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Part One

~Iyah~
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Waking up in a strange bed is a little disorienting. It takes me a second to regain my bearings and remember where I am. But then I register his warmth and smell and the gentle cadence of his steady breathing, and I’m grounded with instantaneous clarity. I am in Julien’s arms again. In his bed. 

Contented bliss floods my being like the rising tide. Lying against him this way feels like home. My instinctive familiarity with the leanly muscled contours of his naked body is a little ironic considering we were lovers less than three days before it all went to hell. Yet, there isn’t a single inch of his tanned skin that isn’t branded into my brain.

When I carefully shift around in his arms with the full intention of studying his beautiful face while he sleeps, I’m surprised to discover that Julien is already wide-awake. His expressive eyes are alight with candid emotion, something that seems strikingly close to satisfied euphoria when he smiles at me. He doesn’t say the words right then, but I can feel “I love you” in the intensity of his stare.

“This is nice,” he whispers, “I like waking up next to you.”

“I like waking up next to you too,” I whisper back.

Julien kisses me then, sweet and lingering. “Are you hungry?”

Hungry is an understatement. It’s likely mid-afternoon by now but I can’t be sure. I’m willing to lay odds that it's been hours because I’m practically starving after not eating anything of real significance that morning. I’m surprised my stomach doesn’t growl in outraged protest right then and there. The venti sized salted caramel cream cold brew from the airport Starbucks and small bag of complimentary cookies I had on the plane had been metabolized ages ago. But when I boarded my 7:00 a.m. flight for Atlanta, Georgia this morning, food had been the furthest thing from my mind. I had been too anxious over the prospect of seeing Julien again.

I was a woman on a single-minded mission to go after a man that I had rejected only two months earlier. Even better, I was dropping in on that man unannounced (even if it was by his express invitation). It wasn’t the most solid plan, but I knew that if I thought about it too much, I’d manage to talk myself out of going. While I had high hopes for my reunion with Julien, I wasn’t entirely confident about how he would receive me. Our last encounter hadn’t been exactly positive.

After catching an Uber from the airport to my hotel, I left my bags with the concierge (since it was much too early to check in), and then directed my driver to the address Julien had provided. I figured once he recovered from the shock of my being there, Julien and I would spend most of the morning hashing out where we had gone wrong but, once we were reunited, we had done very little talking. 

And now here I am, cradled in his arms, sexually sated, ridiculously happy, and practically starving.

Still, I don’t want to give off the impression that I could eat an entire cow right now (even though I absolutely could) because that seems undignified. So, I reply demurely, “I could eat.”

Julien seems to see past my nonchalance because he favors me with a knowing smirk. “What do you have a taste for?”

“We can order whatever you want,” I tell him as I trace absent circles on his bare chest. “I’m not picky.”

“Like hell you’re not!” I swat him playfully for the wisecrack, but he’s not chastened by my frowning displeasure. In fact, he laughs. “If you’re done abusing me, I was thinking about whipping up something for you in the kitchen instead.”

“In the kitchen?” His offer surprises me. “You mean like cook? You? As in you, Julien David Caffrey, are offering to cook me an actual meal?”

“Yes, an actual meal,” he laughs in exasperation, “I’ve been on my own for most of my life, Grandberry. I do know how to cook.”

“Since when?” I’m not being facetious. I seriously can’t recall a single instance in our entire acquaintance where he has ever prepared a meal, and I tell him so.

“Maybe that’s because we were occupied doing other things.” He gives me a meaningful look, which makes it very obvious what “other things” he’s referencing.

I start to refute that claim, but then I snap my mouth shut because I can’t. Julien and I covered a lot of subject matter during the nearly nine weeks we filmed together, from hot button social justice issues to personal pet peeves to deep dark secrets. We spent a lot of that time fighting our attraction to one another. Somehow cooking, a topic so fundamentally basic, hadn’t been addressed. I marvel at the realization. 

