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Intro

Welcome to "Love Me First." Can we all sit with the title for a second, because it took me too long to even understand what it meant. Not in theory—I could define it fine. But to actually live it? To choose myself without guilt, without second-guessing, without going back to the thing that was hurting me just because it was familiar? That took everything I had. This is my story, not a highlight reel, but the real version—the one with the butt-ugly crying, the unanswered texts I sent anyway, the mornings I woke up and had to talk myself out of my own head before my feet even hit the floor.
The biggest thing I had to learn was forgiveness. And I want to be honest with you about what that actually felt like, because it did not feel like peace at first. It felt like a loss, like I was letting someone off the hook who did not deserve to be let off. I kept replaying things, conversations and moments where I saw the signs and ignored them anyway because I wanted it to work so badly. What I finally understood is that forgiveness was never about them. It was about me deciding I was done letting something that already happened keep stealing from my present. Some days, I had to make that choice again, deliberately setting down the weight like putting something heavy on a shelf and walking away. The work was not a moment, but a practice, requiring patience with myself on the days it did not stick.
By breaking it down into actionable steps, I was able to navigate the process. First, I let myself feel the hurt, acknowledging its validity. Then, I made the choice to release it, even when the feeling had not caught up. I replaced what I was carrying with something that was mine—my peace, my growth, my future. That is what this book is, the story of every hard thing I walked through and what I found on the other side. I am not here to claim it was easy, but I made it through. And if any part of my story sounds like yours, know that you can make it through too. You deserve to love yourself first—not last, not what is left over, but First.

––––––––
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To Love Yourself

WHAT DOES 'To Love Yourself' mean? I ask this each morning as I see my reflection, hear my breath settling into the quiet dawn, feel my heartbeat beneath my ribs. I realize that self-love is the first story I tell myself, the opening chapter that shapes every other relationship in my life. Without it, I drift from voice to voice, seeking validation I cannot grant.
When you learn your own worth, you gift yourself time and patience. Loving yourself first is like tending a garden: you sow seeds of compassion, water wounds with kindness, and wait—for weeks or months—to witness new growth. Self-love isn't selfish. It's the practice of creating mental space for your peace, of setting boundaries that protect your energy, of refusing to abandon your needs while you pour into everyone else.
Each moment of self-respect teaches the world how to treat you. When you guard your calm and honor your limits, you stop accepting dishonesty, manipulation, or one-sided ties. You cease confusing chaos for excitement or pain for passion. Instead, you begin seeking relationships that sound like safety: consistent, honest, respectful, and communicative.
Without this foundation, we search endlessly for attention to fill a void only we can see. We stay in draining connections out of fear, overextend ourselves for affection, or settle for crumbs. Self-love reveals that we deserve nourishment, not scraps.
If I crave loyalty, patience, and understanding, I must cultivate those virtues in my own thoughts. Whenever love leaves you anxious, insecure, or emotionally drained, it's a signal to return home to yourself. Healthy love brings clarity, growth, and a sense of being seen and supported.
As I move through life—friendships, family ties, dating, creative pursuits—I carry this intimate awareness of my worth. I protect my future rather than act from fear or loneliness. I refuse to shrink to fit where I'm unappreciated.
In the end, self-love isn't a destination but a continual practice. It requires patience as we heal, grace as we grow, and curiosity as we learn. It's the commitment to never lose yourself in the pursuit of connection—to treat your own heart with the same compassion you so freely give others.

