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Introduction

There comes a moment in many women's lives when they must confront an uncomfortable but liberating truth: the way they've been choosing love isn't working.

For Victoria Renee Draper, that moment came when she was thirty-one years old, on what should have been an ordinary Tuesday that turned into anything but.

She'd come home early from a work trip to Savannah, her client presentation wrapping up a day ahead of schedule. Excited, she'd stopped at the bakery for Kenny's favorite, a massive Opera Cake: twelve servings of chocolate and coffee buttercream perfection. She'd grabbed a silver balloon that said "You're #1" and driven straight to his apartment, giddy with the thought of surprising him for his birthday.

She'd let herself in with her key, balancing the cake box and balloon, already rehearsing her entrance: Happy birthday, baby. I couldn't wait to see you.

That's when she heard the sounds from the bedroom.

Victoria had stood frozen in the hallway, the balloon bobbing stupidly above her head, reality crashing down as she recognized the voices—Kenny's and another woman's. His ex-girlfriend Simone.

She'd entered the bedroom and thrown the cake before she knew what she was doing. It hit the pair and exploded, buttercream and ganache erupting across Kenny's bare chest, splattering Simone's shocked face, coating the sheets Victoria had washed just last week.

Now she sat alone in the house her great-aunt had left her, mascara streaking down her face, the image of their stunned expressions burned into her memory. Kenny had called seventeen times. Left messages she'd deleted without listening to. 

Finally, she'd texted him they were done and blocked his number.

And sitting there on her living room floor at nearly midnight, Victoria asked herself the question she'd been avoiding for years:

Why do I keep ending up here?

Victoria isn't a cautionary tale. She's a success story, at least on paper. Rising architect in Atlanta. Six-figure salary. A beautiful home. The kind of woman who turned a childhood in Englewood, Chicago into a career building space that feel like home for other people. She escaped poverty, loss, and violence. She put herself through college working two jobs. She made something of herself when the odds said she wouldn't.

But when it came to love? She kept choosing men who left. Men who hurt her. Men who looked good on the surface but crumbled under pressure. Men who couldn't see her value because she'd never been taught to see it herself.

And the pattern kept repeating.

Maybe you know this pattern. Maybe you've lived it.

Maybe you grew up watching your mother struggle alone, listening to a chorus of women speak about men like they were problems to be managed instead of partners to be cherished. Maybe your father wasn't there to show you what a good man looks like. Maybe the first time you fell in love, it broke something in you that never quite healed. Maybe you've been successful in every area of your life except this one, and you can't figure out why.

Maybe, like Victoria, you've started to wonder if healthy, lasting love is even meant for you.

Here's what Victoria didn't know at thirty-one: You can't choose a good man if you don't know what a good man looks like. And you can't recognize a good man if you don't believe you deserve one.

Victoria had never seen a healthy partnership up close. Not in her home. Not in her neighborhood. Not in the relationships that surrounded her growing up. She had no blueprint for love, only a broken template built from abandonment, violence, and women who sacrificed themselves for men who didn't stay.

So she kept building relationships on a foundation of sand, then wondered why they collapsed.

This is her story. Her journey from that hollow birthday night to something she never thought possible: clarity. Not perfection, simple clarity. The kind that comes from finally understanding that the problem wasn't that she was unlovable. The problem was that she'd been choosing from the wrong instruction manual her entire life.

This story follows Victoria through eleven lessons from a book that changed her perspective, and one final chapter where she puts it all together. You'll watch her stumble, resist, break open, and rebuild. You'll see her confront the patterns she inherited and the pain she carried in silence. You'll witness the moment she realizes that choosing a man isn't about tricks or tactics, it's about knowing who you are first.

If you've ever felt like Victoria, successful in so many ways but lost when it comes to love, this story is for you.

If you've ever wondered why you keep attracting the same type of person in different packaging, this story is for you.

If you've ever been told you're "too much" or "not enough," and started to believe it, this story is for you.

Because here's the radical truth Victoria had to learn:

You are not broken. Your blueprint is.

And blueprints can be redrawn.

This is the story of how Victoria learned to choose differently, starting with choosing herself.

Welcome to her transformation.

