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  For me.

For knowing when to leave.

For choosing not to overstay where love has expired.

For giving myself the grace to begin again—

and the boldness to rewrite the ending on my own terms.

— Erica Bunker







  
    
      “You wanna fly, you got to give up the shit that weighs you down.”


    

    
      — Toni Morrison, Song of Solomon
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The charcuterie board was cute. Not that I could eat a damn thing off it—my stomach had been in knots since I texted Ian to come over.

A bottle of red sat breathing on the counter, something bold and dry I picked up from Whole Foods, because if I was going to get my heart ripped out tonight, I at least deserved a decent glass of wine. He walked in like nothing was wrong—smiling, pulling me into a hug and kissing me, slow and deep, like he still had a right to. He handed me a tiny box of trinkets from Cape Town like that was going to make up for the three weeks he’d been gone.

Three weeks. In Africa. For his 50th birthday.

And not once did he ask me to come.

We’d celebrated Valentine’s Day like we were something. Two dozen long-stemmed roses. Dinner at Aria—all moody lighting and low conversation and a sea bass so buttery it almost made me forget that the man sitting across from me still hadn’t given me a title. He called me his “girl” to his friends, but always with that slippery tone like it could mean anything. “That’s my girl,” he’d say. But was I really?

By the time he boarded that Delta flight, my gut was screaming. But I pushed it down. Told myself I was overreacting. That we were good. That him FaceTiming me from the Sky Lounge was just his quirky way of staying connected.

Except it wasn’t just quirky. It was a pattern. Ian would disappear for 3 to 5 business days like a utility bill I forgot to pay—text messages left on read, calls unanswered, and then boom—he’s back, like nothing happened. Like my anxiety wasn’t gnawing at my ribs every time he vanished.

When I brought up the idea of us taking a trip together months ago, he hit me with, “I don’t know about that. What if we don’t travel well? What if we get on each other’s nerves?”

We’d been dating for a year. A whole calendar. And in all that time, we’d never spent more than 48 hours in a row together. I was patching a situationship together and trying to wear it like a real relationship.

So while Ian was out there living his best life, standing on Table Mountain and ziplining in the damn jungle or whatever, I started therapy.

My therapist—Dr. Shayla Morrison, God bless that woman and her silk pressed bob—looked me dead in my face and said, “Milly, this isn’t a relationship. This is a man who’s using your flexibility against you.”

And she was right.

She asked me the hard questions: Do you know if he’s sleeping with other women? Dating them? Do you even know where he stands?

And the answer? I didn’t. Because every time I tried to find out, Ian would smile, charm me, toss me breadcrumbs, and I’d chase ‘em like a damn pigeon in the park.

So I promised myself the moment he got back, we were going to have the talk.

And here we were.

He was lounging on my couch, talking about lion sightings and biltong, while I sipped wine and pretended I wasn’t waiting for the right moment to blow up our entire… whatever this was.

Then he handed me the little box—carved wood, a few sweets, a keychain shaped like the continent.

“You always bring me back a keychain,” I said, my voice softer than I meant it.

He nodded. “You like them.”

I did. But I liked consistency more. I liked presence. I liked the idea of not wondering where the hell I stood with a man who could send me ‘good morning’ texts from the Serengeti but couldn’t answer a damn question straight.

So I put the wine down.

“We need to talk.”

He blinked. “Okay… what about?”

“You know what about.” My throat was dry. “What are we, Ian?”

He leaned back, grinning like I just asked him to define the word “air.”

“I’m Ian,” he said with a laugh, “and you’re Milly.”

I didn’t laugh.

I stared.

So he sat up, the playfulness gone. He looked me in the eye and said, flatly, “If you’re asking if we’re a couple, then the answer is no. We’re not a couple.”

And just like that, the floor disappeared.

I blinked, trying to find my voice. “So… what are we doing then?”

He shrugged. “We’re keeping things on the light side of things. Enjoying each other. You’re amazing, Milly. But if you’re looking for a husband… I’m not your guy.”

There it was. No romantic ambiance. No buttered sea bass. Just the truth—served cold.

And as much as it hurt… I finally knew.






