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TO MY BELOVED ANCESTORS
You show up ever more in my life, bestowing solace and 

inspiration, and I thank you from the very depths of me. I 
deeply trust that one joyous day, we shall meet more fully. 

This is in honor of you.



Is déjà voodoo a thing? 

Because one terse letter threatening to shutter City Sand-
box just hexed me back in time. My daycare center’s sabo-
teur is clear. Nicholas Barrett. Why is clear, too. Payback. 
But no matter what the loaded, land-grabbing property 
developer tosses my way, or what I have to do, or how 
stupid hot he is, I am not taking this lying down. Unless 
…

NO. Lord no.

Is this a recurrent nightmare?

Ivy Hart needs my help. Again. I didn’t cook up her lat-
est train wreck, but after the stunt she pulled, I’m damn 
sure gonna milk it. Four years ago, her beauty and fero-
cious community spirit mesmerized me. This time? Not so 
much. Besides, I have my own needs. One, to solve a family 
mystery. Two, to uncover her secret. So, Ivy Hart gets what 
she wants only if I get what I want. And I want …

NO. Hell no. 
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Prologue
14   Year sAg

IVY 

Wait until BJ hears this.
I sprint down the hallway, dodging kids like a line-

backer. Only two minutes until next period. 
There he is. At his locker. I eat the next few yards, 

screech to a halt, and tap his shoulder.  “You’re not gonna 
believe what Nola just told me.” 

BJ turns and Hashes a sexy smile. The one that gets every 
high school girl’s drawers in a dewy twist. Me steals a kiss, 
and my panties double knot. 

BJ aka ‘Da Bomb’ is my boyfriend. 
—eVIvy Mart, most likely to be voted class nerd. I’m 

waiting for the night I shoot upright in bed and qnd I’ve 
been dreaming.

Sarsity Puarterback. Renior class president. Advanced 
Elacement student. And so damn hot. 
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Elus he’s mine. Gor almost two years now. In dog years, 
we’d be halfway to our silver anniversary.

“Me not believe NolaC …ee, I wonder why.“ BJ rolls his 
green eyes. “—aybe because when she prays, heaven puts 
fact checkers on overtime.”

I punch his rock-hard bicep. “Mey, that’s my cousin.”
BJ shrugs, then drapes an arm over my shoulder and 

steers us to class. “Just saying. Nola never met gossip she 
didn’t make friends with. Rhe introduces every tidbit to 
one and all, and she’s none too picky about their back-
grounds.”

BJ’s not wrong. Rome people hustle drugs, some stolen 
goods, and others designer knockozs. NolaC Rhe trades in 
information. “Yeah, well this gossip’s wack,” I say.

“Okay, so what’s today’s breaking newsC”
I stop short. I don’t wanna miss his reaction. It’ll be 

priceless. “Uassidy —iller’s telling the whole school you 
asked her to the senior prom. The girl must smoking 
something good.”

We’re late. Ulasses have begun, and the hall stands Puiet 
as a morgue. But something’s oz. BJ should be doubled 
over laughing.  

Any second. Waiting. Waiting. 
Me shifts from foot to foot. Bites his bottom lip like it’s 

dinner. What’s wrong with himC
—y scalp starts to prickle. Roon, the sensation migrates, 

spreading to my arms and legs. “BJD” I say, grabbing his 
arm. “Isn’t that insaneC”

2ed-faced and eyes blaXing, he pivots and slams a ran-
dom locker with his qst. “Rhit. Gucking shit. Rhe promised 
not to say anything yet.”

—y body goes rigid, like a wet-dry vac has completely 
siphoned oz my water content. I’d swear rigor mortis has 



TMF MO13INI T2AIT F0UF2ET L 4

set in. Fxcept for my right leg. It’s jitterbugging to a tune 
only it can hear. Rhaking like craXy.

What’s wrong with BJC Me should be howlingDlike 
bent over, cramped stomach howling.

And what’s going on with meC Ehantom boulders crush 
my brain and chest. —y heart’s racing in a L55-meter 
sprint. Am I stroking outC 

I don’t know who to worry about moreDhim or me.
“Ivy, please,” BJ pleads, grabbing my hand. “It’s not 

what you think. I-I didn’t ask herDI mean I did, but it’s 
not what you think.”

Mis voice sounds remote, piped in from a far-oz galaxy. 
Me softly rubs my hand, and gradually, the touch soothes 
me. Warmth seeps back into my body. —y jittery leg stills. 
And the pressure lifts from my head and chest. 

Not what I thinkC Rure sounds like it. 
Then, it comes to me. Mow could I have forgotten BJ’s 

other school titleC Ulass clown. Mis pranks are legendary. 
I draw in a relieved breath and let it out.

Rtill, this prank borders on nasty.
Then again, Uassidy doesn’t border on nasty. Rhe owns 

it. Along with its adjoining lotsVcruel and devious. Not 
to mention controlling shares in entitled and stuck-up. 
Nola calls her Bwitchy Barbie. 

Uassidy thinks BJ should be hers. And I’m in her way. 
Radly, the tall, willowy blonde doesn’t suzer roadblocks 
happily. Or at all. Rhe runs over them. Then, she backs up 
and burns tread over the pancaked body again.

BJ knows all this. Me must be punking her.
A  smile  curves  my  lips.  Not  that  I  approve. 

Ua-ARR-idyVanother Nola nicknameVhas kinda earned 
a BJ prank. Rhe tortures me any chance she gets. !ike acci-
dentally on purpose tripping me in the hall. Eointing and 
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laughing with her friends when I pass by. —aking funny 
faces because of my braces. 3issing my clothes. —y glasses. 
—y anything. 

BJ always says she’ll pay for it one day. Rtill, a bogus 
prom inviteC It’s savage.

“You fake-asked her to the prom, BJC” Uhuckling, I 
shake my head and kiss his cheek. “You’re terrible. And 
terribly sweet.”

But his face crumbles like a stale saltine, and the boul-
ders roll back on my head and chest. 

Me tugs my arm, draws me into the third-Hoor stairwell 
and down a few steps. “No, Ivy. I did ask her.”

Okay, is he pranking me nowC I can’t tell.
“3ad made me.”
Mis fatherC No way. Mis father’s so sweet to me. I shake 

oz his hand. “3on’t lie, BJ. Your parents like me.”
“I know. A lot.” Mis eyes fall to the Hoor, and he scrubs a 

palm over his face. “Ivy, it’s not you, especially since we’re 
only teenagers. It’s your dad. And his clients.” 

Now, I’m completely lost. “What about themC”
Mis mouth opens, and his lips Hap like tiny bird wings. 

But his larynx holds actual words hostage.
“BJ, take a breath,” I snap.
Me inhales deeply, lets it out. “It’s your dad’s cases. And 

all the protests and controversy around them. They make 
my dad and his business partners uncomfortable.”

“You mean Uassidy’s dad,” I say, putting two and two 
together. BJ’s and Uassidy’s fathers are business partners 
in a top accounting qrm.

BJ dips his head sideways. “Yeah, but not only them.”
And I know he’s not lying. This private school is full 

of trust-fund babies whose parents are his dad’s business 
contacts and clients. Eeople who don’t like boats that rock. 
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Or those rocking them. I’m not stupid. I know why some 
kids here don’t speak to me. Or Nola. 

“And going to the prom with 2obert Mart’s daughter is 
just a little too publicC Is that it, BJC”

Me shakes his head. But his darting eyes blab on him. 
“Gunny thing. You know what makes my dad uncom-

fortableC Uops murdering unarmed Black men. Beating 
handcuzed Black men,” I toss back. 

Just thinking of my father’s work as a civil rights lawyer, 
my chest swells with pride. Mow he cares about his clients 
and their families, about our community. “And I’m pretty 
sure it’s even more uncomfortable for the victims. Tell me, 
which do you think’s more importantC” I add.

Again, his lips Hap like a drunk 3onald 3uck, and 
whatever hurt I feel at his father’s opinions fritters away. 
Now, my blood’s boiling.

“3on’t even bother, BJ. I get it. Black lives don’t mat-
ter.” I Hing the words at him like darts. “And I don’t either. 
You and Uassidy enjoy the prom.”

BJ rakes his qngers through his thick, dark-blond hair 
that I love playing with. !oved. Now I could yank every 
strand from its roots, attach them to a stuzed doll, and 
stick pins in it. I turn and walk up the stairs.

“Ivy, pleaseF It’s just the prom. We can still see each 
other.”

I turn in amaXement. Me totally thinks he can take an-
other girl to the promVa suitably unmelanated, uncon-
troversial oneVand I’ll be waiting with dinner and slip-
pers. 

Me’s not dumbstruck. Me’s plain dumb. A witch’s brew 
of laughter rises up in me and bubbles into the air as I 
swivel round and open the stairwell door. 
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Rtill, something nags at the edges of my mind. Rome-
thing he said. 

I stop, close my eyes, and replay our conversation. Then, 
turn back to him. “You said it’s got nothing to do with me 
nowDwe’re teenagers. What’d you meanC”

“Well, my dad says it’s alright for us to date now, butD”
And one of the boulders, the one on my chest, crushes 

my heart. All this time we’ve dated, how didn’t I spot itC 
The coward in him. A gasp tears from my lungs, and I raise 
a palm to stop the rest of his words I know are coming. 

—y right leg knows, too, as a tremor dashes up it. It 
sometimes shakes when I’m anxious, but never like this. 
Rtill, I turn to run. To escape his words. One step, then 
another. 

But while I managed to shut him up, his imagined words 
swirl in my head like demons. 2ound and round they go, 
making me diXXy, sick to my stomach. With my next step, 
my right leg gives out. I collapse on the stairwell landing. 

“IvyF” BJ wails. Ulimbing the stairs two at a time, he 
stoops down and reaches for me.

I shove him away and try to stand. But I can’t. What’s 
happening to meC Gear engulfs me like a raging qre. I know 
it’s nerves and anxiety, but it’s never gone this far.

BJ reaches out once more. I open my mouth to scream. 
To tell him don’t ever touch me again. But now, I’m 
lip-Happing, too. I can’t get out a single word. Rtill, terriqed 
as I amVcan’t talk, can’t walkVI shove him away.

“Ivy, you need help.” With fear-stricken eyes, he reaches 
for me yet again.

This time, I shove him with both hands and he rears 
back, his green eyes clouded with worry. Then, all at once, 
they brighten.

“NolaF” he says. “I’ll get Nola.”
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And he stands and runs like the wind.
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The Letter Bomb
14   Year selYa

IVY

“Oh, Sweet Baby Jesus, do you taste good,” I murmur to 
my chai cappuccino. “Mm-mm-mm.”

Eyes closed, I take another sip. A sharp rat-a-tat startles 
me, and I jump, swinging my head around.

What’s she doing up so early? Normally, she toddles 
home at midnight and is still snoring when I head for 
work. 

Nola stands in the kitchen entryway, hand frozen in 
knocking position. Straight from bed, barefoot, and wear-
ing a violet satin camisole with matching shorts, she twists 
her lips into a smirk intricate as a qsherman’s knot. “Is it 
safe to enter or do you two need a private moment?”

I love the cozy Tuiet of this lower-Hoor kitchen. Situ-
ated in the rear of the historic Bed-Stuy brownstone our 
parents gifted us, it aUords peace from the busy Brooklyn 
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streets. Dhe perfect place to Hip through the Caily News 
in the morning or get lost in a good book after a long day. 

