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I thought I had told it all. When I wrote Scarlet Yearnings, I believed I had emptied the well. That debut collection, published independently, featured twelve stories that bared my soul, each reflecting a longing I had carried for years. I didn’t expect anyone to ask, “But what happened after?”

And yet, you did.

Readers wanted more of the lives I had briefly opened and then left suspended. You were eager to hear from the men, the partners, the mothers, and the neighbors. You wanted to see what love looks like after the curtain falls, expose what “happily ever after” means in real life, when desire has done its dazzling work and the reckoning begins.

I initially returned to the opening story, “The First Time She Met Her Father,” intending to write a simple continuation. What emerged instead was something truer and harder: emotional autobiographical fiction that refused to remain a short story. That literary and spirit-filled work became my second book, Scarlet Birthright: What They Left Behind.

Now, I continue my response to your original request. Scarlet Yearnings Beyond First Glance revisits many of those earlier stories, sometimes through a fresh pair of eyes and sometimes by stepping into the “after” only hinted at before. Some threads unravel, others weave into surprising new patterns, and a few fray at the edges in ways that startled even me. To complete the circle of twelve, I’ve also added new voices that echo, challenge, and harmonize with the originals. This collection explores love in all its forms—from the halls of a hospital to the far reaches of the cosmos.

It is important to note that while these stories share a lineage, the collection in Beyond First Glance stands entirely on its own. In fact, every book in this series is a standalone read; there is no requirement to have read Scarlet Yearnings or Scarlet Birthright in a particular order. Your way is the divine way through all these pages.

If Scarlet Yearnings: Stories of Love and Desire was about the ache of desire, Scarlet Yearnings Beyond First Glance is about love’s reckoning: what it means to stay, to leave, to return, or to reimagine. Love isn’t always gentler the second time. It can be sharper and more demanding, but it is also truer.

This book exists because of you, my readers. Your curiosity pulled me back to the page, forced me to listen to the silences I had left behind, and reminded me that stories, like relationships, deserve second glances. I offer you these twelve tales as both a continuation and a confession, for those who know that love rarely ends with the first look. It deepens, falters, reawakens, and eventually finds its authentic form.

— Scarlet Ibis James
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​Released for the Day
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─ ·♥︎· ─ 

The voice hits her first.

Nadine is standing in the line that snakes along the hallway of the courthouse, clutching her jury summons and her stainless steel coffee cup, half listening to the clerk’s instructions. The fluorescent lights buzz. Someone’s baby fusses. A man in front of her keeps shifting his weight like the floor is lava.

Behind her, someone laughs. A deep, rough-edged sound, the same pitch she remembers catching across a library table all those years ago.

She feels it in her ribs before her brain catches up.

“Yeah, they had me here last month, man,” the voice says. “They lost my paperwork, called me again. I thought it was a prank.”

Her coffee suddenly tastes like nothing. Her hands go numb.

It cannot be.

She tells herself that a lot of Black men have voices like that. Warm, a little rough at the edges, carrying music even in complaint. She tells herself she is being ridiculous, romantic, old and in need of . . .

Then he says, “You know how they do,” with that exact sly dip in tone on “You know,” and the hallway dissolves.

Twenty-two years fall away. The cold of a London winter. The smell of instant coffee and paper in the student library. His head tipped back as he laughed at something she said. The way his consonants curled around her name.

Nadine.

Her heart is beating too fast. She is forty-four years old, a manager at a nonprofit, the person everyone calls when they need a calm brain. She is wearing her sensible dark blue tweed blazer. Her curls are pinned up, scattered with a few betraying silvers. She is not the girl who used to twist her hair with ballpoint pens on study breaks.

She is about to turn around.

The clerk calls out, “If your last name begins with J through M, please follow the officer to the right.”

Nadine’s legs stay rooted.

“Miss?” the clerk says, closer now. “Ma’am, J through M.”

