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ouston hit different. The air didn’t just sit there; 

it clung to you. It was heavier and thicker than 

back home, vibrating with an electric, sultry 

energy that made you feel like something major was about 

to pop off. The second I stepped out of the Uber, that Gulf 

Coast humidity wrapped around me like a damp mink coat, 

a heavy, velvet warmth that New York could never 

replicate. 

 

Memorial Day weekend had turned the city into a whole 

mood. Everything moved in this deliberate, honey-slow 

motion. People walked slower, their voices carried a 

melodic, soulful drawl, and they smiled like they were all 

in on a secret I hadn’t been invited to yet. This trip was 

supposed to be my reset. A little soft-life era moment. A 

girls’ getaway with a nothing serious clause attached. 

 

But somehow, Walmart became the main character. 

I’d touched down a day earlier than the rest of the squad, 

and I’d spent twenty-four hours just soaking in the solo 

excitement. By the time the sun came up, I was itching to 

get the weekend started. I threw on a pair of low-slung 

sweats and a white baby tee, a little wrinkled from the 

suitcase, but it hugged my curves in all the right places.  

H 
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I snatched my hair back into a sleek, high ponytail, laid my 

edges, and kept it simple. I wasn’t outside yet, but the base 

was solid. 

 

"I forgot literally half my luggage in my head," Melissa 

groaned as we pulled into the parking lot. She realized her 

"vision" for the weekend was missing several key pieces, 

and honestly, I got it. A look is a look. 

 

I followed her inside reluctantly, but this Walmart was fake 

lit. I’d never seen anything like it. It was teeming with life. 

Groups of girls wandered the aisles in matching silk 

bonnets and fluffy slippers like the linoleum was a runway. 

Squads of guys were stocked up on enough tequila to 

drown the 3rd Ward. 

 

I was scanning the shelf for my go-to body wash when I 

felt him. It wasn't a sound; it was a presence. That heavy, 

masculine energy that makes a high-ceiling warehouse feel 

intimate. He was standing near the men’s section. Tall, six-

three, with skin the color of deep roasted espresso that 

caught the fluorescent lights like expensive silk. His head 

was bald and polished, a perfect contrast to the full, thick 

beard that framed his face.  
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He had this lazy, dangerous curve of a smirk that told me 

he knew exactly how fine he was. 

 

He wore a crisp white tee and basketball shorts, a uniform 

he’d clearly mastered. A heavy gold chain rested against 

his chest, and a bucket hat was tilted just low enough to 

give him that mysterious, don't look at me but please look 

at me vibe. 

 

Brooklyn fly. In Houston. 

I stopped mid-step, my heart doing a little stutter-step 

against my ribs. He cannot be from here, I thought. I didn't 

know much about Texas swag yet, but I knew that 

effortless, cold-blooded confidence that only comes from 

the Stuy or the Heights. 

 

I felt his eyes on me before I even dared to look up. Our 

gazes locked. Just for a second. Then two. Then long 

enough for the air between us to turn sweet and heavy. 

There was no "hey girl" smile, just an assessment. A quiet, 

weighted pause in the middle of the rattling carts. I looked 

away first, feeling a rush of heat crawl up my neck that had 

absolutely nothing to do with the Texas sun. 
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I have never seen a man this fine in a grocery store. Since 

when is Walmart the spot for a soulmate? 

I ducked down the next aisle, pretending to be deeply 

interested in a bottle of shea butter body wash I didn’t need. 

My skin felt electric. I could feel him moving, shifting 

closer, then drifting back, circling the perimeter with a 

slow, rhythmic patience, like he had all the time in the 

world to see what I was about. 

 

Melissa leaned in, her voice a sharp, amused whisper. 

"Why are you walking like that? All stiff and proper?" 

"There’s this man," I hissed, my eyes fixed on a price tag. 

"Melissa, he looks good as fuck." 

Her eyebrows shot up. "Where?" 

I gave a subtle chin-flick toward the men’s section. She 

peeked and nearly lost her breath. "Oh. Yeah. Okay, girl. 

He’s a whole snack." 

I exhaled a half-laugh, feeling that girlie rush of nerves. "I 

look crazy. Look at my shirt." 

"You don't," she shrugged, "but he definitely dressed like 

he knew he might run into his future ex-wife today." 

We kept moving, but the tension trailed us like a signature 

perfume. Every few minutes, I’d catch him noticing me. It 

wasn't aggressive. It was a steady, weighted observation. 
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Then, the vibe shifted. 

"MELISSA?!" 

A voice boomed through the aisle. Melissa froze, then a 

wide grin broke across her face. "Oh my God... that’s my 

cousin!" 

 

Darnell appeared out of nowhere, arms wide. He scooped 

Melissa up in a hug like no time had passed. Up close, I 

realized the man from the aisle was standing right there 

with the espresso-skinned unicorn. Up close, his scent hit 

me like clean laundry mixed with something dark, spicy, 

and very expensive. 

 

"This is my man, Will," Darnell said, nodding toward the 

tall stranger. 

"What’s up, ladies?" Will said. His voice was a low, 

smooth rumble that vibrated right in the center of my chest. 

Our eyes met again. This time, he smiled. It wasn't a loud 

smile. It was a slow, private acknowledgment, a "gotcha." 

Something fluttered violently in my stomach. 

 

He’s a unicorn, I thought. Too fine to be real. 

The Airbnb was a dream of a modern high-rise in the 3rd 

Ward.  
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We rode the elevator to the 17th floor, and the second we 

stepped inside the apartment, my heart didn't just skip, it 

stopped. 

 

Fine men. Everywhere. 

It was like walking into a sanctuary of chocolate, caramel, 

and honey. All heights, all builds, all looking like they 

stepped off a mood board. We all traded a silent, wide-eyed 

look that translated to one word: BITCH. 

 

But then, that familiar shadow of insecurity started 

creeping in. I felt a little "thick" in the wrong ways, my 

confidence flagging. And Will? He’d basically disappeared. 

He wasn't paying me any mind now, boy was gone lol. 

 

I looked up as another guy walked in. 6’2", bald head, 

heavy beard, deep brown skin. He looked like a young LL 

Cool J, quiet, standoffish, and dangerously fine. 

 

He definitely has a girlfriend, I thought. Either that, or he 

hates the view. 

"This is my man, Meek," Nico announced. 
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As I was giving Meek a polite, guarded "hey," Melissa 

leaned into my ear. "That nigga Will is on my body," she 

whispered, a proud, sharp smirk on her face. 

 

My heart sank into my cute sandals. "What did I miss?" 

"My cousin said Will likes me. And I like him too." 

I forced a smile, the muscles in my face feeling tight. 

"That’s what’s up." 

 

Inside, I was thinking. I wanted Will. I wanted the man who 

had looked at me in Walmart like I was the only girl in the 

world. But I had a rule: the claim rule. If your girl claims 

him first, he’s off-limits. She claimed him, so he was hers. 

Period. 

 

I shifted my focus to Meek. He ended up in the Uber with 

us on the way to the City Girls' pool party. I decided to flirt 

a little, I mean, why not? He was soft-spoken, choosing his 

words with care. He was holding back, though. Keeping his 

cards tucked close to his chest. 

 

That night, at Sekai, the energy was crazy. I was dancing 

under the brutal Houston sun, sipping Casamigos Blanco 

Tequila out of a red plastic cup.  
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I glanced at  Will across the crowd once, leaning in close to 

a group of women, his head thrown back in a laugh. He was 

playing us no mind, lol “bet” I thought. 

A few drinks later, the world turned upside down. 

I wandered off alone, feeling that sudden, drunken urge to 

"explore." I was weaving through the sweaty, beautiful 

bodies when I walked right into a solid, unyielding chest. 

 

I looked up into Meek’s face. He wasn't standoffish 

anymore. He was looking at me with a startling intensity, 

like he’d been searching for me through the noise all night. 

 

He leaned down, the rough texture of his beard brushing 

my ear, his breath warm against my skin. "You okay, 

baby?" 

The word hit me like a physical touch. Baby. 

"I’m fine, sexy. Thank you," I slurred, looking him dead in 

the eye. 

 

Meek’s jaw tightened. He looked around the club, his gaze 

sharp and protective, then back at me. "Don’t make me 

have to fuck one of these dudes up in here." 
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The air left my lungs. He had no idea what that did to me. 

In that one sentence, the insecurity evaporated. I felt 

desired. Protected. Chosen. I looked at Meek again, really 

seeing him this time. 

 

That was the last thing I remembered. 

When I woke up on the couch, I was nude, and I started to 

panic… “ wtf happened to me?” I started thinking.  Melissa 

came out of the kitchen of our Airbnb. “Girl, calm down, 

you were smacked, sis! You blacked out… You got so sick 

in the Uber. When we got here, I put you in the shower, and 

you lay down to sleep from that liquor. It’s safe to say that I 

had a TIME at the City Girl Pool Party. 
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ouston didn’t just stay in Texas. It lived in my 

chest like a low-frequency hum, a phantom 

limb of heat and a face I couldn’t quite touch, 

no matter how many times I reached for it in my sleep. 

That trip had been the catalyst for everything, the moment 

the tectonic plates of my life shifted and sent a silent 

tsunami through my future. 

 

Two years later, I was still navigating the aftershocks, 

marveling at how a random girls' getaway could completely 

rewrite a woman’s soul. For one, it had solidified Melissa 

as my sister. Back then, we were just two cool friends 

catching a flight to escape New York. But after she saw me 

smacked, drunk, spinning, and more vulnerable than I’d 

ever allowed a stranger to see, and stepped up to take care 

of me? That was it. Loyalty is a love language, and Melissa 

spoke it with a fluency that made my eyes sting. In a world 

that had always asked me to be the protector, the one with 

the iron spine, she became my peace. 

 

The irony wasn't lost on me, either. Melissa had originally 

been Nolan’s friend from high school. In the messy, bitter 

geometry of breakups, she was supposed to be his territory. 

But she chose me.  

H 
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She looked at the wreckage of my life and decided to stand 

in my corner, and I thanked God for that blessing every 

single day. She was the one who held the mirror up when I 

couldn't bear to look at the girl staring back. 

 

Post-Houston, Daphne was a different woman. I’d finally 

committed to dropping the weight I’d been carrying, both 

the physical kind that slowed my step and the emotional 

lead that had been dragging behind me since childhood. I 

used to jokingly call myself Baby Janet Jackson because 

my weight fluctuated straight out of the Ms. Jackson 

playbook, but I finally cracked the code. I dropped twenty 

pounds, but more importantly, I started picking up my 

confidence like jewels I’d dropped along the way. I was 

walking lighter. I was breathing deeper. I was single, and 

for the first time in my adult life, I was actually okay with 

the silence. I wasn't rushing to fill the void with just 

anybody. 

 

Nolan and I had on and off for years. We started as friends, 

two broke kids in New York, working low-paying jobs and 

building a love that felt authentic only because we had 

nothing else to lean on. But authentic didn't mean healthy.  
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Our relationship became a toxic mirror of our childhood 

traumas, a jagged cycle of highs that felt like heaven and 

lows that felt like a slow-motion hell. 

 

Women don't like to admit when the flame has died; we’d 

rather blow on the embers until our lungs ache and our 

throats are raw. But I knew Nolan had checked out years 

before I finally found the strength to pack my bags. I stayed 

because I believed you fought for commitment, even when 

you were the only one left in the ring, bruised and bleeding. 

I stayed because my mother had kicked me out at fifteen, 

and I was still that lost girl who just wanted a place to call 

home. Nolan felt like home, but eventually, I realized the 

foundation was built on sand. He wasn't my person; he was 

just my lesson. 

 

The breakup shattered me in ways I didn't see coming. The 

depression hit with a clinical, suffocating weight, triggering 

panic attacks that stole the air from my room until I finally 

sought help. Therapy and anxiety medication became my 

lifelines. I was done with the chaos. I was finally starting to 

understand what a relationship looked like when it wasn't 

built on a foundation of high-speed drama and low-

frequency heartbreak.  
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I was learning how to be the kind of woman a man didn’t 

just love out of a heavy sense of obligation or because I 

checked all the right boxes on some "Good Woman" list. 

 

I wanted my future partner to actually like me. 

 

Not because of the way I looked when the unit was laid, 

and the lashes were fresh. Not because of how well I 

seasoned the chicken or the magic I could conjure behind a 

closed bedroom door. I wanted him to like me because, as a 

person, I was enjoyable to him. I wanted him to crave my 

conversation as much as my body. I wanted him to find 

peace in my presence, not just utility in my service. 

 

And the hardest pill to swallow was realizing that meant 

working on me. 

 

It meant stopping the finger-pointing and looking at the 

common denominator in all my failed relationships. It 

meant admitting that I’d been a willing participant in my 

own shrinking. I had to become a woman I liked before I 

could expect a man to do the same. This wasn't about 

"fixing" myself for a man; it was about reclaiming the 

space I’d spent years giving away. 
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I wasn't just clearing out my closet; I was clearing out my 

soul. I was making room for a love that didn't require me to 

disappear. I was finally taking accountability. 

 

And then there was my crush. 

The memory of that protective energy from Houston stayed 

constant, a North Star for what I wanted to feel again. I 

thought I’d found it when I ran into Meek after he moved 

from Queens to the Bronx. We spent time together, and he 

was sweet, but the spark just refused to catch. We settled 

into a comfortable, easy friendship, and I eventually 

realized it wasn't Meek I was attracted to but the energy he 

represented. The safety. The idea of a man who would fuck 

one of these dudes up just to keep making me feel safe.  I 

didn’t want a man, especially a black man, to harm anyone. 

But I did want to feel safe and desired. I haven’t felt that 

way in a long time. I was chasing a ghost, and Meek wasn't 

the one haunting me. 

 

Until one night, the Instagram algorithm decided to remind 

me of who he was.  
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I was scrolling, minding my business, and tucked under my 

covers, the blue light of the phone the only thing cutting 

through the darkness of my room. My thumb froze. People 

You May Know. 

 

There he was. 

Still tall. Still dark. Still fine as fuck. 

 

I felt the air leave my lungs the second his profile picture 

hit my screen. It was just a small square on a phone, but the 

man was pure, decadent chocolate, the kind that looked like 

it melted slowly and smoothly. Of course, the man’s style 

was Grade A, his fit tailored to a frame that didn't know 

how to do anything but command respect. Even in a tiny 

thumbnail, his skin looked like velvet under the light, his 

jewelry catching a flash of shine that matched the blinding, 

effortless heat of his smile. 

 

He was looking right at the camera, looking right at me 

with a look that made my heart do a slow, dangerous skip. 

Breath-taking didn't even do it justice. It was a warning and 

a welcome all at once, and for the first time in a long time, 

my soul was wide open to receive it. 
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My heart didn't just beat; it thudded against my ribs like it 

was trying to break out. My brain took a second to catch up 

to my body, which had already started vibrating with a 

familiar, terrifying heat. The same face. The same calm, 

Brooklyn confidence that had made me take notice back in 

that Houston Walmart. 

 

"Shit," I whispered, the sound disappearing into the quiet of 

my apartment. 

 

I clicked his profile before my pride or my common sense 

could talk me out of it. Private. Of course. The mystery was 

part of the pull. I stared at his profile picture until my eyes 

blurred. He looked older. Broader in the shoulders, like the 

years had only added more substance to his frame. He 

looked more settled, more certain. The man just had a way 

about him that I liked. 

 

A sharp, phantom ache rose in my chest. Why do I feel like 

I’m looking at a ghost? Why did my body remember a man 

I’d only shared a few sentences with? 
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I was dating, sure; at this very moment, I was out here 

giving a few people a fair shot. I was putting in the effort, 

going on the coffee dates and grabbing the drinks, but in 

my spirit, I knew they weren't my person. None of them 

was it. 

 

A whole year of therapy had gone into the heavy lifting of 

unpacking my trauma, dissecting why I used to shrink 

myself just to keep the peace, and why I’d bought into the 

lie that being a "strong Black woman" meant I had to suffer 

in silence. I was finally proud of the woman I’d become: 

calmer, kinder, and fully aware of my own worth. 

 

The men I met were nice enough, but they didn't linger in 

my mind. They didn't have that gravity. None of them 

possessed the kind of pull that made the world stop 

spinning on its axis. I wasn’t looking for it. But I knew 

deep down that if I happened to stumble into the real thing, 

it would be a feeling I couldn't even name…that is, until I 

saw him. 
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Houston had become shorthand for a feeling I couldn't 

quite name yet. Something masculine. Something steady. 

Something that made me feel girlie and cherished instead 

of just capable and tired. 

 

Then I saw his mutual followers. 

 

Melissa. 

 

My stomach dropped into my shoes, the reality of the 

situation hitting me like a bucket of ice water. Right, I 

reminded myself, the heat in my cheeks turning to a cold 

flush of shame. She liked him. She claimed him. 

 

I exited the page so fast you’d think the phone was burning 

my hand. I felt a hot flash of embarrassment, like I’d been 

caught peeking through a keyhole. I wasn't that friend. I 

didn't cross lines, I didn't play in other women’s gardens, 

and I definitely didn't chase after my best friend’s old 

flames. It didn't matter that it was just a weekend in Texas 

years ago; the claim was the law. 
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Melissa was in a different headspace entirely. She was 

locked in with a man who truly adored her, and for her, 

Will was just some guy she’d casually admired during our 

girls' trip. When we circled back to it a year later, she gave 

it to me straight. 

 

"Girl, he was cool, but I have my other half," she said, 

dismissive and firm. "I’m good, and my man is everything. 

I’m not checking for nobody else." She followed it up with 

a warning that stayed stuck in my head: she told me that 

firefighters were notorious for being cheaters anyway. 

 

I wasn't about to sign up for that kind of heartbreak. 

Between the way he’d interacted with my friend and the 

rumors that men in that line of work couldn't keep it in their 

pants, I decided to ignore the pull. I wasn't going to pursue 

a man who felt like a beautiful risk I couldn't afford. But 

Instagram is a persistent digital stalker that knows your 

heart better than you do. 

 

For weeks, his profile kept popping up like a recurring 

dream I couldn't wake up from. He was in tagged stories. 

He was liking mutual comments. The algorithm was doing 

what it does best, refusing to let a feeling die quietly.  
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It was like the universe was leaning in, its breath warm 

against my ear, whispering, You remember that heat? It’s 

still burning. And you’re still cold. 
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Chapter 3 ~ Digital Gravity 
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here he was, tucked into the "People You May 

Know" algorithm like a hidden gem. My thumb 

stalled mid-scroll, but my heart didn't skip a beat; 

it just hummed a deeper, more intentional rhythm. I saw 

fine men every day; New York was full of them, and my 

eyes were well-acquainted with a handsome face. But this 

was different. I wasn't looking at just another attractive 

man; I was recognizing a power I’d felt once before. 

 

I took my time with his profile, my eyes tracing the lines of 

a man who had clearly settled into his own strength. He 

was broader in the shoulders, his skin glowing with that 

effortless, velvet-dark finish. No thirst-traps, no "look at 

me" captions, just a bald head, a groomed beard, and a 

presence that didn't need a filter to command the room. He 

looked yummy. Like a slow-burning Sunday afternoon. 

 

I tapped Follow with a steady hand. No hesitation. No 

nerves. I tossed the phone onto the duvet and headed for the 

shower, letting the steam open my pores while I thought 

about the game.  

By the time I stepped out, wrapped in a plush towel and 

smelling like cocoa butter and peace, the notification was 

already waiting. 

T 
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Follow request accepted. 

 

I leaned against the headboard, a slow, feline smirk tugging 

at my lips as the banner slid across the screen. 

 

Him: What’s up, love? 

 

I didn't rush to reply. I let a few minutes breathe. I wanted 

him to feel the space. 

 

Me: I’m doing good. How are you? 

Him: I’m chilling. You look really familiar… have we met 

before? 

 

I bit my lip, the cooling air hitting my damp skin as I 

leaned into the flirt. He sensed the heat, and I was more 

than happy to fan the flame. 

 

Me: Lol maybe… Have you ever been to Houston? 

Him: Houston? Yeah, I’m there all the time. 

Me: So maybe a Memorial Day Weekend 2022? Say, inside 

a Walmart… 

 

I watched the "typing" bubbles dance.  
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Him:  No way. I definitely remember you now… lol. 

 

The screen seemed to glow a little brighter. He hadn't just 

remembered the trip; he’d remembered me. The impression 

I’d left was still sitting in the back of his mind, just waiting 

for this moment. 

 

Me: Wait, so your name is Will? 

Him: lol my coworkers call me Will… my last name is 

Williams. My name is Calvin. 

 

Calvin. The name felt solid. Classic. It felt like something 

you could lean on. Nice to meet you, Calvin… I mean, 

Daddy, I thought, the smirk deepened as I settled into the 

conversation. 

 

We started slow, the digital air between us thick with a 

magnetic, cautious pull. I kept the banter light, weaving in 

just enough wit to keep him on his toes.  

We fell into a back-and-forth that we both genuinely 

enjoyed, the kind of flow that makes you forget to check 

the time.  

 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 27 

 

He started opening up about the grind of his job at the 

firehouse and the culture that came with it. I found myself 

laughing at his take on his daily parlays and his heavy love 

for basketball. He was a man who knew his stats and his 

city. He bragged about being in the gym daily, heavy on the 

weights, swearing he was built for the iron. 

 

Me: You look strong, though. I'm sure you could keep up 

with my spin class. 

Him: Physically? Always. Emotionally… still working on 

it. 

 

That raw honesty caught me off guard, but I didn't let my 

composure slip. I leaned in, pulling him deeper into the 

conversation by asking the kind of questions that stripped 

away the small talk. We talked about my goals, my 

daughters, and the exhaustion of being expected to be iron 

when all I wanted was the freedom to be silk. He shared 

stories about his own kids and the simple things he 

enjoyed, like a good meal and a quiet moment away from 

the sirens. The more we traded pieces of our lives, the more 

effortless it felt.  

We were both locked in, enjoying the heat of a connection 

that was finally stepping out of the shadows. 
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He wasn't "flirt-first." He was mindset-first. He’d like the 

deep, vulnerable posts I shared about accountability and the 

delicate balance of softness and strength. He commented 

once, a simple sentence that stayed with me for days: I 

respect how you think. 

 

I’d been "pretty" my whole life. I was used to being chosen 

for the shell. This felt different. This felt like being seen 

from the inside out. 

 

One night, the conversation took a sharp, intimate turn. 

Him: You a boy, Mom? I laughed out loud, my thumbs 

flying across the screen.  