Julien is not nearly as enthralled by the discovery as I am. He shifts from the bed with an expression that is both perturbed and amused at the same time. “You don’t have to act so shocked about it.”

“I can’t help it! You and I have talked about everything! How is it that I never knew you could cook before this second?” I muse, studying his nude body with lazy appreciation as he pulls on a pair of loose sweatpants.

He shrugs. “I guess it just never came up.”

Yet another massive understatement. It’s true that during the time we were getting to know one another, Julien and I had mostly been living out of hotels. All of our shared meals consisted of takeout or dine-in. But that’s a convenient excuse. The real truth is that, once Julien and I had crossed the threshold of friendship, we became so preoccupied with our need for each other that we stopped engaging in meaningful conversation. That pattern is a familiar one. I frown at the thought, particularly because I don’t want to make the same mistakes the second time around.

“What?’ Julien asks when he notices my scowl, “You wanna supervise me in the kitchen too?”

“I was just thinking...”

“About what?”

“I don’t want this to be like last time, Julien. Everything was good between us...until it wasn’t.” 

I haven’t forgotten his abrupt turnaround that second night of our promotional tour, when I had naively believed that was the beginning for us. And though I know what motivated him to react the way that he did, that knowledge doesn’t lessen the sting of his rejection. His actions left a scar on my heart, even if it was unintentional. I can’t pretend that I’m not a bit more cautious with him now because of it.

As if he’s discerned my thoughts, Julien’s features soften with solemn concern, and he immediately crawls back into bed to gather me into his arms. “That’s not going to happen,” he whispers, “It’s different this time, Iyah. We’re different.”

I tip an uncertain glance up at him. “How can you be so sure?”

“Because you and I are forever. I’m never going to let anything come between us again.”

He sounds so confident, so self-assured and unshakeable that it’s impossible to disbelieve him. His quiet determination quells the small, doubting voice that whispers in my subconscious. I rise up to kiss him gently. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” 

Julien seeks out my lips for another nibbling kiss and starts to glide his hand over my bare shoulder with the obvious intention of cupping my breast when my stomach rumbles loudly. The moment is hardly sexy. I groan in abject embarrassment while he chokes on a snort of discomfited laughter. 

“And on that note,” he announces grandly before disengaging from my arms and scooting from the bed again, “I guess I need to get some food into you fast, or the entire cast of Aliens is going to burst out of there.”

I offer him a good-natured one finger salute and start to shift from beneath the covers with the intention of following him into the kitchen, but he chastises me for the attempt. “Nope. I don’t need your help. You stay right here,” he orders, “I will bring your meal to you.”

“Really? You’re going to serve me in bed too? You’d better be careful, Caffrey. If you keep this up, I’ll get spoiled really fast.”

He flashes me a cheeky grin. “Good.” 

After he leaves, I lie among the rumpled sheets of his bed, surrounded by his smell and grin like an absolute fool. This feels like the most perfect moment ever. The perfect ending for us. Only, in reality, it’s not an ending at all. This is the beginning. 

Even with everything Julien and I have been through together and the declarations we’ve made, we are still brand new. There is still so much about him that I don’t know. Cooking skills are just the tip of the proverbial iceberg. And while making love with Julien all morning long has been hot and intense and so, so satisfying because God, I’ve missed having him inside of me, I recognize that sex is the easy part. Declaring our unreserved devotion for one another is the easy part. 

Navigating the complexities of an actual relationship, however? We need some work in that area. Our track records aren’t the greatest. Not with others, and not with each other either. My smile falters with the thought.

The reality is that Julien and I haven’t been a couple in close to two years. Technically, we’ve never been a couple, definitely not in the traditional sense of coupledom. Two days of mind-blowing sex while he was on a questionable “break” from his then fiancée hardly counts as a real relationship. 