Her body moves. She steps out of line, heart banging, and turns.

He is two people behind where she had been, mid-sentence to a woman in a floral mask. For half a second, she sees only what time has done. His hair is shorter, cropped close with threads of gray at the temples. His jaw is fuller. The boyishness has settled into something steadier.

Then he glances up, scanning the room, and their eyes meet.

It is like opening a book at the line you underlined years ago and finding it fresh and familiar all at once.

He blinks. His mouth pauses just a fraction. The woman next to him keeps talking, unaware, but his gaze stays on Nadine. Question, recognition, something like shock.

She feels her lips move into a slow smile that feels too big for her face.

“Charles?” she says, almost whispering.

The woman beside him stops. Charles turns fully now, and she hears, “Nadine?”

His accent has shifted, softened by years in America, but her name in his mouth is exactly as she remembers.

The clerk at the front is still calling letters. People are muttering and shuffling around them. Nadine steps aside so the line can move, never taking her eyes off him.

He laughs under his breath, a disbelieving sound. “Give me a few minutes,” he says to the woman, then slips out of the line and walks toward Nadine.

It is not cinematic. There is no slow motion, no background score. His right shoe squeaks awkwardly on the linoleum. She almost snorts.

He stops an arm’s length away, that careful distance people leave when they are not sure if they are allowed to touch you.

“Oh my God,” he says. “It is you.”

“Last I checked,” she answers. “I am me.”

They both laugh, a little brittle with nerves.

“You look . . .” He searches for a word, hand hovering in the air as if shaping it. “You look well.”

That is such an adult thing to say that she wants to roll her eyes. “You look tired,” she says, because honesty pops out of her when she is overwhelmed. Then quickly, “But in a good way. Like you sleep. Like you do your laundry on time.”

He smiles properly now, the smile she remembers, crooked and cute. “I am deeply offended and strangely flattered.”

Their letters are being called. Nadine’s group is already filing through security.

“We are going to get yelled at,” she says, glancing at the officer near the metal detector.

Charles follows her look, then pulls his phone from his pocket. “Can I take your number? Or give you mine. I am not losing you to the New York State Unified Court System.”

She laughs and hears someone in line huff impatiently. They exchange numbers quickly, fingers fumbling, and then there is no more time.

As she walks away, she hears him tell the woman he had been talking to, “Sorry. That is someone I knew in another life.”

Another life, she thinks, the metal detector arch framing her like a doorway. Yes. Exactly that.

***
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JURY DUTY IS A BLUR. A judge explains civic responsibilities. Lawyers ask strangers about bias. Nadine finds herself staring at one man’s tie and remembering the fold of Charles’s scarf around his neck in January of 2003. She gets released for the day before lunch. She walks out into bright downtown sunlight, free for the day, feeling unmoored.

Her phone buzzes.

Unknown number: “If this is Nadine from London, please confirm I am not hallucinating.”

She laughs, standing at the corner of Jay Street and something she does not register.

“Yes, this is Nadine from London, currently on Jay Street, you are not hallucinating,” she writes back.

Three dots. Then: “Can you do coffee? I am still trapped here, but they might dismiss for good behavior in an hour.”

She hesitates only long enough to picture the emails she could catch up on, the laundry she meant to fold.

“Sure,” she types. “There is a café on the corner of Court and Livingston. Text when you are out.”

Her thumb hovers. Then she adds, without overthinking it, “I would like to see you.”

She slips the phone into her bag and lets herself feel how true that is.

***
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HE ARRIVES NINETY MINUTES later, breathless, coat open to the February air. The bell over the café door jingles. Nadine looks up from her laptop, and there he is, framed by the window.

The years sit on him in a way she respects. His face is more angular, his shoulders broader. He wears a simple wool coat, a patterned scarf, and the same small gold ring in his left ear he had in his twenties. His skin, still the color of tamarind shell, looks deliberately cared for. The hair at his temples is gray, but his eyes, when they find her, are exactly the same, deep, piercing, yet with a kind of soft amusement.