Me: Nope. Two girls. But I want a son so bad.  

Him: WOW. That’s interesting…  

Me: Why do you say that?  

Him: Because you love men like you’re raising one. That’s 

rare. 

 

I swallowed hard, my eyes suddenly stinging with 

unexpected tears. It was the highest compliment he could 

have paid me, a recognition of the nurturing, feminine 

strength I had spent years trying to refine. 
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Me: My dad… he loves me, right? I think that matters.  

Him: It does. A lot. 

 

When I mentioned I was headed away for my birthday, the 

energy in the chat shifted, becoming focused and heavy.  

Him: Can I take you out when you get back? 

No games. No, "we should hang." No ambiguity. Just a 

man stating an intention. 

 

Me: I can’t do that… you know you were flirting with my 

homegirl back in the H.  

Him: Lol yeah, she flirted, I flirted back, but nothing 

happened, love. That was two years ago. I was flirting with 

my homie's cousin, that’s all. We never linked. She’s really 

cool.  

 

Me: I gotta ask her if she’s okay with me going on a date 

with you, and depending on her answer, I’ll let you know.  

Him: Yeah, talk to her. And let me know… 

It was my birthday month, yes, I said month, it’s a Pisces 

thing.  The energy in the city was high. Melissa and I hit up 

a lounge in the Bronx on a Thursday night—the kind of 

spot for the "grown and sexy" crowd, where the heels are 

high, and the bass is deep. 
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The air inside was thick with the sweet, cloying smell of 

Love 66 hookah and the rhythmic thrum of an old-school 

R&B set. The bar was dark mahogany, crowded with 

people in tailored blazers and designer wraps, but we had 

our own section. We were tucked into the plush leather 

seating, laughing over cocktails as the DJ transitioned into 

some classic Mary J. Blige. 

 

I leaned into Melissa, the blue neon light of the lounge 

catching the golden glow of her skin and the sparkle in her 

eyes. Melissa was gorgeous, a solid 5’9” with a light brown 

complexion that looked like honey under these lights. She 

kept her jet-black hair bone-straight, framing a face that 

belonged on a billboard. She used to run track back in high 

school, and you could tell; she still moved with that lean, 

effortless grace of an athlete, but she paired it with the face 

of an angel.  

Sitting there in the glow, she was the kind of woman who 

didn't just walk into a room; she commanded it without 

saying a word. 

 

“Boo, let me ask you something. You remember that guy 

from Houston? Will?” 
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“Oh yeah! Darnell’s best friend. Yeah, girl, what’s up with 

him?” 

 

I took a steady breath, my heart doing that familiar dance. 

“Well… would you feel some type of way if he took me 

out?” 

 

Melissa didn’t even blink. She slapped the table, her 

laughter cutting clean through the heavy bass vibrating in 

the lounge. “Girl, no! Do your thing! One of us has to get 

one of those fine-ass men. Yes, bitch, have a ball!” 

 

I beamed, the weight of that "claim" lifting off my 

shoulders instantly, replaced by a soaring sense of 

possibility. I hugged my best friend tight. “Thank you,” I 

said, and I meant it. 

 

Most women wouldn't have been able to have a 

conversation that real, which was exactly why I’d been 

feeling a little uneasy about the whole thing. But that 

transparency was what made us click. I would’ve done the 

same thing for her. In our world, some men are strictly off-

limits, and some aren't, and once the air was cleared, it was 

a green light. 
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I pulled out my phone right there in the heart of the Bronx, 

the music thumping in my blood like a second heartbeat. 

The city was alive around us, but my focus was locked on 

the screen, ready to see where this digital gravity was going 

to pull me. 

 

Me: My bestie said she’s okay with me hanging with you 

Calvin: Good. Because I wasn’t going to stop trying to get 

you, even if she said no, beautiful. 

 

The raw, masculine possessiveness of that text made my 

breath catch. He wasn't waiting for permission; he was just 

giving me the courtesy of the wait. 

 

Me: Lol, oh, is that right? 

Calvin: Yup. I don't give up easily… Let’s go out on 

Sunday, March 31st.  

 

Me: Yes. I’d like that. 

I didn't know yet that March 31st would be the day the 

world shifted on its axis.  
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But as I sat there in that smoky lounge with my best friend, 

I felt it a change in the wind, a sudden, fierce heat that had 

absolutely nothing to do with Texas and everything to do 

with the man who had me intrigued.  
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Chapter 4 ~ The Blueprint 
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 hadn’t meant to notice her. In my line of work, you 

learn how to tune out the noise. You focus on the roar 

of the heat, the skeletal integrity of the structure, and 

the cold logic of the exit strategy. I’d applied that same 

tactical precision to women for years: keep it light, keep it 

moving, and never under any circumstances get trapped in 

a building that’s already structurally unsound. 

 

But how the hell could I not notice her? 

 

I was scrolling one night out of pure, restless boredom, 

half-watching the Knicks game in my spot in Hempstead, 

the phone heavy in my hand, when her name flashed across 

my screen like a flare in the dark. 

 

Follow request: Daphne. 

 

I sat up, the sharp, blue light of the screen cutting through 

the shadows of my bedroom. I remembered her. Houston. 

Walmart. I remembered the way she’d moved through those 

fluorescent aisles, balanced, grounded, and so effortlessly 

feminine.  

I 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 36 

 

She had that "it" factor even in a pair of relaxed sweats and 

a ponytail. Boi, I’m a man, so yeah, the physical pull had 

been a gut-punch then. But back then, I was "taken." 

 

Six years. That’s the chunk of my life I’d handed over to 

Clarissa. Six years of a toxic, circular battle that left us both 

smelling like smoke and regret. I’d wanted to marry her 

once; I thought I loved her, but looking back through the 

debris, I think I just wanted to prove I was a man who 

could settle down. I wanted to show the world I could build 

a healthy home, even if the foundation was made of 

nothing but shifting sand.  I really tried HARD, but I was 

miserable. I’d been pouring from an empty cup for so long 

that the ceramic had started to crack under the pressure. 

 

Now, in 2024, the air in the room felt different. I was 

single. Dangerously single. Not "on a break." Not "it’s 

complicated." I was done with that. 

 

I clicked Daphne’s profile, my thumb hovering over the 

screen, a strange tremor in my chest. Now, don't get it 

twisted, she was beautiful, and as a grown man, her looks 

were enough to catch me.  
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But what held me under was the mindset. Her posts weren't 

thirsty pleas for validation; they were intriguing. ., 

 

She was posting Black male motivation, prayers that 

actually carried weight, and real talk about mental health. 

She was putting out this energy that hit me right in the 

center of my chest, and she had no idea what that meant to 

a man like me. I saw the posts about her career as a teacher. 

That hit me differently. It took a specific kind of patience, a 

specific kind of heart to do that work. Then I saw the clips 

of her on the bike, leading a spin class with a fire that 

seemed to light up the whole room. She looked like peace 

and power all wrapped in one. And I wanted to experience 

that. 

 

I accepted the request. 

 

Almost immediately, I regretted how fast I’d hit the button. 

Relax, Will, I thought to myself. It’s just Instagram. 

 

But as soon as the messages started, I knew I was in deep. 

The conversation became something I looked forward to. I 

wasn't reaching for tired lines or trying to "game" her.  
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For the first time in a minute, I was actually listening. I 

found myself reading her words twice, letting them sink in, 

thinking for minutes before I typed a single letter. She was 

sharp, kind, and possessed an energy that felt warm and 

soft even through the cold glass of a screen. 

 

I am very confident I know my worth, and I know the looks 

I get when I walk in the room. I’ve never had a problem 

drawing a crowd. But I hadn't been checking my phone like 

a restless teenager in years. Daphne was a different kind of 

fire. 

 

What pulled me in wasn’t just the face; it was the way she 

spoke about us. About Black men. She spoke about 

accountability without the sharp edge of shame, and love 

without the blind desperation of worship. She didn’t sound 

like she was "trying" to be healed; she sounded like a 

woman who had walked through her own flames and come 

out refined. 

 

I liked that about her. 
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I liked her wit. I liked that she joked about her spin classes 

like they were light work, when I knew that kind of 

discipline required a soul of iron. I liked that she gambled 

on sports and wasn’t too proud to ask questions while she 

learned the spread. Most of all, I liked the way she carried 

herself, that natural, lady-like grace that demanded a man 

stand a little taller just to be in her presence. 

 

When she talked about her father, about how much she 

loved him, it caught in my throat. I knew then that she had 

a blueprint for what a man should be. I wondered if I could 

fit the frame. 

 

She reminds me of Houston, I realized one night, staring at 

the ceiling. Not the city itself, but the feeling. The heavy, 

expectant heat. The openness. The terrifying possibility of 

something life-altering happening right in front of you. 

 

That unsettled me. I wasn’t looking per se….  I was worn 

down from loving hard and feeling like it was a wasted 

investment. Clarissa had spent years making me feel small 

every time I tried to give her more. Counseling, Time. 

Attention, Gifts, Sex. It just never was enough for her. 
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But Daphne didn’t ask anything of me. She just was. And 

somehow, her lack of demands made me want to show up 

with everything I had. 

I started noticing how careful I was becoming with her. I’d 

reread my messages, catching myself smiling at my phone 

like a fool before hardening my jaw and forcing the mask 

back on. 

 

Don’t get attached, I warned myself. You don’t even know 

Shorty really… 

 

But I knew how she made me feel. Calm. Seen. Like I 

could finally put the heavy gear down, take off the helmet, 

and just breathe. 

 

When she mentioned she’d be back from her birthday trip 

on March thirty-first, my heart jumped before my brain 

could cut the power. I stared at the message for a long time, 

the Brooklyn in me telling me to play it cool, to wait a day, 

to keep her guessing. But the man in me, the one tired of 

the games, knew better. 

 

Me: Can I take you out when you get back? 
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As soon as the "yes" flashed back, a quiet, cold fear crept 

in. It wasn't a fear of hers. It was a fear of how much I 

already needed her to say it. 

 

I put the phone down, ran a hand over my face, and exhaled 

a long, slow breath into the silence. My heart was thudding 

against my ribs, a rhythmic reminder that I was still alive, 

still capable of burning for someone. 

 

"Just one date," I whispered. "That’s all it is." 

  

But deep down, in that place I usually keep locked behind a 

five-alarm fire door, I already knew. This wasn't going to be 

simple. This was the kind of fire you don't walk away from. 
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Chapter 5 ~ Rosa in the Park 
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 laid that emerald green silk across the bed like it was 

a sacred garment. The color was deep forest-rich and 

shimmering, the kind of hue that makes brown skin 

look like it’s glowing from the inside out. 

 

I’d been at war with my closet for a whole hour. Stilettos or 

my favorite brown leather riding boots? High heels make a 

statement; they say I’m a woman who handles her business, 

sharp and undeniable. But the boots, paired with a cropped 

denim vest and sheer brown stockings? That was me. I 

wanted to look like a girlfriend. I wanted to scream, I’m a 

lady you should take seriously, without looking like I was 

thirsting for attention. 

 

If I’m being real, I was terrified of tripping. I navigate New 

York’s cracked-up pavement in heels on the regular, but 

this was different. This was him. My heart was already 

stumbling; I couldn't afford a single crack in the veneer, no 

wobbles, no slips. I needed to feel grounded. 

 

I settled on the boots. They gave me that earthy, feminine 

strength that let me actually breathe. 

 

I 
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Brunch was at Rosa On The Park. It’s a stunning spot 

tucked inside a hotel in a pocket of the South Bronx that’s 

changing fast. It used to be a "no-go" zone back in the day, 

but now it’s all gentrified and polished floor-to-ceiling 

glass and curated greenery meant to attract a certain tax 

bracket. 

 

Calvin found the spot himself. That was the detail that 

stayed humming in the back of my mind. He lives out in 

Hempstead and grew up in Brooklyn, two totally different 

worlds from the BX. To know he actually put in the work to 

find a spot close to me, in a borough he doesn't even 

frequent, felt like a silent, weighted I see you. He wasn't 

just showing up; he was leading. He was considering my 

comfort. 

 

I arrived first, which only made the nerves cut deeper. 

 

I sat at the bar, my stomach a literal knot. I’d just had a 

fresh wash-and-set, and my real hair was flourishing, 

falling in soft, healthy waves that I kept nervously tucking 

behind my ear.  
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I checked my reflection in the dark screen of my phone 

makeup was flawless, and that emerald dress was hugging 

my five-foot-five, 180-pound frame in all the right places. I 

was accentuating every curve I’d worked hard to claim. I 

sipped a drink, trying to act like I was "cool," but inside, I 

was vibrating. 

 

Then the door opened, and he walked in. 

 

Boi, if there’s another word for gorgeous, I haven’t found it 

yet. Calvin was a whole vision in a beige linen two-piece 

that screamed sophisticated Brooklyn fly. He had on a crisp 

hat, his face cleanly shaved except for a perfectly trimmed 

goatee that framed a mouth I already knew the taste of. A 

gold chain caught the light at his throat, matching the glint 

of his watch and ring. Even his manicure was on point, 

clean, masculine, and detailed. And the shoes? White 

uptowns. He looked so good. Like, he dropped right into 

my reality. 

 

He sat down next to me, and the air between us went still, 

like the rest of the room had been muted. We hugged in an 

embrace that lasted just a second.  
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The heat radiating off him was intoxicating, a mix of clean 

laundry and a cologne that smelled like pure confidence. I 

could tell he was a little nervous too; the slight tension in 

his jaw gave him away, even if he was playing it smooth 

behind that effortless swag. 

 

The conversation didn't just walk; it ran. We laughed until 

my sides ached, joking with the ease of old souls. The 

Casamigos kept flowing, loosening the last of the armor I’d 

worn to the door. 

 

Suddenly, a drink appeared on the bar in front of us. 

 

Oh shit, here we go, I thought. My mind instantly went to 

the worst-case scenario. When you’re with a man that 

attractive, you expect the world to try and stake a claim. I 

assumed some woman across the room had sent it over as a 

calling card. I felt a flare of protective heat; I sat up 

straighter, ready to stand my ground, only to find a man 

standing there with a wide grin. 

 

“Yo, bro! What’s up?” 
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It was another firefighter, a friend of Calvin’s, who 

happened to be at the spot. 

 

“What are you doing out here, boi?” the guy laughed, 

dapping Calvin up with that easy, brotherhood energy. 

 

I sat back down, a massive wave of relief washing over me. 

No red flags. No drama. Just two brothers showing love. It 

felt like a sign, a confirmation of the quality of the man 

sitting next to me. 

 

By the time we drifted from the bar to the lobby, we were 

both comfortably toasted, the world feeling soft at the 

edges. The vibe was so heavy, so thick with a magnetic, 

soul-deep attraction, that I almost whispered, "Let’s just get 

a room." We were literally in a hotel lobby. The temptation 

was pulsing between us like a heartbeat. My body was 

screaming for him, a physical pull I hadn't felt in a decade. 

 

I excused myself to the ladies' room just to catch my breath 

and steady my pulse. I checked my hair, touched up my 

gloss, and took a deep, shaky breath. Walking back out, I 

caught him watching me. 
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Calvin had this look in his eyes that made my knees feel 

like water. I’ve been looked at plenty. I know what lust 

looks like. I know the way men look at my curves when 

they want to consume. But this was different. It was a look 

that felt unforgettable. It was as if he were seeing every 

version of me at once: the devoted mother, the passionate 

teacher, the woman who loved her father with everything 

she had. He wasn't just looking at me; he was recognizing 

me. 

 

I stared back, smiling, completely ignoring the other men in 

the restaurant who were trying to catch my eye. In that 

moment, the only man I could see was Calvin. 

 

My mind flashed back to our "pre-date" kiss. He’d pulled 

up to my house a few nights prior, fresh from a party, and 

I’d gone outside to meet him in the moonlight. That kiss… 

it wasn't a greeting; it was an intimate, sensual promise. It 

had been the trailer; today was the feature film. 

 

We walked out to his car, a 2024 all-black Nissan Rogue, 

murdered out with the dark tints. It was sleek, modern, and 

smelled like heaven.  
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He opened my door like a true gentleman, his hand 

hovering near the small of my back, a touch that sent sparks 

through my emerald dress. 

 

As he drove me home, the realization hit me like a ton of 

bricks. I didn't want the night to end. I didn't want to get out 

of the car and return to the quiet reality of my life. I wanted 

to stay in this bubble where I felt soft and cherished. 

 

“I gotta get back to the kids,” he said softly as we pulled up 

to my place, his voice a low rumble in the quiet cabin of the 

car. 

 

I understood. I respected it more than I could say. A man 

who put his children first was the only kind of man I 

wanted. But the woman in me took a backseat to the girl 

who just wanted to stay in his orbit. I gave him a big, 

lingering hug, one last soul-stirring kiss that tasted like 

Casamigos and destiny, and stepped out into the cool 

Sunday night air. 
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I went inside, my head spinning from the tequila and the 

undeniable chemistry. I sat on the edge of my bed, still in 

my emerald dress, staring at nothing as the silence of the 

room wrapped around me. 

 

I really, really liked him. And for the first time in a long 

time, the "Houston Heat" didn't feel like a memory I was 

chasing. It felt like the sunrise of my future. 
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Chapter 6 ~ The King’s Perspective 
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 ain’t gonna front, I’d been counting down the 

minutes to this day since the second I saw her name 

flash across my screen. 

 

The shift at the firehouse had been a long one, but for once, 

the New York weather was actually holding up its end of 

the bargain. The air was crisp, clear, and carried that 

expectant energy that told me something major was about 

to shift. And it was all because of her. There was just 

something about Daphne, boy. From the jump, she felt 

different. She had this bubbly, high-vibration energy that 

made the DMs feel like they were glowing, but more than 

that, she actually had love for Black men. 

 

In this era, that’s a damn rarity. Usually, you scan social 

media, and it’s just a digital line-up of sisters bashing the 

brothers, airing out the dirty laundry for likes. But Daphne? 

She had an aura that made a man want to stand a little 

taller. She made me want to be the provider she deserved 

before I’d even touched her hand. 

 

 

 

I 
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She thinks I don’t remember Houston. I let her believe that 

little lie because I wanted to play it smooth. It requires a 

certain level of mystery, but I’ve been watching her for a 

minute. The world might call her Daph, but to me, she was 

mine. I am not a possessive dude at all, but I felt like we 

were connected. I’d been studying from a distance. I still 

remember that day in Walmart like it was yesterday, staring 

at her through the aisles, watching the way she carried 

herself. She was naturally pretty and just seemed warm. 

 

She’s the color of warm brown sugar and fine as hell five-

foot-five, a solid 185 pounds of perfection, thick in every 

single place a woman is supposed to be. She’d straightened 

her hair, a silk press that looked like liquid chocolate, and 

that cute little gold hoop in her nose caught the light 

whenever she smiled. To me, she looked like a Cabbage 

Patch Doll coming to life. Even her stutter was something I 

could tell; the soul out of her was adorable to me. It didn't 

make me impatient; it made me want to lean in closer, to 

listen with more intention, just to catch every syllable that 

rolled off her tongue. 
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I popped her address into the GPS and saw the hour-and-a-

half trek from my crib in Hempstead. I didn't mind the 

drive. I needed the time to mind-map the vibe. I turned on 

my R&B playlist, letting the music settle the anticipation 

kicking around in my chest. Daphne decided to meet me at 

the spot. I headed there. 

 

I pulled up to Rosa On The Park, parked the V, and took a 

second to smooth out my beige linen. I had to make sure 

the presentation was official. The second I walked in, I 

spotted her at the bar, and I whispered, “Damn, she was 

sexy.” She was draped in emerald green, my favorite color. 

The way that dress hugged those curves, falling over her 

hips like water... she looked like a dream. Like a young 

Sanaa Lathan mixed with a little Erykah Badu. 

 

We had a time, damn it. It was refreshing to talk to a 

woman who actually had some substance behind the smile. 

We had that healthy, intellectual banter, the kind where 

you’re testing each other’s minds while the physical 

attraction is simmering just under the surface like a slow-

cooked meal. I caught myself watching her hands as she 

spoke. French tips. My absolute favorite. Clean, classic, 

feminine. 
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I’m a man, of course, I wanted her that night. I wanted to 

experience every bit of the femininity she was offering, to 

see if she tasted as good as she looked. But I was also 

acutely aware that for a woman like her, I could wait. I 

didn't want to rush the greatness. The chemistry was insane, 

and if I’m being honest, I didn't want the night to end. I 

wanted to see exactly where that hotel lobby energy could 

take us. 

 

But just as the vibe was peaking, my phone buzzed in my 

pocket, vibrating like a warning I wasn't ready to heed. 

 

Clarissa. 

 

I looked at the screen and felt a flash of heat behind my 

eyes that had absolutely nothing to do with the Tequila. She 

claimed she needed to talk. Some "emergency" she couldn't 

explain over text. I was heated that her drama was leaking 

into my first date with this beautiful woman, but  I was a 

man who doesn't crack under pressure. I kept my face 

neutral, though my jaw was tight enough to snap. 
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I dropped Daphne off, pulling her close for a kiss I hoped 

would linger in her system for days, a silent promise of 

what was coming. I told her I had to get back to my kids. 

That wasn't a lie. I always gotta get to my babies, but I had 

to hit Clarissa’s spot first to see what the fire was about. We 

had six years of history, and she knew exactly how to tug at 

my heartstrings when she wanted to play the victim. 

 

When I pulled up, Clarissa greeted me like she was still 

wifey. She reached in for a hug, her perfume cloying and 

desperate, trying to press her lips to mine. I hit her with the 

"chill" and moved immediately, stepping back until the air 

between us was cold. 

 

"Wha' gwan, Clarissa? Wha' it is yuh want now?" 

 

"Why are you acting like that?" she asked, her eyes 

traveling over my beige linen suit, scanning me like a crime 

scene. "Yuh lookin' too fresh. Which part yuh was?"  

 

"None of your business," I said, my voice flat, devoid of 

the warmth I’d just been giving Daphne. "What’s the 

emergency?" 
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She looked at me with a straight face and asked if she could 

still use me as her emergency contact at work. I stared at 

her as she’d completely lost her mind. The audacity was 

staggering. 

 

"Yuh call me all de way out here for dis? You couldn't text 

that, girl? Why must I be your contact, Rissa? We're done. 

The scene has been going on for a long time. Yuh have 

plenty people to call, call yuh mudda, call a friend, but doh 

call me. Move from deh." 