We were together, and yet not together. Julien and I have never been on a real date. We’ve never met each other’s family or friends. We’ve never truly interacted with one another outside of this small, special world that we’ve created for ourselves. This is literally my first time seeing where he lives. 

And yet, despite all of that, Julien and I are deeply and undeniably committed to one another. Not even two years of complete separation, resentful silence, and outright hatred on my part has dulled our intense connection. “Meant to be” is such a cliché, but it feels ridiculously true in our case. Julien is my beginning...and my happy ending too.

But I know the road ahead of us won’t be easy. My parents are already circling the wagons because they’re convinced that I’m making the biggest mistake of my life. It’s been nonstop drama since I revealed my plans to relocate here. They’ve barely recovered from my decision to live in New York. For them, this is yet another disastrous Iyah decision in a long history of disastrous decisions. They think I’m galloping to my doom. Just reliving that last conversation with my father before I left for the airport makes me cringe inside.

“Do you honestly believe this time is going to be better? You barely know him!”

“I know him better than you think, Dad!”

“How many times are you going to turn your life upside down for this boy, Iyah?”

The words echo in my brain. How many times indeed? I don’t know if there’s a limit because living without him no longer seems like an option. But, after my personal struggles last year, both of my parents are adamant that Julien Caffrey is the worst thing that has ever happened to me. I suppose I can’t blame them, but I’m defensive about it, nonetheless.

They don’t know him like I do. Julien is one of the kindest, most thoughtful people I’ve ever known. He’s a genuinely good person who doesn’t have it in him to hold a grudge even when he should. But, as wonderful as I think he is, I also know it’s going to take an act of God to change my father’s opinion about him. 

There’s a chance he’ll win over my mother. He’s charming like that. As soon as she sees with her own eyes just how much he loves me, she’ll come around. It won’t be so easy with my dad. Julien won’t sway him with devoted acts or a winning smile. Dr. Dedrian Grandberry is a notoriously tough nut to crack, especially when he’s locked into a certain way of thinking. And his current thought is that Julien Caffrey is bad news. I dread the task of changing his mind.

I glance over at my phone placed neatly on the nightstand, knowing even without tapping the screen to life that I’ve got over a dozen missed calls waiting for me. I don’t want to think about my father’s enduring disapproval right now. I don’t want to think about my well-meaning aunts and uncles who warned me to “be cautious” and “take my time.” I flop over onto my belly and bury my face in Julien’s pillow, hoping to drown out my grandmother’s disappointed scolding for “causing my mama so much grief.” I especially want to ignore that Nicki has been blowing up my phone with text messages ever since I revealed my intention to fly out here. 

Everyone who loves me seems convinced that I’m headed towards disaster, and I don’t want to hear it.

In an effort to distract myself, I slip from the bed and decide to familiarize myself with Julien’s sacred space instead. This is the first time since blindly stumbling past the door that morning (because I was too preoccupied with kissing him) that I’ve truly paid attention to my environment. His bedroom doesn’t wow me. It is rather plain and sparsely decorated. 

When we were in L.A. together, there were housekeepers who kept our individual hotel rooms immaculate. I’ve always suspected that Julien might not be the most organized person, but seeing a reflection of his true space feels like an intimate glimpse into his private self. Beyond some scattered pieces of mail, discarded shoes and socks littering the floor, and an overflowing clothes hamper, his bedroom is a perfect reflection of his personality. Casual, laidback, and unadorned.

I pad quietly through his room, lightly skimming my fingers over the various toiletries that line his dresser. Because it feels a little odd exploring while I’m completely naked, I rifle around in his surprisingly organized drawers until I find a familiar T-shirt and slip the well-worn cotton over my head. The freshly laundered scent along with a smell that is uniquely Julien engulfs me, and I can’t help but smile.

