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      The park smelled like spring and second chances.

      Nia hadn’t planned to be there. Her usual walking route looped closer to the east side, away from memories and maybes. But something about the softness of the afternoon how the sun flirted with the treetops and kids’ laughter echoed like music pulled her in. She needed the space to breathe.

      Headphones in, sunglasses on, she moved through the winding path with a kind of practiced detachment. Just a woman alone with her thoughts, pretending the past didn’t still whisper in the corners of her mind.

      She had just turned the bend by the rose garden when her breath caught.

      There he was.

      Malik.

      Not in a dream. Not in memory. Here. Real. Solid. Still tall, still smooth, still wearing that quietly broken expression like it was stitched into him.

      He stood under the shade of an old magnolia tree head tilted back like he was talking to the sky. A little girl with pigtails, probably his daughter, was tugging at his hand, trying to show him a butterfly. But he wasn’t fully present. His body was there, but his soul… it looked tired.

      Nia froze. Half of her wanted to melt into the bushes. The other half? She didn’t know. All she could do was stare.

      He turned slowly, like something tugged at his gaze. And when his eyes met hers, it felt like the world shifted sideways.

      Recognition flashed first. Then something else. Something he didn’t hide quickly enough.

      “Nia?”

      His voice was the same. Maybe a little deeper. A little worn.

      She swallowed hard. “Malik.”

      There it was. Just his name. Just her name. But somehow it said everything.

      Silence stretched between them, thick with unspoken history.

      “How long has it been?” he asked, eyes searching hers like he was trying to trace the years in her face.

      “Too long,” she said, even though part of her wanted to say not long enough. Not if he was still married. Still off-limits. Still dangerous in all the ways that matter.

      The little girl tugged on his hand again, and he crouched to speak to her, giving Nia a moment to catch her breath.

      “Sorry,” he said, rising. “This is Layla. My daughter.”

      Of course. My daughter. My whole life didn’t include her.

      “She’s beautiful,” Nia said honestly. “She’s got your eyes.”

      He smiled at that, soft and sad. “Yeah, she’s the best part of me.”

      A beat passed. He shifted, suddenly becoming unsure. “You… you look good, Nia.”

      “I’ve been trying to,” she replied, not meaning to sound so honest. “You do too.”

      “Trying,” he echoed. “Yeah.”

      They stood there in the echo of what they said.

      Of what could have been.

      Of what still lingered.

      He cleared his throat. “You still live around here?”

      She nodded. “I moved back a year ago. I needed a reset. I run a wellness studio now. Yoga, mindfulness… that kind of thing.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “That fits. You always had that peace in you, even back then. I used to chase it.”

      Nia looked away, caught off guard by the weight of that memory. “And you? Still married?”

      He hesitated. That one-second pause said everything.

      “Yeah,” he finally said. “Still… married.”

      The word didn’t carry conviction. It landed heavy between them, like it didn’t belong.

      “Well,” she said gently, “it was good to see you.”

      “Yeah,” he echoed, stepping back. “You too. Really.”

      As she turned to walk away, her heart thudded painfully in her chest. She didn’t dare look back.

      But if she had, she would’ve seen Malik still watching her, still frozen, still trying to remember how to breathe.

      Because some touches don’t happen with the hands.

      Some linger long after.
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