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Congratulations

“OMG, my girl is an author!” Candace, Cece to everybody who knew her, squealed as she kicked off her shoes and flopped onto April’s couch.

“Yes, girl, but let’s not get too excited,” April said, rubbing her temples. “I’ve been working really hard at this, but it doesn’t reap much reward in the beginning.”

“Then why do it?”

“Because Cece... writing is an escape for me. It’s more than a hobby. Though sometimes I wonder why I went independent. This is not for the faint of heart. Nobody appreciates artistry, and I get so much flak for publishing on one of those self-publishing sites instead of some big publishing house. Like how you just call up a publisher and say, ‘Hey, I got a book, sign me.”

Cece rolled her eyes dramatically. “Well, biiitch, I did tell you not to go writing those damn murder mysteries. That’s not the vibe right now.”

“Oh, okay, Cece. So, what should I write about then? Them freaky-ass books you be waist-deep in?”

Cece burst out laughing. “Girl, I have read other books before. For your information, I’m reading Lines That Blur by J.R. Sable, and girl... when I tell you it goes down in that book? FYI, it’s a suspense crime novel, and yes, I may have a crush on the lead character, Luca, but that’s beside the point. I can’t wait for part two later this year.”

April smirked. “Anyway, Miss Detective of the Year, I’m not up for your BS tonight. I must get my mind right.”

“Well, you should come out with Marshawn and me,” Cece said, standing and looking around the dim apartment. “Get out of this parsley-lit crime-scene-looking place. It’s depressing.”

“No way. Last time I went out with y’all, we stayed out until 2:00 a.m. And I have work in the morning.”

“Oh yes, your super-important executive assistant job,” Cece teased, rolling her eyes so hard it was practically cardio.

“Until writing pays the bills, I need income. Plus, working for a PI might help get my creative juices flowing.”

“I hope it gets some juices flowing,” Cece said. “Because you are lying up in here looking like ‘who did it and why’ is not getting you laid, Ms. Lady.”

“Girl, stop,” April said, laughing despite herself. “I still can’t believe I’ll be working with PI Blake McKnight. He’s legendary around Deckardsville.”

“It’s not hard to be famous in this little town,” Cece said, grabbing her purse. “Plus, Blake is a smooth name. Reminds me of this dude I used to kick it with. His name was Blake, but we called him Pressure... because girl, he could apply that pressure, if you know what I mean.”

April burst out laughing. “Get out of my house, heffa. I have to go to bed for work. And don’t be late picking me up. I must be there at 8:00 a.m., Candace.”

Cece pointed at her. “Girl, whatever. Just be ready.”

She shut the door behind her, leaving April alone in the quiet apartment the kind of quiet that made her thoughts louder than she liked. Tomorrow she’ll start her new job with PI Blake McKnight.

And something in her gut told her life in Deckardsville was about to get a whole lot less quiet.



The next morning came way too fast.

April groaned as her alarm blared at 6:15 a.m., dragging her out of the little sleep she managed to get. Her nerves had kept her tossing all night: new job, new boss, new everything. She lay there for a moment, staring at the ceiling, reminding herself that this was what she wanted. A fresh start. A chance to be around real investigations instead of just writing about them.

By 7:20, she was dressed: a fitted pencil skirt, a soft ruffle blouse, and the heels she knew she couldn’t walk in but insisted on wearing anyway. First-day energy had her doing the most.

At 7:30 on the dot, Cece pulled up outside, bright-eyed, and loud as ever, leaning on the horn like she was summoning a teenager for school.

April grabbed her bag and hurried out.

As soon as she opened the car door, the smell hit her: caramel latte and warm blueberry muffin.

Cece grinned. “Good morning, Ms. New Employee! I brought breakfast because I knew your dramatic ass wasn’t going to eat.”

April slid into the passenger seat, already smiling. “You’re the best. And rude. But the best.”

“Girl, please. Drink your latte and let’s go. We got places to be.”

They pulled off toward downtown Deckardsville, Cece talking a mile a minute about Marshawn, her hair appointment, and some drama at her job. April nodded along, sipping her latte, trying to calm the flutter in her stomach.

After a few sips, she frowned. “Dang, girl... where's the caramel in this caramel latte?”

Cece gasped dramatically. “Oh! My bad. I probably forgot to tell Devan to put extra caramel this morning. Plus, he was looking extra cute today.”

