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      For all the dedicated single Papis.

      May the right love find you.

      May you recognize and hold on to it with all your strength forever.

      

      Especially you, Lenin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DONE WITH THE FROST, READY FOR THE FLOURISH

          

        

      

    

    
      By Bougie Girl

      Winter is finally tapering off…at least down in the D.C. metro area. The tulip sprouts announce the shift in the seasons and not a minute too soon.

      I’m so ready.

      I spent the last few months in New York, and it was brutal. I’ve been cold to the bone, getting slapped by the frigid air every time I open the door, dreading every time I left the house but being forced to step out under gray skies and rain and snow showers anyway.

      Store openings, winter galas, product debuts, and rooftop parties under the bright lights made bearable by patio heaters all blended together. I ended each day and night worn out and mentally tapped. If I had to smile at one more celebrity/influencer/reality star’s “sexy” version of “Santa Baby” or the unboxing of freebies they got from desperate companies, I would have been rocking back and forth in a straight jacket on the sidewalks of Manhattan next to a steaming manhole cover.

      When did I start hating the winter? It used to be my favorite season.

      Probably when I left the warmth and joy of a good night to traipse back into the true definition of insanity: ‘Doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results.’ Thank you, Einstein, for coining it.

      Anyway, my skin is dryer than a Sangiovese pressed under the Tuscan sun. I lather on so much lotion daily that I could slide down a hill and into another galaxy.  And I would welcome that so I don’t have to feel the constant whining and moping of my heart.

      The seasonal blues are definitely a thing—a thing I find myself fighting, though it feels like I’m swinging at an invisible target.

      The thought of being out in public was enough to send me into the fetal position. The scrutiny of the past few months has been at an all-time high. My name has seen more tabloids than a Port Authority stand. I keep having to smile and put on that nonchalant face. Even though, deep down, I am overly chalant to the point of despair. Receiving the new Naked Blush palette by Lash N’ Gloss didn’t bring the usual makeup-wizard joy in me. Instead, it became a harbinger of anxiety. Me putting makeup on signaled going out, facing the sun, the stares, and the whispering. It meant stretching my cheeks, making my eyes widen and lashes flutter like a happy girlfriend sponsored mascara collab.

      I would rather stay under the sheets alone than out in the streets.

      Nope. Even two of my favorite brands could not make me excited. I practically had to pry myself off the couch to go to the Nidia X Thiccletics fashion show.

      But thank God, when I lacked the courage, Lauren delivered a swift, long-distance kick in the butt. That is what best friends do when you’ve mourned a heartbreak long enough. They put their foot down and kick you out into the world.

      And I’m glad she did, or I wouldn’t have forgiven myself.

      Because, GIRL…the fashion show was exquisite.

      Glam athleisure in cashmere is to die for. It slides over your body like a second skin that’s luxurious, sexy, and amazingly fitting. The fitted tapered pants flatter any figure. The top whispers above the belly button, making the set playful but versatile. But the true star is the duster that teases my mid-calf, bringing it all together harmoniously. The collab brought back one of my favorite things in fashion: the three-piece set. Three matching pieces make you feel like you have your life together, and you’re that girl. You know, the one that turns heads, always makes good decisions, and won’t put herself back in a toxic situation. You won’t find that girl at home mentally reliving the magical night where she felt understood only to fall back into a trap.

      I digress, though.

      After the Nidia X Thiccletics fashion show, I scored a couple of ensembles, the teal and emerald that play dramatically well with my eyes. Then, my brother Chase, who can be equal parts heaven’s gift and hell’s star minion, surprised me with the dusty-pink, berry-red, and black sets. I thought those were sold out.

      I bet you’re wondering what the lesson in all this is… Girl, me too. LOL.

      I guess getting up and showing up, even when you don’t want to, can pay off big. Because winter is long, but the promise of spring is in the little things, even if it’s makeup and three-piece sets or friendships that force you to go out and live again. Maybe it’s the small gifts that bring you delight and make you look forward to wearing colors again. I’m ready for the blooming and the blossoming. I’m ready for color to fill my life, first in blushes and pastels and then in a full, vivid spectrum. Bring. Spring. On.

      Until then, stay warm and keep on slayin’.

      Xoxo,

      The Bougie One
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      Oliver

      Mierda mano, when I think shit can’t get any worse, it can. I have to face my one-night stand from Noche Buena.

      The one I relive at least four to five times a day.

      The one where I got left behind so she could run back to her ex.

      The one that has me playing Aventura on a loop.

      And it starts with her brother, my friend.

      Coño

      I pull out the wet wipes I always carry around and swipe the back of my neck, over my arms, and under my pits. I reapply deodorant and throw on the clean Henley I keep in my trunk for emergencies. I blow a breath into my palm and instinctively reach for the mouthwash in the glove compartment.

      I need to put the long morning at work behind me—the fight with Lyssa, my girlfriend, over our canceled weekend trip, and my former mother-in-law’s attitude because Ayla wants me, not her, to take her to the mall this weekend. Now, my day is turning into a latrine, but I need to make it look like it smells like roses.

      Because Luciana Blake didn’t cancel the appointment for a walkthrough of her reno project like I’ve been praying she would.

      I got a text from my friend Cam confirming his sister would meet me at two in front of the side-by-side properties she is looking to unite. My boy actually sounded happy, excited, hopeful…all the things he wouldn’t be if he knew what happened the last time I saw Luciana.

      We slept together.

      And by slept, I mean nos comimos. Yeah, we ate each other up, rolled on the hardwood floor of my flip, and rode each other to exhaustion. Her scent clung to my nostrils for days. No matter how many times I bathed, I could still smell her on my skin. No matter what I ate or drank, I still tasted her tongue on mine.

      Now Cam wants me to work with her and renovate her house like I don’t wake up in cold sweats thinking about how well she fits in my arms. I would have to see her every day, look into her eyes, and remember how she held my hand as we traded stories from our pasts.

      And relive how she ran back to New York, Mateo de la Cruz, and a life of parties, press, and riches. All that is the polar opposite of my world as a contractor, coach, and single dad.

      When I tried to tell him I’m too busy, too booked, he hit me with, “Please make a space for her. Chase and I wouldn’t trust anyone else.”

      Me lleva el diablo.

