? I’ll never understand that.”

“It’s not for you to understand, cuz. Not everybody wants the same stuff. Most relationships just aren’t worth the hassle.”

“Mya J. Woods, I just don’t get you sometimes. You choose to be alone when you could have someone to love and support you day in and day out-”

“Who says that’s what I would get?”

“Still the cynic. You’ve been like that since we were kids, you know.”

“I’m not cynical. I’m just not delusional.”

“Oh, you think I’m delusional just because I want someone special in my life?” She sucked her teeth. “Well, I’ll be delusional, then.”

“I didn’t mean it that way,” I felt compelled to say. And I really didn’t. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting a man. I just wish you thought enough of yourself to know you’re good enough to get one just the way you are, instead of needing to get breast lifts and braces removal and whatever else you come up with.”

“That stuff couldn’t hurt, but I guess I can see your point,” Callie finally conceded. “Just a little easier said than done for me, since I’ve been fat and ignored more than I haven’t been.”

“Well, you’re not anymore.”

“Really, I always wondered why you and Julius never got together.”

I swallowed my sangria a little harder than necessary. “We’re good being just friends. And besides, if Destiny is the type of woman he likes, he certainly isn’t right for me.”

“Maybe he only got with Destiny because you weren’t interested.”

“Nah. Trust me. Julius is my boy but there’s nothing there. I just hope Destiny can learn to appreciate what a good man she has.”

“Do you think he proposed?”

“No string of engagement posts from her on Instagram, so I doubt it.”

“Do you think he will? They’ve been together a while now. And Julius doesn’t strike me as the type of man to date just to be dating. I imagine if he’s stayed with her this long it’s because he sees a future with her.”

That’s what I was afraid of. I believed Destiny really loved Julius, but I also believed that it was in her own self-absorbed, specifically-crafted way. She didn’t know how to appreciate a good man like Julius, which was why I was surprised they stayed together so long. If they got married, I’d give it two years, tops, before Julius realized just what a mistake he made.

But this was an opinion I kept to myself. If making Destiny his wife was what Julius wanted to do, it was his business.

And another reason I didn’t say what was really on my mind was because I already knew people would automatically mistake concern for my friend as jealousy. Which of course I’d deny, and of course they wouldn’t believe. I didn’t need that.

“Who knows?” I finally responded. “When Julius and I talk, I try to steer clear of his and Destiny’s relationship. Lord knows we hear enough about it from Destiny, anyway.”

“She’s in love. If I was head over heels for somebody, y’all would probably get tired of me talking about it, too.”

“I don’t know if I could take two of y’all doing that at once,” I quipped, not really kidding. “But anyway, I need to get back to work on this sketch. I’ve been working on it most of the day and it still isn’t right.”

“So...no on the implants, huh?”

It’s like she hadn’t heard a damn word I said. “I’m not paying for ‘em either way so do what you want. I’m just saying if you get them, do it for yourself and not ‘cause you think it’ll snag some man.”

“All right,” Callie sighed, as if what I was saying was so unreasonable. “I get it.”

“I hope you do.”

“I’ll let you get back to work. I have to get ready for bed anyway so I can get up and get to the gym before work tomorrow.”

“The gym, ugh. The gym early in the morning, double-ugh.”

“Says the woman who has never had to worry about her weight.”

“I’m enjoying it while it lasts. But I do work out when I overdo it on the fries and sangria.”

“Uh-huh. Good night, Mya.”

“Good night.”

I hung up the phone and looked over at my sketch book, suddenly uninterested in getting back to it. My conversation with Callie stuck in my head, drowning out the music flowing through my house. 

No, I didn’t like the thought of Destiny and Julius getting married, because I didn’t think she was good enough for him. Julius worked hard, was respectable and respectful, and a gentleman who just wanted a simple life taking care of the people he loved, and Destiny didn’t know how to appreciate something like that. All she cared about was building her baseless brand and trying to craft the next viral post. She only wanted to get engaged so she could show off and have more stuff to post about, maybe even get some people to give her some free stuff for the wedding. But once the novelty wore off and she actually had to act like a wife, she’d start getting restless like a baby that wanted out of their car seat. Especially when she wouldn’t be able to talk Julius out of moving away from Brodence, which he already said he had no intention of doing.