Maybe it will spark your own.
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Chapter One: The Shoe That Pointed the Way

[image: ]


Victoria's Living Room – 11:47 p.m.

The suit jacket lay crumpled near the front door where Victoria had flung it the moment she walked in. Her purse had landed with a violent thud on the coffee table, contents spilling: lipstick, keys, receipts from the work trip she'd cut short. And her heels. She'd kicked them off with such force that one had sailed straight up into the overhead vent with a metallic clang, while the other had somehow lodged itself on the bookshelf against the wall, hanging there at an odd angle, pointing. 

Now Victoria sat on the floor, her back against the couch, knees pulled to her chest, staring at nothing.

She'd pictured this night so differently.

The work trip to Savannah had wrapped early; the client loved her designs for the community center, signed off on everything a day ahead of schedule. She'd been elated. Giddy, even. For once, she'd let herself feel hopeful about more than just her career. She and Kenny had been together eight months. Eight good months, or so she'd thought. He'd been talking about her meeting his family. About weekend trips to the mountains. About the future.

So she'd stopped at Publix on the way back to Atlanta, bought a birthday cake—his birthday was today, hence her rush to get back to Atlanta—and she bought a large silver balloon that said "You're #1." She'd felt happy and light. Like maybe this time it would be different.

She'd used her key to let herself into his apartment, already rehearsing the surprise in her head: Happy birthday, baby. I couldn't wait to see you.

The sounds reached her first. Then she'd seen them: Kenny and Simone, his ex-girlfriend, tangled in sheets Victoria had washed just last week.

She'd thrown the cake.

Not gently. Not with aim or thought or any civilized intention. She'd hurled the entire box with every ounce of her hurt and fury, and it sailed through the air like a frosting-filled missile before making direct impact with Kenny's bare back.

The Opera Cake exploded.

Twelve servings of chocolate sponge, coffee buttercream, and dark chocolate ganache detonated on contact. Layers separated mid-air in slow motion—or maybe that was just how Victoria's brain processed it—chunks of cake flying in every direction like delicious shrapnel. Buttercream splattered across Kenny's shoulders and down his spine in thick, obscene globs. Simone's face caught a direct hit of ganache that slid down her cheek like mud. The top layer—perfectly intact a second ago—landed upside down on the pillow between their heads with a wet splat.

Frosting coated everything. The sheets. The headboard. Kenny's hair and back. The entire side of Simone's face and bare shoulder. A particularly large piece of chocolate sponge stuck to the wall and slowly, almost theatrically, slid down toward the floor, leaving a brown smear in its wake.

The silver "You're #1" balloon had escaped Victoria's grip and had floated cheerfully to the ceiling, bobbing there like a celebration while the three of them froze: Kenny and Simone staring at her in absolute shock, mouths open, covered in what should have been a birthday surprise, and Victoria staring back at them, chest heaving, the empty cake box on the floor at her feet.

It would have been comical if Victoria's heart wasn't shattering in real time. If she couldn't feel the exact moment trust broke into pieces as small and irreparable as the cake layers scattered across Kenny's bed. If the image of them together—tangled, breathless, caught—wasn't burning itself into her memory with the kind of clarity that would haunt her for weeks.

Kenny opened his mouth—probably to say her name, probably to start the apologies and explanations she already knew she'd never believe.

Victoria simply shook her head, turned and walked out.

She didn't run. Didn't slam the door. Just walked, with her head high and her vision blurring, leaving behind a disaster that would probably take hours to clean and a relationship that had been rotting from the inside while she'd been too busy trying to make it work to notice the smell.

The balloon stayed behind, still bobbing at the ceiling.

Still insisting someone was number one.

Just not her.
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She didn't remember the drive home. Didn't remember unlocking her front door or the tantrum that followed. But now her throat was raw from wailing and sobbing, her eyes swollen, and her phone wouldn't stop buzzing.

Kenny (6 missed calls)

Kenny: Victoria PLEASE let me explain

Kenny: It was a mistake we were drinking

Kenny: Baby this is the first time I swear

Kenny: She came over upset and one thing led to another

Kenny: I love YOU. Please call me

Victoria stared at the messages, her vision blurring with fresh tears. Her thumbs hovered over the screen. Then she typed:

Victoria: I don't care. I don't do cheats. We're done. We'll figure out how to exchange our stuff later. Don't contact me unless it's about that.