      So I couldn’t say no after that, not when I fully understand what it means to be protective of someone. Anyway, it will just be business with her. I can use the money to pad my savings, which is always a good thing. My negrita—my daughter, my life, my Ayla—wants more things as she grows up, and I’m determined to give them to her. She will never not have something because I don’t have the means to provide them for her.

      There’s also no way I can say no without raising more questions from Cam or Chase of why I won’t work on their sister’s project.

      Besides, if Lux has no problem with us, I won’t be the one acting despechado over what happened between us. We did what we set out to do on Noche Buena. We gave each other an unforgettable night. Now, she’s back with her famous ex, and I’m in a stable—kinda—relationship.

      It’s all good. Really good. Fantastic, really.

      I finish freshening up and head to her house in Federal Hill, arriving thirty minutes ahead of our meeting. I barely remember driving up the steep hill lined with red brick rowhomes on Christmas morning when I brought her home. That day, I concentrated on the road ahead, the fallen snow, and the hole she carved in my chest. I ignored the park and, through the snow-covered trees, the view of the Inner Harbor. She has a picturesque view from her front windows and her rooftop. How many times have I seen this on magazine covers and photos on the internet?

      This area is like Lux herself—something I watch from afar but never really reach. She is high-class and luxury. My beginnings are so low that humble looks down its nose at them. Every time I step into the shower spray, I thank God for running water inside my house. She’ll never know what the opposite of that is. Just like she has siblings that love and care for her to the point of buying her a property and ensuring a trusted person to work on her renovations. Mis hermanos wouldn’t spit on me if I was on fire.

      I can’t believe I let myself dream of the possibility. I shake the thought off and turn my head to what’s at hand, like I’ve been doing for the past two months.

      I examine the perimeter, walking around the leading property and then the one I’ll be annexing to it. Both are a good size, but I can see why she needs double the space. Baltimore City row homes are famously narrow. Merged, these two will be a perfect-size masterpiece. I can already tell I’ll need to draw permits from the city to merge the water pipelines and the electric panel.

      I establish the horizontal width with my measuring tape, then I cross the street and pull out my phone to use the measuring app to get the correct height. I also take several photos and make notes. It will help me with visualizing the annexing point.

      The satin-bronze Range Rover pulls up at five till two in front of the property. Through the glass, I can make out the shape of her slick bob. Luciana’s hair, no longer blonde but now a soft brown, is straight today with none of Noche Buena’s bouncy waves. She pulls down the sun visor and applies lip gloss. I love glossy lips on a woman, but it’s the meticulous taps at the corners with her fingertips that get to me.

      My heart takes off, pounding away hard against my sternum. She’s wrong for me, like high blood pressure. I rub my chest to thank him for the reminder. This already was all it was meant to be.

      I take a breath to steady and brace myself as the door opens. When she steps out of the vehicle, she’s wearing jeans that mold over her hips and that nice, round ass.

      I fight against the flutter in my chest because she’s not as beautiful as I remembered her. She looks even more like a flower that bloomed after the winter, from the jade-green top to the sky-high heels.

      Heels? I hope she realizes how much walking we’re about to do.

      She smooths her hair and looks around but doesn’t see me immediately. I don’t call out to her but let her walk to her door. I want to see her walk. Looking ain’t going to kill me.

      At 1:58, I cross the street.

      She turns around, and our gazes meet. Her eyes round for a second, and then her gaze slides over me like mine did over hers just minutes ago. “Hi. I didn’t realize you were here already.”

      The itch to get closer to her is instant, but I squelch it and smile at her like none of this is a big deal.

      “Hello, Luciana. I got here early to take photos so I could visualize the plan better in the design stage. I also want to anticipate any issues with the outdoor structure.”

      Yeah, get down to business quickly so we can get it over with.

      She looks away for a brief moment, her gaze beyond the park, and then it’s centered on me again. “Did you notice anything?”

      “Some minor stuff. I’ll have to draft permits for the outside as well. The city will have to come merge the pipelines.”

      She gnaws on the corner of her lip. “Is that going to be hard?”

      I shake my head, trying to shake the memory of those lips against my mouth and my neck. “It’s not too hard, but it will cost you.”

      “How much?”

      “I’ll have to calculate that and let you know.” I don’t know why she’s worried. Cam has enough money to cover that. He and Chase knew it would cost a pretty penny to complete this project.

      “Yeah. We’ll have to discuss costs,” she says.

      “Yes, we can do that when we figure out everything you need done. Also, you have to tell me what your budget for this is.”

      She nods and gestures toward the front door. She unlocks it, and we go through it. We stand in a rectangular space with a set of stairs on the right-hand side and a door to a garage on the left.

      “I have to talk to my financial advisor to nail down my final budget. I want to give myself a cap so I don’t overspend like I always do.”

      She probably doesn’t want to ask her brother for too much money. “Cam is pretty well aware of the costs. He has a good sound mind when it comes to this.”

      She snorts. “You mean Chase does. Cam knows about the quality of stuff. He has no sense of money. Chase does all the research and the legwork.”

      “Really?” It shouldn’t surprise me. We had a long conversation about investments recently. “Chase is very good at that. He invests money for Ayla. I thought it was weird when he first brought up the idea, but after my conversation with him, my mind was blown.”

      “It’s amazing, isn’t it? When you’re talking investment and money with him, he becomes Warren Buffett. That’s why Cam trusts him so much.”

      And so do you. It’s in her proud smile.

      “You guys are lucky to have someone so conscious about the money who knows where to put it to make it grow.”

      She nods. “It’s true. As annoying as he is, he would never steer us wrong. He’s the most loyal person I know.”

      I wonder what it’s like to trust a sibling so implicitly. Hell, I wonder what it is like to have siblings who not only acknowledge your existence but go out of their way to be protective of you and try to find ways to make your life easier. Does she, Cam, and Chase even realize what they have in each other? I shake the thought out of my head. It’s none of my business what they do as a family. I need to stick to what I’m here for.

      “So…tell me how you envision your place. And don’t hold back. Give me the full picture of what you see when you close your eyes and think of your ideal space.”

      Her eyes drift closed, and she releases a long breath. “I’m thinking three functional floors. The first floor can have a receiving area, a couple of bedrooms, and a formal living room. I want the kitchen, a family room, and two bedrooms on the second floor. The master suite is one of them.”