 

Clarissa just laughed that hollow, possessive sound that 

used to make me feel trapped. "Baby, we’re not together, 

but we're still together. You still mine." 

 

"Clarissa. Have a good night." 

 

I turned to head back to the car, but she was faster, moving 

with a frantic energy. She ran to the passenger side and 

hopped in before I could even hit the lock on the fob. "I’m 

going with you." 
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"No, you’re not. I’m going home. I have work in a few 

hours, and I need to rest. Next time, just call me. Don’t 

have me rushing over here for nothing." 

 

She gave me a smirk, finally stepping out of the car when 

she realized I wasn't budging. I didn't wait for a goodbye. I 

drove away, gripping the steering wheel until my knuckles 

turned white. I was thinking about the sharp, painful 

contrast between the two women. 

 

One was a breath of fresh air that made me want to be a 

better man, a woman who made me feel like I could finally 

put my armor down. The other was a ghost from my past, 

trying to haunt a future she didn't deserve a seat in. 

 

I hit the highway, the lights of the city blurring past, but as 

the miles disappeared, my mind drifted back to the smell of 

Daphne’s perfume and the lingering feel of that last kiss. 

 

The ghost didn't stand a chance against the Queen. 
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ove didn’t pull up on us with a lightning bolt or 

some movie-style explosion. It wasn’t loud, and it 

wasn’t cinematic. Instead, it moved in like a slow-

creeping tide, steady, quiet, and inevitable. It started filling 

up the parched, empty spaces in my soul through 

Wednesday afternoon lunch dates and those “I’m outside” 

texts that made my heart do a rhythmic, syncopated double-

tap against my ribs. It was a homecoming I didn’t even 

know I was looking for. 

 

In New York, time is the most expensive currency you can 

spend on a person. It’s the one thing you can’t hustle back 

once it’s gone. Calvin was a firefighter with a schedule that 

looked like a jagged jigsaw puzzle, and I was a teacher, a 

mom, and a woman whose life was a constant, dizzying 

blur. But Calvin? He didn’t just find time. He orchestrated 

it like he was composing a masterpiece just for me. 

 

“Hey, I’m off Wednesday,” the blue bubble would slide 

across my screen, and I’d feel a flush of heat hit my neck. 

“I’m picking you up on your lunch break. We’re going to 

that spot we talked about.” 

 

L 
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Or he’d map out an evening with that quiet, grown-man 

authority that made me feel cherished: “Dress comfortably, 

babe. I’m picking you up at seven once the girls are 

situated.” 

 

We did it all. We became regulars at the bowling alley, the 

sound of crashing pins punctuating our laughter. We shot 

pool in those dimly lit bars where I’d catch him watching 

the curve of my back as I leaned over the table, his eyes 

dark and heavy with a weight I could feel in my soul. We 

took long, aimless walks through the park, and we rode 

bikes until my legs burned. 

 

But my absolute favorite dates were the ones where the 

world was shut out, just sitting in the plush interior of his 

all-black Rogue. Those tints were so dark they shielded us 

from all that frantic Bronx noise, creating a sanctuary 

where we just listened to music while the city moved in a 

blurred time-lapse around us. 

 

He had no idea how much this was healing me. After a ten-

year drought, having a man who actually craved my 

company was like rain in the desert.  
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He wasn't just "fitting me in" between shifts; he was 

deliberately building a world that had room for me in it. 

 

One night, tucked away in that dark-tinted sanctuary, we 

really went there. I needed to know if he was just passing 

through or if he could handle the weight of my reality. I 

laid it all out to the two girls: the busy schedule, the 

boundaries of a mother who couldn't just move recklessly. I 

waited for the hesitation, for that slight pull-back men 

usually do when they realize a woman comes with a whole 

life attached. 

 

But Calvin didn't flinch. He looked at me, his gaze steady 

and intentional, and told me straight up that he was open to 

everything that came with me. He wasn't just "okay" with 

it; he understood it, and he wanted it all. The package deal 

didn't scare him; it made him respect me more. Hearing a 

man say he wanted the full picture of me, not just the 

highlights, felt like the first deep breath I’d taken in years. 

 

As the weeks bled into months, our rapport became a 

whirlwind of digital intimacy. We started a joint Apple 

Music playlist on our own private frequency.  
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Every time a song made him think of me, my phone would 

chime, and I’d feel that rush. When I saw Isaiah Falls' 

Pretty Like You pop up, my skin hummed. Then came 

Teddy Swims’ Are You Even Real, and I’d just stare at the 

screen, my heart heavy with a sweet, terrifying realization. 

Every time Giveon’s voice filled the car, or the smooth, 

intentional lyrics of Ne-Yo’s Good Man drifted through the 

speakers, the atmosphere between us shifted. 

 

When Ella Mai’s Little Things played, I’d catch him 

watching me in the rearview or looking over from the 

driver’s seat with that steady, Brooklyn gaze. In those 

moments, I felt like the main girl in a music video, the one 

who was finally being seen in high definition. 

 

I started telling him everything. I, the girl who usually kept 

her cards tucked so close to her ribs, was opening up. He 

became my twin, my wise perspective, my best friend. We 

traded stories like war medals, showing off the scars of our 

pasts, the lingering trauma of our childhoods, and the sharp, 

bright dreams we had for our careers. 

 

But there was one wall I couldn't knock down yet: my front 

door. 
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I yearned for him to see my home. I wanted to cook for 

him, to stand in my kitchen in a silk robe and cater to my 

man. But my girls were always there. Brittany was sixteen, 

and Brooklyn was only eight; they were the living, 

breathing heart of my house. My apartment was too small 

for "company" to be a secret, and I was paralyzed by the 

fear of being that mom, the one who pushed a revolving 

door of men onto her children. 

 

Even though Calvin had told me he wanted it all, I didn't 

want to force the "stepdaddy" role on him, especially since 

he’d always dated women without children before me. I 

was a different kind of territory for him. I sat in the silence, 

waiting for him to say, “I’m ready to meet them,” but the 

topic remained a ghost in the room. He was patient, never 

pressuring me, but internally, the frustration was a slow-

growing vine. I wanted him to be part of the whole picture, 

the messy, beautiful, domestic reality, not just the "outside" 

version of Daphne. 
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We talked about our kids constantly, though. It was the 

bridge between our separate worlds. He’d give me calm, 

masculine advice on how to navigate the day-to-day with 

my girls; I’d listen, mesmerized, as he talked about Calvin 

Jr., Corey, and Gennifer. When he spoke about them, his 

voice got lower, thicker with pride. It felt so real. So solid. I 

would talk to him about Brittany and Brooklyn all the time. 

He would ask questions about the girls, encourage me to be 

more patient with the girls, and would even send 

unexpected Apple Pay for my babies.  

 

When we first started, I knew he was seeing other people. I 

was, too. But as the days bled into the humid heat of June, 

the other names started to fade like old ink. I finally cut off 

every other distraction just to focus on him. And slowly, 

like a mirror, I saw him do the same. The attention and the 

flirting were still there for him if he wanted them, but he 

was choosing me. Over and over, he was choosing me. 

 

I felt a dangerous surge of triumph, like I was finally being 

prioritized in a way I’d always dreamed of. I was falling, 

hard and fast, for the Brooklyn boy with the firefighter 

heart and the steady hands.  
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I just didn't realize that when you build something this fast, 

the foundation has to be twice as strong to hold the weight 

of all that hope. 
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Chapter 8 ~ The Unboxing 
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 am not going to front it was wild. In my line of work, 

you get used to the adrenaline, the jagged scream of 

sirens, and the kind of high-stress environments that 

turn your blood to ice. You learn how to survive in the 

chaos. But coming home to Daphne? That was like 

stepping into a warm, lit room after a twelve-hour shift in 

the dead of a New York winter. She was consistent. Bubbly. 

Warm in a way that didn't feel forced. It was a total eye-

opener for me because, in my experience, a woman’s mood 

was usually a moving target. But Daphne? She was the 

same beautiful soul every time I saw her. 

 

I started asking myself, Where has this woman been all my 

life? 

 

She was funny as hell, too. Genuinely, effortlessly funny. 

She had this way of talking me out of the mental boxes I 

usually kept myself locked in, peeling back the layers of 

my "tough" exterior until I was actually breathing again. I 

enjoyed her company so much that it became a priority. I 

orchestrated the dates, I mapped out the time like it was a 

tactical mission, and I made sure I was fully present when I 

was with her. No distractions. No games. 

 

I 
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But a little part of me, maybe just the ego, started to feel a 

low-simmering itch of annoyance. I was always the one 

initiating. Boi, I’m a man, and I don’t do the "bitch" thing. I 

don’t beg for attention, and I don’t chase. But I wanted to 

feel that pull, too. I wanted her to demand my time for 

once, to hear her voice over the phone asking, “When are 

you off?” instead of her just waiting for me to provide the 

schedule. I wanted to know she was as hungry for me as I 

was for her. 

 

I could tell she was holding back. I’d see it in the fleeting 

shadows in her eyes or the way she’d take a long, measured 

pause before answering a deep question. There was a whole 

map of her I hadn't traveled yet, but the bond we were 

building felt like solid ground. She was reaching into a side 

of me I’d buried years ago, the side Clarissa had almost 

burnt to the ground. 

 

One night, we were kicked back on my couch in 

Hempstead, the world outside feeling a million miles away. 

The house was quiet, the dim lamp light hitting the curve of 

her cheek and the rich mahogany of her skin just right. I 

looked at her, and the words didn't even go through a filter; 

they just poured out. 
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"You don’t even know what you’re doing to me," I 

whispered, my voice sounding gravelly and raw in the 

stillness. "You’re changing me, baby." 

 

She looked at me with that soft, devastating smile and 

shook her head, her eyes searching mine. "I haven’t even 

done anything for you yet, baby." 

 

"You have no idea," I muttered, leaning in closer until I 

could smell the faint scent of her hair. How do you tell a 

woman that her just being there appreciating you without 

the extra weight, without the toxic drama, is enough to shift 

your entire axis? 

 

We had a conversation where I made it clear: I’m open to 

everything that comes with her. I told her I understood the 

life she has, the responsibilities, and I wanted it all. The 

package deal didn't phase me; I wanted the whole picture, 

not just the highlights. 

 

We hit a little hiccup early on, right in the middle of that 

sweet-spot honeymoon phase. Usually, that’s a trigger for 

me.  
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That’s the moment I go ice-cold and start calculating my 

exit. I’m used to the pull-back, the "forget it" attitude, 

before I can get hit with any real pain. I was waiting for the 

walls to go up, waiting for the attitude that usually follows 

a misunderstanding. 

 

But Daphne was different. 

 

She was so damn accountable it caught me off guard. She 

didn't get defensive; she didn't try to flip the script or make 

me out to be the villain. She was just genuinely, softly 

apologetic. 

 

"I didn't mean anything by it, Calvin. I’ll do better," she 

told me. 

 

She looked me straight in the eye when she said it, no 

blinking, no shaking. There was a peace in her voice that 

silenced the noise in my head. Seeing her own part without 

the ego made me want to step up even higher. It wasn't 

about who was right or wrong; it was about the fact that she 

valued us more than her pride. In that moment, I knew this 

wasn't just another girl; this was a woman who knew how 

to build. 
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And she did. She didn't just give me lip service; she 

changed the action. That was the green light I needed to let 

her into the inner sanctum. I went on Amazon and started 

ordering novelty gifts, nothing crazy, just thoughtful things 

to let her know I was thinking about her when the sirens 

were quiet. I wanted her to be my lady. My girlfriend. 

Mine. 

 

Gemini said 

 

I asked for her address and shipped them straight to her 

crib. I wasn't trying to buy her, I just wanted to see if she 

was paying attention as much as I was. When they landed, 

she was genuinely happy. The way she reacted to those 

thoughtful pieces, you would’ve thought I’d pulled up with 

a brand-new car and the keys in my hand. 

 

I could hear it in her voice over the phone, that slight 

tremor she couldn’t quite hide. It told me everything I 

needed to know. She wasn't used to a man actually 

listening, much less moving on the small things. It hit me 

right then that she’d been out here surviving on bare 

minimums for way too long. 
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Then, she started flipping the script. Packages started 

showing up at my door, too. She was just as thoughtful, 

matching my energy without me even having to ask. It was 

light, man. No pressure, no games, just a solid back-and-

forth. 

 

As a grown man, it just felt good to be in a flow where 

things were easy, and the vibes were organic. I already had 

plans to do way more, to really spoil her the way a woman 

like her deserves, but I needed to see how she handled the 

small things first. Seeing her appreciate the details made 

me want to give her the world. 

 

I would just sit there and stare at her sometimes, 

mesmerized. Boi, I couldn't believe it. After all the fires I’d 

put out both in the streets and in my personal life and all 

the toxic games I’d played just to stay guarded, it felt like a 

dream come true had finally walked into my reality and sat 

down on my couch. 

 

I just didn't know if I was ready for the moment when the 

sun comes up, and you have to wake up from your dream. 
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e didn’t argue. For months, the friction that 

usually defines the jagged edges of a new 

relationship, the power struggles, the 

misunderstandings, the ego just wasn't there. It was as if we 

had skipped the static and tuned straight into a clear, soulful 

frequency. We talked about everything: the light, effortless 

stuff that made the hours fly; the heavy, weighted stuff that 

sat in the pits of our stomachs; and the quiet, fragile stuff 

that lived in the cracks in between. 

 

Technically, we were navigating a "long-distance" 

romance, with his life rooted out in Hempstead and mine 

buried deep in the vibrant, loud pulse of the Bronx. Our 

schedules were a constant, grueling battle, a game of tag 

played across county lines. But when two people are 

determined to build a bridge, the miles don't feel like a 

barrier; they just feel like a countdown. Every mile on the 

Cross Island Parkway was just a second closer to the 

moment I could finally breathe his scent again. 

 

It wasn't a perfect life, but it was ours, crafted in the quiet 

hours and the stolen afternoons. 

We worked to ensure that we spent authentic time together, 

and we enjoyed everything about our special time.  

W 
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As big and muscular as Calvin is, he was very gentle with 

Daphne. In those moments, the air in the room would grow 

thick, charged with a tension that was as much about the 

soul as it was about the body. I wanted to ease him in every 

way a woman can to leave an imprint on his mind and a 

permanent mark on his heart that he could never shake. I 

wanted him to feel the weight of his own crown, and in 

return, he made me feel like I was finally, truly being seen 

in high definition. Every touch was a question, and every 

breath was an answer. 

 

Neither of us had let the words “I love you” slip past our 

lips yet. The silence around those three words was heavy, 

but it wasn't empty. We were living them in the way he’d 

pull the hair back from my face, or the way I’d reach for his 

hand in the dark. 

 

"So, has he said it yet?" Melissa asked me one afternoon. 

We were chilling, the kind of easy girl-talk that usually 

ends in over-analysis. 

 

"Nah," I said, and for the first time in my life, I realized I 

wasn't bracing myself for the impact of the sound. I wasn't 

chasing the validation. "But I don't even need him to say it. 
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I feel it, Mel. I really, really feel it. It’s in the way he looks 

at me when he thinks I’m not watching." 

 

I’d never known that kind of security before, the kind of 

anchored peace that doesn't need a label to feel 

unbreakable. 

 

But then, the rhythm shifted. 

 

It was subtle at first. A shorter text here, a missed call there. 

Calvin started to hold back. He was still reaching out, still 

present in body, but the unwavering consistency I’d grown 

to rely on started to flicker like a dying candle. He was 

becoming distant, a little weird, his energy pulling back 

into a shell I couldn't reach. 

 

My fearful-avoidant brain, scarred by years of being 

ghosted and dealt mind games by men who didn't know 

how to hold a woman’s heart, wanted to scream. It wanted 

to tell me the floor was falling out, that he was checking 

out, and that I should run before he could leave. But I 

forced myself to stay still.  
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I noticed the shift. I notice every microscopic change in 

tone, every beat skipped in a conversation, but I didn't say a 

word. I didn't demand an explanation or try to "sub" him on 

social media with some petty quote. I didn't try to hold his 

hand through his own mood. I just let him have his space, 

even as the quiet started to feel like a physical weight 

pressing against my chest. 

 

Then, one afternoon in the middle of a chaotic shift at 

school, my phone buzzed against my hip. 

 

Calvin: I apologize for my distance. I know I’ve been a 

little weird lately, but I shouldn’t be treating you like that. I 

should stay as consistent as you’ve been to me. I apologize, 

and I’m gonna be better. 

 

I stared at the screen, the glowing letters blurring as my 

eyes suddenly flooded. The breath left my lungs in a sharp, 

jagged hitch. I had to excuse myself, nodding vaguely to a 

colleague as I ducked into the staff bathroom and slid the 

lock into place. I sat down on the closed toilet seat and just 

wept. 
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They weren't sad tears. They were overwhelmed, soul-deep 

sobs of relief. 

 

I hadn’t experienced this before. But Calvin was so 

painfully self-aware. He didn't need me to point out his 

flaws or coach him on how to be a partner. He had analyzed 

his own heart before I ever had to put his actions under a 

microscope. He saw his own slip-up, felt the weight of it, 

and accounted for it like a grown man without me having to 

utter a single syllable of complaint. 

 

He hadn't said "I love you" with his mouth, but that text 

message was the loudest, most violent declaration of love 

I’d ever received. It was the sound of a man taking care of 

me. This was the male provision her natural femininity 

needed to thrive. In that cramped bathroom stall, 

surrounded by the sterile smell of school soap, I realized I 

was finally being loved in a way I didn’t think existed for 

women like me. 

 

I closed my eyes, a single hot tear tracing the curve of my 

nose, and I said a silent prayer. “Thank You, Lord.” 
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Chapter 10 ~ The Mirror and the Anchor 
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hey reached six months of dating, and the time 

had been so much fun that Daphne didn't even 

notice it had been that long already. Those one 

hundred and eighty days felt like finally catching a clean 

rhythm after years of being out of sync. It was pure, 

unburdened energy, the kind that makes you want to get up 

and get to it. 

 

She stood before her bedroom mirror, looking at a woman 

who was finally seeing her own light. She smoothed the 

lapels of her professional blazer, feeling the crisp fabric, 

before grabbing the structured leather tote resting on her 

vanity. It was a surprise from Calvin, a "just because" gift 

that had her smiling from ear to ear when she first saw it. 

She ran her thumb over the gold-embossed "D" on the 

front. It caught the morning light, a reminder that for once, 

a man was actually paying attention to the details. He 

wasn't just looking at her; he was seeing her. 

 

For years, she’d been moving like a shadow, stuck in a life 

that felt like a series of closed doors. She remembered 

those past relationships where she’d be doing the most 

planning, big dinners, and setting the mood for a man who 

never showed up emotionally.  

T 
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She remembered the feeling of being left behind while they 

chased their own vibe, leaving her to keep the house 

running while she felt invisible and drained. Back then, she 

traded her voice for a fake kind of peace that just left her 

feeling frazzled. 

 

But today, starting her new charter school position and 

leaving the grind of the public school system behind, she 

felt like a brand-new person. 

 

"Mommy, you look like a boss," her daughter chirped, 

leaning against the doorframe with a wide grin. 

 

Daphne knelt and tucked a stray braid behind her 

daughter’s ear, moving with easy confidence. The "frazzled 

mommy" was gone. Calvin had become like a lucky charm 

for her. Since he’d arrived, everything started opening up; 

the new job came through, her friendships were thriving, 

and even her girls could see the glow. Mommy, you just 

seem... better, they’d said. And she was. 
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She checked her phone, thinking back to Calvin’s birthday. 

She’d wanted to do it big for him, but she sensed he was 

guarded about the date because of how an ex had used it 

against him in the past. She didn't push. She just moved 

with precision, sending an Uber with those custom 

chocolate strawberries, miniature basketballs, and footballs 

in a box that simply said "Will." It was her way of letting 

him know she saw him and loved him just as he was. 

 

She started typing, her heart light and steady. She wanted 

him to know he was the foundation for this new energy she 

was carrying. 

 

I just want to let you know that I appreciate everything you 

do for me, she wrote. I appreciate the man you are and the 

way you treat me. I appreciate you. 

 

Across town, the air inside Calvin’s car was tight. A fresh 

argument with the mother of his kids was still ringing in his 

ears. He leaned back against the seat, his chest tight with 

the kind of stress that makes a man want to just keep 

driving and never look back. 
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He’d just come from a jagged confrontation with his ex. 

They’d been in a loop of old drama since they were kids, a 

cycle that turned every simple conversation about the kids 

into a battlefield. He felt like he was always being judged 

for mistakes he made a lifetime ago, no matter how hard he 

tried to be a good father and a man of peace. 

 

He felt exhausted. He felt like the world was trying to tell 

him he wasn't enough. 

 

Then, his phone buzzed in the cupholder. 

 

He swiped it open, expecting more drama, but he saw 

Daphne’s name instead. He read her words twice. I 

appreciate the man you are. 

 

The tension in his jaw just melted. He looked out the 

windshield at the morning sun hitting the pavement and 

finally let out a real laugh. 

 

To Daphne, he wasn't a list of mistakes or a set of 

obligations. He wasn't the guy getting cursed on his 

birthday. To her, he was the man who remembered a six-

month anniversary without needing a reminder.  
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He was the man who picked out the perfect bag for her new 

start because her success was his success. 

 

He realized right then that while the storm was hitting 

every other part of his life, Daphne was the anchor. She 

reinforced the good in him exactly when the rest of the 

world tried to tear him down. She didn't just love him; she 

restored him. 

 

He took a deep breath, the scent of his cologne smelling 

like a win. He leaned back, his fingers steady as he started 

typing back, a man who finally knew exactly where he was 

supposed to be. 
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Chapter 11 ~ Man Talk  
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o understand Calvin was to understand the quiet, 

steady architecture of a man who’d spent his 

whole life being the foundation for everyone else 

to build on. He wasn’t loud with it; he didn't need a 

spotlight or a round of applause for doing what a man is 

supposed to do. He was just the anchor, plain and simple. 

He was the one who caught the keys at the end of a long 

night, the designated driver navigating the winding detours 

and the drunken, rambling stories of his boys with a patient, 

knowing half-smile. He stayed awake until he saw every 

last one of them walk through their front doors safe, 

because in his mind, the job wasn't finished until the 

perimeter was secure. 