She closes the laptop and stands.

“Hey,” he says.

“Hey,” she answers.

They hug. It is hesitant at first, a polite squeeze, but then his hand settles at the small of her back, and she breathes in familiar things: a lingering hint of shea butter, clean cotton, the ghosts of a younger man who stayed up too late studying and working and still made time to listen to her talk.

When they pull apart, she sees there is something careful in his posture, like he does not want to rush this.

“You are real,” he says.

“So are you,” she says. “Which I am still processing.”

They get coffee.

“So you live in Brooklyn,” he says, stirring sugar into his cup. “That is what Google told me after I put your number in.”

“You Googled me?” she laughs.

“Of course. I am a modern man. I’d like to know if the love of my youth is secretly a criminal.”

Her spoon clinks against porcelain and goes still. The love of my youth. She feels the words land in the space between them, heavier than the joke he tries to make of it.

She looks up. He looks immediately sheepish.

“Too much?” he asks.

“Interesting,” she says in an introspective tone.

There is a small silence. Around them, the café energy carries on. Someone’s laptop dings with an email. A couple argues softly over a pastry.

He looks down at his coffee. “So. Tell me. Catch me up, Nadine from London.”

She gives him the short version. Reminds him that she was from Trinidad and Tobago and had gotten a scholarship to London. Recalls the chaos of that year abroad when they met. Returning, finishing school, moving again for grad studies. Nonprofit work, one underpaying job after another, building a life in New York, one cramped apartment at a time. Eventually, a promotion, then another. A small but bright one-bedroom in Bed-Stuy that felt like home for the first time in a long time.

He listens the way she remembered, his focus a tangible thing.

“And romance?” he asks lightly, but in his voice, she hears a tension.

She lifts her shoulders up and drops them. “I dated. Cohabited once. We tried to assemble furniture without breaking up, failed, and broke up.”

He laughs; she thinks it sounds like a low chord on an old guitar. “Nothing stuck,” she continues. “I got good at taking care of myself. It became a habit.”

“And now?”

“Now I am very competent, and my mother is still asking where her grandchildren are,” she says. “What about you?”

He grimaces. “My mother is asking that in a louder register.”

He sketches his life, filling in for what she missed. His return to Ghana when his father got sick. Years where his twenties blurred into hospital visits and side hustles, remittances and visa applications. The job in London that he did not take. The job in New York that he finally did. The consulting work that led to a stable position. Gradual stability, like a ladder with some missing rungs that he learned to climb anyway.

“No marriage,” he says. “No kids. A few long relationships. Most ended when the weight of my obligations met the weight of their expectations.”

“Is that what happened back then?” she asks, before she can stop herself. “With us.”

His eyes flash to hers. It is suddenly quieter. It is a small café, but it feels like only the two of them are in it.

He takes a breath.

“That is a larger answer,” he says. “Do you have somewhere to be?”

She glances at her closed laptop, the untouched emails waiting like obedient soldiers. “No,” she says. “But I am not sure the baristas signed up for midlife emotional autopsies.”

He smiles. “We could walk.”

***
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THEY WALK WITHOUT CHOOSING a direction, drifting along the cold Brooklyn streets as the air bites at their cheeks. Nadine is grateful. The sharpness keeps her present.

“So,” Charles says, sliding his hands into his coat pockets. “I have been thinking about this since I saw you in that hallway.”

“It’s been four hours,” she says. “That is a lot of thinking time.”

“I am a go-getter,” he replies.

“What did you think about?”

He looks at her for a moment, as if weighing something.

“I kept hearing your voice in my head,” he says. “That last week. In London. You remember?”

She remembers.

He had just gotten the call from home that his father’s condition had worsened. She had received confirmation that her visa paperwork had been processed. She was leaving at the end of the term, back to Trinidad and then to the States. They were standing at a freezing bus stop, their breath small clouds in the air.