She hit send, then powered off the phone.

The silence that followed felt both like relief and like drowning.

Victoria let her head fall back against the couch. Thirty-one years old. Thirty-one years, and this was where she kept ending up. Alone on her floor, crying over another man who didn't value her.

What is wrong with me?

The question burned. It wasn't rhetorical anymore. She genuinely didn't know.

Marcus before Kenny—sweet but unreliable, always about to show up but never quite there. Before him, David, who loved the idea of her but couldn't handle the reality. Before him, Lawrence, who said she was "too intense" when she asked where the relationship was going after a year. Before him, Bernardo, who'd—

She squeezed her eyes shut. She didn't want to think about Bernardo.

And before all of them, way back when she still believed in fairytales, there was Tony. She was fifteen years old and in love, and he'd disappeared like smoke when she told him she was pregnant. His parents had shipped him to Tennessee within days, saving his future by erasing her from it.

Why do I keep choosing wrong?

Victoria wiped at her eyes with the heels of her palms, smearing mascara across her cheeks. She should get up. Wash her face. Go to bed. Pretend tomorrow would feel different.

But as she dropped her hands, something caught her eye.

Her shoe. The one lodged on the bookshelf.

It was hanging at an odd angle, the heel pointing directly at something. Victoria squinted through her tears. A book. The heel was pointing at a book.

She pushed herself up off the floor, and walked over to the shelf. The shoe had wedged itself between a coffee table photography book and a row of novels she'd been meaning to read for years. But the heel was aimed—almost comically precise—at a slim paperback she didn't recognize.

Victoria pulled the shoe free and tossed it aside. Then she slid the book out.

How to Choose a Man: A Criminologist's Guide

Victoria turned the book over in her hands, and the back cover made her pause.

No words. No author bio. No promises.

Just an image.

A corkboard that bore what looked like someone's serious work. At the center, a large heart-shaped cutout of a street map; red thread stretched across it, connecting small red hearts pinned at various map locations. Some connections were straight and clear. Others looped back on themselves or branched off, creating a web that was complex but not chaotic. Intentional, not random.

Around the heart map: polaroid photos of men, sticky notes in different colors, dried roses.

Victoria stared at it, something shifting in her chest.

This wasn't chaos. This was methodology. A process mapped out step by step.

The red thread connecting the hearts wasn't showing failure—it was showing progression. The path from confusion to clarity, from repeating mistakes to recognizing patterns. Each element represented what? A checkpoint? A lesson learned. A map. Because you can’t reach your destination if you don’t know where you’re starting from.

Victoria reckoned this book wasn’t just about what can go wrong with a relationship, rather, it was going to show the reader how to map her own patterns, how to identify routes that led to dead ends, how to navigate toward something better.

Step by step. Pin by pin. Thread by thread.

Victoria turned the book back to the front cover. How to Choose a Man.  Celeste, her best friend, had given the book to her some months ago.  She’d been raving about it, waving it around during brunch like it was scripture.

"Girl, this book CHANGED me. I'm serious. You need to read it."

Victoria had smiled and nodded and promised she would "when she had time," knowing full well she had no intention of reading some self-help dating book. She wasn't that desperate.

Or she hadn't been.

Now, standing in her living room at midnight, mascara streaked down her face, one shoe in a vent and another on the floor, her boyfriend's betrayal still fresh, Victoria felt something shift.

Maybe she was finally that desperate.

Or maybe—and this felt more true—she was just tired. Tired of the same story. Tired of wondering what was wrong with her. Tired of building beautiful spaces for everyone else while her own life remained empty.

She opened the book.

The introduction began on the first page, and Victoria started to read,

“Imagine this: It's 11 p.m. You just watched another mindless romantic movie where everything magically falls into place. As the credits roll, a hollow feeling creeps in. Another year has passed, and you are not any closer to finding the love you deeply desire. You ask yourself the same painful question: Why am I still single? 