I

Part One
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I stared at the Mother’s Day card on my kitchen counter like it was a damn grenade.

Two months. That’s how long it had been since Ian pulled his final fuckboy stunt and I finally chose me.

Not the hopeful, over-compromising version of me who kept waiting for him to grow up. Not the “maybe he’ll change” me who made excuses and filled in his blanks with potential. Nah—this version of me had shut the door, blocked his ass like a spam caller, and started rebuilding the life I put on pause for a man who was never gonna meet me halfway.

It was more than just a breakup. It was a reckoning.

And I threw myself into work. Like, really threw myself into it. I’d been finalizing a new pattern for the collection—this summer dress that’s sleek, sexy, and not for beginners. This one was for the real ones. The advanced sewists who wanted a challenge, who wanted to stretch themselves. I wanted them to feel proud, like, “Yeah, I did that.” Because sewing, for us, ain’t just a hobby. It’s a damn reclamation.

Every time I drafted a new seam or adjusted a bodice, I poured a little more of myself into it. It wasn’t just needle and thread—it was stitching my soul back together.

And when I wasn’t pattern-making, I was locking in brand deals—finally working with beauty companies who saw the value in women like me. Grown women. Women who understood their worth, who weren’t interested in twenty-something lip gloss dreams, but wanted products that matched their magic. I wasn’t trying to go viral. I was building something sustainable.

And let’s not forget the gym.

Now, listen—I’m not naturally the “fitness girlie.” But Dez? That woman is a machine. A vegan, clean-eating, pilates-on-Wednesdays, deadlift-on-Saturdays machine. And she didn’t play about me skipping workouts. If I so much as flinched at a squat, she’d glare at me like I just spit in her green juice.




That was our version of girl time—burning calories and talking shit.

“Girl,” I huffed between sets, “Ian really sent me a Mother’s Day card.”

Dez paused mid-lunge. “A card? Like… in the mail?”

“Yes. Like it’s 1997 and he’s applying to be my pen pal.”

She burst out laughing. “What did it say? ‘Sorry for being emotionally unavailable. Here’s a greeting card to soothe the wounds’?”

“Pretty much.” I rolled my eyes. “I’ve blocked him on everything—Instagram, iMessage, Gmail, WhatsApp, even damn LinkedIn. If I could’ve blocked that nigga’s thoughts, I would’ve.”

“Chile, men are relentless. Ian got that boomerang ego. You throw him out and he still come flying back.”

“Every time I think I’ve found peace, here he go—floating back into my life like ash from a dumpster fire.”

Dez side-eyed me. “You know you were crazy as hell for thinking that man was gonna marry you. A 50-year-old bachelor? Who didn’t even marry the woman he had a baby with? Come on, now.”

I sighed. “I know.”

“No, for real. You thought you were the exception. Sis, that was the kind of man you use for brunch and backshots—not long-term investments.”

I snorted. “You’re wild.”

“No, I’m honest. Look—when a man tells you he doesn’t want commitment, believe him. Don’t try to rebrand it.”

And she had a point. I hated that she was right, but she was. Dez had no time for fantasy. She was the type of woman who would tell a man, with a straight face, “If you want to take me on a date, I need you to Cash App me $200 for hair, nails, and a wax. In case things go left—or right.”

“You really do that?” I asked her once.

She shrugged. “Every time. They pay.”

“Damn.”

“Girl, men will Venmo you before they give you vulnerability. Might as well get what you can up front.”

I shook my head, laughing. “I don’t have your nerve.”

“You don’t have to. Just stop accepting less. Period.”

Then she looked over at me, her voice softening just a hair. “It ain’t just about money. It’s about not being left depleted.”

I glanced over at her, curious. “So who you seeing now?”

Dez grinned. “Whew, girl. I met this dude on a dating app. Ugly as fuck—but he paid.”

I choked on my water. “Not ugly and paid.”

“I’m serious,” she said, cracking up. “Lives in the D.C. area. Keeps talking about flying me out next weekend.”

I raised a brow. “So you about to be flewed out?”

She winked. “Maybe. I deserve a little luxury and some ugly-man generosity.”