“I remember you said it was too much to ask someone to wait,” she says.

“I remember you agreed,” he says. “Very quickly.”

They turn down another street. A dog pulls its owner toward a patch of slush with grass poking out.

“Did you think about me?” she asks.

There it is. One of the questions that has circled her mind for two decades. She realizes it left a mark.

He slows, then stops on the sidewalk, facing her. His expression is open, vulnerable in a way she had not seen on many adult faces. Even less so, the adult faces of men.

“I thought about you more than was reasonable,” he says. “More than was healthy. I thought about you when I could barely remember what day it was. I thought about you when I was driving my mother to chemo at six in the morning. I thought about you when I walked past the library, and there was some girl with her head bent over books and a scarf like yours, and I would feel my chest hurt.”

Her eyes sting. She blinks hard.

“Your mum battled cancer?”

“Yes, valiantly. She’s in remission. Eleven years now.”

They stop outside the cutest bookshop window and scan the offerings on display.

He asks carefully, “Did you think about me?”

“Yes,” she says. The word comes out rough. “Every time I heard someone laugh like you. Every time I heard a song you played for me. In airports, always. I would watch people, secretly hoping you would appear, which was absurd. We did not even live on the same continent, as far as I knew.”

“Love does not respect geography,” he says.

He said love like it is like a thing that happens to you, not a choice.

Her throat feels dry, irritated. She swallows. “Were we a near thing,” she asks, “or a thing you ran from?”

He exhales, breath visible in the cold. “Both,” he says. “We were a near thing because we met right when both our lives were exploding. And I ran. I am not going to lie to you. I did not fight for us.”

“Why?” she asks.

“I didn’t think I deserved you,” he says.

The answer lands with devastating simplicity.

He looks away, then back. “Back then, I had no money. No stability. My father was sick, my siblings needed me, and my passport was a barrier in every room I entered. You were brilliant and fearless and walking into this wide mysterious future. I felt like a weight that would drag you under.”

“You were never a burden,” she says quickly.

“I know that now,” he says. “Then, all I could see was that choosing me meant choosing chaos. So, I told myself I was being noble by not asking you to stay. The truth is, I was afraid. Afraid you would say no. Afraid you would say yes, and I would ruin your life. Afraid that if I asked you to wait and it did not work out, I would be the villain in your story.”

They start walking again, slower.

“And you,” he says almost inaudibly. “Did you run?”

She thinks about that girl she was, eyes permanently tired, jaw clenched, carrying expectations like stones in her bag. She had no practice at asking for anything that might be refused.

“I pretended not to care,” she says. “Because I didn’t know how to ask anyone to choose me.”

He is watching her now, gaze fixed, no interruption, no protest.

“I came from a family where you don’t ask,” she says. “You take what is given and say thanks. You do not rock the boat. You don’t make demands. So, when you said it was too much to ask me to wait, I agreed, because the alternative would have been to say, actually, I want you to ask. I want you to want me enough to be unreasonable.”

Her voice shakes, then calms.

“I didn’t know how to say that,” she finishes. “So, I pretended it was casual. I told myself it was a fling. I packed my bags and smiled and told my friends it was all very mature.”

“And then?” he prompts.

“And then I cried in the airplane bathroom over the North Atlantic like a banshee,” she says briskly.

He closes his eyes briefly, as if pained by the image.

“I wish I had known,” he says.

“I wish I had told you,” she says.

They reach a small park, mostly empty. The trees are bare. The benches are cold metal, but they sit anyway.

For a while, they say nothing. The city carries on its intense pace around them. Charles looks at her, trying to read her expression. Her eyes follow a kid in a bright red jacket as he zooms past on a scooter, unbothered by the chill. 

“Did you choose your life,” Nadine asks at last, “or did your life choose you?”

He considers this.