Accountability

Accountability is the backbone of who we become. It isn't a tagline— it's the raw decision to own every move you make, every word you speak, and every fallout that follows. When I talk about accountability, I'm talking about stripping away excuses and facing the mirror: this is what I did, this is why, and this is what I'll do next. You don't hand accountability to someone else; you grab it and refuse to let go, no matter how messy the consequences.
At its core, accountability builds trust. Think about the last time someone let you down—did they dodge blame or fess up? We instinctively respect the person who looks us in the eye and says, "I screwed up." That simple admission cements relationships. Friends, partners, parents, bosses: none of us can truly connect without knowing the other person is going to hold themselves to a higher standard.
But accountability doesn't stop at relationships. It's the engine of personal growth. Every failure, every awkward apology, every burned-bridge moment becomes a lesson when you refuse to bury your head in the sand. Saying "I was wrong" or "I handled that poorly" tears down the armor protecting your ego— but it also cracks open the path to wisdom. Those moments of brutal honesty with yourself teach more than months of smooth sailing ever could.
On the ground level of daily life, accountability shows up in the habits you build. Do you pay your bills on time because you know you're responsible, or do you scramble every month and blame your schedule? Do you follow through on your to-do list, or do you make half-promises and ghost everyone when things get hard? When you hold yourself to your own word, you become someone people can rely on.
Dig a little deeper, and accountability demands spiritual honesty. It's not just about what you do, but what you think and feel when no one's watching. "Why did I lash out at my partner?" "What fear made me avoid that tough conversation?" "What part of me still needs healing?" Real accountability presses you to explore your motives, your wounds, and your blind spots. It's illumination—shining a light on the parts of your soul you've been too scared to face.
Growth stalls when you refuse to own your patterns. You can pray for peace or forgiveness, but if you shrug off your role in the chaos, you stay stuck. True change cracks open when you acknowledge, "Yes, I've hurt people. Yes, I've repeated the same mistakes." That moment of clarity—humble but not self-loathing—is the threshold of transformation.
Accountability and integrity walk hand in hand. Integrity is the match between your internal values and your external actions. Without accountability, you say one thing and do another, creating a split inside yourself. Every time you align words and deeds, you stitch that split shut and become more whole.
A truly accountable person does three things: admits mistakes without finger-pointing, accepts fallout without excuses, and commits to change instead of rehearsing old defenses. They don't waste energy on "Yes, but..." They channel everything into "Here's what I'll do differently."
At the end of the day, accountability isn't just about tallying up right or wrong. It's about the person you're becoming through each choice you own and each lesson you embrace. When accountability lives at your core, you walk through life with clarity, courage, and the kind of integrity that transforms every relationship you touch.
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Chapter 1 
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I guess I've always put others first. As a child, my parents would drop me off at my auntie's house whenever they worked. It felt weird— my baby sister never went with me. I always wondered why. As those memories came flooding back, all I could do was question it. I was their child, why did I have to always be over to her house and without my baby sister at that. I wasn't one for therapy, but at this point a sista needed it for reals.
My auntie had remarried a military guy—he had two daughters and a son. Auntie also had her own son and daughter. I'm not sure how that worked for my real cousins, but maybe that's why they spent most of their time at their dad's, who'd remarried and had a little girl—the cutest you'd ever see. Damn, I'm always getting off track.

I wish my parents had been better. I would have preferred to be at my grandparents' house. Grandpa Kerptin, my dad's father, was awesome—he'd always convince Grandma Cynthia, dad's mom to go get ice cream, even though she complained about being old-fashioned and wanting to make it herself. He'd seal the deal with a gentle kiss. I loved seeing that side of them.

Anyways, my aunt's stepson was the problem. I was six back then, my sister three. One day after my bath, my aunt dressed me and sent me to her room, saying Tyler would bring me a sandwich and chocolate milk—my favorite. When he showed up, he just stared. I asked, "Why you looking at me?" He shushed me, finger to lips, and asked if I wanted to play a game. I was too young to know what that meant.

Tyler had to be about fourteen. I don't remember anyone else being around—just him and me alone forever, at least it felt that way. Then he led me into the walk-in closet, told me to open my mouth 'cause he had a chocolate bar. When I asked what kind, he said I'd see. He put something in my mouth, but it sure wasn't candy. I opened my eyes and saw it was him. He tried to get me to do more, threatened that if I bit him, he'd hurt me and tell my aunt I'd been misbehaving, so I'd get in trouble. Tears came to my eyes, I became sick to my stomach, I could only guess that it was possibly five minutes later, because it was over before I knew it.

After that day, I never wanted to set foot in my aunt's house again. I'd act up or fake being sick. Whenever my aunt showed up with Tyler, I'd stick close to my mom like glue. And if they tried to leave me behind, I begged them to drop me off at my grandparents instead—anywhere but there.

I'd say it was maybe three years later when they finally learned the truth about Tyler. I was ten by then. Turns out he'd been entangled in this nightmare since he was eleven. His dad and my aunt discovered that some grown ass man from the neighborhood had been forcing Tyler to give him head—then, sickly enough, he'd return the favor. This was when they were in Oregon. It was a total of three years. Instead of telling someone he began to do as taught.