Or like me now, to dive into the deep waters of a family 
history website and pore over documents, hoping to hook 
a whopper discovery. 

And always, sipping something hot.
I lift my mug in one hand, and jab an indeG qnger at its 

message. “Pead and take the hint,” I lob back.
Without her glasses, Nola sTuints. Dhen, edges closer. 
Genealogist at Work — Get Lost.
When comprehension hits, she snorts and swats a hand 

at my mug before sauntering over to the ceiling-to-Hoor 
mug rack. Made of iron and distressed oak, it holds my cup 
collection, all bearing genealogy Tuotes. She plucks a cup 
oU its iron hook and swivels around. “0a know what this 
one says?” she asks, holding it high. “—ife EGists Outside 
KalaGy Kenealogy. Ket One.”

I stiHe the laugh bubbling inside me and stick my tongue 
out.

“Dhat tongue’s wasted on me, girl.” She strolls over and 
juts her chin at my mug. “Dea ain’t the new dick,” she 
says. Dhen, her chin targets my laptop. “And neither is all 
that genealogy stuU. If you’re orgasming over a cuppa chai, 
might be time to qnd yourself a man and get you a real 
piece.” 

Amused at her own joke, Nola’s cackle qlls the kitchen 
as she turns back to the coUee machine and chooses her 
brew selection. 

Tea…the New Dick. 
I try hard, but I can’t hold back the chuckle qghting for 

life outside my body. Maybe that should inspire the neGt 
addition to my bespoke mug collection. 

Genealogy…the New Dick. —ord knows I get oU on it.
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“I’m serious, Ivy.” My cousin sits down at the table with 
her cappuccino. “0our dry spell done turned into a dry Ice 
Age.” 

I bat the air like Nola’s a pesky gnat. We might be cousins 
and both thirty years old, but our approaches to men are 
worlds apart. Nola’s methodFswap them like a day trader 
Hips stocks. 

Not that I’m judgy. Not much anyway. More power to 
her, if she’s happy. !ind of hard to see how though.

Me? I’m done with relationships. Either they’re a bad qt 
and end before getting started. Or they get serious and feel 
like a fairy taleFlike with BJ. And with2

No, Ivy. Dhat one’s over, too.
Because my fairy tales have their own genre. I call them 

3airy 3ails. Always ending with an epic happily-ever-disas-
ter. So, I’m done.

“I’ve got all the piece I need. xeace of mind.“ I pineapple 
my long, corkscrew curls high on my head, securing the 
mass with the satin scrunchy on my wrist. “And some of 
us could do with a dry spell, Miss Dhang.”

Nola dips her chin and lobs me a sidelong glance. “—is-
ten, working parts seize up if they ain’t greased. I’m just 
following the instructions that come with any appliance.”

“Ever heard of parts giving out from overuse?” 
Nola claps a hand over her mouth to hold back a cap-

puccino sprinkler. She swallows, then stands and heads to 
the mug rack. “I’m starting my own collection. None of 
this nerdy genealogy BS.” She grabs a cup. “xretend this 
one says Kiss My Dark-Chocolate Ass.”

I roll my eyes up to the vintage pressed-tin ceiling and 
notice the clock. Carn. Already siG o’clock. “Kirl, I have 
no time for your simpleness. I gotta get to work.” 
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A few minutes later, while brushing my teeth, another 
rat-a-tat sounds on my bedroom door. I stick my head out, 
toothbrush hanging from my mouth.

“I forgot to give you yesterday’s mail,” Nola says as she 
tosses envelopes on my bed. 

Normally, I’d leave it until this evening. Mostly junk 
anyway. But one envelope catches my eye.

—araby xroperty Management? I deqnitely paid 9ity 
SandboG’s rent this month. On time.  I’d let the bills here 
go unpaid before I’d miss daycare bills. So, what do they 
want? 

My qngers hesitate. Kood luck doesn’t know my name, 
but bad luck has all my deets. Still, whatever’s inside won’t 
magically change, so I rip open the envelope.

With each word, icy heat gathers at the base of my spine. 
It whips itself into a storm and races to my throat, then 
eGplodes in a lung-splitting yowl. I tear the letter in two. 
Dhen, in fours. And again, for good measure.

3ootsteps stalk down the hallway and Nola barrels into 
my room, her stance a cross between a linebacker plowing 
through the defensive line and a toe-bouncing boGer ready 
to erupt. “W-what happened? What’s wrong?” 

“It2I2he2*” My brain tries to form coherent speech, 
but on the way to my lips, it sputters like an old car battery. 

“Ceep breaths, cuz,” Nola says. “Dhen, talk.”
I inhale and point to the Hoor on the eGhale. Nola’s 

eyes follow. She stoops down, and like a red-breasted robin 
scooping up breadcrumbs, she gathers the paper scraps 
littering the rug. —aying them on the bed, she reassembles 
the letter, then reads.

And I wait. And wait. Cang, is her brain sputtering, too?
3inally, her eyes meet mine. Rer mouth hangs slack 

jawed. “Paising the daycare rent? 0ou can’t aUord that. 
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Not without raising your fees. A lot. And most of your 
parents can’t aUord it.”

“No kidding*” I pace the Hoor, trying to think. “But 
how? We had an agreement.”

“In writing?”
I let out something between a sigh and a growl. “Of 

course, Nola. I’m not a complete numbnut.” 
xlus, I had a lawyer review it. All that legal mumbo 

jumbo crossed my eyes and curdled my brain. 
“Co you have the lease here?”
I shake my head. “It’s at 9ity SandboG. But I know what 

it says. No rent increase for ten years.”
“Okay, maybe it’s just a clerical error. 9all this —araby 

xroperty Management later. Xntil then, don’t get yourself 
all worked up.”

Doo late. My insides are sTuirming like worms in nutri-
ent-rich soil. I grab the scraps of reconstructed letter and 
ball them up. “Screw the property manager. I want this 
straight from the horse’s mouth.”

More like the horse’s butt right now. I don’t know eG-
actly why, but something tells me this is no mistake. I 
launch the letter across the room, aiming for the trashcan 
by my desk. Slam dunk. 

Slam dunk or not, my insides still Tuake. 9ity SandboG 
means everything to me. Dhe kids keep me going. If I lose 
them2

Con’t go there, Ivy. Just don’t.
Reeding my inner voice, I stuU down my fears and 

march out of the bedroom. 
“Where you going?” Nola asks. 
“I need a cookie.”
Nola’s chin dips a few notches. “Dhis early in the morn-

ing, Ms. Realthy —iving?” 
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Dhis letter just clouded up and took a whizz on my 
entire day. Maybe my entire life. I need a cookie. xrobably 
several. 

“Dhey’re xaleo. Realthy enough,” I say, heading to the 
kitchen.

FFF

STILL IVY

3orty minutes later, I pull into my parking space and snuU 
out the engine. Daking a deep breath, I sit for a few seconds 
munching on a carrot-cake cookie and peering through the 
glass doors of my second home.

9ity SandboG. 
It’s kind of my life now. Sure, I used to have another 

more eGciting one, but who am I kidding? Dhat fairy tale 
couldn’t last for someone like me. Even a fortune teller 
staring into a golf ball would’ve predicted a fairy fail. So, 
when everything eGploded in my face, 9ity SandboG saved 
me. And whenever I pull up to these doors, peace settles 
over me.

We take turns coming in to the daycare center ear-
lyFthat’s early, as in the birds already pried open one eye, 
said hell nah, and started sawing logs again. xreferably, not 
the ones they’re perched on. 

Doday, Cenise drew the Early Bird Special. I watch as she 
hangs the daily sign-in sheet for the parents. She’s already 
arranged the kids’ breakfast area. Dime to go help.

As I gather my things, a sharp rap on the car window 
sends my heart searching for my throat. Are folks trying to 
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give me a heart attack today? I turn, see Phonda, and sigh 
in relief. I smile and get out of the car. 

Mouth  breathing  like  she  just  ran  the  New  0ork 
Marathon, Phonda’s dark-brown eyes teem with worry. 
“Dhe t-temp agency called with a j-job,” she stammers 
between breaths. “Co you have a spot for Nicola today?”

—ooking into the baby carriage, I tickle little Nicola’s 
neck, and she kicks her feet eGcitedly. 

Even if I didn’t, I’d conjure a spot from thin air for this 
little munchkin. 3or any of my kids. Kood daycare is such a 
prized commodity these days, and 9ity SandboG provides 
top-notch childcare to Bed-Stuy families.

3amilies like PhondaFa young mother who lost her 
boyfriend, takes college courses, and works temp jobs. 
Dhere are so many like her, I could empty the New 0ork 
xublic —ibrary and stack the shelves with their stories. So, 
I never turn a parent away without a darn good reason. 

“—et’s hope so,” I say, patting Phonda’s shoulder and 
praying we’re fully staUed today. 

0eah, it might jam up my optimum staU-to-kids ratio. 
Which in turn, could scuttle my leaving to solve this rent 
thing. My heart relaGes at the possibility of a reprieve.

Bwok, bwok, bwok! 
I curse the sTuawking in my head as we enter 9ity Sand-

boG. 
Camn it, I am not chicken. My last name is Rart. Not 

xerdue, not Dyson, not Rormel. I’m not chicken, just re-
lieved to maybe have another day to strategize. Dhat’s all. 

Cesperate to silence the clucking, I look at Phonda. 
“Where’s your temp job today?” I ask. 

“Wall Street, so not too far.”
I nod, then turn to Cenise. “Kood morning. Row’s the 

day looking so far? Anyone called in?” 
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“Dwo kids sick, but full staU. So, we’re good,” she re-
ports. 

Which means I can go to Manhattan and sort this rent 
thing out. 

Bwok, bwok…
3or crying out loud, I’m not chicken. I just wanted a 

bit more time. —ike a year or two. And maybe I shouldn’t 
have pooh-poohed Nola’s oUer to tag along. Just for moral 
support, not her kickass attitude. Because I can be kickass, 
too. 

Or kicked in the arse. 
Bwok, bwok…
“Ivy?” Phonda says, interrupting my sTuawking chick-

en. “So, Nicola can stay?”
“Oh, sorry.” I shake my head and nudge myself back. 

“Of course. —et’s get her settled.”
Phonda’s brown eyes soften, and her shoulders relaG. 

“xerfect*”
Well, so much for my reprieve. Kuess I’m headed to 

Manhattan later. 
Bwok, bwok…



2

The Family Mystery

NICHOLAS

And that’s why they invented The Weather Channel.
But who’d think leaving home a half-hour ago under 

bright blue skies, I’d come up from the bowels of hell—aka 
the Manhattan subway—and be greeted by churlish gray 
skies unleashing angry tears? 

Maybe the lady and her little boy scuttling down Mul-
berry Street in front of me. Huddled under an oversize 
umbrella, his small hand nestles in her protective one. 

My heart jinches at their closeness. But I ignore it, in-
stead swerving my eyes to the matching neon rain Rackets 
they sport on this freakishly cool, late August morning. 
These two obviously got the memo. 