“I think my life chose me first,” he says. “Circumstances did. Family did. Immigration rules did. Then, little by little, I started choosing back. I said yes to a job that scared me. I moved to a country where I knew almost no one. I started therapy when I realized I was living entirely for other people. That was only eight years ago, by the way.” 

He pauses, smiles wryly, and says, “Slow learner.”

“You?” he asks.

“It feels like my life was handed to me as a script,” she says. “Be the good daughter. Get the degree. Make the safe choices. Do not embarrass anyone. For a long time, I followed it. Even my rebellion was respectable. Working too much at a nonprofit is not exactly wild. It is just a different flavor of sacrifice.”

She rubs her gloved hands together.

“I realized recently that I have built a life that is solid and kind of beautiful,” she says. “I like my work. I like my home. I like who I am, most days. But there is this pocket in my chest that stays empty. I filled it with busyness for a long time. Lately, it has been harder to ignore.”

“Romance,” he says.

“Intimacy,” she says. “Romance is the frame. Intimacy is the picture.”

He smiles. “Still a poet.”

“Still a flatterer,” she replies.

“So here we are,” he says. “Middle-aged. Competent. Tired. Still carrying versions of the kids we were. And suddenly we are face to face with the ghost of our road not taken.”

“Is that what we are?” she asks, sounding vulnerable. “A ghost?”

He doesn’t answer right away, then he steers them somewhere deeper.

“I need to know something first,” he says. “Would we have worked then? If we had tried?”

Her first impulse is to say yes, of course, that love conquers all, that they would have held hands across oceans. But she is old enough to know better.

“I think we would have destroyed each other,” she says.

He nods, not surprised. “Me too.”

“I was too insecure,” she says. “Too desperate to prove myself. I would have resented every sacrifice I made and then hated myself for resenting you. I would have tried to be perfect for you until I broke.”

“I would have made you my reason for everything,” he says. “Which sounds romantic, but it isn’t. It is pressure. I would have used you as an excuse to ignore my own healing. I would have tried to save you from things you didn’t ask to be saved from. And I would have expected you to save me back.”

She exhales. The honesty hurts, but it also feels like massaging a knotted muscle.

“So, then what is left?” she asks. “Just a beautiful story we almost had?”

He is silent for a long moment. Nadine thinks, Hmmm, he is certainly more thoughtful than I remember. 

“Let me ask a different question,” he says. “Is the love still alive, or is it just nostalgia?”

She thinks of seeing him in the hallway. How her body recognized him before her mind did. How his voice made something deep inside her sit up.

“I’m not having butterflies,” she says. “I am not swept away. I’m standing here in my forties with my feet firmly on the ground.”

“And?” he asks.

“And I care,” she says simply. “I care about who you became. I am attracted to the man you are, not just the boy you were. When you talk, I want to listen. When you laugh, it feels like my lungs remember how to expand.”

He exhales, like he’s about to say what needs to be said, finally. “I feel the same,” he says. “It is not fireworks. It is . . . recognition. Like hearing a song I loved and realizing it still hits, but in different places now.”

She leans back slightly, eyes closed, breathing in the cold air. He looks down for a moment, thumb running along the seam of his glove. For a beat, neither of them speaks.

“What would you have done differently back then,” she asks, voice barely above a breath, “if you had believed you deserved me?”

It’s his turn to look up at the gray sky. Then, he looks back at her. “I would have told you I loved you,” he says. “Plainly. Not hinting, not making jokes. I would have said, Nadine, I am in love with you. I am scared. My life is a mess. I do not know how we make this work, but I want to try. I would have risked embarrassing myself.”

The words land in her like a late arrival finally home.

“I would have asked you to ask,” she says. “I would have said, Charles, I don’t want to be reasonable. I want you to be a little selfish and say, please stay, or please wait, or please believe that we are worth the trouble.”

He looks stricken for a moment, as if seeing alternate versions of themselves moving through a different city, a different decade.