“Well, enjoy, my good sis. But be careful. You know folks be weird.”

“Girl, please. I got pepper spray, location sharing, and Jesus. I’ll be fine.”

Then she grinned like she was about to change my life. “Speaking of accepting more—the Atlanta Jazz Festival is this weekend. You’re coming.”

“Eh…”

“Nope. I don’t wanna hear it. It’s free, it’s in Piedmont Park, and Ledisi’s performing. You love Ledisi.”

She wasn’t wrong.

“And you need to get out,” she added. “Let folks see you. Let the universe see you. You’ve been in hermit mode too long.”

“I’m not ready to date, Dez.”

“It ain’t about dating,” she said, stretching like the gym was a damn catwalk. “It’s about being open to life again. And if a fine-ass man happens to be there? Even better.”

I paused.

Maybe she was right. Maybe it was time to step outside, breathe, feel the sun on my skin. Let the world know I was still here. Still standing. Still fly.

And maybe—just maybe—ready to be seen again.

“Alright,” I said, wiping sweat from my forehead. “Let’s go let the sun see me.”
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The day of the jazz festival dawned bright, the kind of perfect Atlanta spring day that almost made me forget my irritation about going. Almost. I stood before my closet, surveying the hangers with a sigh. There was no way I was breaking out the sewing machine for this shit. This wasn’t an “event”; it was Dez dragging me out of my peaceful solitude. I pulled up my own Instagram account, scrolling through my past posts like it was my personal retail therapy. Shopping my own closet, I thought, a wry smile touching my lips. I landed on a picture from last summer: a halter-back jumpsuit that was effortlessly chic. Perfect. A high of 75 degrees meant I could always grab a jacket if it got chilly later.

I got myself all dolled up. The black jumpsuit, paired with a comfortable but stylish pair of espadrilles. My hair was pulled back in a sleek bun, a necessary sacrifice to Georgia’s relentless humidity. My makeup was minimal but polished, hitting that sweet spot of “I’m done, but I’m not trying too hard,” all set with a good matte finishing spray.

Dez’s call came right on cue. “Ready?”

“Just about,” I replied, grabbing my fold-up chair with the cupholder and my Yeti cooler, packed with non-glass alcoholic beverages and snacks. I stepped out of my Midtown condo and into the gentle hum of the city. Piedmont Park was only a few blocks away, and already the streets were alive—folks in linen, families with strollers, people unfolding picnic blankets with chaotic energy. Dez and I did the usual “Where you at?” dance via text until we finally spotted each other by the food trucks. She wore a bright smile and brighter colors, the kind of ensemble that screamed “extrovert” at volume eleven.

We scored a spot with a perfect view of the stage, unfolded our chairs, and cracked open drinks like seasoned festival pros. It felt good to sit back, watch the crowd, and talk our usual shit about everything from Dez’s situationship roster to the horror that was dating over 50 in Atlanta. Classic girl time, just like she promised. And then… Ledisi came out, a force of nature. Lord have mercy. That woman didn’t just sing—she conjured. Her voice wrapped around the crowd like a warm blanket, then snatched it away with a high note that made you clutch your pearls. By the time she hit that Nina Simone tribute, I had chills dancing down my spine.

It was then that I saw him. And he saw me.

He was standing by one of the vendor tents, laughing at something a friend had said. My eyes snagged on him and held. He was tall as fuck, big, wide with a little bit of a dad bod. A “big sexy” was my weakness. His toffee-colored skin gleamed under the soft, fading light of the setting sun, a bald head that perfectly framed a bearded face that held a hint of amusement, even in repose. He was exactly the kind of man that made my head turn and my resolve to stay single falter.

I nudged Dez with my elbow. “Damn, girl, do you see that tall ass motherfucker right there?” I whispered, my voice barely audible over the music. “If I was dating, that right there, would be my type.”

Dez practically vibrated with excitement. “Girl, if you don’t go over there and holler at that motherfucker!”

“Girl, no!” I hissed. “I’m not even on that time. My therapist would probably flip clean the fuck out if I even dared entertain a new man.”