      “I’m not prying into your life, but why do you need so many bedrooms? It’s my job to make sure you get what you want with no regrets.”

      She chuckles. “I get it. I have an extended family. I have three nephews and a niece. If I want to have them over, I want to have enough space for all of them.”

      “I get it.” She told me that night how much she loves her niece.

      “And my niece is attached at the hip to her best friend. Whenever they want to come over to get away from their parents, I want them to have space here.”

      She’s thinking of my Ayla hanging at her house with Bron, her niece. I instinctively start to lean toward her but catch myself.

      Jesus. It hasn’t even been five minutes, and I’m already trying to get closer.

      Her eyes fly open, and she clears her throat. “I’m sorry. I hope that’s not inappropriate because we…you know…”

      The blush that stains her cheeks is so pretty, but her words land like a gut punch because she just ripped off the Band-Aid and kicked the elephant sitting quietly in the corner. Now, it’s ready to stampede all over this meeting.

      Only, I won’t let it.

      “No, not at all,” I say like it’s not burning a hole through my stomach. “We both went in with our eyes open, knowing what that was and moved on as soon as the night was over.”

      The second the words are out of my mouth, I regret them. It’s all a fucking lie—at least for me. Her face is now darker as she examines a painting on the wall. I sounded like a puerco. My throat goes dry. This is the worst mistake of all. Neither of us is okay with this, but she has to be the one that calls it off.

      Then, her gaze is back to mine. “Right.” She points up. “On the third floor, I want my workspace. I need it arranged so I can film from different corners of it. It would have a dedicated office space, a sitting area, a luxury bathroom, and areas where I can do standing photoshoots or shoot objects in lightboxes. I also want a whole sound system.”

      I clear my throat, following her lead and moving past the moment. “Got it. But why on the third floor? Most people want their workspace on the first floor.”

      She shrugs. “I think I would get better lighting there than on the first two floors. There’s a rooftop, so if I want to go shoot a video there, I can.”

      “I see. You’re right. Light is one of the focal points for this. Have you thought of either skylights or a moonroof over your studio space?”

      Her eyes grow wide, excitement creeping up in her voice. “Like the moonroof on my Range Rover?”

      Her enthusiasm makes me smile. “Same concept, but you can make it as wide as you want. You can also have different skylights in strategic places.”

      She presses her hands together. “I love the sound of that. Natural light is everything. But will that ruin my patio space on the roof? I like to sit out there when I can.”

      “Not necessarily. We can work around it.”

      “God, I would love that. You can make that happen?”

      The look she turns on me is soft, as if she is asking me if I could rope the moon and bring it to her fingertips so she can touch it.

      “Yes, I can,” I say, and my chest puffs up because I can wow her with this project. I can make this place look way beyond her imagination. “And remember, that’s not necessarily too much of a problem because we have double the roof space now.”

      “Yes.”

      “You also have to remember, this will make the budget go up,” I warn.

      “But it will be worth it. It will increase the property value, and I can take on even more work. It’s a write-off on my taxes.”

      I pull out my notebook. “Now that you know what you want, let’s go floor by floor, and let’s catalog what needs to be done.”

      We go through the townhouse she is already living in. The floors need immediate updating, but she used the décor to make the most out of it. The mixture of blue and green on the walls is classy and pleasing. I’ve had a couple of my clients ask for this. I know the color name by now, Venus Teal. Luciana has accomplished what they failed to do. She’s made it work with other pieces like the gold, floor-to-ceiling mirror and without painting over the Baltimoresque exposed brick wall. Even her pink looks perfectly in harmony. Shabby chic luxury if that was a thing. If I were to stage this place for sale, I wouldn’t change a thing.

      She tells me what she wants, and we decide to discuss finishes later. When we get to the third floor, her face lights up.

      “I can’t wait to see what you do with this place. It’s going be so inspiring. I can feel my creative juices flowing. I’ll need a makeup counter with a built-in light, like what you did for the makeup areas in Autumn Lush. I want one of those in my bedroom too.”

      “Why don’t you just get one and do your makeup in one place? Do you really need two?”

      Why the fuck are you asking that? It’s none of your business.

      But she’s non-plussed. “I want to keep work separate from my personal life. This is why I want a sitting area. I don’t want my actual house and living room to show up in videos most times.”

      “I thought showing where and how you live is part of what you do.”

      She waves her hand back and forth. “It is, and it isn’t. Mostly, you give the illusion of accessibility because social media can become too much. You can overshare, and I don’t ever want to do that. I want to keep some things separate.”

      “That makes sense. I don’t know much about what you do.”

      But you know how lonely she feels sometimes because everyone’s watching her relationship ups and downs. You know how much her mother gives her the blues. You also know every inch of her body. You’ve kissed and sucked all of it.

      She sighs. “As a vlogger, I take people on a journey. I tell them a story through what I’m experiencing and using the senses, especially visually. That creates an organic connection when you are genuine. While I want them to experience things with me, I want to keep some things to myself. People get confused and think they deserve full access to your life and your space. I plan to build my own brand and expand my reach and access. I don’t want any blurred lines between Lux and Bougie Girl. Sometimes, people become obsessed. That is also why I will need an excellent security system all around the area.”

      Her words make me stop writing my notes. “Is someone bothering you?”

      She blinks a few times, then her lips curve. “No, just in case. I’m Cam’s sister, and people have tried to get close to get to him. I also have followers on social media. You never know.”

      “You can never be too careful.” I seriously believe this. I’m constantly talking to Ay about the dark places on the internet and how you really don’t know people like that.

      “When do you think you can have this project complete? Six weeks?” she asks.

      It’s my turn to laugh. “I see you’ve been watching the twins on TV. It’s probably going to take longer than that. We want this done right and following all codes.”

      “HGTV makes it seem so easy,” she says.

      There’s a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, but it’s true. TV shows have managed to warp people’s expectations and make it hard on us contractors. Everyone wants to use high-end materials, shiplap, and considers themselves experts after watching a few shows. “I don’t have that large of a crew, a time jump machine, or the magic of editing.”

      She snaps her fingers once. “Damn. I was hoping you would be like a genie who can nod, and boom, my wishes come true.”

      “I can grant some insta-wishes. This one is not one of them. This is more of a long-term wish.”