My exploration eventually leads me to his closet, which is packed tight with a surplus of clothing. Julien’s personal style definitely lacks fanfare, but his wardrobe is overflowing with designer pieces. But the expensive jackets and tailored shirts aren’t what capture and hold my attention. I’m intrigued by the medium-sized canvas he has tucked away on the floor near the back of his closet. 

When I stoop closer to inspect the work, I’m shocked to discover that it’s an unfinished portrait of me. He’s captured me in vivid detail, and evidently from memory alone. I gasp a little when I note the colorful realism he’s applied to my likeness.

“Didn’t anyone ever tell you that it’s bad etiquette to look at an artist’s work before he’s finished?”

I’m startled from my inspection with the sudden interruption of Julien’s amused tone and whip to face him with a sheepish look. He’s standing at the threshold of his bedroom, food tray balanced in hands, his mouth quirked in a crooked, half grin. He doesn’t seem angry to find me snooping through his stuff, but I still feel guilty and self-conscious about being caught, like I’ve just intruded upon something intensely personal. Then again, it was a painting of me...

“I like the way you look in my shirt, by the way.”

His appreciative once-over is a reminder that I’m currently dressed in his oversized T-shirt and nothing else. His observation places glaring focus on the fact that I’ve been rooting around in his belongings for the past twenty minutes. And though Julien did invite me to “help myself to whatever” when I first arrived, I’m a bit worried that I might have crossed some unspoken boundary with him. Maybe it’s too soon to take these kinds of liberties.

“Sorry about that.”

Julien’s grin widens as he moves forward to carefully set the food tray onto the bed. “No, you’re not.”

“I wasn’t trying to be nosy,” I insist, but he only rolls his eyes. When I see I’m not making any headway with him, I drop the pretense altogether. “I thought you said you only painted landscapes.”

“Wrong. I said I prefer them,” he emphasizes dryly, “I never said I didn’t paint other things. I paint whatever inspires me.”

It’s a struggle to bite back my answering grin so, I don’t even bother. “And clearly painting me in the nude does that for you.”

A warm blush of color creeps up his neck though he covers that self-conscious response with a bland reply. “You should watch that smart mouth of yours or I won’t feed you.”

When Julien offered to make me a meal, I wasn’t expecting much even though he is a self-professed foodie. One of his favorite pastimes is finding restaurants with unique cuisine because he tends to be adventurous about what he eats. But for as long as I’ve known him, he’s been the king of takeout. I was skeptical that his skills in the kitchen would be anything as grand as he’d made them out to be. 

Consequently, I’m surprised that the meal he’s prepared is quite elegant. Even his presentation is stunning. He’s made what looks like a crustless quiche that’s filled with various sautéed vegetables. He’s included linen napkins, sliced strawberries, pre-packaged yogurt, and orange juice on his improvised menu as well. The only thing missing is fresh flowers, and I suspect that if Julien had those on hand, he would have included those too. I stare at him in slack-jawed amazement.

“Really? This is a frittata! You made me a frittata!”

He blinks at me, clearly baffled by my dumbfounded reaction. “Yeah. I know you like quiche. This is sort of the same.”

I squint at him because he’s added yet another layer to Julien the philosopher, theater nerd, painter...and now home cook. How is it that I’ve known him this long, and I’m still peeling back layers? I wonder if it will always be like this with him. I hope that I’ll spend the rest of my life making new discoveries about him. That isn’t necessarily a bad thing.

“Who are you, sir?”

“You’re being very weird,” he teases, “I think it’s the hunger.”

My automatic clapback is ruined when my stomach growls again. We both laugh. “I think you’re right,” I giggle in agreement, “We should eat now.”

We scoot into the bed to enjoy the meal he’s prepared, careful not to jostle the tray too violently when we do. The food is fantastic. If I’m honest, I eat the majority of what’s on the plate while Julien mostly watches me. I feel self-conscious under his unwavering scrutiny, but I don’t dissuade him, mainly because he seems delighted by the idea that I’m eating and enjoying food that he’s prepared. He’s so excited, so inordinately pleased with himself that I suspect that’s the prime motivation for what prompts his next statement to me.