Dez gave me the side-eye. “You’ve been benched long enough.”

But the universe had its own plans.

As if my mouth had summoned him, he started walking toward us. Directly. No hesitation. Like this was a scene and he was the lead.

“How are you ladies enjoying the show tonight?” he asked, his voice deep and smooth. I caught the scent before anything else—it was delicious, a decadent blend of smoky and sweet that hinted at expensive tastes and a confident masculinity. It clung to him like an afterthought, like he wore it for himself, not for attention.

And damn if he didn’t look even better up close.

I tried to stay cool. “Ledisi’s everything,” I said casually. “She’s always been one of my favorites.”

I glanced at Dez, then back at him, trying to play it cool—but please. He might’ve been talking to both of us, but his eyes? They were glued to me like he already knew whose number he wanted. Dez could flip her hair all she wanted, but that man had already made his choice.

Dez and I had a type, a notorious one: tall, over six-foot-two, bald, and fine as hell. This had always been a silent, sometimes not-so-silent, problem between us, especially living and dating in Atlanta. On dating apps, we’d notoriously match with the same guys, screenshotting profiles and sending them to one another, only to find we’d often overlapped. It irritated the fuck out of me. I was five-foot-nine and had a legitimate reason for wanting to date men over six-foot-two. Dez, at five-foot-four, did not. Sometimes, Dez made things feel like a competition between us. And this was one of those times.

As much as Dez flirted, he never took his eyes off my gaze. He nodded, eyes locked on mine, though I could feel Dez practically vibrating beside me. She leaned in like she was trying to physically wedge herself into the moment.

“I’m Felix,” he said, offering his hand. It was large and warm with a confident grip that lingered just long enough to notice.

“Amelia,” I said, then added, “but everybody calls me Milly.”

“I’m Desiree, but you can call me Dez,” she chimed in, doing that extra laugh she always did when a man was within flirting distance.

Felix turned to her politely. “Nice to meet you both,” he said, but his eyes never left mine. He glanced around at the noise. “Would you like to exchange numbers?” he asked—me, directly.

I paused for half a second. Therapist be damned.

“I would,” I said, pulling out my phone.

We opened our contacts and exchanged information, tapping in names and digits under the festival lights. Maybe this was the start of something new. A flutter of both excitement and apprehension danced in my chest. Was this worth coming out to this jazz festival after all, despite my therapist’s warnings?

Hell yes. I came for the music, stayed for the eye candy, and left with a fine man’s number. Healing could wait—just a little.
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As the last velvety note drifted off the stage and melted into the humid Atlanta night, Dez and I joined the slow-moving crowd filing out of Piedmont Park. The buzz of the festival still clung to the air—along with the scent of shea butter, wine spritzers, and grilled street corn.

I looked over at her, my face half-lit by the glow of the streetlights. “You really can be a cock-blocking ass bitch sometimes,” I said, voice low and laced with half-joking, half-deadass energy.

She blinked at me, wide-eyed and innocent like a baby deer caught in headlights. “Girl, what? What are you even talking about? You have to let the man pick. All is fair in love and war, and you know that.”

I gave her a side-eye so sharp it could’ve sliced through her lacefront. “Girl, fuck you. You saw how he walked his fine ass directly over. He wasn’t scanning the crowd—he saw me. That man had tunnel vision.”

Dez burst out laughing, that deep, throaty cackle she always had when she knew she was dead wrong but didn’t give a damn. “Every shot you don’t shoot is a miss, boo. Besides, it doesn’t matter. My bench stays full.”

That part wasn’t even a lie, and that was the problem. Dez always had a full roster—one on the line, one warming up, and two on standby. She made dating feel like a sport, and I was too tired for double-header energy. I glanced at her again, more annoyed than amused. Why am I even friends with her sometimes? It wasn’t jealousy—it was clarity. Dez was the kind of friend you loved at brunch but kept far away from your man. A homegirl you had to keep at arm’s length unless you wanted the drama. She wasn’t always a girl’s girl. And the older I got, the more I realized that mattered.