 

His life was a tapestry woven from threads of service 

moving from the raw, heart-pounding adrenaline of an 

EMS tech to the heavy, smoke-stained canvas of a 

dedicated firefighter. He carried the physical weight of the 

city on those broad shoulders, but it was the silent weight 

of his own history that truly defined the man beneath the 

high-visibility stripes.Boi, before the sirens and the hiss of 

oxygen tanks, there were the dreams of the water. As a kid, 

Calvin didn’t just swim; he lived for the rhythmic, 

meditative pull of the pool.  

T 
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He had that deep, private ambition to turn professional, 

possessing the lethal reach of a basketball player, a sport he 

dominated on the sun-baked blacktops, but it was in the 

water where he found a sanctuary the world couldn't touch. 

That fluidity ran through his blood, rooted in the salt-stung 

air and the unforgiving sun of his people in Trinidad. He 

carried the island in his spirit a slow, deliberate, island-bred 

loyalty that kept him steady even when the New York 

currents tried to pull him under. 

 

That loyalty was a sacred thing, most evident in the way he 

loved the woman who raised him. His mother wasn't just 

his parent; she was his North Star. "Mama’s baby," he’d say 

with a shrug, but the pride in his eyes told a deeper story. 

And behind him, always, were his younger brothers. Calvin 

didn’t just love them; he guarded them with a feral, big-

brother intensity. He had grown up fast, losing too many 

friends to these cold streets, and with his father living 

across the ocean in Trinidad, the role of protector was 

natural; it was a birthright. 

 

But for all his success as a guardian, Calvin had reached a 

point where he was just done. 
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He wasn’t looking for love. Honestly, he didn’t give a fuck 

about it anymore. After the years of "trying" to make things 

work with Dakota and Shaniqua, the mothers of his 

children, he had realized that relationships were just a 

grueling, unrewarding kind of labor. He had done his time 

on the beige therapy couches with Clarissa, trying to fix 

what was fundamentally broken, and he had come out the 

other side exhausted. He was tired of being the only one 

holding the structural integrity together while the other 

person was busy setting fires. 

 

By 2024, Calvin had made peace with a different kind of 

life. He was perfectly fine being a single father, a dedicated 

firefighter, and a man who "entertained" women here and 

there when the urge hit. He didn't need a relationship. He 

didn't want the headache.  He didn't want the emotional 

overhead of explaining his silence or his shifts to anybody. 

He was content in his own space, in the freedom of not 

having to be anyone's hero once he clocked off. 

 

Or at least, he thought he was. 

Then Daphne’s name flashed on his screen like a flare in 

the dark. 
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He remembered her from Houston, that Walmart aisle 

where the air had suddenly felt too thin to breathe. He’d 

seen her then, the way she carried herself with that natural, 

lady-like grace, and he’d felt a pull he’d spent months 

trying to bury. Even back then, he’d told himself to let it 

go. But seeing her profile, seeing the way she navigated her 

world as a teacher and a mother with such a soft, feminine 

power... it poked a hole in the armor he’d spent years 

welding shut. 

 

He was a man who knew his value but was terrified of the 

very vulnerability love required. He was a good man, a 

dedicated friend, and a loving father, but beneath the 

uniform, he was a soul who had finally stopped looking for 

a reason to stay. 

Until her, it was always her. 
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Chapter 12 ~ Fire and Ice 
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he October air in NYC didn’t just chill; it bit, 

sharp and expectant, but for Daphne, the cold was 

an afterthought. For the first time in a decade, she 

wasn’t bracing her soul against the wind of a lonely life. 

She was submerged in something warm, thick, and utterly 

terrifying in its perfection. 

 

She stood before her bedroom mirror, the glass reflecting a 

woman who had finally stopped apologizing for her own 

light. The “sexy firefighter” costume was a jagged 

departure from her weekday skin of sensible flats and 

special education lesson plans. The heavy black suspenders 

gripped her waist, digging into the soft curve of her hips, 

while the cropped reflective jacket hung open just enough 

to be a whole dare. It was a trope, for sure, but tonight it 

was a tribute, a silent signal to the man who ran toward the 

flames everyone else ran away from. 

 

She snapped the photo, her ring light catching that defiant, 

girlie glow in her eyes. She posted it to her story, her 

fingers hovering over the screen before typing a caption 

that felt like a secret prayer: 

T 
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“Extinguishing the old flames... I’ve finally found the one 

who knows how to handle the heat. #Taken #Seen 

#Adored” 

 

Miles away, the silence of the fire station was punctured by 

the chime of a notification. Calvin swiped his thumb across 

the glass, and for a second, the air in the bay felt thinner. 

His heart did a slow, heavy thud against his ribs. Boi, she 

looked too good. He didn't just double-tap; he hit the 

sapphire call button before his logic could even try to talk 

him out of it. 

 

Daphne picked up on the first ring, the sound of her own 

pulse loud in her ears. 

 

"You trying to give me a heart attack before my shift starts, 

Ma?" His voice was a low, gravelly rumble, vibrating with 

a playfulness that made her knees turn to water. 

 

Daphne let out a breathy laugh, leaning her hip against the 

vanity. "I just wanted to make sure you knew whose team 

I’m on, Will. Just in case there was any lingering doubt in 

the back of that head of yours." 
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"No doubt, Babe," he said, his tone dropping the tease, 

becoming weighted and sincere. "None at all. You look... 

incredible. I’m a lucky man. Just stay safe tonight until I 

can get my hands on you." 

 

By late November, the rhythm between them had deepened 

from a sweet melody into a resonant, bone-shaking bass. 

The shift was physical. It was in the way Calvin started 

pulling her into his space without asking, and the way 

Daphne stopped looking for the exit sign every time things 

felt too good. 

 

On a Friday night that smelled of expensive cologne and 

cold rain, Calvin led her into Agenda in Queens. The club 

was a sprawling beast of neon and ego. Thick, sweet clouds 

of hookah smoke swirled toward the ceiling, illuminated by 

the rhythmic flash of strobe lights. In the VIP sections, a 

sea of beautiful women moved like tall grass in the wind, 

their eyes tracking the "Him" energy radiating from the 

man in the room. 
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It was their first big night out with the whole crew since 

that blurred weekend in Houston. Daphne had Melissa on 

her arm, who was already beaming at the sight of her 

cousin Jonathan, it was his birthday, and the section was 

already overflowing with Ace of Spades and energy. 

 

Calvin stood in the center of the chaos, a drink forgotten in 

his hand. His eyes were locked on Daphne. She was 

glowing, her skin luminous under the club lights, her outfit 

tracing every line of her body with a soft, feminine 

confidence. He watched her throw her head back in a laugh 

at something Melissa said, and he felt a sudden, violent 

surge of pride. 

 

Damn, I really love this woman, he thought, the realization 

hitting him harder than any shot of liquor could. 

 

He noticed the predatory gazes of other women in the club, 

the way they adjusted their hair as he walked by, the silent 

invitations in their eyes. He didn't give them a microsecond 

of his focus. He wanted every soul in the building to know 

exactly where his loyalty lay. He reached out, his hand firm 

on her waist, and pulled her flush against the hard planes of 

his chest.  
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In front of the bottles, the cameras, and the crowd, he tilted 

her head back and kissed her with a deep, territorial claim 

that tasted like champagne and a future he hadn't dared to 

want. 

Daphne felt like she was floating. She had known Calvin’s 

touch in the quiet dark of his bedroom, but this public, 

dominant focus made her pulse erratic. For years, she had 

been the woman who felt like she was auditioning for a part 

she’d never get. Tonight, she was the lead. She felt 

important. She felt safe. When he pulled back just enough 

to whisper, "You're the baddest thing in here, you know 

that?" into her ear, the club noise faded into a dull hum. It 

was just them. 

 

By the time they tumbled out of the club into the crisp 

Queens air, they were beautifully inebriated. That perfect, 

shimmering level of "good" where the filters dissolve, and 

the heart speaks without permission. 

 

"I'm gonna get you and Melissa a car to make sure you get 

home safe, Ma," Calvin said, his thumb already hovering 

over his Uber app, the protector in him never fully 

switching off. 
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Daphne laughed, a bright, bubbly sound. She stepped into 

his space, her fingers toying with the buttons of his coat, 

her eyes reflecting the city lights. "Melissa is good, I will 

make sure she gets home safe in an Uber, but I’m going 

with you," she said, her voice dripping with a playful, half-

drunk courage that made him smile back at her. He was 

seeing another side of his lady. 

 

The drive back to Eastern Long Island was a blur of neon 

streetlights and raw honesty. Usually, Daphne was the 

"calm spirit," the observer who guarded her words like 

precious stones. But tonight, she was a waterfall. She talked 

about her child's father and how he doesn't like her, but she 

was at peace with it. It was just what it was. To her 

surprise, Calvin didn't get heavy or defensive. They joked 

about the absurdity of life's twists, turning old, jagged pains 

into punchlines that echoed in the quiet cabin of the car. 

 

Calvin watched her from the corner of his eye, a 

permanent, tired-but-happy grin on his face. He loved her 

personality, the one who could hang with the boys, talk 

trash about the spread, and still be the softest place for him 

to land at the end of a shift. 
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When they reached his house, the night didn't end with a 

collapse into sleep. They were best friends that night, 

stripped of the masks they wore for the world. It was a 

night Daphne wanted to press into a scrapbook of her soul, 

a night where the world was screaming, but they were the 

only two people who truly heard the music. 

 

Thanksgiving arrived with the bittersweet weight of the 

uniform. While the rest of NYC was carving turkeys, 

Calvin was in the firehouse kitchen, his gear prepped and 

leaning against the wall like a silent sentry. 

 

Daphne sat in her family’s kitchen, the air thick with the 

scent of sage and brown sugar, but her heart was tethered to 

a station house miles away. She slipped into the hallway, 

away from the chatter, and sent a text, a digital hug for the 

man standing watch: 

 

"Happy Thanksgiving, baby. I know you’re working hard 

today, and I just wanted to say I’m so grateful for you. I 

appreciate the sacrifices you make, not just for the city, but 

for us. You make me feel so seen. Eat something good if 

you can! Thinking of you." 
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In the firehouse, Calvin stared at the screen until the light 

dimmed. In the years with Clarissa, a holiday shift was a 

declaration of war, complaints about his "selfish" career, 

demands for time he didn't own. But Daphne’s words felt 

like a cool cloth on a burn. She made him feel valued. 

 

Breaking his unspoken rule of digital privacy, Calvin 

opened Instagram. He was a man of shadows, rarely 

posting anything that wasn't a fire truck or his kids. But 

today, the pride in his chest needed to breathe. He posted a 

photo of the long station table, the caption steady and real: 

 

“Usually keep things quiet on here, but today I’m just 

feeling lucky. Grateful for my growth and having such 

amazing people supporting and uplifting my efforts... I got 

the best text message this morning.” 

 

He didn't tag her. He didn't have to. In a world of loud-

talking and oversharing, Calvin’s restraint was the loudest 

thing about the post. He wasn't looking for clout or a bunch 

of thirsty comments; he was just marking the territory of 

his own peace. 
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When Daphne saw it, she felt that slow, warm creep of 

recognition settle in her chest. She saw past the badge and 

the uniform, straight to the man who had spent a lifetime 

being the anchor for everyone else. For the first time, he 

was letting the world know he didn't have to carry the 

foundation alone. He was finally being poured into, and he 

was man enough to admit how much he needed the drink. 

 

It wasn't a performance; it was a public acknowledgment of 

a private sanctuary. Seeing that brown heart emoji felt like 

a secret handshake, a digital nod to the woman who was 

finally making his load feel light. He didn't tag her. He 

didn't have to. When Daphne saw it, she knew. She saw the 

man behind the badge, finally feeling like he didn't have to 

carry the foundation alone. 

 

Christmas brought a different kind of surrender. Usually, 

the holidays were a loud reminder of everything I had to 

carry on my own, but this year, the silence felt peaceful. I 

spent Christmas morning wrapped in the joy of my 

daughters, Brittany and Brooklyn, grateful that Nolan had 

taken them for Thanksgiving so I could have this time. But 

even through the laughter and the wrapping paper, there 

was a quiet yearning in my chest. 
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I wanted Calvin. 

 

I understood the life he lived, a man tied to his beautiful 

children and the relentless call of the firehouse. He spent 

his morning being a father and his evening being a hero, 

and I kept my desires tucked away. I refused to burden him 

with my "wants," the echoes of Nolan’s voice still ringing 

in the back of my mind: “You learn to keep things to 

yourself. Stop bringing everything to me.” I was still 

unlearning the habit of shrinking my needs to avoid being a 

nuisance. 

 

A few days later, the world slowed down just for us inside 

the quiet of his home. Under the soft, multi-colored glow of 

the tree, Calvin handed me a small, weighted envelope. My 

breath hitched as I pulled out the itinerary. 

 

Atlantic City. Ocean Casino Resort. 

 

Daphne’s jaw dropped. "A trip? You... you planned a whole 

trip?" 
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"Everything’s handled," Calvin said, his eyes searching 

hers for any sign of hesitation. "Travel, the room, the 

dinners. I wanted us to have a minute where the world 

doesn't exist. Just us." 

Daphne felt the familiar prick of tears. In every past life, 

she had been the travel agent, the financier, and the pack-

horse. No man had ever taken the lead like this. She handed 

him his gifts, carefully chosen items for him, and toys for 

his children she hadn't even met yet. She loved those kids 

through him, seeing his fatherhood as the most beautiful 

stitch in his character. 

 

By January, the high of their bond had led them back to the 

coast. The air in the Ocean Casino Resort was electric, a 

sharp contrast to the biting Atlantic wind howling outside 

the floor-to-ceiling windows. 

 

"Ten on black," Daphne commanded, her voice a playful 

purr. She leaned over the roulette table, a glass of chilled 

champagne in one hand, the other tucked firmly into the 

crook of Calvin’s arm. She could feel the radiant heat of 

him through his sleeve, a constant, grounding force. 
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"Winner!" Calvin roared, his rumbling laugh cutting 

through the electronic pings of the casino floor. He pulled 

her into a side-hug, his hand lingering on the small of her 

back, his fingers tracing the curve of her waist with 

familiarity that made her skin tingle. "See? My lucky 

charm." 

 

"I’m retiring while I’m ahead," she joked, leaning her head 

against his shoulder. "Take me to dinner? I’m starving." 

 

They ended up at a dimly lit steakhouse, tucked into a 

booth of deep, plush velvet. Over a bottle of bold red wine, 

the masks fell away entirely. 

 

"You know," Calvin said, his dark eyes locking onto hers in 

the candlelight. "I used to come to places like this and feel 

like I had to perform. Like I had to be the perfect version of 

myself just to keep someone from spiraling. With you... I 

just feel like Calvin." 

 

Daphne reached across the white linen, her thumb stroking 

the back of his hand, tracing the faint scars he’d earned at 

the station. "Good. Because 'just Calvin ' is the man I’ve 

been waiting for." 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 104 

 

Later, the air in the suite was thick, charged with the kind 

of tension that only happens when you finally get a man 

like Calvin away from the sirens and the static of the city. 

Even though they’d explored every inch of each other 

before, this hit different. Tucked away in the Ocean Casino, 

with the Bronx and the firehouse a world away, the energy 

was heavy, intentional, and focused entirely on the woman 

in front of him. 

 

When that door clicked shut, the Atlantic waves and the 

neon hum of the casino floor died out. There was only the 

sound of their breathing, ragged and synchronized in the 

dim, blue-grey light. 

 

Calvin didn’t rush. He moved with that steady, masculine 

authority that made a woman want to surrender before he 

even touched her. He framed her face with those large, 

calloused hands, his thumbs tracing her cheekbones with a 

reverence that made Daphne’s breath hitch. He looked at 

her like she was the only thing on the planet that mattered, 

his dark eyes clouded with a hunger that this getaway had 

finally given him the space to satisfy. 
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He pulled her into him, his palms sliding down the silk of 

her dress, finding the familiar, lush curve of her hips and 

pulling her flush against his heat. When he leaned in, the 

kiss tasted like Hennessy and a deep-seated relief. It wasn't 

just a touch; it was a claim. Daphne’s hands found the 

broad expanse of his chest, her fingers bunching the fine 

cotton of his shirt, feeling the thundering, violent beat of 

his heart against her palms. 

 

"Babe," he groaned against her lips, that gravelly, Trini-

accented rumble vibrating through her entire body. "You 

look too damn good in this light. I just want to take my 

time with you tonight. No interruptions. Nowhere else to 

be." 

 

He lifted her like she was weightless, her legs wrapping 

instinctively around his waist as he carried her toward the 

massive bed. He laid her back against the cool, high-thread-

count sheets, but the fire radiating off him kept her burning. 

He took his time undressing her, his eyes following every 

inch of mahogany skin he uncovered as if he were studying 

a masterpiece he’d seen a thousand times but still couldn't 

get enough of. 
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His hands were a map of strength rough from the station 

but agonizingly patient on her skin. He kissed the hollow of 

her throat, his beard grazing her collarbone, before moving 

lower, his touch firm and dominant. 

When he finally merged his body with hers, Daphne let out 

a sharp, jagged gasp, her fingers locking into the muscles of 

his shoulders. His physical weight was a comfort, a solid 

anchor in the dark. Calvin was powerful, his rhythm steady 

and intentional, every move designed to make her feel the 

depth of his focus. He watched her face in the moonlight, 

his gaze locked onto hers, making sure she felt every ounce 

of the priority she was. 

 

"Look at me, Daphne," he whispered, his breath hot against 

her ear as he pulled her closer, their bodies slick and 

intertwined. "I got you. You're safe right here. Always." 

 

In that room, they experienced each other in a passionate 

way. This wasn't just another night; it was an asylum. Every 

slow, deliberate thrust felt like a promise being reinforced, 

every low groan a testimony to the peace they’d found in 

each other. 
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When the storm finally broke, the aftermath was just as 

heavy. They lay tangled in the expensive sheets, limbs 

heavy and hearts dangerously full. The moonlight reflected 

off the ceiling, illuminating the sweat on their skin and the 

soft rise and fall of their chests. Calvin pulled her close, her 

head on his chest, his arm draped over her shoulder like a 

permanent seal, tucking her into him. 

 

She stayed there, motionless, listening to the symphony of 

his body, the way his heart began to slow from the frantic 

pace of their passion into a steady, rhythmic thrum. It was a 

heavy, grounded sound, the heartbeat of a man who 

protected cities, now serving as the anchor for her own 

peace. 

 

She closed her eyes and finally respired. It wasn't just a 

breath; it was an exhale of every weight she’d been 

carrying for a long time. In the dark, wrapped in the scent 

of him and the salt of the ocean, her armor didn't just crack; 

it dissolved. She wasn't a teacher, a mother, or a survivor in 

this moment. She was just a woman being held by a man 

who actually liked the soul she was keeping.  
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Chapter 13 ~ Club Cal and the First Fall 
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y February, the foundation they had built felt less 

like a new structure and more like a fortress. 

They were no longer just "dating"; they were 

interwoven, their lives braiding together in a way that made 

the rest of the world feel like background noise. But as 

Valentine’s Day approached, the old ghosts of Daphne’s 

past tried to whisper in her ear. She was used to the 

"holiday letdown," the years of dropping hints for flowers 

that never came, and the subtle social media posts she’d 

make, hoping a man would finally take the hint and show 

up for her. 

 

Calvin, however, didn't need a hint. He had been paying 

attention from the very first jump. 

 

Because he wanted her to feel completely catered to and 

shielded from the outside world, Calvin created "Club Cal." 

When she walked into his space, the first thing that hit her 

wasn't the music or the mood; it was the vision. A 

sprawling arrangement of pristine white roses sat center 

stage, their scent filling the room. She ran her fingertips 

over the velvet petals, the cool touch sending a shiver 

through her.  

 

B 
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She knew the silent message: purity, a fresh start, and a 

love being built on a clean slate. It was his way of telling 

her that the shadows of her past didn't live within these 

walls. 

 

"Welcome to Club Cal," he said, his voice a low, smooth 

rumble. He stood there with a warm glint in his eyes, 

watching her take it all in. 

 

The atmosphere was a sensory masterpiece. He had curated 

a playlist that was pure soul, a mix of old-school R&B and 

slow jams that pulsed in time with the dim, amber lighting 

he’d set up. The scent of sea salt and charcoal hung in the 

air, mixing with the savory aroma drifting from the kitchen. 

He had spent the afternoon preparing her absolute favorite: 

baked clams, seasoned perfectly with lemon, garlic, and a 

touch of butter. 

 

Daphne stared at the plate, then back at Calvin, her heart 

swelling until it physically ached. She knew something 

most people didn't: Calvin was allergic to clams. Watching 

him present that dish, knowing he had risked his own 

health and handled an allergen just to see her smile, made 

her breath catch in her throat.  
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He was putting his body on the line just to give her a taste 

of what she loved. That was a different kind of devotion. 

 

But the biggest surprise of the night wasn't the food; it was 

the four-legged host waiting at his side. Henny. Since being 

bitten by a dog when she was only three years old, Daphne 

had carried a paralyzing, bone-deep fear of canines. But as 

she looked at the brown Pitbull and German Shepherd mix, 

the panic didn't rise. Henny had soulful, steady eyes that 

seemed to mirror Calvin’s own calm, protective nature. 

 

"He doesn't usually take to people this fast," Calvin said 

softly, stepping closer as he watched her tentatively sink 

her fingers into the dog's soft, tawny fur. "Actually, Henny 

doesn't really meet people much at all. I keep my circle 

small, and he knows it. But he knows you’re special, baby." 

 

In that moment, hearing him call her baby as she bonded 

with the animal he loved most, she didn't just want to be 

Calvin's woman; she wanted to be Henny's "dog mom." 

She wanted to be a part of his world. 

 

They settled into the rhythm of the night, finally alone in 

his sanctuary and just soaking up each other's energy.  
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They ate the clams, poured glasses of Hennessy that 

matched the dog's name, and let the hookah smoke swirl 

lazily around them like a dream. With a Tubi movie playing 

in the background as a familiar, low-stakes soundtrack, 

they laughed and talked, the outside world fading into total 

insignificance. 

 

Knowing this night was a milestone, we didn't play any 

games. We both took a Honey pack, an unspoken 

agreement that this wasn't just about a quick fix, it was 

about a night of total, unhurried connection. We wanted 

every second to count, every touch to linger until it was 

burned into our skin. 

 

We weren't just passing time or scratching an itch in a hotel 

room; we were marking territory in each other's hearts. 

With the honey sweetening the vibe and the Atlantic 

crashing outside the window, the energy in that room 

shifted into something primal and deep. It was about seeing 

how far we could go when the world was locked out, and 

the only thing that mattered was the way our bodies spoke a 

language no one else could translate. 
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As the music transitioned into a deeper, slower bassline, 

Calvin led her to the bedroom. The air here was heavy with 

the scent of sandalwood and a thick, electric anticipation. 