There comes a moment in every person’s life when they must confront an uncomfortable but liberating truth: your relationships aren’t working. Maybe you’ve been stuck in a cycle of dating the wrong people. Maybe you keep pouring yourself into connections that drain you more than they fill you. Maybe you’ve begun to wonder if healthy, lasting love is even meant for you at all. 

If that sounds familiar, then it may be time for something radical. Not just another self-help trick. Not another dating tip. What you need is a reset. A full, unapologetic, deep-cleaning reset. It’s time for a change. 

That's what this book is about.”

Victoria closed the book slowly, pressing it against her chest. Her heart was pounding—not from panic, but from something else. Recognition. The kind that felt like being seen through a window you didn't know was open.

"That's me," she whispered to the empty room. "All of it. That's me."

She looked down at the cover again. How to Choose a Man: A Criminologist's Guide.

A small, broken laugh escaped her. Here she was at thirty-one, a successful architect, homeowner, six-figure salary, and she needed a guide to figure out why she kept choosing men who hurt her.

But maybe that was okay. Maybe needing help wasn't weakness. Maybe it was just... honesty.

Victoria glanced at the clock on the mantle. 12:14 a.m. She had a client meeting at nine, emails to return, a site visit in the afternoon.

She could go to bed. Pretend this night never happened. Wake up and be professional Victoria, the one who had it all together.

Or she could dare to change.

The thought settled over her like a challenge. How many more years would she spend like this? How many more Kennys and Marcuses and Davids? How many more years of building beautiful homes for other people while living alone in hers?

Victoria looked at the book in her hands, and she felt resolve bloom in her heart.

"Okay," she said aloud, her voice steadier than she felt. "Okay. Let's do this."

But first, she needed to breathe. To release the knot of humiliation and anger still coiled in her chest. To wash this night off her skin.
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Victoria headed to the bathroom and turned the faucets on full blast. The old pipes groaned and sputtered before water finally gushed into the clawfoot tub.

She stood, catching her reflection in the mirror before the steam could blur it.

Thirty-one years old. Five-seven in bare feet, though she usually added three inches with heels that made her feel more in control of rooms that didn't always want to make space for her. Her body was curvy but strong; a runner's build earned over years of track meets and early morning miles when the world felt too loud and running was the only way to quiet it. Even now, when life got heavy, she laced up her running shoes and let the pavement absorb what she couldn't say out loud.

Her skin was a warm blend of her parents—Black mother, white father—though her father had been more idea than presence. She'd inherited his hazel eyes, the kind that shifted between green, gold, and brown depending on the light, and a constellation of freckles sprinkled across her nose and cheekbones that darkened every summer. Her hair fell in loose, shiny spirals past her shoulders, the natural dark brown catching copper highlights when the sun hit it right. Curls her mother used to call "good hair" in a tone that meant both a blessing and burden, a reminder of the strange politics of beauty in their world, where praise always came with a quiet warning.

Growing up, Victoria had been too light for some spaces and too dark for others. Her brothers—Bobby, James, and Tyrie—each had different fathers, Black men who came and went like the weather. Sometimes they’d look at her like she was something they couldn’t quite place. The kids in Englewood had no such confusion. High yellow. Oreo. Mixed girl. She’d learned to keep her head down, to stay quiet and small—while Celeste, her best friend since middle school, did the fighting neither of them should’ve had to do.

Victoria turned away from the mirror and focused on the tub, turning off the water.

She opened the cabinet under the sink and pulled out her stash: lavender bath salts in a mason jar, eucalyptus bombs still in their plastic wrapping, rose oil she'd bought on a whim at a farmer's market and never used. Tonight felt like the right time to use them all.

Victoria twisted off the mason jar lid and poured a generous handful of salts into the water. They dissolved in clouds of white and purple, releasing their scent into the steam. She unwrapped two bath bombs—why not?—and dropped them in. They fizzed and spun, turning the water a soft, milky lavender. Finally, she added a few drops of rose oil, watching them bead and spread across the surface. 

The steam rose thick and fragrant, fogging the mirror deeper until her reflection disappeared completely.

Victoria walked to her bedroom, tugging at the fitted blouse she’d been wearing since morning—wrinkled now, damp with sweat and tears. She unbuttoned it, letting it slide off her shoulders, then shimmied out of the pencil skirt. The control-top stockings followed, then the bra she’d been eager to be free of since noon.