      She toys with her fingers against her top. “What kind of insta-wishes do you grant?”

      Then her eyes widen, and I could swear that, like me, she’s reliving the memories of our Noche Buena, alone in an empty house like we are now. And without noticing, I’m a step closer to her.

      Her phone goes off, and we both jump back. My skin is practically boiling.

      Always her fucking phone.

      She picks it up and turns away.

      I take a breath. This is not good. I need to rein in the flirting.

      “Oh. I’ll be right there.” She turns back to me. “I’m sorry, but I’m helping Chase and Lauren with the kids while they’re out of town for the weekend. That was Felix’s school. He has a stomachache.”

      “Do you need help?”

      She shakes her head. “It’s probably a bug or something.”

       “Do you mind if I stay to take some measurements?”

      “So, you’ll take the job?” Her voice is soft, but I can’t sense anything from it.

      I shrug like the gap in my chest is not widening with each moment that passes. “You need a good contractor to renovate your house. I’m the best. Is that going to be a problem for you?”

      Seconds tick by. She swallows and reaches into her bag, handing me the key. “Not at all. Just lock up. Text me when you’re done, and I can set the alarm.”

      “Will do. I’ll call you once I have a proposal. We’ll meet and go from there.”

      She steps toward me, pauses, and then climbs on her tiptoes and kisses my cheek. In that second, I’m surrounded by that sweet, expensive scent clinging to her skin— the one that lives in my psyche and sometimes won’t let me sleep.

      “Thank you for meeting me, Oliver. See you later.”

      And with that, she rushes away, and I’m left standing in her living room, praying this doesn’t become my personal hell, but my skin has already started to burn.
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        * * *

      

      Lux

      Monday

      Oh no, no, no, no, no. Damn you, Cam, for putting me in this position today.

      My heart is trying to punch its way out of my chest.

      We were so close. I could smell the sweet mint of his breath. I was engulfed in the smell of his cologne and his skin. The same scent that soothed me in the moments when panic threatened to take me down. I anchored my thoughts on it, remembering the touch of gentle yet rough hands.

      And I push down on the gas, speeding away from my own house like a bat out of hell. My face is on fire, and I want nothing more than to call my brother and tell him how bad he just screwed me over. Seriously. He put me in the same room with the man I wanted to avoid. Thanks to Cam’s meddling, Ollie and I are now in the most uncomfortable situation.

      But instead of dialing Cam, I crank up the volume on Jhene Aiko. She’s belting that we have to keep going. And I do.

      Because me and Oliver working together spells disaster, and I can’t put a stop to it because Cam and Chase wouldn’t let this go. They would want to know why I won’t work with the contractor who has created magic for Cam’s house and Lauren’s business, Autumn Lush.

      There’s no way I can tell them the magic he created for me in one night. The way he made me feel seen, heard, and fucked…so good.

      Shit.

      I run my hands over the bob I spent so much time perfecting today. Jhene is now going on and on about the angel that opened the window to her soul, and I smack the button to shut the radio down. I would rather ride in silence, listening to my own madness rather than her reasons for being.

      For months, I’ve been in a relationship where I’ve been alone and surrounded by people like water on an island. And just one look at Ollie and he brought it all back. Christmas Eve, happiness, and smiles. Connections, sex, rejection. It was what it was, a night where we made each other happy, with no ties, and the full intention of reclaiming our lives once it was over.

      Except, I let myself dream. I opened the doors, only for my mistakes to come stomping in and for Ollie to slink out of.

      It’s been the longest winter. My phone vibrates with a call.

      Please don’t let it be Mateo. I can’t talk to him right now.

      Chase’s name appears on my dash. I breathe a long sigh of relief and hit the answer button.

      “I’m almost at the school,” I say before he can say anything.

      “I figured,” my brother says. “Just want to check that you got this and don’t want us to head back early.”

      I put on my turn signal and switch lanes. “I got this. Felix probably just misses you. He cried this morning when I dropped him off.”

      “Oh man,” he says. “We should probably head back.”

      “No, this is a good prep for the wedding. We had a great time last night. I think it hit him today how long you’ve been away. You’re back tomorrow, anyway. How’s it going over there?”

      Chase took Lauren for a long weekend getaway to help ease her wedding jitters.

      “Really good,” he says way too enthusiastically.

      “Ew.”

      “Not like that,” he snaps, then adds, “well, yeah, just like that too.”

      “That’s pretty gross,” I shoot back.

      “I thought this was the kind of thing you would want for your best friend.”

      “Stop.” I yell.

      He laughs so loud it’s contagious. “How was your meeting with Coach?”

      He means Ollie, and my stomach starts to churn.

      “Good,” I say.

      “Just good? When does he start digging? Is he starting with your bottom?”

      The image of Oliver’s hands between my legs is instant and so quick it makes my stomach dip. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      Chase sighs, and it’s loaded and exasperated. “I’m asking where the reno is starting. Is he starting with the bottom floor? We want to know so we can clear the guest room in case you need to stay with us.”

      “Oh, I don’t know. He’s putting a proposal together.” My face is burning, and I crack my car window to let the air in.

      “You didn’t bring that asshole to meet with Coach, did you?” His voice is tight and loaded with his hatred.

      The asshole he is referring to is my boyfriend, Mateo. At times, this is the perfect description.

      “No, I didn’t. This is my house and my reno.” My tone is harsher than I mean it.

      “You don’t sound excited, even though this is what you wanted.”

      I shake my head to clear it. “I am. It’s just…there’s going to be a lot to do, and I just want it to be done. I don’t want to stay at your place or Cam’s. I want to be in my own space.”

      He’s silent for a few seconds. “I get that. Just stick it out, Lux. Don’t go back to New York where you’re miserable.”

      “I’m not⁠—”

      He cuts me off. “You hate it there. You hate being with him.”

      “Chase—”

      “No, don’t say anything. I’m not trying to pick a fight. I am just saying that you can use this time to build your life here. The life you want.”

      He’s right.

      “I know. And I am. You and Cam just need to let me do this my way.”

      He sighs again. “We just want you to be happy. And that douche…”

      “He’s trying…”

      The other line beeps, and now Mateo’s name pops on my screen. I need to answer since I’ve been ignoring him since last night.