April sighed, shaking her head. “Girl, when are you finally going to ask him out on a date?”

Cece waved her hand as if the idea offended her. “I’m working on it. Don’t rush my process.”

April laughed softly and took another sip, even though the caramel was missing. The drive continued with Cece’s nonstop commentary filling the car, grounding April just enough to keep her nerves from spiraling.

When they pulled up to Plus Investigation & Security Firm, Cece put the car in park and unbuckled.

“Uh-uh,” April said. “Why are you getting out?”

“Because I’m walking you in. Duh. What kind of best friend would I be if I let you strut in here alone on those wobbly-ass heels?”

April rolled her eyes but didn’t argue. Cece was already halfway around the car.

Inside the lobby, April tried to walk with confidence, but the heels were not cooperating. She took tiny, careful steps, praying she wouldn’t bust her ass on her first day.

Cece snorted. “Girl, you look good, but you’re walking like a newborn deer. I told you not to wear heels. You can’t walk in heels. Never could.”

“It’s called professionalism,” April whispered through clenched teeth.

“It’s called suffering,” Cece shot back. “But go off, Naughty Secretary.”

April nudged her, but she couldn’t help laughing.

Then she glanced at the clock on the wall.

7:45 a.m.

Her heart jumped. “Oh, hell no, I am not being late on my first day.”

Suddenly, she found speed she didn’t know she had, heels clicking like they were trying to keep up with her ambition.

Cece cackled behind her. “There she goes! Want he do it!” 

April ignored her and headed straight for the front desk, smoothing her blouse and trying to catch her breath.

Today was the day.

New job.

New chapter.
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First Impressions

The elevator ride to the nineteenth floor felt longer than it should have. April smoothed her blouse for the tenth time, trying to steady her breathing. Cece stood beside her, humming as if she were headed to brunch rather than escorting her best friend to a new job.

When the elevator doors opened, they stepped into a small but serious-looking office space. The air felt crisp, organized, and all business a whole different world from April’s cozy apartment.

A woman with warm brown skin and a sleek bob looked up from the front desk and smiled.

“Good morning! You must be April,” she said, standing to greet them. “I’m Raina, the interim secretary while Samantha’s out on maternity leave. Welcome to Plus Investigation and Security.”

Her voice was friendly, but her posture said she managed this floor with precision.

April returned the smile. “Nice to meet you.”

Raina motioned for them to follow. “Let me show you your desk.”

As they walked, Cece leaned closer. “Okay, this place is giving serious. Like... don’t-touch-nothing serious.”

April elbowed her lightly, but she couldn’t deny it — the energy in the office was sharp.

Raina stopped at a small but neat workstation near a glass-walled office. “This will be you. Phone, computer, filing cabinet, everything you need. If you have questions, I’m right over there.”

April nodded, taking it all in.

Then the door to the glass office opened.

And he walked out.

Blake McKnight.

A presence.

Tall, broad-shouldered, clean-cut beard, dark suit that fit like it was tailored yesterday. He carried himself with the kind of confidence that didn’t need announcing.

Cece’s eyes widened as if she’d just seen a celebrity.

She leaned in and whispered, “I think I found the rest of your caramel... and the good news? It comes in bulk, if you catch my drift.”

April nearly choked on air.

Blake approached, expression unreadable but not unkind. Nervous, she stepped forward to introduce herself, and her latte slipped from her hand. 

It splashed across his suit jacket in a perfect arc of caffeinated disaster.

“Oh, my God! I am so, so sorry,” April gasped, mortified.

Blake looked down at the mess, then back at her. No anger. No irritation. Just calm.

“Welcome to the team,” he said simply, then handed his jacket to Raina and walked off like getting baptized in caramel latte was part of the onboarding process.

Cece covered her mouth to keep from screaming. “Girl... GIRL. Not the latte baptism!”

April wanted to evaporate.


The rest of the day was quiet — thankfully. April spent most of it organizing her desk, filing old case folders, and returning voicemails from potential clients. Raina checked in often, guiding her through the system and showing her how Blake liked things done.

Around 2 p.m., an email notification popped up.

From: Blake McKnight

Subject: Uniform & Office Policy

April opened the email quickly.

Welcome aboard. Please review the attached uniform guidelines. Also
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