“Let’s get a place together.”

That’s the last thing I’m expecting him to suggest, and I nearly choke on my mouthful because I’m so blindsided. Oddly enough, this is becoming a disturbing pattern for me. I don’t know what it is about the men in my life and their propensity for going from 0 to 100 in thirty seconds flat, but this is the second time in less than a year I’ve had a man ask me to live with him seemingly out of nowhere. 

Yet, in contrast to the gripping panic and dread that immediately filled my being when Hez suggested that we live together, I’m not seized by the same anxiety now. I’m surprisingly open to the idea of living with Julien. Once my initial shock wears off, my first inclination is to blurt out an emphatic “yes,” without a second thought. I’m ready to take that leap of faith with him regardless of what’s on the other side.

But then, just before I open my mouth to agree, I remember that the last time I leapt blindly with Julien I crashed and burned. Spectacularly. Those scars are still healing. This time, I refuse to ignore that niggling voice that tells me Julien and I shouldn’t be moving at such a breakneck pace, especially after the hot disaster we created our first go around. I need to be more guarded this time.

After I swallow my bite and blot my mouth with a napkin, I remind him in a dry tone, “You do know that we’ve only been back together for two minutes, right? Technically, I still live in New York!”

“But not for long,” he counters, “And if you’re going to move here anyway, you might as well move in with me.”

“What are you talking about?” I cry in exasperation, “Julien, we can’t live together! We’ve never even been on a real date!”

He favors me with a melodramatic pout. “The fact that you’ve already forgotten our time here in Atlanta breaks my heart. I may never recover.”

I growl out his name in consternation, unwilling to let myself be distracted by his teasing charm. “You know what I mean! Why do we have to rush into anything? We can get to know each other like an actual couple.”

“What is dating supposed to accomplish? Seems like a waste of time to me.”

The impatient edge in his tone raises my hackles. I level him with a narrowed glare. “You think that dating me is a waste of your time?”

“You date someone when you’re trying to figure out what you want, Iyah!” Julien argues, “I know what I want!”

Unspoken is his charge that I might not know what I want and that helps to dampen my igniting spurt of irritation with him. “I know what I want too,” I reassure him, “I want you. But how are we supposed to go from zero contact with each other for nearly two years to living together after one day?”

“Easy. We Google and see what’s out there.”

I almost fall into his ready smile and agree to his capricious demands because he’s so damned earnest when he makes them. But then also there’s the tiny, insidious voice inside of me that wonders if he’d once said something similar to Kate Leland. I haven’t forgotten that Julien had been devoted to her once too, and that hadn’t ended very well. It’s not that I doubt his sincerity, but I’m hesitant to place my full confidence in him, which seems hypocritical considering I’m the reason his feelings for her changed. But I’m also aware that if those feelings shifted with her, maybe they can shift with me too. It’s a scary thought. I can’t risk losing my head with him again. 

“We need to be sensible this time,” I argue, “We can’t get caught up in emotion. There are several steps we need to take before we even consider living together, Julien.”

I can tell he’s getting aggravated with me even before he demands curtly, “Steps like what?”

“Like being an actual couple! Getting to know each other’s families. Spending holidays together. Going on vacation! You know...stuff normal people do!”

“How does living together keep us from doing any of that, Iyah?”

“What about my parents?”

“What about them?”

“You haven’t met them yet, and...they kinda hate you,” I reveal with marked reluctance.

He doesn’t take my warning seriously at first. That much is clear from his reactive bark of laughter. He quickly sobers, however, when I don’t share his careless amusement. “What are you saying? How can they hate me?” he sputters, “They don’t even know me!”

“Well, they know of you...”

His features gradually become shuttered with my nervous hedging. “You told them about what happened with Kate, didn’t you?” he discerns softly. When I nod, he mutters a defeated curse under his breath. “Great.”