By the time I got home, my legs were sore, my edges were hanging on by a prayer, and I smelled like outdoor sweat and sangria. I showered, slipped into my oversized University of Alabama Crimson Tide tee, and did my usual skincare routine. Face washed, serum on, bonnet secured. My TV was watching me more than I was watching it, and I was deep into a scroll spiral—TikTok therapists, viral cleaning hacks, and text threads I had no business rereading—when my phone lit up.

Felix: Hey Milly, is now a good time to chat?

I stared at the message for a beat too long, thumb hovering mid-air like it was waiting on divine permission. A normal person would be excited. Hell, I was excited. But excitement is how I got caught up with Ian and his broken promises wrapped in charisma and sex appeal. I could still hear my therapist’s voice—calm, steady, annoying in its accuracy: Don’t rush in. Look for patterns. Are you drawn to the potential, or the reality?

“Chat” could mean anything. A call? A late-night text thread that turned into feelings you couldn’t shake by morning? And what if he was like Ian—charming up front but emotionally unavailable underneath, with a pocket full of excuses and just enough intimacy to keep me hooked?

My therapist had warned me clearly: no more projects. No more fixing broken men like it was some kind of DIY challenge. Especially when I’d barely finished gluing my own pieces back together.

I set the phone down on my chest and stared up at the ceiling, letting out a long breath. This was the first test. The universe was slick with the timing. I could dive in headfirst, or I could take a beat.

I picked up the phone again.

Milly: Hey. I can talk for a bit. What’s on your mind?

I hit send before I could overthink it—and just like that, I stepped out onto the edge of whatever this might be. Healing journey or not, the door had cracked open. And curiosity had a way of turning the knob.

Our first phone call? Four hours.

We went deep—fast. No small talk. No fake chuckles about favorite colors or dream vacations. We dove headfirst into the real stuff—childhood wounds, family mess, and the ash piles of our failed marriages. We bonded over the grief of divorce—the kind that doesn’t just end a relationship, but blows a crater through your sense of self.

I told him about my daughter—grown, gone, living her own life now. I’m an empty nester, free to come and go without asking anyone what they want for dinner. I thought I heard admiration in his silence. Or maybe envy. Hard to tell.

Then he told me about his kids—two of them. A ten-year-old son and a twelve-year-old daughter.

And just like that, my heart did this little ugh thing in my chest.

I paused. Not long, but long enough for me to notice.

Because I’d made a promise to myself: No more men with young kids. Period. I’d done the playdates and birthday parties. I’d made the sacrifices and packed the damn lunches. I’d rearranged my entire life around other people’s needs—and Ian had been the final straw. His visitation schedule was like an unwanted third person in our relationship—constantly shifting, always inconvenient, and never up for negotiation.

And yeah, maybe it sounds selfish to look at someone’s kids and see red flags. But I’m in my selfish season. The “me-first” era. I earned this freedom. I bled for it. And I’m not about to hand it over because someone’s got dimples and a good voice.

Honestly? I should’ve ended the conversation right there. Thanked him for his honesty and bowed out gracefully. But instead… I leaned in.

“Do they live with you full-time?” I asked, casually—like my stomach hadn’t just clenched. “Or do you have shared custody?”

“Split custody,” he said. “They’re with me every other weekend and a couple evenings during the week. Their mom lives in Marietta, so it’s not too far.”

I nodded like I was processing information. But really, I was doing the math. Two evenings. Every other weekend. That’s at least ten days a month.

That’s a lot.

But I didn’t hang up. Instead, I found myself asking what they were like—his kids. What they were into. He lit up talking about them. Told me how his son’s into drawing and anime. How his daughter is obsessed with making friendship bracelets and playing basketball.

And I liked that he was proud. I liked that he wasn’t some weekend dad phoning it in. But I also knew I was already tiptoeing into dangerous territory—falling for the idea of him, even as the reality raised flags like parade day.

Still… I stayed on the phone. We kept talking until well past midnight.

And in the back of my mind, that little voice—the one that sounds like my therapist but meaner—whispered, You’re doing it again.