But, hey. Julius was a grown-ass man. It wasn’t like Destiny hid how spoiled and childish she was, and he stayed with her, anyway. If that’s the kind of woman he chose to be with, it was on him.

If I was honest with myself, though, it would have been nice to have someone give me butterflies again. It had been a while since I felt that. A long while. 
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Chapter Three – Callie
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I’d been at my desk for two hours working on my dating profile and it still wasn’t right. Crafting a dating profile was a skill, if you asked me, and it was a skill I was constantly trying to hone. I figured that was at least part of the reason why I hadn’t met the right man yet.

It could happen. Plenty of people met their spouses on dating sites.

My inbox was full of messages, but nobody really sparked my interest that much. I might have really wanted a boyfriend, but I wasn’t desperate; I was far from the point of taking whatever I could get.

Still, though, I felt compelled to respond to some of the messages, even if they were ones Mya and probably even Destiny would tell me to ignore:

Hey, sexy. You’re like the best of both worlds, with the face of a cute little girl but the body of a grown-ass woman. I’d love the chance to get you to call me daddy.

At least he liked my body. I sent him a message thanking him for the compliment, making myself ignore how semi-creepy it was.

You look like you’d make the perfect wife; I just know everybody at my church would love you. Can you cook, too? Most curvy women like you can throw down in the kitchen.

Instead of getting offended at the stereotype, I made myself focus on the first part of his message. I responded to him, letting him know that I could, in fact, cook very well.

I came across your picture and had to reach out to you. What do you do for a living? Is your credit score above 700? I’d love to get some coffee one day and compare five-year plans. We as a people don’t talk about that kind of thing enough. Don’t you agree?

As important as finances and credit scores were, I didn’t really want to discuss them in my initial exchange with someone on a dating site. But at least he was likely responsible with his finances, which was a good thing...right? Making myself see this as kind of a good sign, I just replied that I was a photographer and maybe I would consider a casual coffee sometime.

After responding to a few more messages, I sighed and closed my laptop. I felt drained. It was frustrating to put forth so much effort and get nothing that excited me in return. But I told myself, again, that I had to be patient; the right man was coming. It was a pep talk I had with myself on a daily basis by that point.

Ignoring my craving for a soda, I got some cucumber-lemon-mint infused water from the fridge and curled up on my sofa, phone in hand. I scrolled through Instagram, seeing Mya’s latest posts. They were almost always all business, posting her latest designs, pictures of her somewhat cluttered sewing room or progress updates when she was mid-project. It still amazed me that she was able to design and make her own clothes; I couldn’t even sew on a button. 

Back when we were kids, Mya would bug her mom, Cheryl, to get her more and more fabric for her to practice on. Mya would use me as her living mannequin, having me stand there forever while she draped fabric over my chubbiness, using a stapler until she got better at pinning and sewing. Now, she’d occasionally make me a cute top or dress, saying it was repayment for all the times I let her use me back in the day.

Smiling at the memories, I continued to scroll through my feed, coming across some of Destiny’s posts. There still was no mention of an engagement, so Julius apparently hadn’t popped the question. I figured Destiny was probably disappointed, since she’d been so sure he was going to when they had their date a few nights before. I wanted that for her since she seemed to want it so much, but honestly, I was surprised Destiny wanted to be anybody’s wife; she just didn’t strike me as the type. She liked to do what she wanted, when she wanted. Being submissive wasn’t really her thing, at least, it hadn’t been before. 

But maybe Julius had changed all that. The right person could change everything.

I wished Destiny and Julius all the happiness in the world, but my mind automatically rolled into wishing I had something like that for myself. Being single when you didn’t want to be sucked.