“It’s not just the Kate thing though. I...kind of spiraled a little bit after we broke up.”

Julien’s expression closes further, darkening with mounting dread. “Define ‘spiraled a little bit.’”

“I was on antidepressants for six months after.” The series of self-deprecating expletives that follow makes me flinch. “Will you calm down?” I admonish, “I’m fine now. Besides, it was about more than just you.”

That reassurance obviously provides Julien with very little comfort because his expression remains darkened with shame and remorse. “So, that’s what you meant when you said it took you almost a year to get over everything.”

“Yeah... I was in therapy for a while after. Sometimes I still have sessions when I’m not coping well. It’s helped me to process a lot of suppressed feelings, not just the stuff about you.”

“But what happened with us is what triggered everything, isn’t it?”

“I guess if you want to be technical about it...”

“Goddamn it, Iyah.” 

He hops from the bed and starts to pace the length of his room in caged circles, his jaw tight with anguish. The last time I saw him this agitated, he broke up with me. It’s not a good memory. 

“How bad did it get?” he asks, and it sounds like the words are being ripped out of him. “Did you...uh...were you...?”

“No,” I answer quickly when he trails off into agonized silence, “I wasn’t suicidal. I was depressed for a little while. That’s all.” 

Julien literally slumps forward with a shuddering breath of relief. I find it vaguely ironic that he’s displaying more raw emotion over my possible suicidal ideation than he had when he recounted his own literal suicide attempt. He can brush off his own emotional trauma with dismissive ease, but not mine. Maybe because he feels solely responsible for that trauma. Either way, he looks like he’s going to be physically ill, and I just want to put him out of his misery.

“Don’t beat yourself up about it,” I whisper, “I’m the one who was stupid enough to get involved with a guy I knew was unavailable from the start. I played myself.”

He responds to my blunt summation with a mocking thumbs up. “Thanks. That really helps to lessen all the shame and guilt. I feel better.”

“You’re not the only one who struggled with guilt and shame. Besides, it wasn’t meant to be a dig at you, Julien. I was just as much at fault over what happened as you were.”

“But I went after you. I was the one in a relationship, Iyah. Not you.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t have to give in,” I reason with a shrug.

He’s silent for a tense beat before he asks in a near inaudible whisper, “Do you wish that you hadn’t?”

I don’t hesitate for a second in my response. “Never.”

The tension gradually ebbs from his stony features and is replaced with a timid smile. He scrambles back into the bed to pepper my face and neck with fervent kisses, impervious to the chaos he creates when he knocks the empty plates and glasses from the serving tray. “God, I love you so much! It’s going to be different this time. I promise you!”

I take that promise and press it into my heart, holding it there as tightly as I can. “I love you too,” I whisper back to him when he eases me back into the bed and follows me down with a widening grin. “But try not to let it go to your head.”
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“I don’t want to fight. I’m only calling you back as a courtesy.”

I pull the hem of Julien’s graphic tee down more securely over my bare knees while simultaneously keeping myself balanced on the lip of the bathtub. This phone call to my mother feels mature. After all, I could have avoided addressing my parents’ concerns for the entirety of this trip, especially because I had been thoughtful enough to text them as soon as I landed in Atlanta. I don’t live under their roof any longer. In all honesty, they’re no longer entitled to know my comings and goings. I’m being magnanimous even giving them this much. At least, I was willing to alleviate any concern they might have for my safety. That was more than enough.

Still, a grudging part of me acknowledges that this phone call was the absolute bare minimum that I could give to them. After all they’d done for me, they deserved much more than a surly check-in after four days of silence. I know all of this, yet I’m resentful because I know that this concession won’t come without their intense judgment too. And because I anticipated that, I wisely took the path of least resistance by phoning my mother rather than my father. Conversation with her, however, is only marginally easier.