Why do I keep talking about everyone like their characters in a story? Uncle Copper, Aunt Zetta. So, here's the timeline: he was stationed in Oregon, then took a trip down to Texas to see one of his siblings. That's where he ran into my Aunt Zetta, who'd gone to visit her brother, Uncle Dave. They like to spin it as if she literally bumped into him coming out of the store— eye contact across a crowded sidewalk, spark and all. They stayed in touch, spent almost two years getting to know each other. When he finally got reassigned to Arizona, he proposed and they tied the knot.

Don't get me wrong— the man was solid, a genuinely good dude. But he was way too trusting with other adults. His kids were pretty spaced out in age then: Tyler was fourteen, Jamira nine, Carper five.
Not again. I swear I been replaying this mess for over an hour in my head, going back and forth like I'm watching some sad movie where I already know the ending. That's the thing nobody tells you about needing healing—you gotta sit with all that ugly truth about what's yours to fix and what ain't never been your burden to carry. Lord knows I blamed myself so long my shoulders stayed bent from the weight. Three whole years I spent after what happened, not saying a word. I didn't want to get in trouble or be physically hurt due to the threat told to me.

Real talk, Tyler needed to own his shit, and yeah, he faced consequences, but my parents? They went ghost silent once everything came out. Not one time did they sit me down, look me in my eyes, and ask how I was holding up. I carried that burden alone, no counseling, no support, nothing. I get it to a point—my baby sister had been around Tyler too, and they were scared to death thinking about what could've happened to her. Thank you Most High, that he never touched her. But the way they handled it? Making me feel like I brought this mess into our house? That was some messed up punishment that cut deeper than they'll ever understand. Maybe in their minds, enough calendar pages had turned, so I should be "all better" now. That silence though? It hollowed me out like someone took an ice cream scoop to my insides. Every day I'd watch them laughing with my sister while I sat there drowning in plain sight. They ain't just push me away—they showed me the door and locked it behind me.

My grandparents' house became my real home after that—either sitting at Grandma Cynthia's kitchen table with her hand-crocheted placemats while Grandpa Kerptin fixed his coffee just so, three sugars and that splash of condensed milk. They'd let the silence stretch until I was ready to talk, not rushing me like time was money. When I finally broke down one Sunday after church, still in my good dress, they just held space. But our Savior knows, it wasn't the same as having your own mama wipe your tears. I needed my parents to look me dead in the eyes and say, "Baby, this hurt you carrying ain't yours to bear." Some nights I'd lay awake wondering if they ever truly loved me the way they loved my sister—the way they'd brush her hair for twenty minutes straight, laughing at her little stories while I sat invisible in the same damn room. That's how I learned to bend myself into whatever shape people wanted—yes ma'am, no sir, whatever you need—just to feel worth something. They fed me, clothed me, but the warmth was gone. Before Tyler, before they knew, my mama used to sing while braiding my hair. After? Nothing but cold silence.

My last relationship before this one— I went to the moon and back for that fool, wasted so much time and money. All that effort should've been focused on me. Snap out of it, Laidence. You'll be stuck here forever, chasing a different outcome from all those years ago.

The fact of the matter is, I am at a loss. Dealing with the aftereffects of someone else's choice is hurtful. Both sides of my grandparents were there for me, thank God, but that made it to where I leaned on them mostly. I spent most of my childhood bouncing between their homes. The good thing was they lived on the border of the two different cities. Meaning, my mother's parents hold down East Phoenix. My father's parents got that spot in West Tempe. I was able to get to school with no issues at all. I loved school regardless and never suffered in that department. It was my escape, you know?

My sister though, that was something else. That chic couldn't stand school for nothing. I was surprised she actually graduated with a 3.0 G.P.A., for real. Our relationship is decent but it should be closer and far better. The last time I saw her was maybe seven weeks ago. I bumped into her and her mans at the QT. I had just finished paying for my gas when I nearly bumped into her.
She had this big ol' cheese smile on her face. And I quote, this is what she said exactly, "Fancy seeing you here, sis."

"I am so sorry, Tatum." I offered up. She gave me a big ol' hug and then stood back. Her man, a fine chocolate brotha, about 6'2, sexy eyes, thick lips, nicely built body, with a tight fade and naturally curly hair at the top. He smiled as well and spoke in his down south accent.