And I knew Mya had a point with what she said about my self-confidence. But my wanting breast implants wasn’t all about getting a man; it was also the final thing I felt I needed to make my new body complete. I had worked hard over the past year to better my habits and lose most of my excess weight. I’d always been a big girl and while it was far from a sin, it had also become a health issue for me as well as a self-confidence one. My doctor warned me that diabetes was right around the corner if I didn’t make some changes, not to mention just the crappy shape I was in, overall. I got winded just walking across a parking lot. I thought it was just my fate and as silly as it is to admit, it took years to realize I didn’t have to stay that way if I didn’t want to. 

But even after losing the weight, I was still alone, and I didn’t want to accept the notion that it had never been about my weight or even my slightly crooked teeth all this time at all; it was just me. There was still something about me that wasn’t good enough.

I wanted to call my cousins to get their input, but who knew what Destiny would say, if she even answered the phone. And Mya would probably just tell me to stop focusing on men so much and let things happen however they happened. And that wasn’t bad advice, but I admit it was hard for me to do. I wanted to know what was wrong so I could fix it and meet the man who would sweep me off my feet.

––––––––
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A COUPLE OF NIGHTS later, all of this was still on my mind when I was out at a bar with Mya and Destiny. I made sure we got together at least once a week; it was important to our mothers that we stay close and look out for each other. My mother especially was insistent that we stick together; family had always been the most important thing to her. And it was important to me; Mya and Destiny were like the siblings I always wished I had, even if we weren’t quite as close as cousins as our mothers were as sisters.

“Are you gonna have that phone glued to your hand all night?” Mya asked Destiny with clear attitude.

“Why do you care? I’m posting stuff for my Stories,” Destiny retorted, flashing a frown at Mya before turning her dazzling smile back on for the camera. She turned in her seat, phone held high, trying to get the right angle. “I sure wish the lighting in here was a little better...”

“Maybe if they turn them down lower, you’ll put the damn phone down.”

“Come on, y’all, let’s take a pic,” Destiny said, ignoring Mya’s last statement as she scooted her chair closer to hers and motioned for me to do the same. “Hashtag cousins!”

“I’d rather not,” Mya droned, leaning away as she picked up her sangria.

Destiny sucked her teeth, momentarily lowering her phone. “Why you always gotta be like that?”

“Like what? Not in the mood to take a picture acting like we’re BFFs?”

“I didn’t say hashtag BFFs, did I? I said hashtag cousins!”

“Whatever.”

“Well, at least buy me a drink to celebrate.”

“Celebrate what?” I asked curiously.

“My engagement.”

I gasped as Mya’s head whipped around incredulously. “Excuse me?” 

“Julius proposed last night.” Destiny took a sip of her Amaretto Sour. I noticed her ring finger was bare, which only confused me further. She was being awfully casual about this.

Mya must have noticed this too, along with the bare ring finger. “He proposed without a ring?”

“No, there was a ring,” Destiny corrected, putting down her glass and sliding her hands under her thighs. “I’m just not wearing it.”

Mya and I glanced at each other. “Why not?” I asked. “You didn’t turn him down, did you?”

“Of course not. But I’m not wearing the ring he gave me because I’m hoping he’ll re-do it.”

“Re-do what?” Mya asked, frowning. 

“The proposal. And the ring, too, really. I’m not in love with the one he got me or the way he proposed.”

My jaw fell open. “Are you serious?”

Mya blinked rapidly, shaking her head as if to clear it. “So you’re sitting here telling us that your man proposed to your spoiled ass like you wanted him to do and you’re still not satisfied? You actually want him to do the whole thing over again like it’s a scene in a movie?”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“Is that why you haven’t posted about it? Because the proposal wasn’t good enough?”

“I wanted to have the whole proposal on video and he knew that, but the one he gave me was private; nobody was there to film it,” Destiny complained. “And the ring...it’s nice. But I had showed him plenty of pictures of the kinds of rings I like and he didn’t get any of those.”

“Are you really this childish??”

“I am not childish! What’s wrong with holding out for the proposal I really want?”

I thought Mya was going slap Destiny, the way she was glaring at her. I quickly moved to stand between their seats at the high-top table we were at. 

“I don’t really see what the problem is,” Destiny muttered, snapping a picture of her half-eaten basket of fried pickles. “Neither of you would be quick to broadcast something you weren’t over the moon about, either.”