“Thank you for letting us know that you’re not dead in a ditch somewhere,” she admonishes me.

“Did you really think for a second that I was dead in a ditch, Mom?”

“I don’t know what to think these days. You’re far too impulsive for me to predict what you’re going to do from one moment to the next, Aiona.” 

The fact that she’s using my full name is telling. She only does that when she’s supremely aggravated with me. Her tone puts me on notice and allows me to prepare mentally for her next observation. 

“I’m assuming you’re still with him then.”

“Of course I’m with him. I flew out here to see him, remember?”

“Yes. Because you needed to ‘resolve your feelings for him,’” she says, and I can imagine the air quotes she throws around the final part of that statement. “Have you done that yet?”

“Why do you have to sound so unhappy about it? It’s not like he’s an axe murderer!”

Though the accusation is filled with righteous ire, I reluctantly acknowledge to myself that her attitude is valid. That’s the very reason I’m currently cloistered away in the small bathroom of my hotel room and sneaking this phone call while Julien sleeps soundly in my bed. I don’t want him to overhear me. After the tumultuous day we’ve just endured, the last thing I want is for him to be fully aware of how much my parents disapprove of him.

Yesterday morning, we had our first official fight as a couple. I place special emphasis on “as a couple” because we have a history of verbally sparring with one another, even when we were just friends. For as long as I’ve known Julien Caffrey, he has possessed a knack for saying stupid stuff that gets under my skin, though most often with the best intentions. It’s inevitable that his White perspective is going to conflict with my Black reality from time to time, but we’ve always managed to talk through our misunderstandings because I know he’s not going out of his way to be an ass. He sincerely wants to understand. This most recent fight wasn’t a misunderstanding though. He took my decision not to live together personally.

We had been tangled together in his bed when I resolved to be firm about it. When he first asked, I had hedged my refusal, giving him the false impression that I might be inclined to change my mind, but I knew I couldn’t let that ambiguity stand between us indefinitely. Eventually, I’d need to be direct with him, and so I chose my moment in the least direct way possible.

Julien was half-dozing, pliant and lethargic after an intense session of early morning lovemaking. I was hoping he would be relaxed enough to process my refusal without too much pushback. I’d severely miscalculated. As soon as I suggested finding a place of my own, he was instantly awake...and combative.

“Why would you do that?” he demanded, scowl already forming.

“It’s too soon to live together, Julien. We’re not ready.”

“We’re not ready, or you’re not ready?”

“Both actually! I just got out of a serious relationship! I don’t want to rush into anything.”

“You broke up with him weeks ago! Are you still hung up on him or something?”

“I can’t believe you’re asking me that!”

“What the hell am I supposed to think then?”

I wisely refrain from recapping that conversation for my mother. “It’s going great, by the way,” I inform her with heavy sarcasm, “Thanks for asking.”

“It’s not like you gave us any time to adjust to your plan! One minute you were calling us to say you were flying out to Atlanta to see him and the next thing we knew you were on the plane! You never even said you were talking to him again!”

“It wasn’t a spur of the moment decision,” I argue weakly, “I had been thinking about it for a while.”

“You never said anything.”

This probably isn’t a good time to tell her that, technically, I never said anything to Julien either. I just showed up on his doorstep with no advanced warning. The most conversation we’ve had since that night in New York has been during the few days I’ve been here and, unfortunately, most of that hasn’t been great because we’ve been arguing back and forth about living together.

He’d all but accused me of stringing him along which I think is unfair and unfounded, especially because my caution was an understandable byproduct of his bullshit. The twenty minute car ride back to my hotel (because he refused to let me call an Uber even when he was furious with me) had been tense and painful. We stayed locked in a stubborn standoff of silence until Julien made the first overture when I started to climb from the car.

“Do you really want to be with me, Iyah?” he’d asked thickly, “If you don’t, just tell me now and get it over with.”