And maybe I was. But damn… that connection felt good.
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I woke up the next morning with that “I did something reckless but romantic” feeling. My phone was still in my hand like I’d fallen asleep mid-confession, and the sunlight creeping through my blinds felt entirely too loud.

Four hours. Four damn hours on the phone with a man I just met. My boundaries were in the corner, smoking a Newport, judging me hard.

We’d talked well into the night. It was O’Dark-Thirty by the time we got off the phone. Felix told me about his struggles during childhood—growing up on the southside of Chicago, bullied, with thick coke bottle lens glasses and braces on his legs. The first thing I thought to myself was that he looked like a young Forrest Gump. I didn’t dare say that to him because he was pouring out his heart, and I wasn’t about to undercut that with a punchline. He shared that he didn’t start building his confidence until high school. By then he’d grown a foot taller, the braces came off, and his mom let him get contacts. He joined the basketball team, and apparently, he was good—really good.

I asked him how tall he was now. He said 6’5”. That’s when it hit me—those tingles and throbs in places that had absolutely no business waking up yet. I don’t know what it is about tall men, but I’ve got a height fetish I’m not even trying to hide. My ex-husband was barely 5’10” on a good day, and now that he’s getting older, I swear he’s shrinking. But Felix? Whew. He was a walking temptation.

We’d even planned a FaceTime date for later that evening. My way of “taking my time” while clearly ignoring every red flag of caution and just sprinting straight toward the excitement.

I rolled over and groaned, half from the crick in my neck and half from the realization that I was already running late. My work-from-home Fridays were usually a sacred space—yoga, coffee, and a slow scroll through emails while I pretended to be more productive than I was. But now I was behind, tired, and one text away from either falling in love or blocking somebody.

As I shuffled into the kitchen and started the coffee pot, my phone buzzed.

Dez: Bitch. Are you alive or did you get kidnapped by that fine ass man you were mad at me for breathing near?

I didn’t answer right away. I needed caffeine and peace before I let Dez drag me into whatever foolishness she had brewing. I poured myself a cup, took that first magical sip, and stared out the window like I was in a music video about regret and questionable decisions.

The truth was—I liked him. Felix. I liked the ease of our conversation. The way he listened, really listened, like he wasn’t just waiting for his turn to speak. And I wanted to keep talking to him. That was the scary part.

Because wanting things—that’s how I got in trouble.

I’d wanted Ian. Wanted him to change. Wanted him to show up the way he always said he would. I’d wasted a year waiting on “potential” to turn into consistency. On almosts and one-days and if-only-he-would-justs.

So now? Wanting anything felt dangerous. Even a second phone call.

My phone buzzed again.

Felix: Still thinking about our convo last night. That was… refreshing. Hope your day’s off to a good start, Milly.

I stared at the message longer than I should’ve, thumb hovering again.

Don’t rush in, my therapist’s voice warned.

But another part of me—the part that still believed in second chances, in connection, in the possibility of good love—she whispered back: Yeah, but what if this time is different?

And just like that, I started typing.







Later that afternoon, I had a photoshoot scheduled with my favorite local fashion photographer, Simone. We were shooting at the Botanical Gardens for the envelope cover of my latest sewing pattern. It was one of those crisp, clear Atlanta afternoons where the sun hits just right and makes everything look like it belongs in a damn magazine.

I’d picked out three iterations of my pattern—two bold and modern, one classic glam. My designs, my stitches, my vision. Simone hyped me up like I was the next big thing and honestly? I was feeling myself. There’s something about walking through rows of tulips in a cinched-waist dress and heels that makes a woman forget she cried over a man who ghosted her last spring.

“Yesss, Milly! That’s it! Turn your face a little—boom! That’s the money shot,” Simone shouted.

People were stopping to watch. Some asked who I was. I smiled and said, “Just a designer doing her thing.” And for that moment, I was. Just a woman reclaiming her time, her body, her creativity.

The vibe was on point. Music playing from Simone’s little speaker—old Jill Scott, Erykah Badu, a little Ari Lennox thrown in for seasoning. Flowers blooming. Kids laughing in the background. The smell of spring wrapping around me like affirmation.