"Hey sis, how you holdin' up?" "I'm good, Daeden. You?" "Can't complain—wouldn't do no good anyway." "I feel that. What brings y'all to this side?" "Your sista wanted to hit up that new soul food joint that opened." "Oh yeah, my boy Crock works there. Says the food is straight fire. Y'all gonna enjoy it for real. Jarvon and I been meaning to check it out."

"Speaking of which, where your mans at?" Tatum asked, shifting her weight. "Girl, you know him—on that grind. Another side job. Should wrap by 5, then we linking up for dinner." I felt that familiar pang watching them together, wishing we had what we used to. "Tell him I said what's good. Me and Daeden better get moving though. Your girl is starving." "I get it. Good seeing y'all. Hit me up sometime so we can all vibe together." "We will." They both said, drifting away through the aisles. I watched them go, wondering if she ever thinks about our distance like I do.

Damn, I wish we were much closer. Then I wouldn't always have to process my thoughts alone, with my grandparents or my childhood best friend. I guess I could put forth the effort or just be more open with my man, if he had more free time for me. Not saying he is that busy, but he does like to make that money for sure. As I was closing out that thought, my cell lit up with a text. I had taken the day off to go to my dentist for an annual exam and a vision exam. Both had gone well, thank God. Jarvon was at work and I was about to have a late lunch. I normally fasted my mornings away and then did an 8-hour window of eating. I preferred the 80/20 rule. Ate pretty clean, but I did have my moments where I cheated more than once a week. Bison once a week, turkey breast twice a week and fish twice a week as well. Salad once a day and I always start off with fruit for my first meal. Been doing that for five years now. Which was a blessing, especially when this pandemic hit. I was the healthiest one in my circle. Thank you Most High for your everlasting guidance. I ain't take any of those jabs they were pushing. I heard too many things since they offered them for free. And who offers free anything these days? Any rate, not my place to speak on. But I sure love how my body has gotten into shape since I started taking care of it. About ten years ago, I got into calisthenics. Best choice ever. My body hasn't looked this good since... shoot, ever. I love the strength I've gained as well as how toned I am.

Let me get up and get something to eat and then soak in the tub for about thirty minutes. I really need to decompress myself for the moment. Oh wait, let me see who just texted me. Damn, it's my mother. She wants to see me AND Tatum next weekend. That's weird as hell. My mother hardly ever wants us both together unless she's got something she can't hide from either of us. Something that would have us both side-eyeing her if she tried to tell us separately. Tatum always saw how different Mom treated us. But how was a little girl supposed to make sense of that favoritism? Let me stop all this thinking and go get my soak on. Walking to our master bedroom, I stopped to turn on the surround sound. We got speakers throughout the whole crib—jazz, R&B, even some old country, which I'm not gonna lie, I've been getting into lately. My friends would clown me if they knew. When I stepped into our bathroom, my whole mood shifted. That standalone tub was calling a sista's name. I turned on both faucets, getting that temperature just right. Sprinkled in my Epsom salt, that tablespoon of bentonite clay, and some baking soda. Your girl is trying to pull these toxins out, period. Once that water was ready, I slid in and let that jazz instrumental wash over me. Head on my folded towel, I closed my eyes and thought about where I'm really at in life. I am twenty-eight years old, a little over three years with Jarvon. He's beautiful inside and out, but we're just going through the motions now.
At the beginning, he actually courted me—something I'd only ever heard about or seen in a movie. We met at twenty-three. I was walking into the gym to get my calisthenics on. My membership let me hit up any AZ location, and that day I happened to be in West Phoenix. I'd just finished a class and swung by an old friend's place before heading there. Once I left her house, I made my way to the gym, changed in the locker room, and stepped out. That's when I saw him—jogging on the treadmill.

His body was fit, nice and toned—well, at least from what I could see: his backside in those shorts, calves pronounced; muscles tense with every stride. I stared for a few seconds, completely caught off guard. Then I realized he probably saw me walk past into the open workout area where you stretch and do free-form exercises. Before I knew it, he hopped off the treadmill and headed right for me. My heart started pounding. I was stuck in place.

He smiled and his eyes pulled me in—golden-brown, almost sleepy. His skin was a warm bronze and facing me he was even more attractive. He wore a tank top that showed off his toned pecs, and those shorts hugged his thighs just right. A lightly filled-in goatee framed his smile, and his hair was cut low with waves rippling across his scalp. Confidence radiated from him.