He had her lie down, and with a spiritual, singular focus, he 

began a sensual massage. His hands, large and strong, 

worked warmed oil into her skin with a tenderness that felt 

like a slow, deliberate burn. Every slide of his palms 

against her back, every linger of his fingers at the base of 

her neck, was designed to strip away the very last of her 

defenses. 

 

When they finally came together, the room fell into a 

profound, sacred silence. There were no words, because 

words felt too small, too hollow for the weight of what was 

happening between them. It was the most vulnerable they 

had ever been. Calvin moved with a slow, powerful rhythm, 

his eyes never leaving hers, searching her soul in the 

shadows as their bodies became one. 

 

Every touch was a silent confession. In the way he held her 

like she was made of glass and gold, and in the way their 

breaths hitched in perfect unison, they were saying 

everything they weren't yet ready to speak aloud.  



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 114 

 

It was a dance of absolute devotion, a desperate, beautiful 

attempt to merge two separate lives into one soul. 

 

In the quiet, heavy aftermath, as they lay tangled together 

in the dark, the emotions Daphne had been bottling finally 

overflowed. The contrast between the "Club Cal" he had 

built, the risk he took with the clams, the way he helped her 

face her lifelong fear, and the years of rejection she had 

known hit her all at once like a tidal wave. 

 

A stray tear escaped, trailing down her temple and soaking 

into the pillow. 

 

"Baby? You okay?" Calvin whispered, his voice thick with 

concern. He pulled her closer, tucking her into the 

protective curve of his body, his heat anchoring her. 

 

She turned into his chest, her voice small but certain, 

vibrating against his skin. "I’ve never had this, Calvin. You 

just knew." She paused, her heart hammering against her 

ribs like a trapped bird. "I love you. I really love you." 

 

The silence that followed wasn't cold, but it was heavy with 

the weight of his guarded past and the scars he still carried. 
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Calvin’s arms tightened around her, his chin resting on the 

top of her head as he held her through the confession. He 

heard the words, and his heart physically ached with the 

need to give her everything she deserved. He wasn't ready 

to let those three words slip just yet, not with the baggage 

he was still unpacking, but he wasn't going to let the 

moment go unacknowledged. 

 

"Baby," he murmured, his voice gravelly and thick with an 

emotion he couldn't hide. "I appreciate you. So much. You 

have no idea how much I appreciate the woman you are." 

 

Daphne closed her eyes, breathing him in. She knew him 

well enough by now to understand. For a man who had 

been broken down by toxicity and drained by women who 

didn't know his value, "I appreciate you" was his highest 

honor. He hadn't said the words with his mouth yet, but his 

actions had already screamed them into the silence of the 

night. 
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Chapter 14 ~ The Echo of the Ghost 
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y March, the rhythm we’d built felt like a song I 

never wanted to end. I was floating, caught in a 

high that only a man like Calvin could provide. 

He’d been out in Trinidad for Carnival, a trip that had been 

on his books years before I even entered the frame. It 

wasn't just a vacation; it was a cultural obligation, a deep-

rooted tie to the family and the soil he cherished. He wasn’t 

there for my actual birthday, but the distance didn’t even 

pull at me. He’d called me a week prior, his voice that low, 

comforting rumble vibrating through the phone, promising 

me that the following weekend was strictly ours. He told 

me he had a surprise that would make up for every mile 

between us, and I believed him with every fiber of my 

being. 

 

But then, the Monday after my party, the gravity hit, and it 

hit hard. 

 

When he told me he could only pick me up Sunday 

morning instead of having the whole weekend together, my 

stomach didn't just drop, it turned to lead. In an instant, the 

grown, confident woman I’d become vanished. The three-

year-old girl who had been bitten by that dog and never 

stopped waiting for the next bite took the wheel.  
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The trauma started screaming, drowning out the 

consistency he’d given me. 

 

Reject him before he can reject you, she thought. Check out 

before he leaves you behind. 

 

"You know what, baby?" I said, my voice tight and 

artificial. "Let’s just... let’s just revisit this date in a few 

weeks." What Daphne meant was, let's reschedule when 

you can give me the whole weekend, not just one day. She 

didn’t say it like that… she didn’t articulate her 

disappointment well.  

 

The line went dead quiet. I could feel the shift through the 

static, the cooling of his energy, the way he pulled his spirit 

back behind that armor. Calvin instantly felt rejected. It 

made him feel like he wasn’t enough. His feelings were so 

hurt.  

 

"Copy that," he said. His voice wasn't angry; it was flat. 

Hollow. Professional. And then, the line went silent, the 

dial tone sounding like a heart monitor flatlining. 
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The next two weeks were a slow-motion nightmare. I spent 

my days in a trance, my thumb permanently attached to the 

screen of my phone like a lifeline. I was spiraling, tracking 

his Instagram all day, refreshing every story, dissecting 

every post, looking for a sign that he was hurting as much 

as I was. I knew he was watching mine, too, two people 

staring at each other through digital glass, both of us too 

prideful to break the frame, both of us bleeding out in 

silence. 

 

When he finally sent the text, ending it not just the beef … 

but the relationship, telling me he was "over it," I was so 

confused, the whole world collapsed. How the fuck did we 

get here? 

 

I sat there, drowning in the unfairness of it all. I thought 

about all the men I knew who fought like hell for difficult 

women, women who took them through there who didn't 

give half the love I gave. Yet, here I was, a woman who 

tried…, who tried to pour into his soul, and my man was 

walking away over one panicked sentence. I started to 

wonder... Am I really that bad? Is there something 

fundamentally broken in me that makes it so easy for 

people to just… leave… 
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My best friend Melissa didn't let me sit in the pit for long. 

She showed up and sat on the edge of my bed, looking at 

my swollen, bloodshot eyes with a mix of deep love and 

raw frustration. “Daphne, you need to stop," Melissa said, 

her voice firm, leaving no room for excuses. "You need to 

stop holding back and let this man love you. You’re being 

so dismissive of his effort because you're scared of your 

past. Why couldn’t you just be vulnerable, Daph? I thought 

you loved him." 

 

The words stung worse than the breakup itself. They 

stripped me bare. 

 

"I love him with my whole heart, Mel," I choked out, the 

sobs racking my chest again. "I wanted to have a family 

with him. I wanted to be with him forever. I had it all 

pictured... living out my dream life with the man that I 

loved. I wanted to build a life where I finally felt complete." 

 

The realization hit me like a physical blow to the gut. I had 

built a shield so high, so thick, that I couldn't even see the 

man standing on the other side of it trying to reach me. I 

had let my fear of the past ruin the beauty of my present. 
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That night, exhausted from the weight of my own walls, I 

fell into a deep, heavy sleep. I saw Calvin. He wasn't 

walking away this time; he was standing at the end of an 

aisle, draped in black, his hand reached out to me with that 

steady, intentional gaze. The peace in the dream was so 

thick I could almost taste it; it felt like silk against my skin. 

A voice, steady and calm, echoed through the vision, 

vibrating in my soul: 

 

“This is your Husband. Do not let the fear steal what I have 

built.” 

 

I woke up gasping, the word Husband ringing in my ears 

like a cathedral bell, just as the sun began to peek through 

the blinds. 
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Chapter 15 ~ The Deep Freeze 
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he silence in the firehouse locker room was 

physical weight, heavier than any turnout gear I’d 

ever hauled into a blaze. It was louder than the 

scream of a Federal Q siren, ringing in my ears until my 

head throbbed. I sat there on the worn wooden bench, 

hunched over with my skull resting in my palms, the bitter 

taste of ash coating the back of my throat. 

 

It wasn’t just the jet lag from the Trinidad flight or the soul-

crushing weight of the back-to-back shifts I’d picked up to 

stay busy. It was that damn text message. It sat there on my 

screen like a cold corpse. 

 

“Let’s just revisit this date in a few weeks.” 

 

I stared at those words until the blue light burned into my 

retinas, branding my brain. In a few weeks. Like I was 

having a routine dental cleaning, she could just push back. 

Like I was some past-due bill she’d get around to paying 

when the mood struck her. 

 

Boi, the anger didn’t even hit me first. It was the freeze. A 

deep, sub-zero chill that started right in the center of my 

chest and bled out into my limbs until I felt like stone.  

T 
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I’m a man who lives by a code of service, protection, and 

loyalty that goes down to the marrow. I had just spent my 

entire time in Trinidad with my mind across the Atlantic, 

missing her so bad it was a dull ache. I’d been planning a 

surprise that was supposed to show her, without a shadow 

of a doubt, that she was the only one on my radar. I’d 

handled those clams, risking a whole medical emergency 

just to see that soft smile of hers. I’d opened my front door, 

let her into my sanctuary, and watched her bond with my 

puppy. 

 

And this was the thanks I got? A rain check? 

 

I didn’t argue. I am not the type to curse my woman out.  I 

didn’t shout. I didn't have the breath to explain that I was 

drowning out here, that I needed her, I needed us to spend 

our time together. I felt rejected, plain and simple. I felt like 

I was being "handled," put on some kind of emotional 

timeout because I couldn't be in two places at once.  So 

instead of saying all of that, I shut the door. I bolted the 

lock. I pulled the heavy shutters down to protect the jagged 

remains of my heart. 
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My phone started buzzing.  Daphne was calling, and I just 

sat there, watching the screen glow in the dark locker room 

and fade back to black. It felt like watching a heartbeat on a 

monitor slowly flat-lining. The walls were closing in, and 

her panic was crowding the little bit of air I had left. 

 

“I can't do this anymore,” I finally typed out, my thumb 

heavy and certain. “I'm over it.” I sent it and felt the iron 

gate click into place. 

 

I hopped on a flight to Miami for Cam’s birthday, searching 

for the loudest, most chaotic noise I could find to drown out 

the deafening silence of my own thoughts. I ended up in the 

VIP at Booby Trap on the River, a bottle of Henny sweating 

in front of me, my face a mask of cold, unbothered stone. 

The bass was thumping so hard I could feel it in my ribs, 

and the homies were leaning in, pushing me to vibe, to look 

at the sea of beautiful women draped all over the section. 

One of them even tried to slide a girl my way, a bad one, 

too. 

But as I looked at her, I didn't see a "vibe." I didn't see a 

distraction. I saw a stranger. She wasn't the woman who’d 

conquered a lifelong fear just to pet my dog. She wasn't my 

"Baby." She wasn't mine. 
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I was petty, too. I let the hurt steer the ship. I put “A few 

weeks” on my Instagram note, a jagged little blade meant 

to let her know I could play the game just as cold as she 

could. I watched her stories, seeing her out in the world, 

and it just made me retreat deeper into my shell. I told 

myself I was done. I whispered it to the bottom of every 

glass. 

 

But then, the noise finally stopped. 

 

I was back in the hotel room, the neon pink and purple 

lights of Miami bleeding through the sheer curtains, casting 

long shadows across the floor. I fell into a sleep that felt 

less like rest and more like a heavy, spiritual vision. I saw 

Daphne. She wasn't in the Bronx or at some club. She was 

sitting on a porch out in Long Island, looking older, more 

settled, with a soft, radiant smile on her face. She was 

holding a little girl, a beautiful mix of us who had my eyes 

and her untamable spirit. 

In the dream, a heavy, warm, and absolute hand landed on 

my shoulder. A voice that sounded like rolling thunder and 

a soft prayer all at once echoed through the very marrow of 

my bones: “She is your wife. Stop punishing her for the 

wounds she didn't give you.” 
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I woke up gasping, the word Wife vibrating in the humid 

Miami air like a bell I couldn't un-ring. 

 

The truth hit me so hard I couldn't breathe. I already knew. 

Deep down, in those quiet 4:00 AM moments when she 

was passed out on my chest or laughing in the yard with 

me, I already knew she was my wife. My spirit had 

recognized hers months ago; I was just too guarded to 

admit the connection. But this dream... this was the stamp. 

This was God telling me to stop letting my ego burn down 

my destiny. 

 

I realized then that this whole mess was just a massive, 

tragic miscommunication. I had shut down to protect 

myself from a rejection that wasn't even real. She wasn't 

trying to bench me or play with my time; she was just 

terrified that I was already gone. We were both bleeding 

from old cuts, overthinking ourselves into a grave. 

I ran into Clarissa’s people the next day, and when she 

reached out shortly after, it felt like a ghost trying to touch 

a living man. There was no spark, no pull, no nothing. 

 

"Nah," I told her, my voice finally steady and clear of the 

fog. "I'm really happy. I'm not leaving my lady." 
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I knew what I had to do. But the silence had been so long, 

and the hurt had cut so deep. I had to find a way to break 

the freeze without shattering both of us in the process. I had 

to go get my wife. 
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Chapter 16 ~ The Gravity of Us 
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he two weeks of silence that followed weren't an 

absence; they were a presence, a slow, aching 

fever that settled deep in Daphne's bones and 

refused to break. At the school, she moved like a hollowed-

out version of herself. The bright, sharp energy her 

coworkers relied on had dimmed, and the impeccable style 

she usually wore like high-fashion armor had begun to fray 

at the edges. 

 

In the breakroom, the heavy quiet was punctured by their 

genuine concern, which felt like a spotlight on her hidden 

bruises. "Daph, you okay? You’re losing weight, sis," 

they’d whisper, their brows furrowed. That look in their 

eyes was the only thing sharp enough to cut through her 

numbness. She’d only nod, the salt of unspent tears a 

constant, burning pressure behind her lids. How could she 

explain that she was mourning a man who was still drawing 

breath? A man who was only a blue bubble and a tap away, 

yet felt a million miles beyond her reach? 

 

In the quiet sanctity of her classroom, surrounded by the 

cheerful primary colors of posters and rows of empty desks, 

she’d lean her head back and stare at the ceiling. Am I 
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really that bad, God? Am I just not enough? The question 

was a low, distorted thrum of despair.  

She knew of men who fought like hell for complicated 

women, messy women, who were unfaithful, who tested 

every limit. Yet here she was, a woman who tried to be a 

Queen, feeling discarded and tossed aside over one moment 

of human panic. She was sinking back into that terrifying, 

familiar belief that love was a prize you had to earn with 

perfection, and she had catastrophically failed the test. 

 

In Long Island, the silence in Calvin’s house was a thick, 

suffocating blanket. It wasn't just the lack of her voice; it 

was the total evacuation of her spirit. He missed the way 

her laugh used to ring out from the kitchen, hitting the high 

corners of the ceiling, and the way the faint, sophisticated 

scent of her favorite candle used to cling to the curtains. 

Even the light in the rooms felt like it had been turned 

down a notch. 

 

One evening, as the low, flickering blue light of the 

television cast shifting shadows across the living room, 

Calvin Jr. looked up from his tablet. His little brow was 

furrowed, a miniature mirror of the deep, bone-weary 

exhaustion etched into Calvin’s own face. 
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"Dad? You okay?" CJ asked, his voice softer than usual, 

lacking its typical boyish bounce. "You haven't laughed at 

the cartoons today. And Henny keeps looking for... You 

know. Is she coming back?" 

 

The question was a direct hit to the knot in Calvin’s chest, 

pulling it so tight it physically hurt to draw air. He cleared 

his throat, the sound rough and dry like sandpaper. "I’m 

alright, son. Just a lot on my mind." 

 

But CJ didn't buy it. He let out a quiet, world-weary sigh of 

pure disappointment that sat heavy in the center of the 

room. That sound was the bucket of cold water Calvin 

needed. This isn't just about me surviving a breakup, he 

realized, his grip tightening on his glass. My misery is 

costing my kids their peace. The house wasn't just empty; it 

was grieving. He needed her back not just for the selfish 

ache in his own bed, but to bring the light back into the soul 

of his family. 

 

Every night, they navigated the treacherous, glowing space 

of their phones, circling each other’s digital footprints like 

two celestial bodies whose gravity was too strong to allow 

an escape.  
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Calvin would scroll through her feed, his thumb hovering 

over the ‘like’ button in a constant, sweating battle against 

his own pride. 

 

What he found, or rather, what he didn't find, began to melt 

the permafrost around his heart. Despite the agonizing pain 

he knew she was in, Daphne never posted a single jab. No 

cryptic, petty subliminal quotes, no forced "single and 

thriving" photos in some tight dress meant to make him 

bleed. She kept their business, their private, holy struggle, 

sacred. She was respecting him even in the dark, choosing 

sanctuary over a public spectacle. That quiet, profound 

dignity was the ultimate confirmation. This woman is mine. 

 

The thaw didn't start with a call, but with a tentative reach 

through the digital glass. Calvin watched her story, a quiet, 

beautiful shot of her looking focused, though the sadness in 

her eyes was a language only he could read. He tested her 

temperature, his heart hammering a rhythm against his ribs 

he hadn't felt in weeks. He replied to the story, a simple 

message to see if the door was still unlocked. When she 

replied, the air in the room finally felt breathable again.  
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He didn't waste time; he asked to see her, to take her out so 

they could finally face the music in person on their 

anniversary. 

 

Saturday was a marathon of redemption, meticulously 

planned by a man determined to win back his future. When 

Calvin pulled up to her place in the Bronx, the moment 

Daphne stepped into the car, the entire atmosphere shifted. 

The air, stagnant for two weeks, rushed with fresh oxygen. 

She didn't look at him immediately, her gaze fixed on her 

lap, but the radiant heat from his presence was a physical 

force. He reached across the console, his large, calloused 

fingers brushing the sensitive skin of her wrist with a 

featherlight touch that sent a jolt of pure recognition 

through her entire system. 

 

Their first stop was the rooftop of STK. The sprawling 

NYC skyline, glittering and vast, seemed to humble their 

recent drama. The tension, which had been a heavy, 

suffocating cloak, began to dissipate with the clinking of 

glasses and the taste of good food. They laughed not the 

strained politeness of people trying to make it work, but the 

deep, belly-aching humor of best friends who had been 

separated by a foolish, unnecessary war. 
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"We're off to the next spot," Calvin announced, that 

signature smirk, the one that always promised both trouble 

and absolute devotion, returning to his lips. He felt the 

"Lucky Charm" energy fully restored. 

 

Next, he took her to Pergola Hookah in Midtown. Over 

shared drinks and the sweet, swirling blue mist of hookah 

smoke, the atmosphere deepened. This was where the real 

work began. They didn't just offer surface-level "my bads"; 

they began the delicate, painful excavation of their whys. 

 

Daphne’s voice was thin, a delicate thread of sound. "I said 

the wrong thing because I was terrified, Calvin. Truly 

terrified of being a burden," she admitted, the confession 

catching in her throat with a jagged sob. "I didn't mean to 

push you away; I was trying to protect myself from the 

rejection I was sure was coming. It was just... it was panic." 

 

Calvin closed his eyes, his voice thick and heavy. "I felt 

like you were being selfish with our time, baby," he 

confessed, the "Ma" and "Babe" sliding back into his 

speech naturally. "I needed my lady, and when you told me 

to 'revisit it,' I felt… rejected.  
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So I shut down. I shut down to survive. But I shouldn't 

have said I was over it. That was a lie. I was never over 

you." 

 

They paused, the silence now constructive and warm. They 

knew what they were. God had confirmed it in those 

shared, vivid dreams, Husband. Wife. They both realized 

the fire hadn't been sent to destroy them; it had only served 

to prove what they were made of. 

 

The final destination was the pinnacle: Hotel NoMa in New 

Rochelle. When Calvin pushed open the door to the suite, 

Daphne stopped dead, her breath snagged in her throat. The 

air was soft, heavy with the scent of white roses and the 

deep, masculine aroma of her favorite mahogany teakwood 

candle. He’d remembered that, too. The room was a 

masterpiece of an apology, a sea of pearl-white balloons 

bobbed near the ceiling, catching the soft amber glow of 

the lamps. 

 

Her eyes were fixed on the bed. Laid out like a physical 

manifestation of his devotion were the gifts. Not just 

tokens, but proof that he had been listening.  
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A gold bracelet she’d admired months ago, a pair of 

sneakers he wanted her to have, a luxurious designer 

sweatsuit she’d mentioned wanting for those cozy Sundays, 

and a full, unopened bottle of her favorite perfume, Dolce 

and Gabbana The One. He hadn’t just remembered her 

preferences; he had catalogued her wishes over the entire 

time they’d been together. 

 

The carefully constructed wall around her heart finally 

shattered. She didn’t just cry; she collapsed into his chest, 

the sobs escaping her body as pure relief, shaking her entire 

frame. His arms instantly closed around her, a solid, 

grounding presence. 

 

"You did all this?" she choked out, her face buried against 

the warm pulse of his neck. "After everything I said? You 

still" 

 

"I'd do it a thousand times over," he whispered fiercely into 

her hair, tipping her chin up so their eyes locked. His gaze 

was dark, intense, and utterly sincere. "You’re my person, 

Daphne. My heart. This little breakup this break helped me 

to see that I don't want to lose you. Baby.” 
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The love they made that night in the suite was more than 

physical; it was a desperate, spiritual act of reconciliation. 

Every kiss, every slow, intentional touch, was a word in the 

silent language of their renewed commitment. She felt the 

hard, familiar heat of him against her, the safe strength of 

his hands tracing the curves he knew by heart. Afterward, 

lying tangled and damp in the quiet, flickering light of the 

Westchester night, their hearts settled into a unified rhythm. 

 

They whispered a new vow that superseded all previous 

apologies: "No more breaks.” 

 

Which meant we would work through anything…together. 
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Chapter 17 ~ The Ghost At The Door 
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he month of May arrived with a rare, unbroken 

stretch of blue skies that seemed to mirror the 

newfound stillness in Daphne and Calvin’s world. 

It was a season of profound quiet, a rhythmic beat of two 

hearts finally finding a shared, comfortable pace. After the 

turbulence of their early connection, this peace felt like a 

sanctuary she hadn’t known she was starving for. 

 

It was a Saturday afternoon when the phone buzzed against 

the smooth marble of her kitchen counter. She picked it up, 

a smile already tugging at her lips before she even saw the 

caller ID. 

 

"Babe, what are you doing?" Daphne asked, her voice light, 

dripping with the kind of ease that only comes when you 

feel utterly secure in a man’s devotion. 