When we finished, I felt light. Accomplished. Like maybe—just maybe—I was entering a new season, and this time, I’d do it on my terms.

As I walked back to my car, phone in hand, Felix’s name popped up on my screen.

Felix: Still good for 7 tonight? Looking forward to seeing your beautiful face again.

I smiled.

“Okay,” I whispered to myself. “Let’s see where this goes.”







By 6:45, I’d showered, exfoliated, moisturized, and picked out my FaceTime fit—which, yes, is a real thing. From the waist up, I was wearing an off-the-shoulder black sweater that hugged just enough to suggest come hither without screaming thirst trap. From the waist down? Fleece pajama pants with dancing tacos. Balance.

My hair was in a messy topknot—the cute kind, not the “I gave up” kind—and I had just enough makeup on to look effortless. I poured myself a glass of red wine, lit a candle on my nightstand, and angled my phone just right on the little tripod I own because what influence worth her salt doesn’t have several. A low playlist of lo-fi jazz set the mood behind me. Sexy, but subtle. Like, “Oh, this old thing? I just happen to glow like this in warm lighting.”

At 6:59, my stomach did that dumb little flip.

Not because I thought he’d stand me up—Felix didn’t give flaky—but because this was the part where things start to feel real. Like maybe this wasn’t just cute texts and flirty emojis. Maybe this was a man I could actually get into.

I sipped my wine and stared at the phone like I could will the screen to light up.

It did.

Incoming FaceTime: Felix.

I let it ring once, just to preserve some dignity, then answered.

And there he was.

White tee. Low lighting. That same warm smile from the jazz festival. His beard had a fresh shape-up and I could tell he’d put thought into this too. Not overly done, but intentional. Present.

“Hey, beautiful,” he said.

I smiled, biting my bottom lip like a damn teenager. “Hey yourself.”

We eased into it like we’d done this a dozen times before. No awkward silences, no fumbling. Just… flow. He asked about my photoshoot and I told him about the flowers, the fashion, how good it felt to do something creative just for me. He lit up when I talked about my patterns.

“You light up when you talk about your work,” he said. “It’s sexy.”

Sir.

I pretended to be unbothered, but my thighs crossed on instinct.

We talked about everything and nothing—how his work week had gone, the book he was trying to finish reading, how his daughter’s basketball training was going and how he was trying to not ruffle the feathers of her actual coach.

At one point, he asked, “Can I be honest with you?”

I braced. “Always.”

“You intimidate me a little.”

That caught me off guard. “Me?”

He nodded. “You’re smart. Funny. Gorgeous. You’ve got your shit together. It’s sexy but… also a little scary.”

I didn’t know what to say. So I told the truth.

“I’m flattered, but don’t put me on a pedestal I can’t breathe on. I’m figuring this out same as you.”

He grinned. “Fair enough.”

We stayed on for almost two hours, sipping wine, trading stories, teasing each other in that playful, lowkey-flirty way that feels like a prelude to something else.

Eventually, I yawned and he said, “Alright, I’ll let you go. But I’m really glad we did this.”

“Me too,” I said, softer than I meant to.

After we hung up, I sat there for a second, holding my now-cold glass of wine, staring at my reflection in the black screen.

Don’t get ahead of yourself, Milly, the voice said.

But another voice—calmer, kinder—whispered, Or maybe… just enjoy it.

And for once, I decided to listen to that one.







I didn’t move right away. I just sat there, letting the quiet wrap around me like a blanket that still held his voice.

I wasn’t in love—please. Let’s not get dramatic. But I felt something. And that scared the hell out of me.

It was like tasting something sweet after fasting for so long. You almost forget what good feels like. Not perfect. Not sweep-you-off-your-feet-and-fix-your-life fantasy. Just good. Honest. Warm.

And what did I do when things felt good?

Overthink. Self-sabotage. Look for cracks in the foundation before the house is even finished.

I’d done it before. So many times before. Start questioning everything the minute it got real. Assume the other shoe was a size 13 and about to drop on my head.

But tonight… tonight I didn’t feel that. Not right away.

Tonight, I felt seen.

And that? That was the part that left me breathless.