      “I have to go, Chase. I’ll ping you once I pick up Felix.”

      I switch over to the other line.

      “Finally,” Mateo spits before I can even greet him.

      “Hi,” I say.

      “Hi,” he mimics. “I’ve been calling you since last night. Where have you been?”

      “I watched a movie with Justin and Felix and fell asleep after putting them to bed. I texted you.”

      It’s not a complete lie. I’m just not admitting to the part where I saw his messages and opted to put on a mud mask rather than answering.

      “Luxxy, we haven’t really talked in, like, a week.” He’s annoyed, and I get it, but I can’t help how I feel. I just want time away.

      From him.

      “I know…” I trail off. “We’ll see each other this weekend.”

      He’s coming into town with the Emperors to play against the Orioles in their home opener.”

      “I’m staying with you.”

      Cold flashes over my stomach.

      Staying with me? God no. Dread begins to spread through me.

      “My house is not ready yet. I’m starting a renovation soon, and it wouldn’t be as comfortable as a hotel. You’re used to luxury, and I don’t want you to be uncomfortable.”

      “Luxxy, you forget I used to be poor. It would be like traveling back in time. I just want to spend time with you. I’ll still have the team hotel room, but I’ll stay with you—unless there’s a reason I shouldn’t.”

      My stomach feels like lead, and I’m going to be sick. I just know it. Fuck my life. I need to either breakup with him or stop running.

      “Fine. I’ll see you on Friday.”

      Chickenshit.

      He chuckles. “It will be sooner than that. We’re getting in on Thursday morning.”

      I almost swerve at full speed into the school parking lot.

      “Thursday,” I choke out.

      “Yeah. We have to do press in the afternoon, but we can spend all morning together. Can’t wait to see you.”

      “Yeah.” I clear my throat. “I’m picking up Felix, and I’m already at the school. We’ll talk some more later.”

      I don’t give myself time to think, or I’ll go into a panic attack. Instead, I head inside and straight to the nurse’s office.

      Felix leaps out of his chair when he sees me and rushes to hug me.

      “Titi Lux, my tummy aches.”

      I hug him back. “Mine too, baby. Let’s go home.”

      Except, his tummy ache will go away… Mine will be here through the weekend.
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      Lux

      Friday

      Social media is a snake you raise with all the love, care, and attention in the world, but then it turns on you one day out of nowhere. Even those who follow and adore you are quick to cut you down. It happens so fast that it has a whiplash effect.

      And I’m still reeling so bad even the softness of my Mohair velvet couch pisses me off. I push to my feet, pelting it with my glare. The peachy-pink vintage fabric with the gold-painted wood and tufted back is now as offensive to me as my Twitter feed.

      I started my morning with a reel, a short video, to my ten million followers about the yoga position that helped me loosen my hips for the best sleep. It was some of my best work, shot in front of my antique gold mirror—the perfect complement to my couch. My makeup was flawless in that full beat that looks so natural it makes people ask you for your skin regimen. The telltale was the black eyeliner that contrasted against my tanned skin and framed my green eyes. I lowered myself to the floor in my seafoam ribbed jumpsuit. I was so happy with the way it framed my D-girls and showcased my round ass built on a squat regimen. I looked the fuck good. As I pulled my long hair into a high ponytail and pursed my glossy lips, I knew it would go viral. I never suspected it would be for all the wrong reasons.

       Two hours later, my innocent video has become fodder for everyone to put me down, along with my relationship. Well, if I’m honest, the video didn’t do it alone. You’ve got to have a cheating asshole of a boyfriend who can’t keep his dick in his pants for five minutes and an idiot who keeps taking him back—me—to accomplish that.

      The Poor Luxxy hashtag was just the beginning. The viral takedown has been nothing short of epic, using my video to feed comments and puns.

      Maybe instead of reclining hero pose to sleep better, she should be working on her plow pose. Maybe that will keep Mateo from jumping in beds with raggedy hoes. #JustSayin #PoorLuxxy

      She goes to the spa, wears posh clothing, and has ten million followers. But does it really matter when her man is slinging his peen on any #mid-influencer with less than 1,000 followers? #SorryButTrue #PoorLuxxy

      Face beat to the gods. Body tighter than 1A1 drum. Can’t keep Mateo from straying no matter how much yoga she does. It’s just sad.

      Maybe she should try #therapy instead of yoga because she always takes him back. #PoorLuxxy you’re better than that.

      The heat flashes up my body, turning my face into a boiling kettle. I fling my phone onto my couch, shove my eyes closed, and let the waves of hot shame wash over me. I don’t breathe deep or count my breaths. I learned long ago not to fight it and just let the feeling do what it will. If I resist, I’ll end up with a panic attack.

      I’m not letting Mateo give me any more of those. I’m also not going to cry until my face swells. Nope. I stand still and repeat one of my mantras—This is temporary, and I will prevail. It is what the fuck it is—until my body cools again.

      “Lux.”

      My heart stumbles down my chest, and my eyes fly open. Lauren is standing at the top of my stairs. Her black hair, shaped into perfect waves, tumbles down her shoulder and on to the Atelier blazer she let me borrow two months ago. Her naturally glowing skin is set in a pinched expression, a contrast to the chic outfit that screams bad bitch on a mission. Except, she’s wearing flats, which means she ran out of her house in a hurry.

      “How did you get in here?” I practically growl at her.

      Her frown deepens. “I knocked. Chase gave me the spare key. When you didn’t answer the phone, we got worried. I asked him to let me be the one to come by. As you can imagine, he’s… I didn’t want him to run into Mateo.”

      “Yeah, that’s for the best. It’s not worth a reaction,” I say with as much carelessness as I can muster.

      Lauren’s shoulders dip. “He deserves it for what he’s putting you through. Again.”

      I shrug in a not-a-big-deal kind of way and clear my throat. “I’m fine. It’s not the first time he cheated on me.”

      Her hand shoots out.

      I take an instinctive step back. “No, don’t touch me.”

      She nods and stays where she is. “Your brothers are losing it. Cam is holding Chase back from going to look for Mateo.”

      “There’s no point. That will do nothing but land Chase in jail.”

      “Wha—”

      Fast footsteps up the stairs stop her mid-word.