He stopped a foot away and said, "Hi, I'm Jarvon. And you are?"

I almost whispered, "Laidence." I felt like I was in a trance, all the way out after dealing with Aceson's BS for a year and some change. Good riddance—that chapter was closed, I thought, and I was finally healed. Still, I barely registered my own voice.

"I'm sorry, I didn't catch that." He said, leaning in like he really wanted to know.

"I'm Laidence." I repeated, holding out my hand.

"Got it. I was wondering if you were speechless or maybe lost your voice." He flashed that smile again, and I melted a little.

"Nice to meet you, Jarvon." I said, forcing myself to meet his gaze. "So, what made you come over and talk to me?"

"To be real." He said, "I saw you checking me out when you came out of the locker room."

My cheeks burned—I swear I turned fifty shades of red. I swallowed hard and asked, "How'd you know?"
He grinned. "The way I held my phone, I caught your reflection. Honestly, I like what I see."

Lucky me, I thought.

He hesitated a bit and then asked, "So—this workout can wait a minute. Can I have your number though?"

My smile could not be contained. I spoke right up this time with an excited yes. His voice was deep; his body built with so much definition. I couldn't believe how I hit this jackpot. To engage more will let me know if I met my Mr. All Right Now or if I met my Oh no no no... As he took out his phone to enter my name and number, I felt at ease. It had been a minute since a man approached me with good intentions and made me feel comfortable and safe. Especially after dumping Aceson about two years ago after wasting almost a year and a half with his trifling tail. We live and we learn though. I know this time around I wanted a well put together brotha and I was feeling that vibe with Jarvon. Same age and already, we both liked working out. He might end up being a great workout partner. I wonder what else he could do and what his mind was about. I loved intelligence. Challenge my thinking for real. I loved being educated and learning from others. Always made me level up mentally. I was a fast learner and retained information with ease. That's probably why school was never a struggle for me.

It was a pleasure meeting you Laidence. I will be reaching out to you. Also, check your phone when you get a chance. I sent a text so you know I'm not playing games. I see you don't have it on you, but trust, you gonna smile when you read it. Gotta bounce though—still need to knock out one more mile before I head out. A man's gotta stay disciplined, you feel me?

I was standing at this time. I extended my hand one last time. He met it and released it softly. Then he smiled and walked away. My heart had steadied, and I was in awe. Damn, how did I luck up on him like this? For real though, how is he still single? I would think females would be all over him with those eyes and that confidence. Or is that just me being thirsty? I spent another hour in the gym, pushing through even when my muscles started screaming. I worked my abs out something fierce. I had noticed my six pack was settling nicely. Took forever to get them to pop like this, but they were finally showing up and showing out.

As that thought concluded, I felt a light tap on my shoulder. I opened my eyes to see Jarvon. "Hey baby, I see you have gotten nice and comfy. How is your soak?" He asked. "Lovely as ever." I responded, feeling that familiar flutter when he looked at me like that. He leaned over and softly kissed me on the lips. That gentle pressure still got me every time, even after three years. Made me want to pull him into the tub with me, clothes and all. "I'm about to shower myself up and if you're hungry, I picked up some wild Alaskan cod fillets. I can bake them up or do a fish fry. The choice is yours." He winked. "Mm, you sure know how to treat a lady. I would love it if you would fry them up with a side salad, plus some sweet potato fries." "Anything for my lady. I gotchu." He added. As he started the shower, I finished washing up. I unplugged the stopper, let most of the water drain out, then grabbed the faucet attachment to rinse off. I stepped out feeling renewed and dried my body completely. From there I headed to my fix-me-up area, as I called it. Shea butter, coconut oil, homemade scented lotions, and essential oils lined up like soldiers. That ritual of moisturizing my skin was sacred to me—my Grandma Eloise, my mother's mom, always said dry skin was the ashy man's playground. I slipped into my purple jogging suit, soft as a cloud, and my house slippers. Jarvon and I had this rule about no outside shoes in the house, and we changed into inside clothes if we didn't shower first. Too many germs, too much city grime. That knowledge came from my English 101/102 professor who was more into holistic living than literature. Brotha had a nicely shaped afro and dropped gems about natural remedies that changed my whole skincare game and health in general.
Before I knew it, Jarvon had finished showering. He did his own skincare routine and dressed in a pair of dark gray sweats and his tank top. The scent of his Bergamot Essential oil cologne mixed with shea butter hit differently after a shower. I wasn't quite ready to let him go. That kiss from earlier had awakened something in me. I returned the favor, pressing my body against his as I locked my lips with his. His breath tasted like fresh cinnamon and clove mouthwash. I couldn't resist it. His willpower was way stronger than mine on most days, but he had his moments that left me wondering. His soft moan vibrated against my lips and kicked me into overdrive as I slid my tongue into his mouth.