“Instead,” he says, “we walked away.”

“Instead,” she echoes.

He shifts closer on the bench. Their knees almost touch. He angles his body toward her without realizing it, like his attention moves before he does. She finds it ridiculously endearing.

“I am not asking for forgiveness,” he says. “I do not think forgiveness is the point. We were who we were. We weren’t equipped for more.”

“I agree,” she says. “I do not need you to be sorry. I needed to know you cared. That I was not the only one holding a secret grief for something that never quite existed.”

“You were not alone,” he says. “Not for a second.”

“Let me try to say this right,” he says. “It’s long overdue. I loved you. I loved you in that library, at that bus stop, on that night we stayed up talking about nothing and everything. I loved you, and Nadine, I carried that love quietly like contraband through my thirties. I compared every would-be lover to you. I carried my love for and memory of us with me . . . through every city, every move, every hard season . . . And the truth is, I never found anything that fit the space you left.”

Her vision blurs. She lets the tears rise this time. They spill over warm on her cold cheeks.

“I have feelings for you, too,” she says. “In a way that surprised the hell out of me today.”

He reaches over, slow enough that she can pull back if she wants, and brushes his thumb gently under her eye, wiping away one tear. His hand is warm.

“So, what do we do with that?” she asks.

“Honestly,” he says, “I don’t know. We could call this closure. A beautiful reunion. Hug, exchange social media, watch each other’s lives from a safe distance.”

A slight ache builds beneath her ribs, and she rests her hand there for a moment, surprised by the intensity of it. It’s her turn to be quiet.

“Or,” he continues, “we could be stupid again, but in a different way. Stupid with intention. Try to see who we are now when we do not have oceans and visas and graduate exams in the way. Let something unfold at the speed of our current lives, not our memories or fears.”

“That sounds like trying again,” she says.

“It is not the same try,” he replies. “Back then, I wanted you to fix the ache in me. Now I know that is my work. I am not asking you to save me. I am asking whether you want to get to know me as the man I have become. No fantasy. No guarantees.”

The wind picks up. A loose plastic bag rolls past like a tumbleweed.

“I am not walking away this time,” he says in a measured tone. “Not by default. Not because I am scared. If we decide not to do this, I want it to be because we actually looked at it and chose no, not because we flinched.”

Something in his certainty tugs loose an old memory.

She studies his face. The lines at the corners of his eyes. The small scar near his eyebrow, she remembers, from when he walked into a low-hanging branch while walking too fast and reading The Autobiography of Malcolm X. She had pressed her thumb there afterward, half scolding, half laughing. At the same time, he insisted he was successfully “multitasking,” and she told him being lost in a book didn’t excuse him from nearly concussing himself. It had been early between them, but that moment, her fussing, his grinning, was the first time she realized she cared more than she meant to.

Nadine looks away, straightens her back, and crosses one leg over the other, angling away from him.

She thinks about her tidy apartment. Her carefully arranged life, balanced on the assumption that anything big and messy will hurt her.

She also thinks about how alive she felt in that courthouse hallway the moment she heard his voice.

She turns to him and asks, “What would trying look like?”

He smiles, eyes twinkling. “It would look like coffee again. Dinner. Telling the awkward stories of the last twenty years, not just the polished versions. Meeting each other’s messy friends. Letting my mother interrogate you on WhatsApp. Letting your cousins size me up at Sunday lunch. It would look like patience. We are not in our twenties anymore; we cannot upheave our lives overnight. But we can be here for each other. Consistently. We can be honest when we are triggered by old fears.”

“You make it sound very unromantic,” she says, though there is a warmth spreading in her chest.

“I have lost the taste for romance that ignores reality,” he says. “Through therapy, I have a new appreciation for the kind that holds reality and leans way in.”

She considers her own fear. It is there, coiled in her stomach. Fear of disappointment. Fear of losing the clean edges of the life she built.

But
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