When I turned back to face him, I found him staring at me with glistening eyes and for the first time I realized that he wasn’t just angry over not getting his way. I had hurt him, and he was scared of losing me. That realization softened me like nothing else.

“That’s not it. I love you, Julien. What we have is important. I don’t want to mess it up.”

“Neither do I.”

I invited him up to my room under the pretense of “talking.” That was my intention. But we ended up spending the remainder of the morning in bed instead. We left briefly to find food and purchase a few personal items but, for the most part, we’ve remained cloistered in my room. I was good with that arrangement until 7 a.m. when my cell phone vibrated to life with three urgent words. Please call me. 

So here I am now, yielding to that motherly plea. But this phone call was meant to be a quick reassurance of my safety and that was all. I hadn’t wanted to engage in a protracted argument revolving around what she deemed as “poor life choices.” I should have anticipated that she wasn’t going to let me off the hook that easily.

“I don’t know why you’re acting so outraged,” Mom chides me, “If your father and I have a poor impression of the young man, it’s because you gave us one!”

I wither internally with the accusation because, yet again, my mother makes a valid point. After everything had gone to hell with Julien, I hadn’t painted him in the most positive light to them, which was reasonable given the circumstances. From my perspective, he had used me to scratch an itch before he went crawling back to his fiancée. It had never occurred to me back then that Julien had deliberately pushed me away due to his own self-loathing or that he’d harbored any real love for me. I’d felt used and abandoned and I had wanted to put him out of my mind and heart forever.

Now it’s too late to walk back all those negative statements. I’ve imprinted that partial picture of Julien in my parents’ minds, and I can’t alter it. Because it’s too convoluted to explain how his lack of self-worth had catalyzed the whole downward spiral, I settle with an emphatic, “Mom, I love him! I really love him. I want you to give him a chance!”

“I know you love him. I can’t change your mind about that. But it’s too soon to uproot your entire life for him, Iyah!”

“I’m not uprooting my entire life.”

“Two months ago, you were dating someone that you described to me as ‘a steadying force in your life.’ I thought you were getting serious about him.”

“I...I was.”

“But then you tossed all of that aside the second Julien came back into the picture. That concerns me. You’re not even in a relationship with this boy, and you’re already back to making rash decisions again! That’s not good!”

“That’s not Julien’s fault!” I flare defensively because I know very well how fickle my actions the past few months make me appear. “And my decision to come here wasn’t ‘rash.’ I have never fallen out of love with him, Mom!”

She sighs plaintively, as if the avowal disheartens her. “I feel like your judgment becomes seriously impaired whenever you’re with that boy. I don’t like it.”

“This is why I didn’t want to call you,” I mumble gruffly, “I knew you would be like this!”

“Like what?”

“Judgmental and intolerant,” I cry, “I already told you that there were misunderstandings between us.”

“Yes. I know. You thought he was married when he wasn’t,” she replies impatiently, “That doesn’t change the fact that he actively pursued you while he was engaged to someone else. What kind of person does that?”

“It’s not that simple.”

“So you keep telling me.”

“If you’ve already made up your mind that I’m making a huge mistake then what’s the point of continuing this conversation?”

“Oh my God, Aiona! Grow up!” she snaps, “Your father and I have good reason to be concerned. We were the ones who had to scrape you together last year after that boy destroyed you, remember? All I’m asking is that you not be so quick to rush into anything with him this time.”

“I’m not!” Her response to that is an ambivalent grunt, possibly because my impromptu trip to Atlanta weakens the veracity of my claim, but I’m determined to convince her, nonetheless. “It’s true! For your information, Julien asked me to move in with him. I told him no.”

“He wants to live together?” she utters dubiously, “You’ve only been out there four days!” She falls curiously silent, and I can practically hear her thoughts turning in her head even before she asks with weary hesitance, “Iyah, are you sleeping with him again?”

My face grows hot with the question though I give a show of superior bravado when I reply, “That’s none
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