Jarvon pulled back just enough to catch his breath. "Damn Laidence, if we keep this up, dinner's gonna be a distant memory. You sure that's what you want right now?" His voice had that raspy edge that always lit me up inside. I pressed one last slow kiss against his lips, tasting that hint of cinnamon. "If food is what you are offering, then yeah—I'll take those crispy fish fillets over an empty stomach." I couldn't help the little laugh that escaped. "Lead the way then." He said, extending his hand, fingers warm against mine. I inhaled deeply as we walked. "The way you smell after you shower though? That shea butter mixing with your natural scent? Makes me want to take you down." He squeezed my hand, that knowing smile playing on his lips. "Trust me, I feel you. But I been fasting since dawn, and my stomach is straight growling. Let me feed you first, then we can pick up right where we left off." I sighed, giving in. "Fine, you right. I'm being greedy. It's just—I miss this. You working those long shifts most of each week at times, me with my crazy schedule that can have me doing overnights from time to time. We barely catching each other awake workday mornings. I just like when we at least get a few hours each day together, when we are not working during the week. What if we planned something? Just us, somewhere quiet for a weekend?"

Jarvon's face changed, that business look coming over him. "As good as that weekend getaway sounds, Laidence, we need to handle this mortgage and other bills first. This house got us coming out of pocket for reals. Remember, this was supposed to be a flip until we fell in love with the bay windows and that kitchen." He ran his hand over his fade. "We already dropped a hundred thousand on renovations. Granite ain't cheap nor are new floors." I rolled my eyes, feeling that familiar tension in my shoulders. "I hear you, but damn, can we have one night without talking about all this money nonsense? Plus." I said, lowering my voice, "I fronted most of the cash anyway. If we need to sell to get my investment back, just say that." My heart raced a little—money talk always made me defensive. He softened, thumbs brushing my wrists. "When you put it like that, I know I get a bit harsh about it all. My bad. Let me feed you first; we'll figure out the rest after." I nodded, relief washing through me. "One more kiss before you go chef on me?" I asked, batting my eyes. His lips met mine, and I pressed my body against his solid torso, inhaling that bergamot scent.

Once in the kitchen, I sat at the island watching his every move. "What can I help with?" I asked, though I already knew the answer. He glanced over his shoulder, that half-smile playing on his lips. "Absolutely nothing." "You sure?" I pressed, leaning forward on my elbows. "Positive. You know cooking for you is my thing." He pulled out the cast iron skillet—the one his grandma gave him for a housewarming gift. "Plus, when you sitting there watching me like that, makes a brotha feel like he on Top Chef or something." He seasoned the fish with that special blend he never lets me see. "Like how you get when I'm baking. The way you hover around, trying to sneak tastes before I'm done." I laughed, remembering how he'd licked batter off my finger last week. "I know that's right." I admitted. He turned back to his work, hands moving with that confidence that still made my stomach flutter after all this time. The surround sound kicked on—Luther Vandross flowing through the speakers. I closed my eyes, letting the music wash over me, when my phone lit up. The notification was silent under Luther's crooning, but I caught the glow. It was my cousin, Zyrell.

MESSAGE:
Hey, fam... I'm coming to town this weekend. Would it be cool if I posted up in your guest house?
I sucked my teeth. Why this boy always wait till the last minute? Two weeks' notice too much to ask? Now I gotta check with Jarvon, knowing how he is about our money talks. We just finished that guest house six months back—fresh paint, new appliances, those bamboo floors that cost more than my first car. Been renting it out on the short-term sites, which helps chip away at this mortgage that should have already been paid off. But family is family, even when they working your last nerve.

I cleared my throat. "Bae." I called out, but Luther was crooning too loud and Jarvon was lost in his seasoning ritual. I tried again, "Baby!" putting some bass in my voice this time.