      A second later, Mateo’s imposing 6’2” frame lands on the top step. His muscular frame towers over Lauren and me. His beautiful amber skin is flushed like he ran here from the stadium. He’s wearing his brown-and-yellow baseball uniform, cleats, and regret all over his face. His eyes land on me, and he reaches out. “Luxxy, I left practice to come and explain. Nothing really happened with that girl. She was there when I was partying. You know I came home to you last night.”

      And jumped in the shower before getting into bed and didn’t want to have sex.

      The memory sinks my stomach even lower. At this point, it’s going to drag me to hell. I take a step back and practically spit venom, “Get the fuck out of my house.”

      “You don’t mean that, baby.”

      The word sends another surge of heat up my body. I turn around, grab the first thing I find, and fling it at him. 

      He ducks, and the mug shatters against the wall. He looks back at it. “Are you fucking crazy? You could’ve hurt me with that.”

      “Then get the fuck out, like she asked.” Lauren yells, pointing toward the stairs.

      “Mind your business.”

      “Or what?” she asks. “And before you answer, let me tell you something. I’m the only thing that stands between you and a career-ending beating from Chase.”

      He looks away from her and back to me. “Come on, Luxxy, let me explain. Just us. This is just between us. We love each other and have been through so much together. We understand each other.”

      “I understand you can’t keep your dick in your pants. Fuck off. I want nothing to do with you.”

      “Luxxy—” 

      “Get out.” I scream.

      He doesn’t move. “I won’t leave.”

      “Fine.” I reach for my phone in my pocket, but it’s not there. Right, I threw it on the couch. “Lauren, call Chase and let’s post the meeting on social media. I want to see what the press will say when the New York Emperors lose today because their cleanup hitter is in the hospital because he got beat for trespassing.”

      “That’s ridiculous, Luxxy. I’m staying with you while I’m in town.”

      “You’re no longer welcome. Get out of my house.”

      His face goes black with anger. And here goes one of his tantrums. Rage flares in his eyes, and then it’s gone. He smiles. “Fine. Let me go get my stuff in the bedroom.”

      “No. You will never set foot in my bedroom or this house again. Go downstairs, and I’ll bring it to you.”

      Mateo’s fists clench. “Whatever. I’ll wait till your friend is gone and you can think for yourself.” He storms down the steps.

      I go to the bedroom and grab his suitcase, dress jacket, and the watch on the nightstand. I come back to the living room and start moving toward the stairs.

      Lauren grabs my arm. “Where the hell are you going?”

      I look at her like she’s stupid. “To give him his shit. I want him out of my life.”

      “Yeah, but you’re not a fucking valet to bring his luggage down.”

      I’m so mad I’m seeing red. “Well, how the hell am I going to get it to him? Do I fling it out the window?”

      I meant it sarcastically, but she looks at the window and then back at me and smiles, her lips stretching like the Cheshire cat.

      It dawns on me what she’s insinuating, and I shake my head. “I can’t do that.”

      “Why? Are you planning on taking him back?”

      The question makes my face burn because I’m ashamed that this has become my life routine. I take him back every time. It has to stop, because the embarrassment keeps escalating. God knows what he’ll do next to humiliate me.

      The surge of anger hits me so hard it blurs everything. At that moment, I don’t care what the neighbors say or the destruction it could cause. I don’t even care if it ends up on social media. He put my name in everyone’s mouth, anyway.

      “I’m done for good,” I spit out.

      She turns around, unlocks the window, and flings it open. “Okay, then.” She tilts her head.

      That’s my cue. I stroll to the window, lift the suitcase, and fling it.

      Lauren screams, “Watch out.”

      Mateo’s eyes bulge out, and he scrambles out of the way like a cartoon character.

      “What the fu—” The loud thud comes before the end of his sentence. “Are you crazy?”

      Lauren is smiling. “That was fun. But you know what would be more satisfying?”

      “What?” I’m seriously afraid to ask.

      She points at what I’m still holding in my hand. “That watch hitting the ground. Do you think he would dive after it like a baseball in the outfield?”

      I stare down at my hands wrapped around the rose-gold case with the black sapphire dial, the soft alligator straps draped over my palms. It’s a beautiful piece. “Lauren, this is a Patek Phillipe.”

      Her smile is wicked. “I know.”

      And the urge hits me. I want to see him dive for his expensive watch. He’s always shown his possessions more reverence than he’s shown me. He doesn’t let his watch face get smudged, but he cheats on me every chance he gets.

      I look back down. Mateo and his driver are picking up clothes from the ground. His Versace silk shirt is soaked from falling on the curb. The yellow tinge tells me it’s not dirty water.

      “I forgot to lock the suitcase.”

      “Oops?” Lauren shrugs. “Too bad. So sad.” Then, her gaze cuts through me like a freshly sharpened steak knife. “Make his day worse, Lux. Finish him.”

       I stick my face out the window. “You forgot this.” When he looks up, I yell, “Catch.” and send the watch flying past his head.

      The shock on his face segues to him rushing to catch it, only for the Patek Phillipe piece to land on the roof of a car and bounce onto the asphalt. “You lost your fucking mind, Luxxy. You’re going to pay for that.”

      “I’m already paying. Don’t call me, and don’t ever come back. We’re done.”

      He starts to talk, but I can’t hear him because my ears are buzzing, and my gaze lands on the red truck behind the limo and the man standing by it, watching the whole spectacle.

      Oliver.

      Mateo is yelling something, but my heart is beating too loud, too fast. And I’m mortified because Oliver probably thinks I’m a straight-up psycho bitch, and now he’s a witness to this toxic dumpster fire that is Mateo and me.

      Why is the earth not swallowing me whole?

      I slam my window shut and sit on the couch. My hands are starting to shake, so I tuck them under me. I’m letting the emotions wash over me, but this time, the burning in my chest lingers.

      Lauren is moving around, but I keep my eyes on the damaged wooden floor I haven’t gotten around to having fixed.

      The whole world is talking about me. Everyone is laughing at me. How many of these have I endured? I’ve lost count.

      I can’t do it anymore.

      Lauren’s footsteps grow closer. She stands before me, waiting.

      I can’t look at her. “You should go home. Chase is waiting for you, and the boys need you. I’m okay. Thank you for coming.” My voice is strained. I can barely hold it together.

      She doesn’t leave. Instead, she sits close enough without touching me. “Here, take your wine.” She thrusts the glass at me.