 

"I'm not doing anything, Ma," Calvin’s low rumble 

answered, a sound that always wrapped around her like a 

weighted blanket. "Why don’t you meet me out in 

Freeport? Come down to the Nautical Mile. It’s a vibe out 

here." 
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The Nautical Mile was the pulse of Long Island, a stretch 

of waterfront where the air tasted like salt, expensive 

bourbon, and high-end perfume. Daphne met him at Prime 

on The Mile, a sophisticated, Black-owned gem where the 

setting sun cast a golden, cinematic haze over the water. It 

felt less like a date and more like a beautiful initiation into 

the inner circle of his life. 

 

He introduced her to his boys, Nico and Terrell. Nico had 

brought his girlfriend, Sabrina, along, and Daphne felt a 

subtle tension release from her shoulders the moment they 

spoke. Sabrina was a breath of fresh air, sweet, down-to-

earth, and a pioneer as an up-and-coming firefighter. As 

they moved from the sleek, polished ambiance of the main 

dining room to the upstairs Sky Bar, Daphne felt herself 

truly sinking into the moment. The rooftop lounge offered a 

moody, upscale vibe with panoramic views of the marina. 

Sabrina talked about the grit and the grueling physical 

demands of the Academy, her hands gesturing with fire, 

while Daphne leaned back, soaking in the sight of Calvin. 
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He was quiet, a man of deep, silent observation. His dark 

eyes tracked Daphne’s every move, watching how she 

handled his people, registering every laugh she shared with 

the crew. It wasn't surveillance; it was a quiet pride. He was 

watching how she claimed her space in his world. By the 

time they headed back to his house, the approval in his gaze 

was a physical thing, heavy, hot, and promising the kind of 

intimacy that only comes with absolute trust. 

 

That night, the world narrowed down to the four walls of 

his bedroom. Calvin always wanted Daphne to sleep in the 

nude; it was his specific love language the ultimate proof of 

surrender and vulnerability. Daphne had long ago traded 

her silk sets for the raw, grounding feel of his skin. As they 

settled into the mattress, tangled in the sheets and slick with 

the heat of the evening, she drifted off, nestled deep into 

the curve of his side. With his heavy arm draped over her 

like a permanent seal, she felt a peace so profound it felt 

less like a dream and more like destiny. 

 

3:00 AM: The Disturbance 

Daphne was suspended in that hazy, velvet space between 

deep slumber and consciousness.  
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She always slept her best at Calvin’s, wrapped in the safety 

of his scent, the heavy weight of his arm across her ribs 

acting as a literal shield. 

 

Knock. Knock. Knock. 

The sound was muffled, distant, like it was happening in 

another world entirely. Persistent, but filtered through the 

fog of her exhaustion. 

 

Daphne’s eyes didn't even open fully; she just shifted, her 

mind barely registering the vibration. Before she could 

even begin to pull herself out of the dark, she heard a voice, 

Calvin’s younger brother, Michael, whispering urgently 

from the hallway. His accent was heavy, the thick Trini lilt 

making the words run together in a blurred, frantic rush that 

didn't quite make sense to her half-conscious mind. 

 

"Yo, Cal... wake up. Someone at the door. They're looking 

for you. Someone at the door askin' for you, man." 

 

Daphne felt the mattress shift as Calvin sat up. She was too 

far under to care, too cocooned in the warmth of the bed to 

ask what was happening.  
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She heard the soft rustle of clothes, the quiet click of the 

door as he slipped out, and then... nothing. She fell right 

back into the deep, dark velvet of sleep, completely 

oblivious to the war being waged on the front porch. 

 

Downstairs, the cool night air bit at Calvin’s bare chest as 

he cracked the door, keeping the security chain latched. His 

eyes turned to granite the second he saw the figure on the 

porch. It wasn't Clarissa. It was Tiffany, Clarissa’s best 

friend. Her face was pale, eyes wide and streaked with a 

messy, frantic panic. 

 

"Calvin, oh my God," Tiffany whispered, her voice too 

loud for the 3:00 AM stillness. 

 

He pushed the door open just enough to hiss, "Shut up. Do 

you know what time it is?" 

 

"We’ve been trying to call you for hours!" Tiffany cried, 

ignoring his warning. 

 

Calvin’s jaw worked, a muscle ticking furiously in his 

cheek. "I know," he said, his voice a low, jagged blade of 

controlled fury. "You’re blocked.  
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You’ve been blocked for a reason, Tiffany. Why the fuck 

are you on my steps at three in the morning?" 

 

Tiffany's composure fractured. "Clarissa is having a mental 

breakdown, Calvin. She’s losing it." Her eyes darted toward 

the darkened windows of the upper floor. "You know your 

guys’ anniversary is coming up... she just misses you. She 

needs to hear your voice." 

 

A terrifying kind of coldness settled in Calvin’s core. How 

dare she bring this drama to my sanctuary? He stood his 

ground, a wall of muscle and unwavering resolve. 

 

"Listen to me clearly," Calvin commanded, his voice barely 

a whisper yet radiating a lethal authority. "We do not have 

an anniversary coming up. That relationship is dead. It is no 

longer my responsibility to be her emotional anchor. I’m in 

a relationship. I’m in love. I wish her the best, truly, but do 

not ever show up to my home again, especially not when I 

have my lady upstairs." 

 

Tiffany looked shaken, her voice shrinking to a pathetic 

plea. "I didn't mean to disrespect your lady, I swear... but 

please. Just one call? One last time, so she can breathe?" 
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Calvin knew this was a negotiation of exhaustion. He 

needed Tiffany gone. He needed to close the door and erase 

this stain before it soaked into his new life. 

 

"I'll see what I can do. Just go. Now." The promise was a 

lie, a cheap tactic to get her off his porch, but he didn't care. 

 

He closed the door, the metallic click of the lock echoing 

like a gunshot. When he climbed back into bed, he didn't 

say a word. He just reached out, his hand finding Daphne’s 

bare hip, and pulled her naked frame flush against the hard 

planes of his chest. His arms wrapped around her 

possessively, a fortress built of muscle and guilt. 

 

Daphne, still lost in her dreams, felt the sudden pressure 

and simply melted into it. She had no idea he'd even left. 

He wants me, she thought in her hazy, sleeping mind. Even 

in his sleep, he’s reaching for me. She let the warmth pull 

her back under, blissfully unaware of the storm that had just 

knocked on the door. 
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The Morning After 

The morning was perfect until the moment it wasn't. They 

woke up in the early light, the slow, gentle rhythm of the 

morning seeming to re-cement their world. Afterward, 

Calvin made breakfast, the smell of butter and domesticity 

making Daphne feel like she was living in a dream. 

He drove her back to the Bronx, a kiss lingering on her lips 

as he pulled away. Everything felt right. 

 

But as Daphne started cleaning her apartment, the fog of 

sleep finally burned off. The memory of Michael’s urgent, 

thick-accented whisper crystallized, sharp and jagged. It 

had been a dream then, but now it felt like a warning. She 

hadn't heard a name, but the fact that someone was there 

and the way Calvin had reacted without a word sat in her 

stomach like lead. 

 

Daphne: Hey, babe. I don't know if I'm tripping... but did 

somebody come to your house last night? 

 

A few minutes passed. The screen lit up. 

 

Calvin: Yes. Somebody came to my house last night. 
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Daphne’s stomach did a violent somersault. The 

evasiveness was a punch to the gut. 

 

Daphne: So what happened? Who was it? 

 

Calvin laid it out then, quickly, efficiently, like ripping off a 

bandage. He told her Tiffany had seen Michael’s light on 

and felt "comfortable" enough to knock on behalf of his ex, 

Clarissa. 

 

Daphne stared at her phone, a bitter laugh bubbling up in 

her throat. She thought, What kind of bitches would show 

up at a man’s house unannounced for her friend? It was 

wild. She knew for a fact Melissa would never do some 

corny, desperate shit like that for her. It wasn't loyalty; it 

was an intrusion. Let it and him go, she thought, her lips 

curling with a sudden, sharp territorial edge. This is my 

nigga now... You can’t have him back. 

 

Daphne: Would you have told me if I didn’t ask? 

 

Calvin: Yes, babe. I’m just still processing everything 

because I cannot believe they came to my house.  
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I feel really disrespected, and I don't want to put you in any 

type of situation where anybody feels comfortable with that 

disrespect. 

 

Daphne stopped typing. A shield of words, designed to 

protect her while simultaneously dismissing the incident. 

She left the text chain there, the silence between them 

becoming a heavy, charged thing. 

 

Inside, she was a volcano of unanswered questions. Why 

did Tiffany feel comfortable enough to show up? Why does 

the ex feel like she still has a direct line to your peace? She 

felt a sharp blade of insecurity slice through her. Clarissa 

had years on her, a shared history. 

 

Daphne didn't address the fire in her chest. She didn't want 

to be the "problematic" one. But as she sat in her quiet 

apartment, the ghost at the door had left a mark, a dark, 

permanent stain on their perfect May. 

 

The peace was gone. And as the sun set over the city. 
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Chapter 18 ~ Healing 
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he Jersey air, usually heavy and damp with the 

scent of the marshes, felt strangely sharp and 

clean as Calvin guided his luxury SUV toward 

our weekend escape. Inside the cabin, the quiet was thick, 

not the comfortable kind where you just exist in each 

other’s space, but a silence weighted with the things he was 

still holding back. I watched him out of the corner of my 

eye. The shadow clinging to the sharp edges of his jaw told 

me everything his pride wouldn't. He was a man built to 

carry the world, a literal and figurative lifesaver, but this 

burden was pulling at the corners of his mouth, turning his 

expression to stone. 

 

A few days prior, he’d done the near-unthinkable for an 

alpha of his stature: he’d confessed to a struggle. A 

massive, unforeseen financial blow had landed right as we 

were supposed to be celebrating "us." Most men, the kind 

who meticulously curate their empires and their women, 

would never fix their mouths to admit they were short. But 

he trusted me. That vulnerability was a new kind of 

intoxicating intimacy, a velvet tie that bound me closer to 

him than any expensive gift ever could. 

T 
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"Babe, stop. We don’t have to do all this," I’d insisted, my 

hand pressing gently against the corded muscle of his 

forearm.  

I could feel the electricity of his stress humming under his 

skin. "I don’t need the five-star suite, the room service, or 

the waterfront view, Calvin. I’m so deep in this with you 

that I’d be straight sitting on a milk crate on any block, in 

any hood, sharing a bag of chips and a quarter of water, as 

long as I’m looking at you." 

 

I watched his grip on the steering wheel loosen just a 

fraction, a ripple of warmth breaking through the ice in his 

eyes. I meant every word down to my soul. I didn't want to 

be another bill or another obligation; I wanted to be his 

sanctuary. But Calvin, a man defined by the weight of his 

word, just reached over and pressed a lingering, heavy kiss 

to my temple. 

 

"No," he said, his tone final, that stubborn resolve of a King 

refusing to retract a decree. "I told you I was taking you 

away. And that’s what we’re doing." 

 

The deeper shift, the one that really cracked me open, 

happened because of a simple social media prompt.  
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I’d sent him one of those "Which is hardest to say?" lists. I 

need help, I’m sorry, I love you.  

When he fired back, "I need help" without a second of 

hesitation, a small, sharp stab of recognition hit me. 

 

Of course, my internal voice sighed. The man who fixes 

everyone else can't admit when he’s breaking. 

 

I replied with a playful, "Oh, that’s really shocking," trying 

to keep it light. But Calvin sees through my digital mask. 

He knows my sarcasm is usually just a fence around my 

heart. He must have sensed the unspoken doubt I was 

harboring, the fear that "I love you" was actually the hurdle 

he couldn't clear. 

 

A little while later, my phone lit up the dark car. It was a 

long, uncharacteristically raw text from him. As I scrolled 

through the blocks of grey text, my breath hitched painfully 

in my chest. 

 

“Hey, babe, about that question... I need you to understand 

something. I know you think I’m afraid to tell you I love 

you. But I’m not. I’ve never been. Before I even stepped 

toward you, I watched you.  
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I studied how you moved, the way you laughed when you 

were tired, the way you handled your business.  

I had to make damn sure you were the one, for both our 

sakes. I had to tie up every loose, ugly end in my life to 

make room for you, for the kind of Queen you are. I always 

knew I loved you.” 

 

The words were a physical balm, seeping into the old, 

fractured places in my spirit. But then the narrative shifted, 

dipping into the ghost of his past. He told me about 

crossing paths with Clarissa’s family in Miami. They’d run 

back to her, and she’d reached out, her voice full of regret, 

telling him she wished she’d been more mature than 

anyone else compared to the love he’d given her. 

 

My heart did a violent, painful squeeze. Insecurity and 

empathy fought for space in my chest. 

 

“I talked about it at length with my therapist,” the text 

continued, stripping away the cape. “I needed to know I 

was actually good to her, because deep down, I didn't feel 

like I was. But I let her know I’m in a relationship with a 

woman I love, but more importantly, a woman I like.  
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I like the core of who you are, Daphne. I’ve never felt this 

way before. I need you to know that.” 

By the time I hit the last period, the screen was a blurred 

mess. I was crying pure, unfiltered, glorious tears of relief. 

The weight of years of feeling "too much" or "never 

enough" just evaporated. I typed a raw, shaky reply: “I love 

you so much. Thank you for choosing me,” and let the 

certainty of his words anchor me. God had sent me a 

surgeon to heal the parts of me I thought were permanently 

scarred. 

 

The moment we stepped into the hotel, the atmosphere 

shifted into a luxury exhale. He surprised me with a trip to 

a Korean spa, the real deal. We traded our clothes for 

matching cotton uniforms, moving through the spa, letting 

the cedar steam and the ice rooms shock the lingering city 

stress out of our pores. 

 

When it was time for the massage, I caught a glimpse of the 

fierce, no-nonsense woman assigned to work on him. The 

humor bubbled up a necessary release. 
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"Now look, I don't normally play when it comes to other 

women touching my man," I called out, a playful, territorial 

smirk dancing on my lips. "But sis, you see him. He’s fine, 

right? I get it. Go ahead and get him right." 

The room erupted. Calvin just shook his head, a genuine, 

handsome grin spreading across his face that erased every 

worry line. I was floating, drunk on the sight of him happy. 

My ex would have called this "corny," but with Calvin, 

every second felt intentional. 

 

But the reprieve was a flickering candle. As evening bled 

into night, I felt him drifting again. The financial stress was 

a low-frequency hum he couldn't turn off. At dinner, while 

he was distracted, I excused myself, found our server, and 

quietly slid my card to handle the hefty check. He’d 

insisted on the trip; I was insisting on being his partner in 

every way. I wanted him to know I got you. 

 

The ride back to the city was lighter, filled with talk of the 

future, of bricks and foundations. I felt steady. Secure. But 

as we crossed the George Washington Bridge, the lights of 

Manhattan rushing toward us like a neon fever, the energy 

shifted. Calvin started checking the clock on the dashboard. 
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His thumb hovered over his wrist. He was vibrating with a 

new kind of anxiety. 

 

When he pulled up to the curb of my apartment, the house 

was empty, my kids were away, and I wanted nothing more 

than for him to come up and let the world wait. 

 

"You coming up?" I asked, my voice dropping into a 

whispered, vulnerable plea. 

 

He let out a sigh so heavy it sounded like it was coming 

from his soul. He checked his watch one last time, his face 

a mask of conflict. "Babe, I wish I could. I really do. But I 

gotta rush to this doctor’s appointment. If I don't move 

now, I'm gonna miss my slot." 

 

He leaned over the console, and the kiss he gave me was 

deep, apologetic, and tasted like a promise. But as I stood 

on the sidewalk and watched his taillights shrink into the 

NYC traffic, a cold, hard knot of fear began to twist in my 

gut. 
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A doctor’s appointment? On a Sunday afternoon? Why the 

rush? Why the secrecy? My mind, the part of me that 

always waits for the other shoe to drop, started racing.  

 

The trip had been healing, the words had been perfect, but I 

couldn't shake the chilling suspicion that the "unexpected 

stress" was a lot heavier than a bill. I stood there under the 

yellow hum of the streetlights, praying that the man who 

had finally started to heal my heart wasn't hiding something 

that was going to break it all over again. 
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Chapter 19 ~ The Weight of the Crown 
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une in the city usually feels like an invitation, a siren 

song of open hydrants spraying rainbows onto the 

asphalt, rooftop bass rattling the windowpanes, and 

that restless, humid New York heat that makes everything 

feel urgent. But lately, the air just felt heavy, like a deadline 

pressing against my chest, stealing my breath before I could 

even catch it. 

 

I sat in my SUV outside the office, the AC humming a 

frantic, mechanical prayer against the swelter. My eyes 

burned, raw from staring at the sterile glow of my banking 

app. The numbers were cold. They weren't lying, but they 

were stripping the skin off the truth. Twenty thousand. That 

was the hole in my life where my uncle’s integrity used to 

be. I’d handed that money over because, in my house, 

family was the bedrock, the one thing that didn't shift when 

the storm hit. But right now, that bedrock felt like it was 

dissolving into the silty bottom of the Hudson, taking my 

peace of mind with it. 

 

My phone buzzed on the passenger seat, a sudden vibration 

that made my jaw lock. I didn't even have to look to know 

it was her. 

 

J 
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Daphne: “Thinking of you, babe. Hope your morning is 

going smoothly. You’re doing amazing.” 

 

I stared at the screen until the light flickered and died, 

leaving me in the gray shadows of the cabin. I couldn't 

even find the strength to hear the message. It wasn't a lack 

of love, God knows I was consumed by her; it was a total 

lack of capacity. Every time she poured that sweet, 

intentional affirmation into me, I felt the leak in my own 

tank even more. I knew I was being distant. I could feel the 

wall going up, brick by heavy brick, a fortress built of pride 

and silence. And the fucked up part? I couldn't stop 

building it. Not until I found a solution. Not until I could 

stand in front of her without the fear that I was structurally 

unsound. 

 

"You’re vibrating, Calvin," Dr. Aris said, his voice level 

and observant. He leaned back in his leather chair, the hide 

creaking like a warning in the quiet office. "I can 

practically hear your heart rate from across the rug." 

I looked at him, my hands gripped together so tight my 

knuckles were white against my skin. "I got a lot on my 

plate, Doc. Father’s Day is looming. The kids... they need 

things, and they deserve the best of me, not this shell.  
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Work is demanding twenty-four-hour focus, and I’m out 

twenty racks that I’m starting to realize I might never see 

again. That’s a lot of weight for one man to carry without 

cracking." 

 

"And Daphne?" Aris asked, the question cutting through 

the noise in my head. 

 

I looked at the floor, unable to meet his gaze. Just thinking 

about her made my chest tighten with a mix of adoration 

and shame. "She’s being... perfect. That’s the problem. 

She’s stepping up, reaching out more, wrapping me in this 

constant reassurance. She isn't even complaining about how 

little of me she’s seen since Jersey. She’s checking herself 

as a woman, making sure I feel adored and respected, while 

I’m over here feeling like a ghost in my own skin." 

 

"And that bothers you? Her support?" 

 

"It scares the hell out of me," I admitted, my voice 

dropping to a jagged, raw whisper. "Because she’s treating 

me like the King she thinks I am. But I feel like a fraud. If 

she knew the math wasn't mathing right now, if she saw 

that I’m struggling just to keep my nose above water... 
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would she still look at me with that pride? I’m supposed to 

be the provider.  The one who handles the fire. If I can’t 

give her the world, I’m just another guy letting her down. 

She deserves a finished product, not a man who’s falling 

apart at the seams." 

 

"So you're pulling away to protect her from seeing the 

struggle?" Aris leaned forward, pinning me with his stare. 

"Or to protect yourself from the possibility of her 

judgment?" 

 

I didn't answer. I didn't have to. The silence in the room 

was heavy enough to drown us both. 

 

Later that afternoon, the atmosphere at the barbershop was 

a sensory overload: the sharp sting of talc, the metallic hum 

of clippers, and the scent of expensive aftershave. Usually, 

this was my sanctuary, the one place I could just be, but 

today the banter felt like sandpaper against my nerves. 

"Man, Clarissa’s sister hit me up asking about you," Nico 

said, laughing as the clipper buzzed a precise line near his 

ear. "Told her you were retired. Off the market for good." 

 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 164 

 

"Good," I muttered, eyes closed tight as I tried to find a 

center. "I don't have the bandwidth for the nonsense. My 

plate is full." 

 

"You okay, bruh? You've been ghosting the group chat. We 

thought you went into witness protection." 

 

"Just work, man. And family stuff. My uncle... let's just say 

he's testing my patience with that loan. It’s a lot of money 

to have hanging over my head." 

 

Nico got serious, shifting to look at me through the mirror, 

his expression clouded with genuine concern. "Look, we all 

know you're the glue, Cal. You’re the one who keeps the 

crew steady. But even glue dries out if it’s spread too thin. 

You talked to Daphne about any of this? She’s a ride-or-die, 

we can all see that from the way she looks at you." 

 

"I can't, Nico. Not yet. I need to fix it first," I said, the 

words feeling like lead in my mouth. "I don't want her 

worrying about my pockets or my mental state. I want her 

to just... enjoy being taken care of. I want her to feel the 

soft life, even if I'm exhausted being the one to provide it." 
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"You're gonna run yourself into a wall, man," Nico warned, 

the clippers falling silent for a second. "Being faithful is the 

easy part when you're happy. But being vulnerable? That’s 

the real weight of the crown, bruh. You gotta let her help 

you carry it." 

 

I sat in my car for a long time after leaving the shop, the 

engine off, the city noise muffled by the heavy glass. I 

desired her only her. I’d spent weeks curving every 

distraction, every DM, and every lingering look that came 

my way because what I had with her was sacred. It was 

easy to be faithful because she made me happy, but it was 

agonizing to be present because I was miserable with 

myself. 

 

I knew she was anxious. I could feel her vibrating on the 

other end of the line, wondering if she’d revealed too much 

or if the fire was finally dying out. It killed me to know she 

was taking the responsibility for my distance onto her own 

shoulders, trying to be "enough," trying to be softer, trying 

to be more, just so I wouldn't leave. 
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The truth was, I wasn't going anywhere. I was anchored to 

her. I just didn't know how to stay without feeling like a 

failure. I was a firefighter who couldn't put out the blaze in 

his own bank account, a protector who was failing to 

protect his own peace. 

 

I checked my watch. The doctor's appointment and the 

therapist's session were done, but the clock was still 

ticking. I needed to move. I needed to solve one problem at 

a time, to check one more box, before I could go back to 

being the man who deserved the crown she’d placed on my 

head. 
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Chapter 20 ~ Daphne The Root of the 

Rose 
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aphne was the eldest of ten, a position that 

didn't come with authority only an early, aching 

understanding of scarcity. Her parents’ love had 

been a flash in the pan: young, hot, and gone before the 

smoke even cleared. Between her mother’s seven children 

and her father’s four, Daphne learned the math of neglect 

long before she mastered her times tables. In their house, 

love wasn’t a birthright; it was a currency she had to sweat 

for. 