She stood for a moment in the quiet, bare feet pressing against the cool hardwood. What she needed now wasn’t elegance or effort, it was softness.

From the bottom drawer of her dresser, she pulled out her comfort clothes: an oversized Howard University T-shirt, and a pair of worn cotton shorts with a waistband that had long since given up. The kind of clothes meant for exhaling.

With them in hand, she padded back to the bathroom, ready to wash the day away.

She set the clothes on the bathroom counter within easy reach, then tested the water with her hand. Perfect. Slowly, Victoria lowered herself in—first her ankles, then her calves, her thighs, her hips—until the heat claimed her body inch by inch. The water rose to her collarbones as she leaned back, nestling her head against a rolled towel she’d tucked into the curve of the porcelain rim. The cotton cradled her neck just right.

Her curls, loosely piled on top of her head, had begun to slip free, stray spirals curling in the damp air. Steam caught at the ends, making them glisten like threads of bronze beneath the bathroom light. 

The scent surrounded her—lavender, eucalyptus, rose. The bath bombs had turned the water silky, softening everything they touched.

For a long moment, Victoria just existed there. Eyes closed. Breathing slow. No Kenny. No humiliation. Just water and heat and the sound of her own breath evening out.

Her shoulders dropped. The tightness in her jaw released. She felt her body remembering what it was like to not be braced for impact.

When she finally opened her eyes, she reached for the bamboo bath caddy she'd positioned across the tub. It held a lit candle, and centered carefully so it wouldn't get wet—the book.

How to Choose a Man: A Criminologist's Guide.

Victoria lifted the book with both hands, careful to keep it above the steam. The spine cracked softly as she opened it—softened from use.

Pages fell open easily, their corners folded down in places. Blue ink curved along the margins in Celeste's unmistakable scrawl: YES, This right here, Read this twice. 

Victoria's smile came slow and unexpected. She could practically hear her friend's voice in those notes, emphatic and sure, the way Celeste got when she believed in something with her whole heart. 

She adjusted the book on the caddy, angling it toward the light, and found Chapter One.

Victoria took a breath—lavender and eucalyptus filling her lungs—and began to read.
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Chapter Two: The Weight of Bad Debt

[image: ]


Sixteen Years Earlier

The house in Englewood Chicago was never quiet; it was stuffy, crowded, filled with the weight of too many lives pressed together in too little space. Fifteen-year-old Victoria lay on the top bunk in the bedroom she shared with Gigi, her grandmother's gentle snoring the only peaceful sound in a home that always seemed to vibrate with tension. Her mother had her own room down the hall, and her brothers crammed into the other small bedroom, but space was always at a premium, privacy always just out of reach.

It had been two days since she'd told Tony about the pregnancy. Two days of waiting by the phone, of walking past the corner store where they used to meet after school, of checking every place they'd ever hung out together. He'd promised to help her, had held her hands and said all the right things, but now those words felt as empty as the phone call that never came.

Victoria finally gathered the courage to walk to his house, her stomach churning with more than morning sickness. She stood on his front porch, facing his mother's hard stare.

"He's gone," Tony's mother said firmly, not even opening the screen door. "Staying with family for the summer. His planned life is not going to be derailed by some little hussy that’s trying to trap him with a baby."

The words hit Victoria like a sledge hammer.  Trap him? As if she had orchestrated this, as if she had wanted to be fifteen and pregnant and terrified. She walked home in a daze, understanding for the first time that the boy who had whispered promises in her ear was just as capable of disappearing as any grown man.

When she finally told her mother, the response was swift and practical. By week's end, Victoria found herself in a sterile clinic, and somehow her body never felt the same after that. Her mind either. She learned that summer that love could vanish without warning, that promises meant nothing when inconvenient, and that she would always be expendable when a man's "planned life" was at stake.

***
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Present Day

Victoria blinked awake to the weight of sunlight spilling across her bedroom floor. The afternoon had already arrived without her, unapologetic in its brightness. She stretched, feeling the lingering warmth of deep, unhurried sleep in her limbs. Last night’s long soak had dissolved the edges of her thoughts, and afterward she’d slipped into bed with the book, reading until her eyes surrendered and the pages blurred into dreams.