      I’m forced to grab it. “Please go. I want to be alone.”

      “Bullshit.”

      My gaze shoots to hers. “Excuse me?”

      She leans closer. “I said bullshit. You just dumped your cheating ex. No one wants to be alone after that. You want alcohol, greasy food, cake, and a friend to help you trash his worthless ass.”

      “I don’t need a friend,” I snap, making my voice as sharp as I can. I need psychotherapy, electric shocks, a lobotomy, or probably all of it. What I don’t need is another witness to my shame.

      Lauren sighs and puts her glass on the table. “That’s good, because I’m not here to be your friend. I came to be so much more than that. I’m going to fast-forward the clock past my wedding and be your sister now.”

      The skin on my cheeks tingles, and I flinch like she sucker-punched me. I want to shake my head and tell her I don’t need a sister. I just need to be alone and sort this out like I usually do. But I don’t even recover before she throws her arms around me.

      I don’t hug her back. I can’t.

      But she holds onto me tight and rubs my back in a way that only Mateo has ever done. Because my mother never did, and my brothers were just as messed up as me. We are there for each other, but we don’t manage emotions. The people who were supposed to teach us never did. We were never anything but pawns to them. Cam, who wasn’t much older than Chase and me, was more of a father to us than Walter.

      I don’t hug her, but I cry with her like I do in silence every time. I cling to her warmth with everything I’ve got. I let it out until I have no more tears.

      When we pull back, I’m surprised to find tears in her eyes.

      Then, she smiles. “Now we eat and get drunk.”

      I sniffle. “I have nothing in my fridge.”

      She chuckles and points a finger at the bag on my counter. “I came prepared. Fuck Mateo.”

      “Yeah, fuck him. This is the last time I cry for him. He can go to hell and take his gender along with him. I’m done with them for a long time.”

      But I see Ollie looking up at me, the shock in his eyes—and probably the judgment.
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      Lux

      Monday

      My day is packed, and I wouldn’t have it any other way. I have a meeting in New York at 11:00. It sucks, but I’ll be rushing back to Baltimore for my five o’clock with Oliver.

      I’m glad I got everything together last night because the Acela leaves at 7:30, and I need to be on it to make my meeting. I leave my G-Wagon at home and take an Uber to the train station. Thankfully, my train is on time.

      On my way to New York, I work on the script for one of my next videos. I hate having to do this twice a week, but thankfully, I’m able to concentrate. This one is special. I’m featuring Lauren’s new styling on-demand service. It’s going to cater to women of all sizes at affordable prices. I’m going to help her style and showcase how the looks work. We’ll even have a line with me as part of it.

      It’s going to be a Bougie Girl X Autumn Lush collaboration. I’ve never done that, and I’m super excited, so I just need to get to working on the video concept so I can tell Lauren about it when we meet formally next week.

      I stop an hour into the trip and set it aside. I can work on it for another hour on the way back. I check my phone and find a message from Ollie. I eagerly check it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Ollie

      

      
        I’ll see you at five. Got great things to show you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Butterflies rustle in my belly.

      Stop being silly, Luciana. Remember, we swore off men and should stick to the cause no matter how lickable and tempting he is. That ship has sailed. He probably thinks you’re a psycho after watching you throw your ex’s shit out of the window. Besides, he’s got a girlfriend.

      He’s talking about work, not how—you know from experience—he puts it down. I can’t help it, though. I’ve been looking forward to seeing him all week. I’ve had to cancel our appointments twice because work had me drowning all week, and the fallout from the breakup has been taxing despite Maeven’s artful handling. Somehow, the chick he was with ended up being cast for a reality show where the cast is sequestered away while they find love.

      People now believe it was orchestrated and bought the story that Mateo came home straight from the party and just dropped her and her friend off.

      I don’t know how she did it, and who cares? Not my problem anymore. I am determined to put that chapter of my life behind me, so I force my attention on the notes for my meeting. They want to meet me to start this new series, and it’s obviously important enough that they want to discuss it in person. This could have been a Zoom call, but you know what, they pay me well enough, and it’s only an hour or so meeting. I should be out by noon. That should give me enough time to go to the Golden Door spa and get a facial or massage if they can fit me in.

      When the train pulls into Port Authority, I hop on the subway and make it to Big Apple Magazine in twenty minutes. The security guard smiles and waves me into the elevators. At the top floor, the secretary practically leaps off her chair when she sees me. The textured two-piece suit is tailored to perfection.

      She trades her signature smile for the frown crowning the top of her glasses. “Mimi is waiting for you and cleared her whole schedule to speak to you.”

      What now?

      Mimi is our boss, the head editor for the life and style section of Big Apple Magazine. We all swear she’s an Anna Wintour wannabe who has modeled herself after Meryl Streep’s character in The Devil Wears Prada—from the big shades to the sometimes downright cutting way she prefers to handle every situation. I’m lucky to be in her good graces because she loves Mateo and lusts after Chase constantly.

      The secretary ushers me into Mimi’s office, and when I walk in, I’m immediately disconcerted.

      My boss is surrounded by the editor-in-chief, the creative director, the marketing team, and three graphic designers.

      And everyone is smiling at me like I’m Rosemary walking into the dinner party with the cult.

      What did they get me into this time?

      “Luxxy,” Mimi, in her high chignon, hollow cheeks, cigarette pants, and five-inch heels, crosses the room and hugs me. “So glad you are here.”

      She towers over me on her platforms, looking down from what looks like a pedestal.

      “I thought we were discussing a series.” They’ve ambushed me, so I don’t feel the need to be polite.

      “Oh, it’s more than that, darling. Come sit down.” She leads me to a chair next to hers.

      I sit and try not to cringe at the expectant way everyone is looking at me. “Why are you all smiling like that?”

      Mimi frowns. “You didn’t read my email from last night?”

      No. I was watching Justice League with Bron and the boys. I saw the email come in, but I was in a throuple with Ray Fisher, Jason Mamoa, and Henry Cavill. No way I was going to check that. “Uh. No. I’m sorry I was taking care of some family business.”

      “That explains why you look so surprised to see everyone.” She waves around the room. “Luxxy, we are starting a new lifestyle magazine.”

      I struggle with what to say, because this could be my way out. I am renovating my house and can go into business for myself. “That’s…great?”