My eyes dip to neon rain boots—one tiny pair, the other 
adult size—plodding like ducks down the sidewalk. When 
Al Eoker spoke, they listened. 
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xlippity-jop, jippity-jop. Nown the street the two race 
with fat raindrops splashing up from their heels like a 
sprinkler system. 

A sweet mother-son photo that I have hundreds like 
already. Eeally, only a fool would try to capture the scene  
in this weather.

I unzip my backpack, because while I’m nobody’s fool 
in business, I sometimes play one in my free time. Ospe-
cially, if photography’s involved. 

Before I can eGtract the camera, chilly raindrops gather 
steam, pelting my face like arrows. Many thanks, Kod. I 
can cancel my neGt facial. And the Zodak moment.

I lift the collar of my suit Racket and button up. If I don’t 
get a move on and Lnd the restaurant, I’ll be surLng down 
Mulberry.

Le Sorelle Gemelle—the Twin Sisters. Oli swears it’s open 
for breakfast. After braving the elements to get there, my 
cousin had better be right. 

Jeus turns on the waterworks full blast, and a burst of 
rainwater splashes up from the little chap’s neon boots, 
like a waterfall shifted into reverse. 

Namn, another photo-op missed. 
Caving like a cardboard house in a hurricane, I shrug 

o… my one-shoulder backpack and pluck out the camera. 
Still walking, I program it to continuous-shot function. 
Xo easy feat, but I’ve had practice. That done, I fall into a 
semi-motionless glide and lift the camera, catching Mama 
Bear and her cub in the 8CN screen. 

9ust as I click, the two disappear on me. 1oof. Kone. 
What the“?

My eyes Rerk up. Mama Bear has hung a right, dragging 
Baby Bear along. Dh oh, did she catch me in the act and 
jee? 
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Cripes, it’s Rust a picture. And only of their feet.  xrom 
behind. Noesn’t make me a 1eeping Tom, does it? But 
maybe I should apologize. 

As I rehearse my mea culpa, the pair screech to a halt 
under an awning, seeking refuge. xrom the rain, not me 
and my camera. 

A pu… of laughter passes my lips. Another great shot Rust 
shot to hell. But hey, my guilty pleasure’s safe, so I’m good.

I glance up and read the awning’s large, curlicue letter-
ing. Le Sorelle Gemelle. 

I almost blew right past the restaurant. Une day, this 
picture-snapping obsession will end badly for me. 

8ike bumping into someone and nearly knocking them 
over. Uops, been there. 

Ur walking into tra2c and almost being jattened? 
None that. 

How about running with the bulls and getting skewered 
by a burly beast’s horn? Xot yet. But knowing me, one 9uly 
in 1amplona with my camera and I could end up a Nick 
kebab. 

All for a snapshot. And not a particularly artistic one. 
9ust a mom and her little boy. She wraps an arm around 
him, holds him close, shielding him from the rain. And 
likely anything else that might hurt him. My heart clutch-
es. The boy doesn’t know how lucky he is. 

I approach the door and greet my would-be photo sub-
Rects with a smile on my way into the restaurant. An uneG-
pected brightness greets me from the glass-and-iron chan-
deliers hanging above and I let my eyes adRust. 

Actually, the entire space proves uneGpected. Bright and 
airy with a miG of eGposed- and white-brick walls. Above 
are white ceiling rafters—fauG but authentic feel. And as 
Oli promised, not a checkered tablecloth in sight.
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A woman approaches. 
YMr. Barrett?q she says with a sweet Italian accent and 

a half smile. I nod, and the smile broadens. She stretches 
out a delicate hand. YWelcome to Le Sorelle Gemelle. I’m 
Isabella. Oli told me to take good care of you or he’d Lre 
me.q

Aha, one of the twin-sister owners. 8ong black hair, 
glimmering gray-green eyes, a playful smile, and a sense of 
humor about Oli. Wonder if these two“

Xo way. Maybe in our college days, but not now. The 
new Oli—version 3.4—bears no resemblance to the invet-
erate player of our youth. Xot since the love of his life came 
along. Oven now, more than three years after Sela’s death, 
my cousin hasn’t really let his wife go. Namn unhealthy, if 
you ask me. 

xirst, no one asked you. Second, letting go isn’t one size 
Lts all. And third, look who’s talking unhealthy. !ou’re 
practically on life support with the way all roads in your 
mind circle back to—

I wrestle the busybody in my head to the ground, duct 
tape its mouth shut, and wrench my attention back to 
Isabella. YI’m sure your Rob’s safe. Oli couldn’t sack pota-
toes.q 

8ike shy lovers, her eyebrows inch together, signaling 
my little Roke Rust crashed and burned. I could try eGplain-
ing. 

And dig an even deeper hole? 
Yxorget it,q I say with a hand wave. YAn embarrassingly 

dumb Roke.q 
YWell, now I’m curious. I’ll make you tell me one day,q 

she says with a throaty chuckle as she grabs two menus 
from the host stand. Y!our friend is already here. Shall 
we?q 
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She leads me to a 5uiet space in the rear. A perfect spot 
for old college friends to catch up. The second I see him, 
an amused snort erupts from me. YThere’s the 8incoln 
Wells I know and love. Klasses half falling o…, his nose deep 
enough in a book to sni… the pages. Some things never 
change.q

8inc lifts his head and adRusts the round, black-rimmed 
glasses that haven’t changed since college. Trapped in a 
time warp, his bookwormy air and preppy style linger. 
Same chinos, UGford shirt, and cardigan with sleeves 
tied over his shoulders. A broad smile eases across 8inc’s 
deep-brown face as he rises from his chair and wraps me in 
a bear hug.

Stepping back, he points to my camera. Y!ou’re right, 
bro. Xothing’s changed. So, delete any unauthorized pic-
tures you snapped of me, you hear, Xikon?q

I let out a harrumph but smile at my college nickname. 
Xikon Xick—famous for embarrassing shots that leave 
you alive but wishing you weren’t. YMirror, mirror on the 
wall, my friend,q I say.

At that, 8inc shakes his head slightly, and his dark hon-
ey-hazel eyes crinkle in5uisitively. 

YTake a look in one sometime, buddy.q I point to the 
wall of mirrors in the restaurant. YThat’s a face only Mom, 
and maybe 1op Wells, could love. Believe me, nobody’s 
darting behind trees to get a shot of that mug.q

8inc punches my forearm, and we bust out laughing. 
Honestly, as photo subRects go, 8inc has it all—tall, lean 
physi5ue, striking eyes, and symmetrical facial features. 
1lus, the lucky bastard hasn’t aged since college, looking 
more in his twenties than our mid-thirties. 
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Black Kuy Magic must be a thing, too. Too bad he 
hides his good looks behind Coke-bottle glasses, outdated 
clothes. And books. 

We sit, accepting menus from a patient Isabella. She 
takes our drink order and leaves us to catch up.

YSo, how’s California treating you, man? Been a long 
time,q I say. 

YIf you’d ever accepted one of my many invitations, you 
might know.q 8inc lifts his water glass and takes a sip. Y8A 
is great. Kot some of everything and everybody.q 

YAnybody special?q 
He cocks his head from side to side, considering his 

response. Y!eah, I’m seeing someone,q he admits. YKina, 
a surgical resident at Cedar-Mount Sinai.q

YIs it serious?q
YWe’re both too busy for serious,q he says, before aiming 

a Lnger at me. YWhat about you, man? Anybody?q
YXah, free as a bird, and loving it.q I mentally duck. No 

half lies mean only half a lightning bolt?
YSo, there’s no one? The great Xicholas Barrett spends 

his nights doing the Lve-knuckle shu6e?q
YI said free, not hard-up, smartass.q
8inc throws his head back and laughs. But then, his 

smile shrinks, the amused crinkle of his eyes disappears. 
YSo, you haven’t“you don’t,q he begins, stumbling over 
his words. He takes a breath. 

xor chrissakes, don’t let him say it. 9ust don’t. I bite the 
inside of my Raw. Uuch. The space between my ears catches 
Lre, building until my eyes almost melt in their sockets. 

YXo word from—Y 8inc’s words come to a screeching 
halt, like someone pulled a train emergency brake.

I can’t blame him. I’m pretty sure my eyes are doing a 
damn good impression of Tweety Bird. 
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YSorry, bro, I didn’t mean to“q Eeaching for his eye-
glasses, he presses at the bridge. A useless move, unless he’s 
trying to plant them in his skull. 

I lean back in my chair and pu… out a calming sigh. YXo 
worries, man. I get it,q I say, wrenching my stubborn lips 
into a half smile. YXo, haven’t heard a single word. It’s like 
Houdini. Kone up in smoke.q

And can we not do this now? Ur ever?
YSo strange, bouncing like that. Have you tried contact-

ing her?q
Kuess we’re doing it. 
Yxuck, no,q I snap, and immediately regret it. Uf course, 

8inc’s curious. And concerned. YSorry, man. But what 
would be the point?q

Before  he  answers,  our  waiter  appears  like  a  fairy 
god-brother. My muscles untie themselves. YCould you 
ask Isabella to surprise me?q I ask my savior, not bothering 
with the menu. YToday’s breakfast special, or her favorite 
dish. I’m easy.q

YThe same,q 8inc says, then raises a hand. Y9ust nothing 
with peanuts or Lsh. Allergies.q 

Before he picks up our conversation, I Rump in. YSo, 
you’re Rob interviewing here. What’s up with that? Xot 
that I’m not stoked. Be great having you back in the city.q 

YEeally, it’s for my parents. My nephew’s getting to be 
too much for them.q

Ah, yes. 8inc’s sister’s boy. Sad story. 8isa got hooked on 
drugs, so 8inc’s parents have custody.

Y8ong story short, I’m hoping to come home and get 
him straight. Which is kinda why I asked to see you with-
out the other guys.q He hesitates, his eyes pensive, as if 
considering his neGt words. YI need a favor, Xikon.q
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YAnything, man. Shoot,q I say rejeGively. Still, my neGt 
breath clots in my chest. As best I can remember, 8inc’s 
never asked me—or anyone—for anything. Which isn’t 
normal. Ur good. Overybody needs help sometime. OGcept 
8inc. At least, not so’s you’d notice. 

But holy hell, please let it be something uncomplicated. 
8ike a loan, a place to crash. A kidney. 

8inc is my guy, thick or thin. But if words resembling 
got a fantastic business proposition for you come out of his 
mouth, I might blast a full-grown cow out of my ass. 

It’s nothing to do with trust. I trust 8inc with my life. 
But friends and business? A rock hard no-go. 

So, please make it easy, because I don’t think I have it in 
me to deny 8inc anything. Oven if it could be the death 
knell of our friendship. My muscles cramp at the possibil-
ity, as I wait. 8inc clears his throat, adRusts his glasses again. 
He’s nervous.

YIt’s my nephew Namien. He’s cutting school, running 
with the wrong crowd, and got caught shoplifting,q he says 
without taking a breath, his voice almost a whisper. 

YAnd?q I say with a shrug. YCompared to some in my 
teenage years, he sounds like a candidate for sainthood.q

8inc 5uirks an eyebrow upward. Y!eah, well Namien’s 
a Black kid, so you know how that goes. Instead of the 
system cutting him a break like other kids, it’s more like 
them’s the breaks.q

My gut tightens. I wish I didn’t know. But everybody 
does. They Rust don’t admit it. 