Now, in the quiet hum of her home, she padded into the kitchen and set the book on the marble island. She fixed herself some breakfast: the sizzle of bacon in the pan, the spring sound from the toaster, the whisking of eggs in a small bowl and the brewing of coffee.  The steady scrape of the spatula, the warmth rising from the stovetop—all of it grounded her in the moment. Yet beneath it all, the book’s words lingered, nudging her to look closer at herself.  

Victoria found herself tracing threads backwards, to patterns she had once called the normal reality for many women, but that she now saw more clearly. Her father, absent like a missing wall in a house that should have been sturdy. Her mother, present in body but distant in spirit—not out of coldness, but necessity. A woman who rose each day to bear the weight of survival, working long hours beyond the home.  And her grandmother Gigi filling the financial gaps with the in-home hair dressing appointments run out of their kitchen. Victoria remembered the smell of relaxer and pressed hair mingled with the constant hum of blow dryers serving as the soundtrack to her childhood.

It was a house alive with labor, with survival, but not always with tenderness. As a result, she’d learned early how to polish her own armor, how to present strength, how to measure worth by productivity. Standing at her own kitchen island now, surrounded by carefully chosen details and thoughtful touches, she could feel the connection between that girl and this woman. And for the first time, she wondered if her drive for control and order was less about taste and more about the hunger to create stability her younger self had missed.

Surrounded by all the proof of her achievements—the awards on the mantle, the coffee table book featuring her Meridian Theater restoration, the expensive art books stacked with the precision of someone who understood spatial harmony—she felt the familiar ache of recognition. Not the recognition that came from others, but the sting of seeing herself in the book she’d left open on the island. The woman described on those pages; wounded by absence, polished by necessity, driven to prove she mattered, wasn’t a stranger. She was looking at herself, laid bare in print. She had become someone who could design community for others but couldn’t create lasting connection for herself.

The pattern was so clear now that she’d been challenged to see it: David, who "needed to focus on his career." Lawrence, who "wasn't ready to be vulnerable." Marcus, who "valued their friendship too much to risk it." And now Kenny, whose version of the same song had played hours ago, infidelity.  

She had spent her entire career breathing new life into forgotten spaces, turning crumbling warehouses into luminous lofts, dilapidated theaters into thriving community landmarks, and neglected brownstones into homes that seemed to exhale with warmth. Victoria saw potential where others saw ruin; she understood structure, rhythm, and form, and she coaxed beauty from the most unyielding materials. With men, however, she realized she had done almost the opposite—falling in love with their potential rather than their reality, hoping to restore what wasn’t yet whole instead of choosing someone already complete.

***
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Twenty-Two Years Earlier

Nine-year-old Victoria sat on the hanging porch swing, legs swinging, wearing her best dress—the blue one with tiny flowers that Gigi had bought for her birthday. She'd been sitting there since three o'clock, watching every car that turned onto their block, waiting for her father to pick her up for the father-daughter dance at school.

Gigi had spent nearly an hour on her hair that morning, coaxing her curls into careful ringlets with the hot comb and styling gel, then tying it all back with a white satin ribbon. She'd even let Victoria wear a tiny bit of lip gloss—just a swipe, nothing her teacher would notice—and whispered, "You look beautiful, baby girl," before kissing her forehead.

Victoria had called her father twice that week to remind him about the dance. She’d called him on Tuesday evening, while her mother worked her second job at the restaurant. Victoria had dialed his number from the kitchen phone, the cord stretched long so she could pace. 

"Daddy? It's me. Don't forget about the dance on Saturday, okay? It starts at four."

"I got you, Vicky. Wouldn't miss it." He’d promised.

She'd called again on Thursday, just to be sure.

"I know, I know," he'd laughed, that easy sound that made her feel safe even through the phone line. "Saturday at four. I'll be there. And we’re gonna dance right?"

"All night daddy," she'd said, grinning so hard her cheeks hurt.

Now it was 6:47 p.m. The sky had gone from blue to pink to a deepening purple-gray. Streetlights
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