 

By the age of six, she was a professional people-pleaser, 

trailing after her parents like a silent shadow. She was 

constantly yearning for a look, a touch, or a single "well 

done" that wasn’t immediately followed by a request for a 

diaper change or a bottle. She loved her siblings with a 

fierce, lioness instinct, but she carried a bitter weight in her 

chest that grew heavier with every birthday. Every time she 

looked at her scuffed sneakers or felt the pinch of outgrown 

clothes, the reason was sung to her like a weary, ghetto 

anthem: It’s because there are too many of you. 

 

 

 

D 
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School became her only sanctuary. Behind a heavy oak 

desk, she wasn’t "the big sister" or "the extra mouth to 

feed." She was just Daphne. But even that escape couldn't 

shield her from the fractured reality of home.  

With a strained, icy silence vibrating between her mother 

and grandmother, Daphne and her siblings were shuffled 

through a rotating door of babysitters. It was in those 

strange living room spaces that smelled of stale Newports 

and cheap floor cleaner that the world first turned dark. The 

verbal lashings from the sitters were sharp, but the silence 

demanded by the sitter’s son was deafening. She did what 

children do to survive the unthinkable: she tucked those 

memories into a dark, cobwebbed corner of her mind and 

turned the key. 

 

In 1997, when Daphne was eleven, the lock on that door 

shattered. 

 

Her mother sank into the gray, suffocating depths of 

postpartum depression after the birth of her brother. 

Simultaneously, her father, her weekend hero, simply 

stopped showing up, his shadow vanishing from the porch. 

In the vacuum of their absence, her stepfather moved in 

like a predator sensing a kill.  
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Daphne was a child drowning in confusion and bone-deep 

fear, until the day she finally whispered the truth to her 

mother’s friend. 

The friend told her mother. Her mother threw him out. But 

it wasn’t the victory Daphne had imagined in her dreams. 

Standing in the hallway, clutching the doorframe, Daphne 

heard the words that would haunt her bloodline. Her 

mother’s voice didn’t break with maternal agony or a desire 

to protect her cub; it vibrated with a jagged, ugly betrayal. 

 

"You cheated on me with my own daughter." 

 

The sting was physical, a slap that never stopped echoing. 

To her mother, Daphne wasn’t a victim or a child to be 

held; she was a rival. She was "the other woman" in her 

own home. In that moment, the thin thread of their bond 

snapped for good. Her mother didn't see her baby; she saw 

competition. The hatred was solidified four years later 

when, at fifteen, her mother kicked her out onto the 

unforgiving New York City streets. 

 

For two weeks, Daphne was a ghost on the pavement, a 

child with a woman’s burden, until her paternal 

grandmother took her in.  
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From that moment on, Daphne operated on pure, focused 

ambition. School was her ticket out of her way to build a 

life so far from the trauma of the city that she’d never have 

to look back. 

 

She loved hard, as if she could fill the craters in her soul 

with the devotion of a man. Her first love was her anchor, 

the boy who held her through the jagged aftermath of the 

abuse. She thought he was her "forever." Then came 

Tyreek. He was older, a college man, while she was still in 

high school, a secret, thrilling, and dangerous love. She 

waited for him, adored him, only for him to turn around on 

her eighteenth birthday and discard her like yesterday’s 

news. He told her she’d gotten "too close" to his family, a 

cruel excuse that translated to: I can’t take you seriously. 

 

Even after a daughter brought them back together years 

later, Tyreek could be a father, but he couldn't be a partner. 

Daphne walked away when their daughter was a year old, 

retreating once more to her grandmother’s house, 

unemployed, depressed, and staring at a blank, gray future. 
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But Daphne was a survivor. She clawed her way back, 

enrolled in college, found daycare, and took a job at an 

afterschool program. That was where she found Nolan. 

In the beginning, Nolan was the sun. He adored her. They 

started as friends, a slow-burn connection that felt safe. But 

by then, the years of being passed over and unchosen had 

curdled something inside her.  

She was the "toxic" one now, her heart armored in thick, 

bitter plates. She pushed him, tested him, waiting for the 

moment he would leave like every other man. 

 

Their history was a cycle of explosions and reconciliations, 

a chaotic dance where the longest gap lasted eight months. 

But they always drifted back, eventually welcoming their 

daughter, Brooklyn. When they moved from the vibrant 

pulse of Harlem to the North  Bronx, Daphne hoped for a 

fresh start. Instead, she found a tomb. 

 

Nolan turned ice-cold. The intimacy didn't just fade; it 

suffered a tragic, silent death. For years, they were 

roommates bound only by obligation and the children. No 

dates. No affection. No real conversation. Just the sound of 

the clock ticking in a house that didn't feel like a home. 
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Daphne was tired of the cold. She was tired of the "Strong 

Black Woman" trope that had been forced upon her like a 

heavy, ill-fitting wool coat in the middle of July. She had a 

career; she was deep into her Master’s degree in Education 

and making good money. On paper, she was a success 

story, but her soul was starving for a touch that meant 

something. She didn't want to just "handle it" anymore.  

She wanted to be chosen. She wanted to experience the 

natural, feminine ease of being led by a man she could 

actually trust with her life. 

 

She began a radical transformation, diving into the depths 

of male-centered content on YouTube and TikTok, sitting 

with the discomfort of unlearning everything her 

environment had drilled into her. She stopped looking at 

marriage as just a flashy wedding and started viewing it as 

a spiritual becoming two people merging into one. 

 

She studied the value of male provision, not just the bank 

account, but the protection and order it brought to a chaotic 

world. She learned that being a good wife wasn't about 

being a servant; it was about being a soft place to land after 

the world had spent all day kicking him.  
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She practiced the art of active listening, nurtured peace 

over conflict, and offered respect that wasn't a transaction, 

but a genuine gift. It was a value that many Black women 

were never taught to be a partner rather than a competitor. 

Daphne was determined to master it. She was ready to be a 

wife, not out of desperation, but out of a deep, refined 

desire for a King. 

 

She gave the union with Nolan one last, exhaustive shot. 

When it failed, she didn't collapse. She stood tall. 

 

In August 2021, Daphne packed her life and her daughters 

into a small apartment of her own. She dipped her toes into 

the dating pool, meeting men who were fine, men who 

were nice, but men who felt like static on a television 

screen. There were no sparks, no heat, no recognition of the 

soul. 

 

Until she met Calvin. 
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Chapter 21 ~ The Weight of Quiet 
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he city heat in June didn't just simmer; it 

throbbed, a rhythmic, suffocating pulse that 

matched the frantic beating of Daphne’s heart. As 

Father’s Day loomed, a heavy, unstated tension settled 

between her and Calvin like thick, ionized air before a 

storm. She felt it in the jagged, hour-long gaps between his 

texts, once lightning-fast and warm, now brief and cooling. 

She heard it in the preoccupied, hollow ring of his voice 

during their rare calls, sounds that felt like they were 

traveling through a long, dark tunnel. This silence wasn't 

empty; it was a roar of everything he wasn't saying. 

 

Anxiety coiled in her gut, sharp and toxic. What did I do? 

She’d whisper to the empty walls of her apartment, 

retracing their last encounters like a detective at a crime 

scene. Did I show too much of my hand? Is the weight of 

me suffocating him? The thought of him drifting into the 

New York mist sent a visceral, physical pang through her 

chest. She adored him the way his large, calloused hands 

felt like a sanctuary, the way his dark eyes would soften 

into velvet when he thought she wasn't looking. 

 

 

T 
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She decided then to take on the mantle of his peace. She 

knew the silent, soul-crushing wars Black men fought daily, 

the pressure to be the provider, the protector, the one who 

never bends. She wouldn't be another source of noise in his 

ear. She poured herself into him like a libation, sending soft 

"thinking of you" texts, affirming his strength while 

starving her own need for his presence. She missed him 

until it was a dull ache in her marrow, but she convinced 

herself that "strong" meant waiting in the shadows until he 

signaled he was ready for her light. 

 

But Calvin wasn't just busy; he was drowning in the deep 

end. 

 

Every time he looked at his banking app, the twenty-

thousand-dollar hole his uncle had ripped in his life stared 

back like an open wound. He felt structurally unsound, 

failing at work, failing as a father, and most agonizingly, 

failing the woman who looked at him like he was a King. 

What if I’m not enough? The thought was a haunting 

refrain. He was curving every DM, every lingering look 

from women at the station, because his heart was a fortress 

for Daphne. Being faithful was easy; being vulnerable was 

the part that was killing him. 
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Then came the "Lobster and Burger" cookout. 

 

The "HIM" crew was out in full force, a chaotic, beautiful 

explosion of heavy bass, top-shelf liquor, and the scent of 

jerk chicken mingling with expensive cologne. Even from 

miles away, Daphne could see him. She pictured his 6'3" 

frame filling out a crisp tee, that rugged, effortless elegance 

that drew eyes like a magnet. She trusted him, but she 

wasn't blind to the way women hovered around a New York 

City Firefighter like moths to a flame. 

 

She spent the evening scrolling, her heart leaping into her 

throat with every notification. Then, the image flickered 

onto her screen, hitting her like a physical blow. It was a 

candid shot of Calvin, caught mid-gesture, beckoning a 

woman over with an expression that, through the distorted 

lens of social media, looked like a predatory flirtation. Her 

stomach did a slow, sickening flip. 

 

She retreated into the toxic comfort of the familiar. In a 

moment of raw, petty hurt, she posted a subliminal quote to 

her story, a jagged little blade meant to let him know she 

saw him.  
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In reality, Calvin had been flagging down a server for more 

ice, his mind miles away, wondering if Daphne had eaten 

dinner yet. 

 

When she finally sent the screenshot with a biting, "Okay, I 

see you calling them ladies over," he felt a surge of hot, 

exhausted frustration. He replied with a single, dismissive 

"smh" emoji. To him, it was a plea for her to know him 

better; to Daphne, it was the arrogant smirk of a man who 

didn't think he had to explain himself. 

 

In the days that followed, the silence became a canyon. The 

intimacy they’d spent months weaving began to fray at the 

edges. Calvin was spiraling, the financial betrayal of his 

family weighing him down like lead boots. Daphne felt her 

grip slipping, the "unwanted" feeling of her childhood 

creeping back in. She went into a semi-silent treatment not 

to manipulate, but because she was terrified that opening 

her mouth would let out a scream that would finally drive 

him away. 
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Finally, the distance became more than she could bear. She 

drove to the firehouse, the red bricks of the station glowing 

in the twilight. She found him in the back, near the racks of 

heavy, soot-stained turnout gear. 

"Calvin," she whispered, her voice trembling in the 

cavernous space. 

 

He turned, his eyes shadowed with a fatigue that went 

deeper than a double shift. "What are you doing here, Ma?" 

 

"I was scared!" she cried, the words finally tearing from her 

throat, raw and jagged. "I saw you in that crowd, and I just 

felt the air getting thin. It was like I was watching you drift 

further and further away, and I didn't think I could survive 

another second of not feeling like I was enough for you." 

 

She stepped into his space, her hands shaking as they 

gripped the heavy cotton of his uniform shirt. "I thought if I 

brought my mess to your door, you’d finally see I was too 

much to carry. I convinced myself that being 'complicated' 

would be the final burden you didn't have room for." 
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Calvin didn't move at first. A low, pained sound halfway 

between a groan and a sob escaped his chest. He closed the 

distance in a single, blurring step, his large hands framing 

her face with a desperate intensity. 

 

"Daphne, look at me. You think you’re protecting me by 

staying quiet? You think I want a woman who’s too 

terrified to tell me she’s hurting?" He swiped his thumbs 

over her cheekbones, catching the salt of her tears.  

"I curve every woman in this city for you. I don't see them. 

My heart is a vault for you, Ma. But I can't build a future 

with a ghost. I need a partner who stays in the room. I need 

to know that when you're scared, you run to me, not away 

from me." 

 

He pulled her into his chest, lifting her until her toes barely 

brushed the floor, holding her as if he could fuse their 

souls. Daphne let out a broken sob, clinging to the solid, 

warm reality of him. "I’m learning, Calvin. I’m unlearning 

a lifetime of survival just to be the woman you deserve." 

 

Calvin held her for one long, agonizing second, breathing 

in the scent of her hair. Then, slowly, he set her back on her 

feet.  
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He didn't let go of her hands immediately, but the 

atmosphere between them suddenly felt cold—thin and 

fragile. 

 

"I appreciate you telling me all of this, Daphne. I really 

do," he said, his voice dropping into a hollow, weary 

register that made her blood run cold. "But I’ve been here 

before. I can't keep trying to love women who do this... 

who use silence as a shield and a weapon.  

I spent years in my last life trying to guess what was 

wrong, trying to breathe for two people because one was 

too busy trying to control the narrative through quiet." 

 

He looked at her, his dark eyes brimming with a sadness 

that felt more final than any shout. "That nearly destroyed 

me. It’s too much. I’m already fighting for my life with 

everything else: my family, my pockets, my peace. I can't 

look over my shoulder, wondering if the woman I love is 

shutting the door on me every time she feels a way." 

 

"Calvin, please," she whispered, her heart literally 

fracturing in her chest. "Now that I've said it... now that 

we're talking..." 
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"You didn't trust me enough to tell me all of this when it 

mattered," he said softly, his thumb tracing her palm one 

last time before his fingers slowly uncurled, letting her go. 

"And I don’t think I have the strength left to glue it back 

together. I need peace, Daphne. And right now, the silence 

between us is the loudest thing in my life." 

He leaned in, kissing her forehead with a lingering, 

devastating reverence. It wasn't a seal of a promise; it was 

the closing of a chapter. 

"Take care of yourself," he whispered against her skin. 

 

Then, he turned. Daphne stood frozen, watching the broad 

expanse of his back as he walked away, moving past the 

heavy gear and disappearing into the deep shadows of the 

station. The roar of the firehouse generator filled the air, a 

mechanical, heartless thrum, but all she could hear was the 

deafening sound of her own life finally giving way. 
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Chapter 22 ~ Open Hands 
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he breakup wasn't just a fracture; it was a 

demolition. As the 2 train rattled and screeched its 

way toward Harlem, Daphne pressed her forehead 

against the cool, grime-streaked window, watching the 

tunnel lights flicker past like memories she couldn't quite 

catch. This morning, the debris of those months with 

Calvin felt like a physical weight, heavier than the leather 

tote on her lap. She sat amidst the morning rush, 

surrounded by the scent of damp pavement and stale coffee, 

and realized with a jagged sort of clarity that she had 

expected this. She loved Calvin with a terrifying, bone-

deep intensity, and in her experience, whatever she loved, 

she eventually lost. 

 

Calvin didn’t need her. That was the most painful part of 

the mental math she did as the train hummed beneath her. 

He had the career, the respect of the city, the house, the car, 

and a line of women waiting for a single glance from those 

dark, knowing eyes. Their connection had never been built 

on a void he needed her to fill; it was supposed to be about 

want. And right now, as the train doors hissed open at 125th 

Street, it felt like he had decided he didn't want the work of 

her. 

 

T 
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She was physically sick with the loss, a constant, low-grade 

nausea that sat in the back of her throat. Men who looked 

good on paper began to crawl out of the woodwork, sensing 

the shift in her energy, but Daphne wasn't interested. She 

didn't have the space, the time, or the heart to even 

entertain a conversation. She had no desire to get under one 

man to get over another. She wanted her man. She spent her 

nights asking God for clarity, praying for their reunification 

only if it was in His will, but the human part of her still 

ached. She cried when the house was quiet, and she was 

finally alone with her thoughts, but she refused to let the 

grief consume her. She went to the gym until she was 

exhausted, met friends for happy hour, and stayed busy 

doing anything to distract herself from the man who 

refused to leave her mind. 

 

Across the distance, Calvin was vibrating with a restless, 

weary energy. He hit the gym until his muscles screamed 

and his lungs burned, trying to exhaust the heavy, aching 

hurt out of his system. He turned down the Hey Stranger 

DMs with a cold finality, but the frustration was eating him 

alive. He had done so much work on himself, therapy, 

reflection, dismantling his own walls just to be the best 

man for Daphne. Now, he felt like a catastrophic failure. 
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The Him energy was still there, but beneath the surface, he 

was a man wounded, struggling to understand why the one 

place he felt safe had turned into a battlefield of silence. 

 

All summer, Daphne tried to bridge the chasm. She was the 

one reaching across the silence, the one suggesting they 

meet in person to fix the broken pieces. She was putting her 

heart on the line, trying to build a path back to us while 

Calvin maintained a disciplined, agonizing distance. He 

kept in touch just enough to ensure she was safe. She was 

still his in his mind, even if she wasn't in his arms, but the 

intimacy was guarded by the deep bruise on his spirit. 

 

By August, the friendly flirting turned into a cold front. 

Daphne noticed the unfollow on Instagram, a digital sting 

that felt like a door slamming in her face. In response, she 

retreated into her defense mechanism, treating him with a 

breezy, nonchalant attitude that made her sound more like a 

casual friend than a lover. 

 

Calvin was hurt by the shift. He didn't want a bro; he 

wanted his woman. He was testing her temperature, trying 

to see if the soft place to land still existed, but all he found 

was the stone wall she’d built to survive his absence. 
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"Why the unfollow?" she finally asked him, her voice 

trembling despite her best efforts. 

"Because of the attitude," he replied, his voice thick with a 

quiet frustration. "You're treating me like a friend, Daphne. 

I don't do just friends with you." 

 

She wanted to scream that she was waiting for him to take 

control, to fight for her, to be the utopia he claimed he 

needed. She wanted him to see through her mask. She 

missed him so much that it manifested in strange ways, like 

how much she missed his dog. She had always been 

terrified of dogs, but she loved that animal because it was a 

living piece of him. 

 

As his birthday approached in mid-August, Daphne felt a 

pull toward him that was deeper than mere missing. After 

two weeks of deafening silence, her therapist encouraged 

her to send the text. She poured her heart into the message, 

the admiration, the quiet appreciation for the man he was, 

and the raw, uncomplicated love she still held for him. 
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What she didn't tell him, what she couldn't say as she 

navigated the crowded subway platforms, was the thirty-

day war she had waged in prayer. This wasn't just religion; 

it was a spiritual discipline. She was hurting, and he was 

the only one who could stop the bleeding, yet she forced 

herself to go to God on his behalf. She asked for a hedge of 

protection around his mind at the firehouse, praying that 

God would silence the enemy's attacks that seemed to be 

coming from every angle. She prayed for his physical 

health, that his body wouldn't fail under the weight of his 

stress, and she pleaded for his heart to be healed of the old 

wounds that made him retreat. She asked for economic 

favor, for the twenty thousand dollars to be restored, and 

for the financial pressure to be lifted off his shoulders. She 

even prayed for his fatherhood, asking God to give him the 

strength and wisdom to be the man his kids needed, even 

when he felt like he was falling apart. She knew he didn't 

ask this of her... but it was her calling. 

 

This was agape love, a love so selfless it felt like a holy 

kind of torture. It was the decision to want his soul to be 

whole more than she wanted his body in her bed. It was a 

love that didn't seek its own, anchored in something higher 

than her own ego.  
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For the first time, she understood that Calvin was the 

assignment bringing her closer to God. She was unlearning 

the selfish, grasping love of her past and learning how to 

hold someone with open hands, asking God to bless his life 

even if it meant he found peace with another woman. 

 

He thanked her for the gift and the love, but the silence 

returned. Then, the world shifted. Calvin contacted her, his 

voice frantic and low. A dangerous situation at work had 

escalated, and someone had mentioned Daphne’s name as a 

way to get to him. The protector in him roared back to life. 

"Watch out for this person. Stay inside. I need you safe," he 

commanded. 

 

Daphne stepped into her role as his rib immediately. She 

checked on him hourly, providing solutions for the smaller 

stressors and praying over him together over the phone. 

This shared trauma re-established their bond. Calvin spoke 

to an elder in his family, a man who looked at the hell 

Calvin had endured and spoke a truth that resonated: 

“Before God prepares you to be a husband, He puts you 

through the fire to see what survives.” 
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They drifted back into a comfortable rhythm. One night, 

after a party where the liquor had loosened his grip on his 

pride, Calvin called her. She was asleep, and the fact that 

she didn't pick up sent a spike of possessiveness through 

him. Has she moved on? Is there another man in that bed? 

She called the next morning, her voice thick and husky 

with sleep. "I was out cold, Cal." 

"Take the day off," he rumbled, the demand leaving no 

room for argument. "Come lie with me." 

And she did. 

 

The reunion was a collision of starved desire and bottled-up 

yearning. When they finally touched, it wasn't just sex; it 

was a conversation. It was the peak of their connection, 

passionate, desperate, and devastatingly intimate. Every 

touch was an apology, every kiss a reclamation. As he 

moved above her, Calvin’s thoughts were a chaotic loop of 

Never again. I’m never letting this go. Daphne clung to 

him, her eyes closed, feeling the way their souls seemed to 

click back into place. It was the reconnection of two people 

who had realized that living without the other was a slow, 

grey death. 
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But when she left, the grey area returned. Calvin felt her 

pull back, a subtle distance born of her need for answers. 

Why did we break up? Why did you leave me in the cold? 

She needed the words to heal the cracks, but he wasn't 

ready to give them. 

 

They tried to stay connected via text, but the air felt thin 

again. When she asked if he was seeing someone else, the 

ghost of Clarissa, his ex, who had specialized in suspicion, 

haunted the conversation. "I don't play those games, 

Daphne," he snapped, his hurt manifesting as a sharp 

defensive edge. 

 

Ironically, Clarissa chose that exact moment to resurface. 

She showed up at his house, unannounced and weeping, 

begging him to make love to her. Calvin didn't blink. He 

rejected her with a cold, iron finality, reminding her that his 

heart was occupied, even if the woman who owned it was 

currently questioning him. He was single, yes, but he didn't 

want anyone but Daphne. 
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They set a date to meet on a Sunday, a real talk, a real 

chance. But the crew was under a collective spiritual attack. 

Every brother was fighting a personal demon, and they 

clung to each other for distraction. Calvin abruptly pushed 

their Sunday meeting to Monday evening. 