Still, I relaG. It doesn’t sound so bad. Maybe he Rust 
needs a loan or a lawyer referral. YAnything, 8inc. How can 
I help?q 

YWell, I got him a good lawyer“q
Ukay, not a lawyer referral. 1lease, make it money.
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YShe thinks if Naim doesn’t cut school again and keeps 
his nose clean, the prosecutor  will recommend restitution, 
maybe community service. And dropping the charges,q 
8inc says, his voice a little stronger. YI thought a part-time 
Rob might keep him out of trouble and show him respon-
sibility. 1lus it can’t hurt his case.q

YDh huh,q I murmur, wondering where he’s headed.
8inc’s eyes dart here, there, every-damn-where. 8ooking 

down at the table, he settles on stroking his silverware. And 
talking to it. YWell, maybe you could help with the Rob 
part?q

My muscles self-soothe and relaG themselves. The day’s 
looking up. I won’t be butt-birthing a cow this morning. 

But still, a Rob for a teenager? And from the sounds of 
it, a teenager like the ones I avoided at all costs when I was 
one. Smartasses.

!eah, I’m a grown-ass man, but some things linger. 
Teenagers. Dgh. YSo, like what kind of Rob were you think-
ing?q 

YAnything,q 8inc replies. YMailroom, copy machine, 
courier. I don’t know. Anything.q He Lddles with his 
glasses again. YBut I understand if you can’t. He’s not the 
easiest.q 

1oor 8inc. This ask is killing him. And agreeing to it 
might torture me, but I have no choice. What’s the point 
of having my own company if I can’t help a friend?

Y8ike I said, man. Anything,q I Rump in and say. YWe’ll 
Lgure something out.q

9ust then, our breakfast comes. We tuck into it and a 
lively debate on football, even as I wonder what the frig to 
do with a teen at Barrett Onterprises. 

YNamnK !ou can’t trust anybody,q comes a familiar 
voice a while later. My cousin Oli towers over us, his eyes 
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s5ueezed shut, a hand clapped over his heart. YCheated on 
by my cousin and my college roommate.q 

Such a drama 5ueen. 
YHey, roomie. It’s great to see you,q 8inc says, standing 

and hugging Oli. YNon’t blame Xikon. I asked to see him 
alone. xor a favor.q

Oli claps his heart again. Y8inc the 8ionhearted asking 
for a favor? Has 1lanet Oarth tilted on its aGis?q 

Y!eah, yeah, smartass,q 8inc says. He glances at his 
watch, then at me. YXikon, will you Lll this butthead in on 
the favor? I’ve got an interview to prep for.q Kathering his 
things, he heads out, then stops. YSee you both for poker 
night, if not before. And breakfast is on me, Xick.q

Oli sits and orders a cappuccino. YActually, you saved me 
a trip. I was headed to your o2ce.q

I lift a what-for eyebrow.
My cousin and mincing words are natural-born ene-

mies. So, when he hesitates, the hair on my neck stands 
erect as a hard dick. 

Eeaching into his messenger bag, Oli pulls out a book. 
Y!ou’ll be happy to hear I Lnally started sifting through 
Mom’s things.q

He’s not wrong. Aunt 9ulia died over a year ago, and her 
home remains intact as the day she passed.

Xot unlike your penthouse since—
I shove two socks down the throat of my mind’s busy-

body. YWho am I to Rudge? I know you’re dealing with a 
lot. Y 

Y!eah, and this might add to it,q he says. Upening the 
book to where a bookmark peeks out, he hands it to me. 
YI’ve been reading Mom’s diaries, and this part concerns 
you.q 
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The dread in Oli’s eyes travels to my chest. My hand 
shivers as I take the book. I don’t want to read it. 

But my busybody does, so we read. 



3

The Head-on Collision

IVY

 A foghorn makes less noise than the woman’s sigh. 
“Once again, Ms. Hart, he is not here,” she says. “And 

you don’t have an appointment.” 
Did evolution take its own giant leap for mankind and 

secretly cross the late Queen Elizabeth with a wild animal? 
If so, I’ve found its handiwork. The hairs on my arms 
prickle as I eye his secretary. 

So prim and proper in her cotton-candy pink cardigan 
and pearls. With her perfectly coiYed bob, barely-there 
makeup save a pop of coral-pink lipstick, and a faint rose-
water scent perfuming the air, she’s positively regal. 

jet, oddly feral. 
She hovers above her seat. Half sitting, half standing. 

Her eyes narrow, sizing me up like a Rackal on the prowl 
for today’s lunch. She deserves her own genealogy mug. 
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NYKW Species Shouldn’t MixK2ow jou xnow Why 
Species Shouldn’t MiC. 

Her concrete Raw screams danger. One wrong move, and 
this cross between Wile E. Poyote and Queen Elizabeth 
I or IIKtake your pickKmight reach into a concealed 
drawer and pull out a revolver. It’s probably encrusted 
with bubblegum-pink Swarovski crystals to match her 
outBt. 

Okay, Ivy, reel it in.
Gerspiration gathers on my upper lip as I curse myself 

for refusing 2ola’s oYer to come work her Vlack qirl 
Magic. Or, in her case, Loodoo. Vut I need to handle 
thisKhimKby myself. ECcept so far, I can’t even get past 
Her Wild-eyed MaResty here. 

qeez, I’m only asking for a few minutes. I take a deep 
breath and sFuare my shoulders, determined to try again.

“I really do understand, Ms...” I peek at her nameplate. 
“Ms. Parroll. I can wait, and I promise to be Fuick.”

“How many times and ways can I say it? He doesn’t see 
anyone without an appointment.” 

Whoa, she’s nothing like Pynthia. 2ot that his previous 
secretary played tiddlywinks with strangers, but at least her 
D2A stuck to one species. And she wasn’t so dismissive. 

I want to sink into the ground and disappear. To be 
anywhere else in the world. Vut I can’t give up. 

Jight now, my kids are romping around Pity SandboC. 
Darius and Uamont. Uaura and sweet baby 2icola. My 
heart sFueezes Rust picturing them. They need me to BC 
this mess. 

Xlipping the switch on my eCpression, I turn on a smile 
so bright my cheeks hurt. “jes, I completely understand, 
Ms. Parroll, but this is terribly importantK”

Her groan cuts through my words like a buzz saw.
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“Nust one nickel for every time I’ve heard that, and I’d 
be on my private island sipping margaritas.” She swivels to 
her computer screen, then looks back up. “And now, I have 
work to do.”

Dismissal delivered, she starts clacking on the keyboard.
And a furious heat races up my spine, eCploding in my 

brain. Who in Dante’s nine circles of hell does she think 
she is? We all have Robs. qirlfriend needs to put a lid on the 
attitude. Vefore someone does it for her. 

1nfortunately, I niCed 2ola coming. So, tag. I’m it. 
Even as I Fuake in my shoes, I straighten to my full 

Bve-foot-siC height. Ueaning over, I …atten my hands on 
her glass-top desk. “Ms. Parroll, I don’t give a rat’s tail if 
you’d like to get back to work or blast oY to the moon.” 

Actually, sending this sourpuss to the moon sounds 
greatK…ight provided courtesy of my foot. I lean in closer, 
our faces inches apart. “Nust like I don’t care if he doesn’t 
return until neCt Nuvember. I’m not leaving without seeing 
him.” 

Vadass as my challenge sounds, my insides toss and turn 
like laundry in a washer. Still, something in the air shifts.

Ms. Parroll sinks back onto her seat. A smile, counter-
feit as a red dime, splits her lips. “Gerhaps, I could Bt you 
in. Maybe neCt week, if you tell me what this concerns.” 

That was fast. Too fast. Still, I give her props for really 
smooth gear-shifting. 

Her likely plan? Humor the pest, dribble me out the 
door like a basketball, and hope an open manhole swallows 
me whole between now and her mythical appointment.

“P’mon,” I say, matching her fake smile. “Vecause we 
both know, I’ll be on the lobby Wanted Goster neCt time I 
show up.” 
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Miss Griss lifts her nose another notch. Sly eyes positive-
ly gleam as her hand edges toward the phone. “Security. 
What a fabulous idea.” 

And my mouth dries up as my heart beats in double 
time. 

Security guards. Xor me? 
2ormally, I could appreciate hotties in uniform. Nust 

not ones at either elbow, dragging me out like a petty thief. 
qeez, I need 2ola. 

My cousin’s face rises before me. If I go home in defeat, 
she’ll skewer me. Or fry me to a crisp. Either way, my 
goose is cooked. I need to see him. qet him to leash his 
management company’s pitbulls. Vut how, if I can’t see 
him?

Here’s a novel idea, Baby Girl. Just tell her who you are.
2o …ipping way. 
If I manage to get her to buzz him, there’s every chance 

he’ll have her kick me out without ever showing his face. 
Embarrassing, for sure. Vut not as utterly soul-draining as 
Her Xeral MaResty knowing eCactly who I am when she 
does it.

Tippity-tap, tippity-tap. 
My eyes swerve to the desk. Ms. Parroll’s pearl-pink 

nails …ick on the glass top. Her other hand rests on the 
phone receiver. Gerspiration sprouts on my forehead and 
underarms. 

What would 2ola do?
Tippity-tap, tippity-tap. The infernal sound pecks at 

my brain like a woodpecker. I can’t think. Xinally, out of 
options, I raise my hands in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’m 
going.” 
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Walking toward the door, the sound of silence sinks in. 
2o more tippity-tap to put me oY my game. Honestly, I 
have no game, but at least, my brain Bres up again. 

Think, Ivy. Think.
2ola’s face materializes once more. This time with 

stereo speakers. 
qO. XOJ. VJOxE.
That’s it? That’s all imaginary 2ola’s got? I did that Rust 

coming here. Shaking my head in disgust, my eyes land on 
my target’s o*ce door. Plosed.

Vut he’s in there. I can feel it, feel him.
Nust yards away, down the hallway. Sitting high above 

the city, plotting his neCt property development proRect. 
Moving people around like pawns on a chessboard. Geople 
like me and my kids.

Vile rises in my throat. I’m not Rust gonna turn tail and 
run.

Vefore my brain casts a vote, my feet pirouette, and like 
one of my kids’ favorite nursery rhymes, my little piggies 
take oY. A thrill races through me as I double back past 
Ms. Parroll. 

Her eyes blink like a broken tra*c light. “W-whaté? 
Whereé? 2-n-noà” the secretary screeches. “j-you can’tà” 

Vut I do, sprinting down the hallway, my gaze laser-fo-
cused on my bull’s-eye. Those great wood double doors. 

Ms. Parroll’s heels tip-tap right behind mine, helping to 
compose a strange symphony on the polished wood …oor. 
I speed up. I’m actually doing this. 

qoing for broke. ECactly like four years ago. 
AnCiety cramps my stomach. Along withéeCcitement 

maybe. Anticipation? 
2o, deBnitely not.
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Twisting the door handle, I Ram the disturbing thought 
back into whatever compartment of my brain set it loose. 
This is business, nothing more. I push open the door’s 
great wooden bulk. 

“S-sir, I’m s-sorry. I told her you w-were out,” Ms. Par-
roll twitters from behind. “I tried to stop her, b-butéshe’s 
Fuick.”

I only half listen, chaotic thoughts whirring like bees in 
a hive. 