He looked up, wooden spoon mid-air. "Yes, love?"

"Zyrell just texted asking if he can crash in the guest house this weekend."

Jarvon's shoulders tensed, his jaw tensing just enough that I caught it. That look said everything—here we go again.

I felt that same knot in my stomach. Ever since we bought this place, everybody coming out the woodwork with their hand out. Especially after Jarvon's brother showed up talking about "family investment opportunities" and "shared equity." Had the nerve to bring blueprints and everything, like we hadn't already mapped out every inch of renovation ourselves. Then disappeared when the actual work started—demo days, paint fumes, using plastic sheets for walls. All that smooth talk dried up quickly when he realized we weren't playing.

Jarvon never fully got over how his brother switched up after that laced weed mess back in the day. Graduated by the skin of his teeth, but something behind his eyes never came all the way back. Still hurts Jarvon to see it.

I sighed, watching Jarvon's back muscles tense under his tank. This house got us stretched thin as it is. I fronted most of the cash—eighty percent of my savings gone like that. The first loan fell through last minute, and now Jarvon's on my neck about either clearing the mortgage by December or putting the place on the market. Even though I was able to get a smaller loan months later, it's now March and I'm already feeling the pressure that has been building between us. I know exactly what he's thinking: we should charge Zyrell. And honestly? I can't even argue with that logic anymore.

Jarvon snapped his fingers in front of my face. "Bae! Earth to Laidence!" His voice pulled me back from my thoughts. I blinked hard. "My bad, baby. You know how I can get lost in thought sometimes." He nodded, turning down the flame under the skillet. "Look, about Zyrell—he's family. Comes through once a year, never leaves a mess. Yeah, we are losing that rental money, but it's just a weekend." He shrugged those broad shoulders I loved. "Your call though." I studied his face, searching for hidden frustration. "You sure you good with it? For real?" He wiped his hands on a dish towel, that half-smile playing on his lips. "Unless he on some weird shit this time, we cool. Tell him it's straight." I nodded, relief washing through me. "Bet." Jarvon turned back to the stove, humming along with Luther. The fish sizzled perfect—crispy skin, tender inside. We ate until our plates were clean, feeding each other the last bites like we used to when we first got together. Too full for anything else, we walked the block, pointing out which neighbors had finally fixed their fences, which ones still had holiday lights up in March. Back home, we curled up watching that new Gerard Butler joint. Thirty minutes in, his breathing deepened against my neck, and I wasn't far behind, drifting off with his heartbeat steady against my back.
I stirred awake, squinting at the analog clock on the wall. Eleven thirty-five. We'd been knocked out for three and a half hours. My phone glowed with one missed call and two texts from Zyrell. Damn, I'd been so wrapped up in Jarvon I completely ghosted him. My bad. I typed out a quick reply.

REPLY: 

Hey cuz, my fault on the wait. Got caught up. Guest house is yours for the weekend, just hit us up when you pulling up and heading out. We good? 

SEND OUT: 

That should keep him from blowing up my phone again. Not even a full day and he acting like it's life or death. Whatever. Jarvon's warmth pulled me back in, his chest rising and falling against my back. That bergamot and skin smell still got me weak after all this time. I pressed myself against him, feeling that familiar spark low in my belly. Even in sleep, his arm secured around my waist like he knew. I closed my eyes, letting sleep pull me under again.
Beep! Beep! Beep! My alarm jolted me awake. The screen reads 4:45 am. Yesterday was my day off—a precious pause—but today I'm back on the clock. I stretch under the covers, feeling the weight of early morning stillness before swinging my legs over the side of the bed.
Jarvon's car is already gone. I respect his quiet discipline—he wakes at 3:45 am without an alarm, slips out by 4:40, and arrives at work by 5am. It's a short commute for him, but I marvel at how naturally he greets dawn. Meanwhile, I wrestle with my own reservation at times.
As I sit up, I press my palms to my temples. I love him deeply, want to be his woman in every sense, yet three years in, there's still no proposal. We mapped out our future in year two—engagement, wedding bells, maybe kids—but now? I wonder if I misread the signs. Not today, Laidence. I scold myself. If I linger here, I'll be late. And that old pattern—worrying instead of acting—has to end. Once I'm at work, I'll finally make the call to schedule therapy. No more postponing my own well-being.
I flung open the front door. The March air hits my face—not quite winter anymore, not fully spring yet. I breathe it in, letting it clear my head of last night's doubts, then grab my reusable water bottle and head to the car. I really need to start parking in the garage again. That Arizona heat is coming, and stepping into a warmer ride on wheels every morning isn't how I want to start my day. My stomach growls, but I ignore it. On most mornings I fast until noon—partly for health, partly because meal prep is one more thing I don't have mental space for right now. Sometimes I'll slice some watermelon or grab that overpriced cold-pressed juice Jarvon teases me about if the hunger gets too real.
My thoughts drift to how I arrived here. I studied cyber security out of a desire to protect—to be a digital shield for people I'll never meet. Fortifying networks, detecting intrusions, tracing ransomware footprints: to me it's as vital as firefighting. Fresh out of college I landed a solid job making the same salary Jarvon had when we met. Fast-forward to 2024, and I've crested six figures. He's close but not quite there. We even tried house flipping together—investing my savings into drywall, flooring, paint—and I lent money to family when they needed it. The last flip emptied my reserves, and lately Jarvon teases that I've gone "too conservative" with our budget. But he doesn't see the anxiety roiling beneath my calm exterior.