Monday was a nightmare for Daphne. An argument with a 

coworker left her shaking; a stressful commute left her 

drained. The only thing keeping her upright was the 

thought of Calvin’s arms. 

 

Calvin, beyond stressed and needing a release, was invited 

to a bar with Darren and a colleague, Mike. He wanted to 

see Daphne; he wanted the physical release of her, to drown 

out the noise of his uncle and the station, but the night got 

away from him. The drinks flowed, the talk got heavy, and 

the time slipped through his fingers. 

 

Daphne waited. She stared at her phone until her eyes 

ached, finally falling asleep in her clothes. When she woke 

up the next morning to an empty bed and a silent phone, the 

embarrassment was a cold splash of water. She felt 

discarded, a Sunday-shifted-to-Monday afterthought. The 

grey area hadn't been cleared; it had just gotten darker. 
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The hum of the tires against the blacktop was the only 

sound in the cabin of Calvin’s SUV, but the riot inside his 

head was deafening. Every mile he put between himself 

and the Bronx felt like a cold confirmation of the rejection 

he’d just swallowed. She fell asleep. The excuse tasted like 

straight ash in his mouth. To him, it wasn’t just a nap; it 

was a loud-ass display of her checking out. It mirrored the 

ghost of Clarissa that same "I don't give a fuck" energy that 

used to make his blood boil. 

 

He had done the work, cracked open his ribs, and let this 

woman see the soft parts he’d spent a lifetime shielding, 

only for her to act like a stranger when he was drowning. 

As he gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles turning a 

ghostly white against the leather, he decided he was done 

with the games. Silence was the only weapon he had left to 

protect what was left of his spirit. He didn't text back. He 

didn't even look at the screen when her name lit up his 

dashboard. He went scorched earth, blocked her number, 

blocked the IG, and effectively erased the woman who had 

been his only peace. He ghosted the one person who made 

him believe in a "love," choosing the safety of a void over 

the agony of being a mother fuckin' afterthought. 

 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 195 

 

A week later, a card showed up in the mail, a quiet, 

desperate plea for forgiveness in her elegant, looping script. 

He stared at it for a long-ass second, feeling the pull in his 

chest, before tossing it onto the pile of junk mail. Radio 

silence. It was over. 

Three weeks later, the air in Queens was thick enough to 

wear a mix of expensive cologne, cocoa butter, and the 

electric hum of a Wednesday night. "HIM" was hosting an 

event at House of Astoria, and despite the hollow, cave-like 

ache in her chest, Daphne’s friends had finally worn her 

down. 

 

"You can't stay in the house forever, Daph. Put that shit on 

and let's go," they’d insisted. 

 

Standing before her mirror, she finalized her armor. She 

stepped into vibrant red pants that hugged every curve like 

a second skin, a bold-ass declaration that the fire hadn't 

gone out yet. She snapped the buttons of a low-cut black 

bodysuit and slid into sharp black heels that made her stand 

5'10" and feel like a problem. She swept on a honey-blonde 

unit, sleek and waist-length, and perched oversized 

sunglasses on her nose. It was a disguise, a thin veil for a 

woman who felt like her skin had been flayed raw. 
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When she walked into the lounge, the bass didn’t just play; 

it thrummed, a rhythmic, violent heartbeat that rattled her 

ribs. The LED ceiling pulsed in jagged neon veins, shifting 

from electric blue to a bruised, bleeding purple, casting 

strobe-lit fragments over the sea of Black excellence. 

 

Daphne sat in her booth, a fortress of glass and ice. Three 

bottles of Don Julio Reposado stood like amber soldiers in 

the center of her table, their condensation weeping in the 

heat. I shouldn't have come, she thought, her pulse 

hammering in her throat. I could spot this nigga in a 

million-man march. 

 

Then, the gravity of the room shifted. 

 

Calvin moved through the crowd with that effortless, heavy 

grace, his crew acting as a phalanx around him. He looked 

dangerous; the three weeks of silence had carved his 

jawline into something sharper, meaner. Calvin felt her 

before he even saw the red. The air near the back of his 

neck prickled a phantom touch he knew belonged to only 

one woman.  
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He kept his back to her section, his grip tightening on a 

glass of neat tequila until the glass threatened to crack. 

Every time he blinked, he still saw the image of her 

sleeping through his arrival. 

 

He began his circuit, the calculated walk of a man who 

owned every square inch of the floor. He walked past her 

section, his hip nearly grazing the edge of her table. He was 

close enough that she could catch that woodsy, cedar scent 

of his skin, the smell of home. 

 

Look at me, Daphne pleaded silently. Remember that night 

at Agenda. She wanted him to crave the girl who wasn't a 

stranger. 

 

Calvin stopped. He turned toward her section, giving 

Melissa a hug and a polite greeting. Then, his eyes slid to 

Daphne. The strobe light caught the honey-gold of her hair 

and the defiant curve of her waist. His heart made a slow, 

painful roll in his chest. Without a word, he reached out and 

pulled her into a sudden embrace, his arms locking around 

her. One thing she knew was that Calvin would not want 

people to know their business.  
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For a heartbeat, Daphne melted. Her forehead dropped into 

the crook of his neck, and she breathed him in. He’s not 

mean. He’s right here. 

 

But as quickly as he’d grabbed her, the walls slammed back 

down. Calvin slowly released the hug with a slow-motion 

move, and his face contorted with a pain he couldn't mask. 

The contact burned; it was too much. He couldn't be near 

her without feeling the jagged edges of the hurt she’d 

caused. He turned his back and disappeared into the crowd, 

leaving her at the table with her sister, Sasha, and best 

friend Melissa. 

 

Throughout the night, the tension pulled like a tripwire. 

Calvin positioned himself where he could glance at her. He 

danced; he also hovered, his gaze fixed on her. Daphne felt 

his eyes on her like a physical weight. When she finally 

stood to head toward the restroom, she saw him leaning in 

the corridor, shadows dancing over his face. The moment 

lingered, the air thick with the unspoken. It was a non-

verbal exchange of I miss the fuck out of you and I can't do 

this. 

 

"Daphne?" 
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turned, and the R&B track playing in the background 

suddenly felt like a soundtrack to a movie I hadn't 

auditioned for. 

 

Standing there was Nigel. 

 

He was about 5’9”, but he carried himself with that "I own 

the room" energy that made him feel six feet tall. His skin 

was a smooth, deep mahogany, and he was rocking a clean, 

tapered cut that set off a face I hadn't seen since the 

hallways of high school. He looked like money, Nike 

money, to be exact. He was living out in Jersey now, 

making major moves, and the way his fit hung off his frame 

told me he wasn't missing any meals. 

 

He had been invited to the lounge by one of the members of 

the crew, but the way he was looking at me, you’d think I 

was the only person in the building. It wasn't just a "hey, 

how you doing" look; it was a slow, appreciative scan that 

made my skin hum. 

 

"Nigel? Wow," I managed. My voice caught for a second, 

the nostalgia hitting me harder than the bass. 
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"You look incredible, Daph," he said, his voice dropping 

into a smooth baritone that cut right through the noise of 

the lounge. He didn't stutter, and he didn't do small talk. He 

leaned in, smelling like expensive cologne and ambition. 

"You married?" 

 

Direct. No "how’s your mama," no "what you been up to." 

Just a straight shot to see if the coast was clear. 

 

The air in the lounge was thick with the scent of expensive 

cologne and the steady pulse of a bassline that felt like a 

heartbeat. Even from across the room, Calvin’s presence 

was a shadow that didn't need to be close to be felt. It was 

his event, his brothers from the firehouse were everywhere, 

and the unwritten rules of the night were clear: respect was 

the only currency that mattered. 

 

Nigel stood in front of Daphne, looking every bit like a 

high-level Nike executive. Freshly relocated from LA and 

holding down a spot as a brand ambassador, he was 

polished in a way that screamed corporate success. He was 

about 5’9”, rocking a custom-tailored fit that draped 

perfectly over a frame built for dressing athletes.  
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His mahogany skin glowed under the blue neon, and he 

looked at Daphne like a man who had finally found the 

prize he’d been scouting since they were kids in that shared 

school building. Back then, he had been the boy who 

picked on her to hide a crush; now, he was a man with no 

kids, no baggage, and a clear hunger to both cuff her and 

claim her. 

 

To Nigel, Daphne was the ultimate vision. Her hair was laid 

to perfection, her skin had that cocoa-butter sheen, and her 

outfit hugged her curves in a way that made it hard for any 

man to keep his thoughts holy. She was the one who got 

away, and he was looking at her like he was ready to sign 

her to a lifetime contract. 

 

"Let me get that number then," Nigel said, his voice a 

smooth, confident baritone as he leaned into her space. 

 

Daphne didn't flinch. She kept her composure, her 

expression shifting into a sassy, feline smirk that was as 

beautiful as it was firm. She knew the eyes of the room and 

possibly Calvin’s could be on her at any second. She wasn't 

about to disrespect the man she had been involved with by 

entertaining another man at his event. 
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"I’m not married," she started, her voice cutting through the 

music like silk. "But my 'ex' is actually in the building 

tonight, and I’m not really trying to do too much. You know 

how this city is, I’m not about to have people talking." 

It was a veteran move. She labeled Calvin as the "ex" to 

keep the conversation light and avoid a scene, but the 

boundary was iron-clad. She didn't reach for her phone, and 

she didn't give him an inch to breathe. 

 

Nigel nodded, a flash of that old-school frustration crossing 

his face before his corporate mask slid back on. He 

respected the play. He was a man used to the long game, 

and he knew when to retreat to fight another day. 

 

"I respect that, Daph," he said, taking a slow sip of his 

drink while his eyes lingered on her. "I always did like a 

challenge. Just know, I’m back in NYC for good. I’ll be 

seeing you." 

 

Suddenly, a scuffle broke out near the bar. Shouts turned 

into shoves, and the music cut out into a chaotic hum of 

feedback. The energy in House of Astoria curdled instantly. 
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"We gotta go!" Melissa shouted, grabbing Daphne’s arm. 

 

The Uber smelled of cheap air freshener and old upholstery, 

a sterile contrast to the scent of him still clinging to her 

skin. As the car pulled away from the curb, the adrenaline 

finally ebbed, leaving a hollow, cavernous ache in its place. 

Daphne leaned her forehead against the cool glass, 

watching the streetlights of Queens blur into long, weeping 

streaks of yellow. 

 

The backseat of the Uber felt like a glass cage as the driver 

wove through the late-night Bronx traffic. The neon lights 

of the city smeared across the window, a blurred mess of 

blues and reds that matched the state of her heart. 

 

The composure Daphne had maintained all night, the sharp 

wit, the steady gaze, the "feline smirk" she’d given Nigel 

finally shattered. It wasn't a delicate cry for show; it was a 

raw, jagged sobbing that she choked into her palms, her 

shoulders heaving under the weight of a hope that had 

finally died. 
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She had really thought that if he saw her, his heart would 

soften. She thought he’d see her and remember the "silk" 

she had promised to be. Instead, she had been a beacon for 

a ship that had already decided to sink. 

 

The driver kept his eyes on the road, the low hum of the 

radio filling the silence until the opening notes of Brian 

McKnight’s "One Last Cry" drifted through the speakers. 

The lyrics hit her like a physical blow. 

 

“My shattered dreams and broken heart are mending on the 

shelf...” 

 

She let it out in one last cry to release every ounce of the 

last few months. All the hope she had hung on to for the 

last few weeks was being washed away. She was 

heartbroken, but the pain was sharpening into a cold, hard 

clarity. 

 

Insert Brian McKnight lyrics “ got to get over you, nothing 

for me to do.” 
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"Give it up," she whispered to herself, her voice thick with 

salt and exhaustion, barely audible over the hum of the 

tires. "He doesn't want you, Daph. Let it go. It was just a 

phase for him. Get over it." 

 

She thought about Nigel the way he looked at her like a 

prize he’d finally won, the Nike success, the L.A. 

confidence, and that single-man freedom with no baggage. 

He was the "perfect" move, a clean slate with someone who 

had been checking for her since they were kids. He was a 

lifeline, but right now, even that felt heavy… I know I gotta 

be strong, but cause life goes on and on “ played in the 

background. 

 

Blocks away, Calvin sat in his car, the engine idling in a 

silence so heavy it felt like a physical weight. He stared at 

the steering wheel, his chest feeling as though it had been 

hollowed out with a rusted spoon. He had played it so 

nonchalantly in the lounge, leaning on that "tough" armor, 

but her presence had rattled him to his very core. 
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The disappointment tasted like shit. He had really thought 

she was the one who would stay awake to fight for them, 

the one who would stay in the trenches until the sun came 

up. But seeing her drift off, watching her give in to the 

sleep while he was still drowning in the conflict, felt like 

the ultimate abandonment. To him, it wasn't just tiredness; 

it was a white flag. He couldn't believe that she, of all 

people, had been the one to fail him by simply checking out 

when he needed her to be present. 

 

A sudden, jagged surge of adrenaline hit him, and he 

slammed his fist into the steering wheel. The crack of 

leather against bone echoed in the cramped space, but the 

physical pain was nothing compared to the war in his chest. 

A single tear escaped, tracing a slow, hot path down his 

dark cheek before he wiped it away with a rough, trembling 

hand. 

 

He wanted to unblock the number; he wanted to put the car 

in reverse and find that Uber; he wanted to say 

something…. But it was just easier not to say anything. 
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HE was a man of iron and silence, and the walls he had 

built to survive the world were now the very things keeping 

him from the only thing that made the world worthwhile. 

 

They both sat in the dark of their moving vessels, miles 

apart but breathing the same stagnant air of finality. They 

were letting go, finger by agonizing finger, anchored to a 

past that was too heavy to carry and too precious to drop. 

The bridge hadn't just burned; they were both standing on 

opposite cliffs, watching the smoke rise and pretending 

they didn't see each other through the haze. 

 

As the city lights blurred in his rearview, the radio 

whispered the truth he wasn't ready to face. 

“I guess I'm all caught up in the way we were...” 

 

The chapter of Calvin and Daphne was officially closed, 

the ink drying in the cold New York night as they both 

began the long, lonely walk toward a future where they 

were nothing more than strangers with shared memories. 

 

 

To Be Continued…. 
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Chapter 1: The Transition 

 

The transition was supposed to be easy, but four months 

later, every damn morning I woke up with a bitter, metallic 

taste in my mouth that no amount of peppermint 

mouthwash could rinse away. I sat in the back of the Uber, 

my head leaning against the cool glass as the driver 

navigated the morning chaos of the Bronx. I watched the 

skyline blur into a grey smudge, my reflection in the 

window looking back at me like a stranger I didn't quite 

recognize. 

 

The truth was a jagged pill that caught in my throat every 

time I tried to swallow. I felt like a straight-up sucker. All 

that agape love, the thirty days of pouring my soul into the 

atmosphere, praying over a man who couldn’t even be 

bothered to check the perimeter of the bridge before he let 

it burn? For what? 

 

Yet, even through the throbbing heat of the betrayal, that 

empathy I’d nurtured for him wouldn't just die out. I knew 

Calvin was a man walking through a literal and spiritual 

fire.  
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I’d seen the way his foundation had been chipped at, and I 

understood that his silence wasn't always malice; 

sometimes it was just the only way he knew how to survive 

a collapse. Even now, with my heart flayed open, I found 

myself offering him a silent, painful grace. I knew I had the 

medicine he needed, but he’d chosen to starve instead. 

 

The hurt was a constant, low-frequency hum in my ears, 

and it was making me reckless. It was making me say "fuck 

it" to the pedestal and "yes" to the distraction. That was the 

only reason I was letting Nigel move with this frantic, high-

speed intensity. He had been doing the absolute most for 

four months straight, bouquets delivered to my job, 

weekend trips, and talking about "forever" and "destiny" 

since the first week. Normally, I would’ve stepped on the 

brakes so hard he’d get whiplash, but the silence Calvin left 

behind was a deafening roar. I needed Nigel’s loud-ass 

devotion to drown out the memory of what real fire felt 

like. 

 

"You think we can be in matching silk pjs by Christmas, 

Ma?" Nigel asked later that week. He pulled me onto his 

lap in his Jersey condo, his hands possessive and heavy on 

my waist.  
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He was half-grinning, looking at me like a trophy he’d 

finally brought home after a ten-year season. He was a 

marketing manager for Nike, successful and polished, a 

man with no kids and no baggage, the "perfect" move on 

paper. "I ain't even playing. I’ve wanted you since we were 

kids. I’m not trying to waste another second." 

 

I forced a smile, the muscles in my face aching from the 

performance. We had been "official" for a third of a year, 

but I was still just playing a part. "Christmas is a long way 

off, Nigel. Let’s just breathe for a second." 

 

"Nah," he whispered, pressing his lips to my neck, his 

breath hot. "When you know, you know. And I’ve known 

about you forever." 

 

I shivered, but it wasn’t a spark. It was the cold realization 

that I was a fugitive hiding out in a life I didn't even want. 

 

The Island of Misfit Pride 

Across the water in Suffolk County, the air in Calvin’s 

house was thick with the scent of Clarissa’s seasoned 

chicken and floor cleaner. It should have felt like home, but 

it felt like a damn cage.  
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Calvin sat at the granite island, the amber glow of the Don 

Julio in his glass the only thing he could focus on. 

 

He was drunk, the messy, jagged kind, where the memories 

of Daphne started leaking through the cracks of his pride. 

Over the last four months, Calvin had been trying to drown 

her memory in a sea of nameless faces and temporary heat. 

He’d been trying to have sex with as many women as 

possible, moving through them like he was looking for a 

ghost in a crowd, but every time the lights came up, he felt 

more hollow than before. 

 

He had taken Clarissa back because it was easy. She was 

"safe," and she played the role of the devoted woman 

perfectly. She took care of his house and his laundry, and in 

return, he gave her exactly what she’d been clawing for: 

him. Or at least, the shell of him. She was a distraction 

from the fact that he was physically and spiritually sick 

with the absence of Daphne. 

 

He tried not to compare them, but the ghost of the "Queen" 

he’d discarded was everywhere. One night, while they were 

sitting in the kitchen, the silence started to itch. He reached 

for a piece of the connection he used to have. 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 212 

 

"Yo, Riss," he said, not looking up from his drink. 

"Random question... You know why we call a certain kind 

of bread 'hops' in Trinidad?" 

 

Clarissa stopped scrubbing the counter, her face twisting 

into a mask of pure irritation. "Hops? Calvin, I don't know 

anything about any damn bread. Why are you asking me 

that? I’m busy trying to get this kitchen right, and you’re 

over there testing me on trivia like I’m in school." 

 

He felt the rejection like a physical weight. Daphne 

would’ve known. She would’ve appreciated the roots of the 

question. With Clarissa, the history was just a burden. He 

had made a mistake. He had fucked up, and the realization 

was a jagged blade in his gut. 

 

He pulled out his phone, his vision blurred as he opened the 

group chat with the bros. 

 

“I think I fucked up, y'all,” he typed, his chest feeling like it 

was being hollowed out with a rusted spoon. “I let the 

wrong one back in the crib. I really let my baby go.” 
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One Last Cry 

A week later, staying over at Nigel’s, the bedroom felt like 

a cell. In the middle of the night, the nightmare hit, calling 

for Calvin in a crowd while he stared through her, cold and 

distant, calling some other woman “baby" until he 

dissolved into smoke. 

 

Daphne woke up gasping, her skin slick with sweat. She 

scrambled into the bathroom, dropping to the cold tile as 

the first sob tore out of her throat. She sat against the 

porcelain tub, weeping into her hands, missing that man so 

bad it felt like a physical deformity. 

 

Tap. Tap. 

 

"Daphne? You good, babe?" Nigel’s voice was muffled 

through the door, thick with that unearned, protective 

energy. 

 

She froze, wiping her face frantically. "I'm fine, Nigel. 

Just... bad dreams. Go back to sleep, for real." 

 

"I ain't going nowhere," he said, his voice dropping low. "I 

love you, Daphne. I’m right here." 
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The silence in the hallway felt like a death sentence. She 

didn't love this man. She didn't even know him. But she 

couldn't be alone with the weight of Calvin Williams 

anymore. 

 

"I... I love you too," she whispered, the words falling flat 

and hollow against the bathroom floor. 

 

As she sat there on the tile, the lyrics of Brian McKnight's 

"One Last Cry" echoed in her head, a final 

acknowledgment of the mess she was in: 

 

“I've got to learn to leave the last behind, and put you out 

of my mind...” 

 

She stayed on the floor long after Nigel's footsteps faded, 

wondering if Calvin was thinking of her…. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 215 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

Writing this story was a journey of navigating the deep 

waters of love, fear, and the beauty of starting over. I am 

eternally grateful to the people and the moments that gave 

these chapters their heartbeat. 

 

To the Creator: Thank you for the "knowing" and the peace. 

Thank you for the visions that came in the quiet hours and 

the strength to turn my own reflections into a story of 

redemption. You are the ultimate Author of my life. 

 

To my children: You are my greatest inspiration and my 

ultimate "why." Everything I do is to build the legacy you 

deserve. Thank you for your patience while Mommy was 

"in the zone" and for being the light that always guides me 

home. 

 

To the man who inspired this story: Thank you for being 

the muse. You are an earth angel. Thank you for being a 

man I admire, for the discipline in the gym, and for 

showing me the complexities of a man who leads with his 

heart, even when the world is heavy.  



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 216 

 

You provided the spark that turned a thought into a flame. 

Most of all, I want to say thank you for loving me. 

To my "Melissa": Thank you for being the mirror when I 

couldn’t see myself. To every friend who stayed on the 

phone with me until 2:00 AM, who read the messy drafts, 

and who reminded me that my voice and this story 

deserved to be heard: I appreciate you more than words can 

say. 

 

To the real-life flavors of New York: To the vibes at 

Agenda in Queens, the late nights on the Nautical Mile in 

Freeport, and the sanctuary found at Hotel NoMa, thank 

you for providing the backdrop to a love story that felt as 

real as the city itself. 

 

To the "Calvins" and "Daphnes": To the men who lead with 

strength but learn the power of vulnerability, and to the 

women who are brave enough to let down their shields: 

thank you for showing me that black love is a masterpiece 

in progress.  

 

 

 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 217 

 

And finally, to you, the reader. Thank you for taking a 

chance on  Love in Aisle 3 and walking this mile with us. 

May you always find the courage to speak your truth, even 

when your heart is shaking. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 218 

 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 219 

 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 220 

 



Love in Aisle 3 

 

DOMINIQUE PHILLIPS 221 

 

 

 

 

 