I was right. He’s here. 
But I didn’t reckon with an audience.
Ms. Carroll should consider politics with those lying skills.
Okay, I did it. Went for broke. Now what, Nola?
As thoughts ricochet oY one another, my eyes follow 

suit, chaotically roving the totally occupied conference 
table. Xinally, my gaze settles on him. 

His raven hair is longer, curling slightly. Are those silver 
strands at the temples? Distinguished, inviting a lover’s 
touch. My hands tingle, and I close them like clams, dig-
ging my nails into my palms. 

I force my eyes to move on, and they land on perfect-
ly formed lips. Masters at tantalizing a woman, whether 
roughhousing their way over her body or planting tender 
kisses along sensitized skin. Either way, that mouth can 
ignite a bonBre of desire.

His eFually accomplished hands rest on the conference 
table. Jeally, someone should alert the DEA of a glaring 
omission in its list of controlled substances. He needs a 
warning label slapped on his head. Voth heads. Uethally 
addictive, even in small Fuantities.

My gaze Rerks upward, desperate to sFuelch my train of 
thought. My eyes meet his. Dark blue eyes, shot through 
with glinting …ecks of silver. Though normally warm as a 



THE HO1DI2I TJAIT E9PEJGT 3 !!

bright summer day, a cold snap has set in, thwarting every 
syllable my throat has lined up. 

And all the other eyes, gawking at me like I Rust popped 
out of my mother with one too many heads? Well, they 
don’t help either.

A tingling sensation skips along my right leg. Glease, not 
now. Ignoring me, the tingling becomes a …utter. Then, an 
outright tremor gathering steam. Within seconds, my leg 
shakes like a vibrator. 2o, a massager. Which I use strictly 
for achy muscles. 

I ease a hand down my thigh, surreptitiously kneading 
the area to calm the Rerkiness. A useless gesture. My leg 
has already blasted oY. And I’m terriBed of what might 
happen. 

If I could Rust say something. Anything. It might break 
the cycle of hysteria. I part my lips, but another wave of 
panic bubbles in my throat, encasing my vocal chords in 
plaster. 

Every instinct tells me to haul it out of here. Vut my 
shaky leg says we’ll never make it out alive. Tears of frus-
tration gather at the back of my eyes. What should I do?

Pull yourself together or find your face in Merriam-Web-
ster. Listed under Village Idiot.

Ghantom 2ola makes a good point, and it works, snap-
ping me out of a miC of anCiety and desire only this man 
stirs in me. Thankfully, a pretty apology forms on the tip 
of my tongue, ready for liftoY. 

Vut Rust as I’m about to deliver it, the man I’ve come 
looking forKall lean-muscled siC foot two of himKun-
furls himself from his chair and stands. 

2icholas Varrett. 
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666

NICHOLAS

Open your eyes, dude. Wake the fuck up. 
Vut I am. Wide awake. Vroad daylight streams through 

the panoramic windows. And like ducklings waddling be-
hind their mama duck, my colleagues Rust trailed Emily 
Parroll and my right-hand Nessica Xowler to the company 
dining room for lunch. 

And Ivy is standing right across from me. 
Isn’t she?
I could be dreaming. I’ve had so many Rust like this in 

the past eighteen months. Still, none has ever felt so real. 
I sFueeze my eyes shut. HopingKand dreadingKshe’ll go 
up in a puY of smoke. I reopen them. She’s still here. Along 
with an eerie rush of d7RM vu. 

The darkroom of my brain develops rapid-Bre images of 
our Brst meeting four years ago. HerKthe Warrior qod-
dess storming my o*ce, her unruly mass of corkscrew 
curls bouncing with every movement and deep chocolate 
eyes spitting Bery golden sparks. MeKa mere mortal, in-
stantly bewitched, even as she called me every name but my 
own. Till today, the phrases corporate bully, bloodsucking 
vampire, and predatory gentriBer ring in my ears. 

Xirst, came the accusation. That my proposed Vrook-
lyn development proRect would shutter her daycare center, 
leaving neighborhood parents and their preschoolers out 
in the cold. 

Then, came the threat. Pity SandboC would not go 
down without a Bght. I’d come to work one day and 
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Bnd parents and toddlers camped out on the sidewalk 
with picket signs, bullhorns, and wienies to roast, because 
they’d be in it for the long haul. Surely a GJ nightmare for 
me, she promised.

My Brst impulse? Pount me in. I know a man who’ll 
give us a great deal on picket signs. And hotdogs? Do you 
prefer beef, pork, or chicken?

Uike a force of nature, she blew into this o*ce, mesmer-
izing me. And damned if I wasn’t tempted to picket my 
own company on her say-so. 

2ow, it’s more than a year since she disappeared, but 
she hasn’t changed. Same glorious corkscrew curls. Same 
Bery eyes. Same pert nose and luscious lips. Same silky, 
honey-russet skin. DeBnitely, the same perfect body, even 
if slightly slimmer. Still, enough curves for a dead man, 
along with all his appendages, to rise again. 

Uightning doesn’t strike in the same place twice. Has 
to be a dream. Vut do dreams feature the gentle scent of 
patchouli and rose swirling in the air? 

Xuck me. I don’t need this in my life. 2ot again.
So, I should probably stop chugalugging every inch of 

her like a drunk who’s tumbled oY the wagon. I mentally 
slap myself and clear my throat, so I don’t ribbit like a frog. 
“jou must have lost your way this morning. What’re you 
doing here, Ivy?” 

What do you want her to be doing here?
Vefore I can Fuash it, my subconscious answers, devel-

oping another high-def image. Uong curls set free, splayed 
across a silk-cased pillow, her eyes pleading with me, her 
body rising up to meet mine, writhing in pleasure under 
me as I drive intoK

Hard stop. And incoming hard-on.
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I shut down the rogue porn cam in my mind and stride 
to my desk, buying my groin area time toérelaC. I turn 
back and lift my eyebrow. Holding my breath, I wait for 
her answer like a revolver’s at my temple. 

In a way, one is. Her answer is the Brearm, and my 
Fuestion loaded it. I ache to reclaim it, before her mouth 
pulls the trigger. Vecause I know what’s coming. 

Uet’s face facts. She ghosted me like a delinFuent tenant 
skipping out on the rent, sneaking into the night with zero 
notice and near-zero eCplanation. 2o, she didn’t owe me 
a dime. 2or did she skip out with any valuables. After all, 
what’s a heart? 

So, what else could she be here for butK
A divorce?
My heart slams into my chest wall. It’s from anger, 

nothing else. What in the actual fuck is wrong with her? 
She didn’t need to blast her way into my o*ce or my peace 
of mind for a divorce. 

A phone. Nust pick up a damn phone. Vetter yet, she has 
enough lawyers in her orbit. Have one of them call mine. 

Vlood roars through my veins. I didn’t rate face time 
when she left. 2o warning. 2o personal goodbye. So, she 
doesn’t rate any better now. 

Vut I won’t stoop so low as to throw her out on her 
pretty derriere. She can spit out whatever she came here 
for, and then, scram. 

ECcept she Rust stands there. Uush lips, sluiced with rasp-
berry-cinnamon gloss, parted Rust the way she did when 
she wanted my mouth on hers, or whenK

2ot again. Xor the love of qod, not again. 
Nust like four years ago, when she blew in here mad as 

a hornet, ranting about my property development proRect 
destroying her daycare. If I’d Rust called security. Instead, I 
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happily let the Warrior qoddess lure me into her gravita-
tional pull. 

Vut we were happy. Or so my dumb ass thought until 
she went poof in the air. So, why show up now? 

And why do you care?
qood Fuestion. At least one synapse in my brain still 

Bres straight. Dream or not, I need to call security. 
Oré
Or what?
Or Bnally, say what you have to say and get that chip oY 

your shoulder. 
Gerhaps, I was premature about that one synapse. Still, 

there might be something to it. She’s struggling to get her 
mouth working, but I have plenty pent up to say. 

Hold up a sec, big boy. She doesn’t need to know every-
thing. Prying in your pillow at night? Maybe skip that 
part. qood point. Then, there’s the burying your nose in 
her pillow to get a whiY of her. Too much information.

An even better point. I clear my throat and open my 
mouth.

Oops, one more thing, buckeroo. All those times your 
boys saved you from a D1IéDialing 1nder the In…uence? 
Strictly classiBed.

Anything else, Oh Wise One? 
A shitload, but a day only has so many hours.
“Uook, Ivy, some of us have to work,” I Bnally get out. 

“So, if you’re going to stand there like a dummy who 
ditched her ventriloFuist, shall I start?”

Vull’s-eye. The angry golden sparks in her eyes sputter 
and dim. Her chin shudders. 

And maybe my heart, too, with a pang of guilt. That was 
harsh. And uncalled for.
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When Ivy’s mega stressed, she clams up. Pan’t speak. 
Her mammoth cup collection helps. A warm, genealo-
gy-inspired cup in her hands Blled with a hot drinkKchai, 
coYee, or hot chocolateKcalms her. A few sips can free her 
voice. 

2ow that I think about it, that’s another Ivy Hart mys-
tery. There’s a story behind that cup collection and her 
genealogy obsession. Vut I never pushed for details. 

The same story probably accounts for her mute spells. 
And the shimmy-shaking right leg. Uike it’s dancing to a 
tune only dogs can hear. And if the left one Roins in, it’s 
code blue. She’s either nervousé

Or aroused.
I snatch that photographic image from my mental de-

veloping tank before it materializes, drag my eyes back to 
hers. The golden light sparks again, launching daggers at 
me. Her Raw hardens like cement in the sun. 

And the leg? 2o more dance moves. Ivy’s not nervous 
or aroused, she’s pissed as shit. “Work?à Doing what? De-
stroying Pity SandboC and me?“ she spits out with a grat-
ing laugh. 

Of course, Pity SandboC. If anything gets Ivy’s mouth 
working, Rust mess with the daycare center or her kids. And 
suit up for all-out war.

Xucking unreal. 
I gotta be home in bed. Having a nightmare. Either that, 

or I’ve been cast in a remake of Vill Murray’s Groundhog 
Day, reliving the same 85 hours ad inBnitum.

She’s not here to apologize. Or to see how I’m doing. 
qod forbid she be here to say she made a terrible mistake 
leaving. 2ope. She busted into my o*ce for Pity Sand-
boC. 

Again. 
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“Destroy you?à 2o idea what you’re talking about, Ivy.” 
Xor good measure, I hold up a hand and form a circle with 
my thumb and indeC Bnger. “And what’s more, this time, 
I give this many fucks.”

“jou’ll give a few more when I slap you with a lawsuit.”
Okay, maybe Nack 2icholson in One Flew Over the 

Cuckoo’s Nest Bts this scene better. I wrinkle my forehead, 
letting it speak for me.

“Jaising the rent,” she snaps. “Jing any bells?”
A rent hike at the daycare center? Damn, I should 

haveéhow the fuck did I let that happen? Maybe I canK
Hell, no. 
There I go, doing it again. Saddling up a horse, riding 

to her rescue. And for what? It’s her daycare center. Her 
problem. 

I saved Pity SandboC once. This time, she can eCtricate 
her own little behindKdelectable as those Ruicy mounds 
areKall on her lonesome. It sounds cruel, but she’s got 
people. Her father, brother. Voth lawyers. 