      “It’s more than great. It’s wonderful. It’s the most amazing thing that could’ve happened to all of us. Your influencer status is going to shoot out of the stratosphere.”

      “My influencer status?”

      “You’re going to be the star.”

      Where is this coming from? The last time I brought this up, they didn’t entertain the idea.

      “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Bougie Girl is going to be more than a blogger. She will bigger than a vlogger. You are going to be a brand. Think of Magnolia by Joanna Gaines, but all things style. You can have more collaborations. We’re thinking of your channel as more mainstream, treating it like a real TV channel with dedicated hours and shows.”

      I open my mouth but close it. I need to ask the right questions. This is something I’ve been thinking about. Lauren and I talked about this. She said I was already a brand but needed to own it.

      “Why now?”

      “It’s not coming out of nowhere. I’ve thought of how we can use you more. Your column is our most popular one. You get millions of views on your YouTube videos. We’ve been doing research, and when you feature a product, sales shoot up. Not to mention that now you’ve gone past New York. That piece on Autumn Lush garnered so much attention and praise. Of course, the Lash N’ Gloss nod makes it even more prestigious. I’m still waiting for you to do an unboxing of the huge box you got from Amelia Solis.”

      Ah. They’re trying to ride my coattails. They want to use me and my connections.

      “Thank you.” I’m struggling with what to say.  

      “We can do more collaborations and celebrity interviews, like a peek behind the curtains, and feature some of their charity work. We will build you a studio here, and you can shoot more videos weekly.”

      My pulse quickens. A brand. They’re building a brand around me. It’s everything I’ve been wanting. I’ve dreamed of taking people on a journey, like Anthony Bourdain, letting them experience the world through my senses and inspiring them to go taste the world for themselves.

      I’ve wanted to expand, and this is my chance.

      But this has to be on my terms. I don’t like that they sprang this on me without warning. They should have told me and my agent. Ruthy should have been invited. I also need to make sure they know I’m not staying in New York.

      “This is not going to be an hour meeting, and I had other plans. Can you give me five minutes to make arrangements and call my agent?”

      The smiles freeze in place as I step out of the room.

      First, I call my agent. “Ruthy. I need you to drop everything and come meet me at Big Apple. They’re trying to make me into a brand and center a digital magazine around me.”

      “Why was I not invited in the first place? You know what, I’ll find out for myself. On my way,” Ruthy says.

      Next, I call my brother. “Hey, Cam, I’m stuck in my meeting. They want to turn me into a brand.”

      He doesn’t miss a beat. “Don’t talk to them without your agent, and don’t sign anything without a lawyer. I’m sending you one of mine.”

      “I don’t think that’s necessary yet. I don’t think we are signing anything today.”

      “I’ll call them as soon as we hang up and tell them to be on standby. Make sure you send them any paperwork right away.”

      Always the big bro. “Will do. Thanks. Actually, I called because I need a favor. I’m supposed to meet with Ollie today to talk about the floor plans. Can you meet with him? I don’t want to stand him up again. I’m going to send you an email with my thoughts. Please apologize for me.”

      “Okay. I’m supposed to see him after practice today.”

      “Great.”

      “Lux, listen. Play hard-ass ball when you go in there. You’re a commodity. If they want to create a brand around you, it is because they recognize your worth, what you bring to the table, and your reach. Make sure you call the shots. You can ask for whatever you want. They won’t say no.”

      I smile. “I will, thanks.”

      “I’m not just saying that because I’m your brother. I’m saying it because it’s true. Don’t go in there and let these people get the best of you.”

      I hang up and go to the bathroom to give myself five minutes to breathe. This is a good thing. No, a great thing. It’s the next level in my career. And I can dictate the rules.

      Because they want me, and it has to be on my turf, playing by my rules.

      I walk back in the room with my shoulders squared.

      “My agent is on her way, and I would like to wait for her to begin the discussion. After, I would like for it to be put in a contract so my lawyers can go over it. I will tell you right off the bat, Baltimore is where I live now, and I’m planning on staying there. Also, I want executive producer credits, and I want input and veto power in all concepts.”

      The editor-in-chief smiles in a way that goes as far as her perfect veneers but doesn’t reach her bird-of-prey eyes. “Executive producer credits and veto power? That’s a renegotiation tactic for a proven star.”

      I return her you-simple-bitch caliber smile. “Isn’t that why I’m here? Because I have the followers, the selling power, and the status to back it up? I know what I bring to the table, and I know the money you’ll make off me. I won’t be treated any other way.”  

      The air goes out of the room. Everyone is silent, and Mimi and the editor hold a silent conversation.

      A drop of sweat skids down my back. Did I overplay my hand? I can breathe in the tension like August humidity. There’s no way I can back down now. They’ll never take me seriously. So, I push my chest out and dig into the silence like everyone else. I get started on a mental list of my next steps. If they walk away, I can always get started on my own. I have enough followers. I’ll have to do way more organic content. I can even take my followers through my renovation series.

      Mimi clears her throat. “I’m sure your agent will be here shortly, and we can begin. Would you like a mimosa in the meantime?”
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      Lux

      After a five-hour meeting with Big Apple, a debrief with my agent, and conversations with the lawyers, I was left with tight muscles and a mound of stress weighing my neck down. I practically ran to the spa. The treatments did the trick with the relaxation, but I just want to be alone in my own space.

      I stretch like a cat with my hands above my head, enjoying the liquid feel in every inch of my body. The heated massage bed cocoons me, cradling me like a baby. I don’t want to leave. I want to lie here and nap. The spa would let me stay

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/larimarpress-logo.jpg





OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Dedication
      


      		
        Done with the Frost, Ready for the Flourish
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        From the Heart
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        The Bougie Life is here
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Overthinking Can Derail the Best Laid Plans, But There’s Always an Upside
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Have you ever wanted something so bad, you sometimes daydreamed about it?
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Chapter 31
      


      		
        Chapter 32
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        About the Author
      


      		
        All books by J. L. Lora
      


      		
        Copyright
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


      		All books by J. L. Lora


      		Copyright


    


  


OEBPS/images/arc-2020-0239-j-l-lora-the-spring-in-my-heart.jpg
‘J TABORA





OEBPS/images/break-rule-screen.png