I pause on the driveway and ground myself. I am enough. My career, my growth, my peace of mind—they matter. I deserve therapy, boundaries, self-love. I can't fully give to anyone else until I care for myself first.

Rolling into the office parking lot, I tap my badge at the turnstile. The lobby smells of coffee and recirculated air. My desk station is a welcome sight—dual monitors, a small potted succulent, sticky notes with half-finished to-do lists. It's quiet; I have a moment before I start at 6:15am.

Then my phone buzzes with a group chat notification from my manager. My heart thumps. First I clock in, then I scan the intrusion detection dashboard—everything's green. Finally, I open the chat. Good news floods the thread: we've earned bonuses this quarter. Four weeks straight, my team worked through Friday nights to thwart a wave of personal data breaches. We identified and dismantled an eight-member hacking ring that had terrorized small businesses for months. The bonus is real proof of our grit and impact.

A soft smile lifts my mood. This work—this purpose—drives me. I take a steadying breath, tuck away my morning doubts, and sip my water. I'm absolutely thrilled about this bonus. I can hardly wait to share the news with my mans. I know his eyes will light up when I tell him. The largest bonus I've received so far was $10K. They're not a regular occurrence, but this one could be even bigger—I'm hoping it might reach $20K. Even if it falls short, I'll be grateful for whatever comes my way.
We were gathered in the conference room when my manager started the meeting. We reviewed yesterday's reports, then she dropped the good news: every one of us qualified for the bonus. I'll receive $14K next quarter. During my shift today I also managed to catch a couple of brewing issues before they became serious. I wrapped up around 3pm, filed the final incident report, and then remembered I also needed to confirm my first therapy session: Thursday afternoon, no turning back now. Here I am, on the brink of sharing my private thoughts with a stranger. I tell myself it's a step forward, and I need to be my own biggest supporter.

As I sit at my desk, I can't help but think back to when Jarvon and I first got together. If we'd talked about money habits, emotional baggage, or his silence over his brother's absence back then, maybe we'd be in a different place. I wasn't a big saver when we met, but after graduating, I promised myself and Jarvon I'd get my finances in order. For a while, I was disciplined—then flipping houses happened. We made good money, and I stashed away over half a million dollars. But the last flip drained almost everything because we poured so much into the new house instead of moving on. The place is gorgeous—our best renovation yet—and I've been reluctant to sell it. Yet I'm tired of feeling stuck, waiting and hoping for a proposal that might never come.

I drift back to the present as I'm packing up my laptop. I've been at my desk for the last ten minutes, just staring at the ceiling, running through all this in my head. I probably should swing by the grocery store on my way home. Maybe a fresh salad with jasmine rice, roasted bell peppers, zucchini, and curried lentils—that sounds perfect after last night's heavy dinner. Jarvon likes those flavors, so it'll be healthy and satisfying.

Yes—that's the plan. I'll pick up the ingredients, then whip up something delicious at home. I'll even grab a few apple tarts for dessert. Just as I'm about to close my laptop and head out, my phone buzzes. The caller ID flashes "Unknown." No way I'm answering that—might be a spam call or worse. I let it go to voicemail, grab my bag, and head out the door.
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