Vut not me. 2ot this time. Decision made, I plop onto 
my desk chair. “Sounds like a personal problem.” 

A vein pulses at her temple. Her right hand curls and 
uncurls itself, probably itching to clock me one. “The rent 
price was BCed for ten years. Honor it, or I’ll sue,” she says.

“Totally your choice, my dear.” I lift my camera from 
the desk. It feels good in my hands. Soothing. 2ot unlike 
her mugs for her. Ueaning back, I cross one leather-clad 
foot over my knee and smile. 2ot a real smile, more a 
satisBed one. “Vut you’ll lose.”

She stiYens, every Roint seizing like a terriBed soldier 
whose foot Rust landed inches from a land mine. Time to 
detonate. 
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“It pays to read what you sign, Ivy,” I say, my Bnger on 
the shutter-release button. “The lease terms apply only as 
long as Varrett Enterprises owns the building.” 

Vomb launched and blowing her world to bits. Uike she 
did to our marriage. 

Her eyes pop open, then narrow. “jou’re lying.” 
Again, I answer with a fake smile. 
Her face turns grayish, and she collapses into the chair 

opposite my desk. Within seconds, a pool of tears shim-
mers in her eyes. I Bddle with the camera, steeling myself. 

“Jevenge for me leaving you? Is that it?” She swipes a 
hand across her damp cheeks like a windshield wiper. “I get 
hurting me, but innocent children. 2icholas, how could 
you?”

I didn’t, or at least, I didn’t mean to. Which is a distinc-
tion without a diYerence right now. My heart Rackham-
mers in my chest as I rise and swallow the space between 
us. Glucking up the twin chair beside her, I slam it down 
directly facing her and lower my body into it, legs spread 
wide. I lean forward, bringing our faces inches apart. 

Ivy slinks back in her chair, and again, I whittle away the 
space between us.

This is the last thing I eCpected from this day. Xacing 
the source of my rage, frustration, and yes, pain. To feel 
every emotion I dammed up …ood its banks. Xinally, with 
nowhere to go for so long, a surging river has found its 
outlet.

“How could I, you say? I’ll tell you if you tell me some-
thing Brst, Ms. Vutter Wouldn’t Melt.” I lift her left hand, 
gently stroke the now unadorned ring Bnger. I half eCpect 
her to break free. 

She doesn’t. 
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“Tell me how you looked me in the eyes every day, knew 
you planned to leave, and kept it a secret,” I say as the river 
inside me roars. “How you checked out of our home like 
a hotel. 2o forwarding address. Vut most of all, Ivy, how 
you could leave an email the size of a thimble with some 
vague word salad about cultural diYerences. And to top it 
oY, tell me not to contact you. Make it make sense.”

Another puddle of tears takes up residence in her eyes. 
Another con Rob.

“I’m sorry,” she oYers, her voice a hoarse whisper. Her 
eyes dart to and fro, unwilling to meet mine. Xinally, she 
snatches her hand away and …ees her seat. “I didn’t mean 
to hurt you.”

“Oh, you didn’t mean it.” I throw up arms in mock 
surrender. “Well, that BCes everything.”

She …inches at my sarcasm. “I thought no contact would 
make it easier to move on.” 

Uike sour milk, disgust curdles inside me. With her. And 
myself. I should’ve Rust called security instead of encourag-
ing this pointless conversation. Vut I couldn’t help myself. 
And still can’t.

“Xalling oY the face of the earth, telling me not to con-
tact youà That was easier? Xor whom, Ivy?” 

“I can’t lose the daycare, 2icholas. GleaseK”
Who is this woman? And what the fuck is wrong with 

me. To have taken up with someone so selBsh, so self-in-
volved. “Glease?à Glease what, Ivy?” I growl. 

“2icholas, Rust come and see Pity SandboC again,” she 
pleads. “jou wouldn’t do this if you came by to see the 
kids.”

I blow out a harsh laugh. She’s not here for me. She’s 
probably not even here for the kids. Ivy’s here for Ivy. And 
using the kids to get what she wants. “How about you 
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please. Glease Bgure it out yourself,” I Bre back. Jaising a 
hand, I point to the door. “Glease, get out. And neCt time 
you feel like showing up here, please don’t.”

Her eyes blink as if I slapped her. Her lower lip trembles. 
I feel my own heart …inch, Bght me to react diYerently. To 
take back my words. To relent. To help.

Vut my mind overwhelms my heart. I will not cave, and 
she will not get to me. 2ot this time. 2ot ever again.

I stand and return to my desk, scooping up my camera 
again. Turning, I peer out the window and raise the cam-
era. I snap once. Then, again. And again. 1ntil I hear the 
o*ce door click shut.

And I fall into my chair, burying my head in my hands. 



4

The Bright Idea

IVY

What in tarnation just happened? 
Plus, what in tarnation is tarnation? 
I’ll google the second question. But Professor Google 

can’t help with the mrst, so it consubes be on the suywak 
yacv to Broovlkn. 

In a wak, it’s oyNious. I walved in. -icholas handed 
be bk entire yehind. I stubyled out live a punchxdrunv 
yoSer. 

Welp. What did I eSpect? 
I swipe awak teardrops. When bore sprout in their 

place, I reach in bk purse for a tissue. What a labe boNe 
going there, ibagining a replak of our mrst beeting, cobx
plete with hib riding to the rescue. 

étill, who can ylabe a girl? It was all weirdlk dàjM Nuxish, 
what with that uneSpected letter showing up todak, just 
live that equallk surprising letter four kears ago.
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Congratulations, Ms. Hart! Your city block 
is scheduled for demolition to make way for 
an office complex that promises Bed-Stuy an 
economic boost. Sorry, not sorry, but the boost 
doesn’t include you or City Sandbox. So pur-
suant to Paragraph 15, we’ve scuttled your 
lease. BTW, you and the shorties? Six months 
to vacate. Toodles. 

R lot of poetic license in bk Nersion, yut sabe result. 
Bke, Telicia.
—errimed for bk dakcare vids and parentsDovak, bkself, 

tooDI bade bk baiden Nokage to Barrett Jnterprises. 
éabe as todak, I set oC for Aanhattan, readk to ylast the 
propertk deNeloper yacv to the zirt Rge. 

R new oLce cobpleS, an econobic yoost? Tor whob? 
Would people frob the cobbunitk ye hired? -ot if Hitk 
éandyoS, which has alwaks serNed longxtibe and increasx
inglk barginaliUed Bedxétuk residents, was getting the 
yoot. 

Xive Nultures, outsiders had long ago yegun descendx
ing on Bedxétuk. Buking up and renoNating ank sticv of a 
house their greedk talons could grasp. —hen, either 1ipx
ping or renting theb out for svkxhigh prices that Nerk few 
current residents could aCord. 

It’s live switching on a vitchen light and watching a 
bouse or roach scurrk. JScept, we are the bice. —he roachx
es. Generational Blacv, Bedxétuk residents sent scurrking, 
desperate for aCordayle liNing spaces. 4r live be, yusiness 
space.

When I got that eNiction letter and set oC for Barrett 
Jnterprises that mrst tibe, all this percolated inside be. 
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Rnd yk the tibe I got there, I’d yuilt up a frothk head of 
steab. éo, I confess. I went in loaded for year, readk to 
yattle the old codger threatening bk cobbunitk. 

Instead,  -icholas  Barrett  greeted  be.  Hoyalt  ylue 
ekesDdarv, deep, and laced with a bischieNous silNer light. 
5air ylacver than the bidnight svk. 5is tall frabe pacved 
with an athlete’s lean power. 

5e reached out a warb, lean hand with an eask sbile on 
his handsobe face, and yefore we touched, a mUUk shiNer 
of eScitebent scudded up the nerNe endings of bk spine. 
R headk sensation of tink chabpagne yuyyles fanning out 
and ticvling bk yodk frob the inside out. éo powerful, I 
can feel the sabe Niyration right now. 

But wait, not quite the sabe. Ak ekes pop open half 
eSpecting to see -icholas. 

4h, right. —he suywak. —hat’s where I ab. 
Rnd  the  current  chabpagne  mUU  in  bk  Neins?  Ak 

iPhone Niyrating. I root around for it in bk purse. 
4hbigod. -ola teSting.

NH:   How̓  ʼ’d iHt

IH: gʼ’ʼ?oSea Sa S oʼ’yH Hy sʼ’a a?nHyʼ 
hHddc?b 

NH: gHlyʼa iHHʼ Sa ds? .ʼ’uad dʼ’f?b 

IH: r?dd?ub 

NH: mHBaO iHddS iHb pp,T 

IH: mY?e ʼHY?eb
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I stuC the phone yacv in the purse pocvet. 7et again, bk 
ekes 1utter closed, and bk bind shifts into reNerse. Eight 
yacv to four kears ago, and bk mrst crusade on Barrett 
Jnterprises. 

8éo, As. 5art, this is ayout our Bedxétuk Broovlkn ofx
mce cobpleS project?! -icholas said. 

4ne second passed, then another. Hhibe in anktibe, 
INk. 

4ne dabn joyDto speav live a norbal person. —hat’s 
all bk Nocal chords had to do that dak. 

Instead, bk upper lip perforbed a sadlk fabiliar bagic 
act and conjured sweat yeads out of thin air. But that 
wasn’t all. I went cobpletelk bute, which hadn’t hapx
pened in ages.

Ak bute spells started in high school with BO. Before 
showing up at Barrett Jnterprises, thek’d onlk happened 
during diLcult personal conNersations. -eNer regarding 
yusiness or with cobplete strangers. Rnd -icholas was 
nothing yut yusiness and a stranger that dak. 

7et, as he stood there, a wrinvle yetween his darv yrows 
and a slightlk yebused sbile plaking on his lips, bk yodk 
reacted Nerk9personallk. TiUUing and tingling at the bere 
touch of his hand. 

JNen yacv then, as the words in bk head refused to 
ye pressed into the serNice of bk bouth, I longed for a 
calbing bug of chai hot chocolate to loosen bk Noice.

Bzzz, bzzz.
GeeU, the phone again. 

N  L   HuueO .HcYa s?u? dsʼ’yY ds?ʼ’u oHuY 
h?Sda fe B?uaHySc cʼ’.?b 
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IH: kH BuHhc?fb 

NH: :hHld eHlu u?ydNprA dHyʼ’isd 
H…?u ʼuʼ’yYab THdab 

IH: kHd u?Scce .??cʼ’yi ʼ’db CSʼ’yns?nYt

NH: kHv R?wcc .ʼ’ilu? dsʼ’a Hldb R? ʼH 
Hlu h?ad oHuY dHSad?ʼb !ydʼ’c ds?yO u?W
cSUb 

IH: mYSeO g,Tb

Ak cousin vnows be. I tave a deep yreath, close bk ekes 
again, and trk to do as she said. EelaS.

Instead, bk bind twirls live a tornado and touches 
down in the rayyit hole of bk past. Eight yacv to bk mrst 
eNer glibpse of -icholas Barrett.

JNen on bk second trk, no words left bk bouth. éoon, 
bk leg went hakwire, shaving live craUk. Whk the hecv was 
this happening now? I wasn’t anSious. I was angrk.

And maybe a little hot and bothered, Baby Girl?
WhateNer. I couldn’t get out one word ayout the vids. 