“Destiny...” I hedged, placing a hand on Mya’s arm to try to calm her. She was seething; her skin actually felt hot. “You didn’t actually...you didn’t ask Julius for a different ring and another proposal, did you?”

“Not yet. I will, though. I just have to figure out a way to say it where he doesn’t get upset.”

“And what way do you think you could possibly ask him something like that and he doesn’t get upset?” Mya snapped. “He bought you a ring and asked you to be his wife and the main thing on your mind is how it wasn’t something you could post on your raggedy Instagram page.”

“That is not the main thing on my mind!” Destiny refuted. “Just one of the things on my mind. And the second proposal doesn’t have to be a do-over, per se...we had one in private just for us and now we can have one that we can share with everybody. It’s like those people who get married at the courthouse then have another big ceremony for their families. Not really like that, though, ‘cause I wouldn’t be caught dead getting married at the courthouse.”

“I really cannot believe you,” Mya tsked, shaking her head. “You’re a dumb ass for not appreciating what you have. And if you do tell Julius this shit and he entertains it even a little bit, he’s a dumb ass, too.”

“Well thank you for your opinion that no one asked you for but like I’ve said a hundred times, I know my man better than you do,” Destiny dismissed. “At the end of the day, Julius just wants to make me happy.”

“Yeah, right. And forget about what makes him happy, I guess.”

“He’s with me. That makes him happy.”

“Destiny, girl, I really don’t think this is a good idea, either,” I finally spoke up. “It just seems like this can do nothing but backfire. Why not just focus on the fact that the man you love wants to spend his life with you?”

Before Destiny could respond, Julius and his friend Bobby came in. Destiny sat up straighter in her seat, a grin coming across her face. Mya just glanced at them before stuffing more of her fries into her mouth and taking another long gulp of her drink. My hands automatically smoothed over my stomach and hips, hoping I looked all right. Then I wondered why I cared, since it was just Julius and Bobby.

“Ladies, how are you?” Julius gave me and Mya light hugs before sliding his arm around Destiny, smiling. “Hey, babe.”

Destiny eagerly received his kiss, leaning into him. “Hey, yourself.”

Mya cocked a brow at her, noting how Destiny was keeping her left hand hidden under her thigh. Part of me wondered if she was going to call Destiny out, but I figured she wouldn’t go that far. 

“Good to see you guys,” Bobby spoke up. He nodded at my cousins before his hazel eyes finally landed on me. “Hey, Callie. You’re looking beautiful tonight.”

“Wow...really?” I instinctively asked, raking my fingers through my pageboy haircut. “I mean, thank you, Bobby.”

He stepped closer to me. “You smell amazing, too.”

I blushed. “It’s a new perfume that I...um, thanks.”

Julius and Destiny talked in hushed tones while Bobby made small talk with me and Mya. It was mostly them doing the talking; I just kind of stood there sipping my wine and hoping I didn’t accidentally spill any on myself.

After about ten minutes or so, Bobby and Julius left. Relief washed over me as I watched them head out the door, Bobby waving at me before he disappeared outside.

“Girl,” Mya sang as I downed the last of my wine. “I think somebody has a crush on somebody.”

“What?”

“Please. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice how Bobby was flirting with you.”

“Flirting?” I chuckled nervously. “What are you talking about?”

“I have to agree with Mya, as much as I hate that,” Destiny interjected. “He couldn’t keep his eyes off you.”

“Really? I didn’t notice.”

“I don’t know how you missed it.”

“Face it, Callie; Bobby is feeling you big-time,” Mya said. “I’ve actually noticed he’s been eyeing you a lot lately. I wouldn’t be surprised if he made a move soon.”

“He is cute,” I admitted. “I never really looked at him that way before but he’s certainly not hard on the eyes. He’s big and strong and—”

“White,” Destiny broke in. 

“So?” Mya asked.

“So it’s not worth the trouble. There are plenty of Black men to get with. And anyway, if she really liked Bobby like that, she’d have paid him some attention before now.”
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