I picked up my phone, thought about texting Dez. But something told me to sit with it a little longer before turning it into a group chat breakdown.

This moment? It was mine.

Just me, my wine, my taco pants… and the tiny possibility that something real was starting.
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The next morning, I woke up to sunlight creeping in through the blinds and that delicious ache you get from smiling too much. My phone was already buzzing with notifications, but one in particular made me grin like an idiot.

Felix:

Good morning, beautiful. Hope you slept well. I had the best time last night. Let’s do it again soon.

I stared at the screen, thumb hovering. I wasn’t trying to act pressed, but let’s be honest—my ovaries were already planning the wedding. I settled on:

Me:

Morning :) I did. And agreed. Last night was… really nice.

It was barely 8:13 when my phone rang. Not buzzed. Rang.

Dez.

I didn’t even get a hello in before she came in hot.

“Bitch, why am I waking up to cryptic texts from you and no details? What happened? What did he say? What did you say? What were you wearing?! Was it sexy-comfy or comfy-sexy?!”

I flopped back on the bed, phone on speaker, staring at the ceiling. “Can I brush my teeth first or—?”

“No. You had all night for hygiene. Spill. I’m pacing in my kitchen like a bad soap opera character.”

I laughed. “Okay, okay. It was good, Dez. Like… real good. We talked for almost two hours. And it wasn’t just surface stuff either. We went deep.”

“You say deep like it’s not a loaded term coming from you.”

“Don’t be messy.”

“Oh, I’m being intentional. There’s a difference. So go on. Was there a vibe? A vibe vibe?”

“There was a vibe,” I admitted. “He’s easy to talk to. He listens. He asked about my patterns and didn’t zone out when I started rambling. He told me about his daughter. His past. Even admitted I intimidate him a little.”

“Oop! A grown-ass man who can name his feelings? I know you lyin’. That’s emotional maturity, baby! We are not in Kansas anymore.”

“And girl… the man is 6’5” and thick.”

Dead silence. Then a dramatic inhale like she was sipping the Holy Spirit through a curly straw.

“I need a moment. That’s a whole tree. A redwood. A sturdy oak. A Baobab. I am not okay. You got yourself a 6’5” emotionally available unicorn? Does he have a brother? A clone? A best friend that’s 5’10” and makes good potato salad?”

We both cracked up.

“So what now?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “He texted me this morning. Wants to do it again.”

“And do you want to?”

I paused, letting myself feel it before I answered.

“Yeah. I really do.”

Dez didn’t miss a beat. “Mmhmm. We already know where this is going. Head to your sewing studio and go on and make that first date ‘fit.”

I snorted. “You really think I’m that transparent?”

“Transparent? Girl, you’re a damn glass house in a thunderstorm. And while you’re at it—do we need to go lingerie shopping? Because ain’t no way you’re not gonna be on that man’s dick the first night.”

“Dez!”

“What? I’m just saying what you’re too holy to admit out loud. Tall man. Deep voice. Vulnerable. Fine. You already got the tingles. Don’t act like your thighs weren’t doing the electric slide during that FaceTime.”

I groaned, burying my face in a pillow. “Why are you like this?”

“Because God knew you needed me. Now go pick out some silk, some stretch satin, and maybe a little power mesh. You deserve options. Just in case the date turns into breakfast.”

I didn’t respond right away, mostly because I was mentally scrolling through my fabric stash and trying to remember where I put that pattern I’d drafted last year—the one with the plunging neckline and thigh slit.

Lord, help me. I wasn’t even sure what we were doing yet, but Dez was right.

If you stay ready, you won’t have to get ready.
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The sewing studio was my sanctuary—part war room, part chapel, and currently, my boudoir of questionable decisions.

I stood at the cutting table, rolling out the cherry-red silk like it was a diplomatic scroll. This wasn’t just fabric. This was intention. This was manifestation. And possibly mild horniness.

The rotary cutter sliced through the fabric with a satisfying swish, each curve of the pattern traced with precision and low-key thirst. My hands were steady, but my mind? A mess. All I could think about was Felix’s voice in my ear from the night before, smooth and low like Al Green on vinyl.
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