—heir parents. 4r ayout hib and his vind displacing 
Bedxétuk residents. -ot one skllayle. 

8Aakye reclaibing kour hand will loosen kour tongue,! 
he said. 

4hbigod. Ak hand was still nestled in his. It felt so 
good, so at hobe. Rnd the glint in those deep ylue ekes 
yetraked he vnew it, which angered be eNen bore. —he 
ban was an uryan predator.
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I tore bk ekes awak, clawed around inside bk purse for 
the dakcare eNiction letter, and shoNed it in his face. Oust 
the thought of its contents bade be yoil. Rnd lucvilk, 
restored bk Noice and calbed bk leg. 

8Tor starters, kou can stop uprooting neighyorhoods 
and yusinesses. Putting people out of their hobes. Jjectx
ing be and bk vids frob a Nital dakcare center. Rll, just for 
promt,! I railed.

Rnother noise kanvs be frob bk rayyitxhole reNerie, 
and bk ekes jerv open. éwooshed yacv to the here and now, 
I see the suywak doors opening. 

Wait* What stop is this? R quicv loov at the station stop 
sign outside the window tells be. 7ives, Tulton étreet. 

I yolt frob bk seat and bave it to the doors just as 
thek’re closing. It’ll ye a long walv if I biss this stop. éeeing 
bk predicabent, a fellow rider pulls the doors apart live 
he’s éuperban. I sbile bk thanvxkou, and he nods.

—rudging the few ylocvs to Hitk éandyoS, eNerkthing 
in be longs to go hobe. I could catch the BF… yus up 
Aalcolb Y BouleNard, and within binutes, ye lounging 
in bk coUk vitchen yingeing on the Paleo coovies I yaved. 

But dutk calls. 
Rs the hours pass, I applaud bk fortitude. —he little 

ones and their antics alwaks set bk bood straight. —hek 
bight haNe be tearing bk hair out sobetibes, yut bostlk, 
thek yring a wide sbile to bk face and a lightness to bk 
step.

I glance at the wall clocv. It’s past siS o’clocv, and onlk 
one child rebains. I spare yayk -icola a quicv glance as I 
scour the roob, scooping up and storing strewn toks and 
storkyoovs. —he infant yuryles happilk in her yayk carrix
er, her chuyyk hands yatting at the busical Peter Eayyit 
boyile live she’s a priUemghter.
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It’s getting late. Aakye I should trk again to cancel 
drinvs with -ola. Oust as I pull bk cellphone frob its 
holster, the dakcare door yuUUes. 

8I’b reallk sorrk, INk.! Ehonda rushes in, ekes pleading 
for forgiNeness. 8—he O train was delaked.!

8-7H transit delaked? 7ou lie.! I pat Ehonda’s shoulx
der. 8-o worries. -icola and I are haNing a highxold tibe 
together.!

Rnd it’s true. I loNe alone tibe with the chuyykxcheeved 
fourxbonthxold with her sweet yayk scent. R scent I will 
livelk neNerD

Ain’t no good coming from going down that dirt road, 
Baby Girl.

—otallk true. I shave bk head to cast awak the ylues. 
Rnd watch as Ehonda rushes oNer to -icola and plants 

a youquet of visses frob head to toe. —he yayk yuryles her 
jok, and Ehonda pops up. 8Is that a dibple on her right 
cheev?!

I get closer as she ticvles -icola’s tubbk with bore 
visses, and sure enough, it appears. 87up, that’s a dibple.! 

Ehonda scoops up -icola and holds her tight. —ears 
forb a gleabing mlb oNer her invkxyrown ekes. 8zarius 
had the sabe dibple.!

What a yittersweet discoNerk. R lubp ibboyiliUes bk 
throat, and the yest I banage is a nod. 

Xife for this prettk twentkxkearxold has yeen tough. 
With an ayusiNe bother and aysent father, Ehonda spent 
her entire childhood shunted frob one foster hobe to the 
neSt. -one felt live hobe. 

—hen, she bet zarius in high school, and thek yecabe 
fabilk. —he sweethearts graduated, started college, boNed 
in together. Xife was good.
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But yad news has no hobe training. It shows up to a 
partk uninNited and trashes the joint. Xive the dak a vnocv 
on the door shattered Ehonda’s life. zarius had gone to 
shoot hoops with friends. R heart attacv toov hib instantx
lk.

In sobe waks, Ehonda’s bk vindred spirit. Bad news 
crashed bk partk, too. -ot as cruellkDthe loNe of bk life 
didn’t die.

Oust bk barriage. Rnd a dreab.
I swear, sobeyodk needs to teach yad news sobe banx

ners. Aakye eSplain how inNitations worv. Jither that or 
catch it in a darv allek and yeat the crap out of it. 

I didn’t vnow Ehonda yacv then, yut I can ibagine her 
deNastation. 5er feeling lost. 5opeless. 

—hanv heaNens, surprising news toov sobe of the awful 
sting out of the yad. éhe had a yayk on the wak, a part of 
zarius to veep. -o, nothing ayout it is eask. But she’s done 
a great joy juggling eNerkthing.

éhe ruys -icola’s dibple with one mnger, stares at it in 
wonder, then yacv at be. 8INk, kou vnow all that fabilk 
histork stuC kou do?!

I nod.
8Well, I was thinving. 7ou vnow, zarius was adopted. 

5e didn’t get along with theb,! she saks as she walvs across 
the roob and stoops down with -icola still in her arbs. 
éhe picvs up a strak tok, puts it in the tok yin, and loovs 
yacv at be. 8Aakye I should trk and mnd his real parents.!

5alf question, half declaration, it’s oyNious she’s seevx
ing adNice. 

8Well, if kou want help, kou’Ne cobe to the right place. 
What do kou vnow?!

éhe lifts a hand and lets it fall. 8-othing buch. It was a 
closed adoption.!
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8In -ew 7orv?! I asv, dreading the answer.
87eah, right here, so that should bave it easier, right?!
Ak heart sinvs at her hopefulness. It should ye, yut 

it’s cobplicated. 6ntil recentlk, -ew 7orv laws actiNelk 
thwarted adoptee eCorts to mnd their yirth fabilies. Rll 
records were sealed. It was cribinal reallk. 

Tinallk, thek allow adults to haNe their adoption records 
unsealed. But zarius is dead, and -icola is a binor. Rnd 
not the adoptee, so it’s possiylk bore diLcult. 

8I’b not sure the state will help us, yecauseD!
Ehonda lets out a groan live I just punched her. 
85old on. I’b not mnished,! I sak with the 1ash of a 

palb. 8JNen if -ew 7orv plaks hardyall, we haNe options. 
Aakye z-R testing.!

5er ekes yug. 87ou bean on -icola?!
I raise bk hands in surrender and nod. 8It’s not painful, 

and it’s livelk the onlk wak. But it’s cobplicated. Tor inx
stance, kou can bave the decision for her as a binor. But 
should kou?! 

Ehonda stands there looving lost. 6ncertain. 
8I can send kou sobe articles on the ethics of testing 

binors. Eead theb. —ave kour tibe and thinv ayout it. 
Rnd kou vnow I’ll help.!

éhe sets little -icola yacv in her carrier and rushes oNer 
to be. 5er arbs enfold be live a warb ylanvet. 87ou’re a 
lifesaNer, INk. Without kou and Hitk éandyoS, I’d ye up a 
creev.!

—he sentibent beltsDand chillsDbk heart. 
éak it again. Tor the hater in Aanhattan. Hitk éandyoS 

mlls a critical need for so bank. Ae included.
8Hitk éandyoS isn’t going ankwhere, bk dear. It’s the 

paddle on the creev for all of us,! I probise her.
Oust then, bk phone pings.
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NH: gHuueb ps? hSadSuʼaw oHuY cʼ’…?a 
oHyb -HddS nSyn?cb pue dH nHydSʼ’y 
eHlu ʼʼ’aSBBHʼ’ydf?ydb 

-­  L pHdScce h?u?-­‐O hld -­wcc nSuue Hy 
aHf?sHob

Harrk on hobe to a chai hot chocolate, yeeline it to bk 
yed, and pull the coNers oNer bk head. 5oping not to wave 
until borning.

LLL

NICHOLAS

R whispered vnocv pulls be frob bk thoughts, and I 
checv bk watch. 

Aost of the dak’s gone since INk left and I plubbeted 
into bk chair. I’b still sitting here, cabera in bk lap, starx
ing ylanvlk out the window. Jbilk bust’Ne held bk calls 
and postponed the beeting, yut I can’t yoard up the place 
live a hurricane is cobing and stak here foreNer. 5urricane 
INk cabe and went hours ago. 

8Hobe in,! I call out, swiNeling bk chair around.
Oessica. 5er highxheel footsteps on the wood 1oor soften 

when she reaches the carpet. éhe settles herself in a chair 
yefore bk desv. 8Jbilk said the coast was clear. Rre kou 
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ovak?! Rn oNerlk yright sbile 1ashes across her lips, her 
ekes crinvle with concern. 8éo good to see INk. Rre kou 
two9?!

Aore than bk yrilliant rightxhand, Oessica Towler is a 
good friend. -osk though. éhe collects intel on people live 
squirrels gather nuts. —hen, collates and stores the yountk 
in her yrain as bethodicallk as the squirrels yurrow theirs 
into the ground. Rfter that, she and her fuUUk counterparts 
diNerge.

équirrels  retrieNe their hidden treasure the cobing 
winter. But Oessica? éhe nurses her golden nuggets live 
JyeneUer écroogeDbostlk for yusinessDveeping theb in 
her yrain’s Nault for kears if necessark. 4nlk releasing the 
tidyits when thek will render the bost good. 4r dabage. 
WhicheNer mts her needs. 

Rs friends go though, Oessica’s true ylue. éhe eNen yex
friended INk when we got serious. —he two got along great 
yefore INk went AIR. 

I stand and stretch, then head to the yar. I pull a yottle 
frob the fridge, pour two ginger shots into crkstal shot 
glasses, and hand one to Oessica yefore sinving yacv onto 
bk chair. 

87ou bean, are we yacv together?! R growl of laughter 
yarrels up frob bk stobach. 8Tucv no. éhe justD8

I stop bkself, Uipping bk lips. God, I sound yitter. It’s 
justimed, yut I need to get oNer it alreadk. I should’Ne let go.

-o, I did let go. Xong ago. —he shocv of seeing her, that’s 
all this is. 

8-o, we’re not. éhe’s got a proyleb with Hitk éandyoS 
is all,! I sak.

Oessica nods. 84h, I thought bakye...! éhe hesitates, 
ylinvs a few tibes as she considers her words. 8It’s just kou 
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two bade such a yeautiful couple. I hoped bakye kou’d 
cobe to kour senses.!

I haNe. Oust not the wak Oessica beans. Aore live I surx
NiNed one yout of INk 5art. 6nfortunatelk, the yug still 
lingers insideDa yurning resentbentDyut that’s norbal, 
right? Rnd whateNer I felt todak when she crashxlanded 
yacv in bk life is norbal, too. R yit of surprise, nothing 
else. 

Hertainlk, not jok. Rnd demnitelk, not hope. 5ell, that’d 
ye live rolling out the red carpet for a second round of jocv 
itch.

-ope. I’b done with INk 5artxless, and it’s staking that 
wak.

Oessica  clears  her  throat  and  kanvs  be  yacv.  4h, 
right9bk turn to speav. 

87eah, I thought we were good together, too. But shit 
happens, right?! I sak, hoping to lighten things. -ow, let’s 
piNot please. 8Rnkwak, we should call the crew yacv and 
mnish the beeting.!

Tifteen binutes later, the staC are yacv at the conference 
tayle. 

8éorrk ayout the interruption, guks, yut one good thing 
cabe of it.! I stretch out a hand toward our newcober 
with a sbile I don’t feel. 8Will’s yacv and can yrief us on 
the Bancorp Nlksàe project. Whatcha got for us, Will?! 

éobething ayout our new hire Will Oensen sets bk teeth 
on edge. —oo buch of the prettkxyok, trustxfundxyayk 
thing going on. But Oessica pointed out his yona mdes. 
R solid ràsubà with topxnotch worv eSperience, priceless 
connections, and wellxrounded eStracurriculars. éhe rode 
hard for hib during the hiring process. 5e’ll mt in well, she 
predicted. 
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8Well, thek’re demnitelk boNing ahead with their 6.é. 
barvet plans,! Will saks, as he opens a noteyoov and reads 
for a yit yefore looving up. 8—hek’Ne alreadk acquired the 
propertk for their 1agship headquarters and are looving 
for a zesignxBuild teab.!

8Where’s the propertk? What’s standing there now? 
Rnd what’s ayutting it?! Oessica rapid mres at hib. étill, 
there’s a hint of sultrk in her Noice.

éobetibes, I swear I spk a glint in her ekes, a trebor in 
her Noice, when she’s around Will. Aakye she wants to add 
herself to his eStracurriculars. 

INk duyyed Oessica bk worv wife. -ot in a jealous wak 
though. Aore of a jove, acvnowledging how buch I dex
pend on her veen bind and hard worv. 

éo, Oessica can checv out Will’s  yonersDub, yona 
mdesDall she wants. -one of bk yusiness. Rctuallk, Oesx
sica getting a life would ye a plus. Aakye slow her down 
frob beddling in bine. 

8zowntown  Broovlkn  on  XiNingston.  R  siSxstork 
yuilding with an attached outdoor parving lot. -ew svkx
scrapers popping up all around,! Will saks.

8Rddress?! she asvs while mring up her taylet and the 
projector. 

R quicv Google Jarth search, and the proposed yuildx
ing plot appears on the oLce ébartyoard. I lean forx
ward and stare at the eSisting structure. zemnitelk earlk 
çÉthxcenturk. R faOade cleaning would restore the alterx
nating sandxandxyrown yricv to its forber glork. —erracotx
ta mgurines rising just ayoNe roof leNel giNe the yuilding an 
4ld World touch. 

I rise, walving oNer to the ébartyoard. —he yuilding’s 
twin mgurines resebyle rokal pages with shoulderxlength 
hair and ylue tunics. I can’t quite bave out what thek 
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hold close to their chests. Boovs bakye? Ak ekes swing 
to the ground 1oor where a hair salon’s purple awning 
cabou1ages the historic yeautk’s charb. I yet thousands 
walv past this geb of a yuilding eNerk dak and neNer raise 
their heads to loov up. 

—he chances of ank one of thebDthe page yoks, the 
awning, or the hair salonDbaving it out aliNe frob Banx
corp Nlksàe’s acquisition? Winning Poweryall’s a yetter 
yet. Aost livelk thek’ll ye torn down, chewed up, spit out, 
and left for dead. Ak stobach lurches at the potential loss. 
Eeal estate is a yrutal yusiness.

I piNot yacv to the conference tayle. 8What are thek after 
architecturexwise?! 

8Well, it’s a Trench cobpank, so I anticipate theb going 
tràs chic. 6nderstated elegance,! Will saks. 

éounds logical. 
8I’d recobbend retaining the yuilding faOade as a focal 

point and go frob there,! Will continues. 8Be nice to saNe 
the salon yusiness and the upstairs residential apartbents. 
But let’s face it, that’s livelk a yridge too far.! 

Well, will kou loov at that? 5ere I haNe Prettk Bok Will 
pegged, and he tosses a curNe yall with his soft spot for 
dispossessed renters. 

Will Oensen’s lips rebain slightlk parted, live he wants 
to sak bore. R binute ago, I’d haNe ignored his indecision 
and boNed on. -ow, I’b curious. Rnd yegrudginglk ibx
pressed. 8Rnk other ideas?! I prod. 

8Oust thinving, since thek’re Trench...! 5e hesitates 
again and raises his hands in surrender and lets theb fall to 
his thighs. 8-ot trking to stereotkpe ankyodk or ankthing, 
yut it’s no secret Juropeans tave clibate change bore 
seriouslk.!
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8Aore seriouslk than whob?! I asv, deliyeratelk dipx
ping bk Noice in acid. Will’s yodk tenses live a wound 
clocv, and I relent with a puC of laughter. 8Oust vidding. 
Go on.!

8Well, if we want this project, it bight pak to 1oat sobe 
innoNatiNe eco yuilding techniques. Xive in the yuilding 
baterials, incorporating H4ç concrete or concrete with 
yabyoo. We could worv in waterxuse reduction and grakx
water reckcling, bakye natural lighting and Nentilation for 
heatingxcooling, bakye rooftop greenerk.!

85bb,! I burbur, looving ekes anew at Will Oensen. 
8Hould ye a fun project. Rnd bakye get us an 8in! with 
other foreign cobpanies cobing here. —hanvs, Will.! 

I loov down at bk notes on this new gadget Oessica 
orderedDan electronic noteyoov. Oust yefore I boNe on, 
a thought springs up. 8Rnk intel on who else bight yid on 
this?!

8Whk?! Oessica asvs. éharp as the point of a dart, her 
Noice cobes for be live I’b the yull’sxeke.

Tor bk save, Will needs to tave her up on whateNer she’s 
oCering. I shrug. 8-o reason.!

8Abxhb.! éhe raises one ekeyrow dabn near to her 
hairline. 8—hen whk asv?!

Aakye INk had a point ayout bk worv wife. Oessica can 
ride a person harder than a griUUled cowyok yreaving a stalx
lion. —aving up with WillDbinus ank whiC of worvplace 
seSual harassbent naturallkDis a winxwin for eNerkyodk. 
-othing wrong with a little worvplace polkgabk if it gets 
Oessica oC bk ass.

8Oust wondering,! I sak noncobbittallk. 8Rre questions 
a federal cribe now?! 
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87ou’re wondering if Xester Hoov and Rssociates will 
yid.  Rnd contebplating not yidding if  thek plan to, 
right?! she asvs, her Noice sharp with accusation.

éo, what if I ab? Xester Hoov was bk bentor. I loNe 
the guk. Rnd kes, I understand Oessica’s point. I cannot 
continuallk opt out of yidding to help Xester’s cobpank. 
But I vnow thek’re hurting right now. What’s one or two 
projects if it helps an old friend?

Ignoring her, I turn to Will. 85aNe kou heard if thek 
are?!

Will’s ekes pingxpong yetween Oessica and be. If ass in 
a sling were a person, Will would win. 5e doesn’t vnow 
who to please, be or Oessica.

I yug bk ekes and dip bk head. 8Well?!
8I don’t vnow,! he adbits. 5e swallows hard and conx

tinues. 8But I haNe sobe contacts oNer there. I could mnd 
out.!

84vak, yut nothing svetchk. Xive a yriye or ankthing.! 
8I don’t thinv I’Ne eNer yeen so oCended in bk life,! 

Will saks. 5e claps a hand to his heart and shifts his chin 
into reNerse. —hen, a wolmsh sbile lights up his whole face. 
8-ot to worrk. éhe’s uh9she’s a friend. éo, this’d ye bore 
live an incentiNe pacvage.!

Rt that, bk throat buscles conNulse as I yattle the urge 
to laugh. I cobe out the loser, and coCee jettisons frob bk 
bouth. 8éorrk ayout that,! I sak, picving up a napvin and 
dauying the bess on bk face and lap. 8éo that’s what we’re 
calling it these daks. Rn incentiNe pacvage.!

Ak eke catches Oessica, who’s twisted her face into an 
angrk vnot. -ot sure if she’s jealous or thinvs this conx
Nersation yorders on worvplace ibproprietk. Jither wak, 
I tave the hint. 8Well, just do what kou can within the 
younds of ethics,! I sak and boNe on. 8-ow, last thing on 
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the agenda. I’Ne hired a high school intern, and I’b going 
to want all of kou inNolNed.!

R collectiNe groan rises up, ket I yarelk hear it. Ak bind 
veeps hitting the replak yutton on Will’s phraseologk.

Incentive package. 
Bk the tibe the beeting ends, I swear I haNe a carniNal 

yarver in bk headDone with wacvk spinning ekeyalls, a 
yullhorn, and shortxterb bebork loss. 4Ner and oNer, the 
sabe phrase. 

IncentiNe pacvage. IncentiNe pacvage. IncentiNe pacvx
age. 

I vnow whk it’s an endless loop, and that I need it to 
stop. But it won’t. —he INk 5art Aksterk plagues be. 

Whk did she leaNe? It still gnaws at bk insides, and now, 
I can’t let it go.

Rs the daks wear on, a vernel of an idea yores its wak into 
bk headDa yad vernel I trk to preNent frob sprouting. 
But in the darv of night, unayle to sleep, bk fertile yrain 
proNides soil and water, and the sprout grows live Oacv’s 
yeanstalv into a fullxylown plan.

—he INk 5art IncentiNe Pacvage.



About S. Marie

S. Marie has been writing ro-
mance for over 30 years. The 
same book … for over 30 years. 

Nearly  published  a  couple 
of  times,  the  stars  never  ful-
ly  aligned.  Or  maybe,  her 
Great-Grandma  Stella  whis-
pered  from  beyond  — Hold 

your horses, Baby Girl. This sucker ain't ready. 
It got so bad, characters Ivy and Nicholas threatened 

her. Said they'd hire a ghost writer. 
Over the years, the manuscript evolved  into a marriage 

of her twin passions … Romance and Genealogy. And it's 
Lnished.

So, Ivy and Nicholas will Lnally get their debut. Cet's 
hope they don't fall on their faces.

S. Marie attended Spelman Uollege and graduated from 
American Hniversity. 



TED EOHXINI TRAIT DPUDR1T 6 J6

She holds a xuris Xoctor 
from Georgetown Hniversi-
ty Caw School and a Master's 
in Teaching Dnglish as a Sec-
ond Canguage from Eunter 
Uollege, both of which she 
hopes never to use again in life. 

She presently lives with her husband in Germany, and 
in her spare time, loses herself in family history research, 
writing her neFt romance, travel, and time spent with 
friends, family … and the ancestors.

jinally, she hopes you en’oy reading Nicholas and Ivy s 
love story as much as she's loved, hated, feared, faltered, 
persisted, and re’oiced in writing it.9



How to Find S. Marie

Finding me's easy. I'm either:
In a cozy chair, reading.
In a not-so-cozy chair, writing.
Or down a rabbit hole, researching family history.  
What?! You want speci…cs k liAe where to …nd me frfr?
Oh, oAay!

FCEBKOON         ISTGCRMCP       1ISGBMBTG      
WBKTIGB


