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    To my daughters, Mil'resa and Nicole, thank you for making my life better by your sheer existence. I never really knew the meaning of unconditional love until you were placed in my arms to protect and adore. I love you with all my heart and soul, and I pray I'll inspire you to reach for your dreams and never give up.
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To my Rutgers University, New Brunswick colleagues and friends, and my Middlesex College colleagues and students, thank you for all the support, laughter, and encouragement over the years. The best people in Middlesex County have been seen on the RU and MC campuses, and thanks to all of you, I've grown each academic year for the better.
To readers of the Sheridan Series, thank you for taking a chance on an unknown writer with a passion for stories centered on a community of Christian believers. The Sheridan family isn't perfect, yet they know God loves all of us perfectly. I hope their lives will inspire you to strive to love each other as you learn that God wants you to have joy.
Finally, I want to thank my Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ. You continue to amaze me with your grace. Being a published author is a blessed experience, and I am so thankful for everyone who is on this journey with me.

      

    

Sinister impulses of revenge bring pain to all involved. Remember love’s dark rage subsides when a sensitive heart receives a sincere apology.

— Sharon Badeau Sheridan
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Chapter One
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Departure

The plane lifted off Newark at 8:42 in the morning, and Laila Sheridan felt the specific weightless drop in her stomach that always arrived a half second before the wheels actually left the ground, the body knowing before the mind agreed to know it.

She had the window seat. She had asked for it specifically, the way she always asked, because she liked watching the ground fall away in that particular silver light New Jersey got in January, flat and cold and somehow forgiving from this height, the turnpike a thin gray ribbon, the refineries flaring small and orange like something decorative rather than industrial. The Atlantic opened up beneath the wing a few minutes later, vast and the color of pewter, and Laila pressed her temple to the cold plastic of the window and watched the coastline shrink behind her.

Her garment bag was still folded into the overhead bin above her, the pale blue-gray bridesmaid's gown she had worn down the aisle less than twenty hours earlier, and she could still feel, somewhere beneath her sweater, the faint pressure marks the boning of the dress had left along her ribs. She had slipped out of Graham and Caresse's reception before the cake was fully cut, hugged her brother hard enough that he'd asked if she was all right, and told him, truthfully enough, that she simply needed sleep before an early flight. She had not told him the rest of it: that watching her brother promise himself to a woman who clearly adored him, in a tent strung with the kind of lights she had once picked out in a bridal magazine and circled for her own wedding that never came, had cost her more than she'd let herself feel until she was alone in the car afterward.

Twelve years. She had been making this exact climb out of Newark for twelve years now, the same airport, the same direction, the same window seat by request, and she had never once let herself notice, until this particular morning, hungover on someone else's joy and her own old grief in equal measure, that her body still remembered the only other time she had left this state in this kind of hurry.

Except that time, she had been going the other direction.

* * *
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THE CALL HAD COME ON a Tuesday too.

She had been sitting on the floor of a dorm room she had occupied for exactly two months, surrounded by a Biology textbook and notecards she was not reading. And a roommate she barely knew yet, a girl named Sofia, who kept to herself and had not said more than nine words to Laila since move-in day, sat at her desk. Suddenly Laila's phone rang and her brother Graham's voice arrived on the other end sounding like something had already broken inside him before he said a single word.

“Laila. You need to come home. Now. Tonight, if you can.”

“What's wrong?”

“It's Mama.”

She did not remember packing. She remembered, later, that she was packed, because she arrived in New Jersey with a bag, but the actual act of choosing what to bring, of folding anything, of zipping anything closed, had simply not survived the trip from that phone call to the airport. What she remembered instead was standing in the middle of her dorm room with the phone still warm against her ear and Graham's voice already gone, the line disconnected, and not being able to make her legs do anything at all.

It was Sofia who got her moving.

Sofia, who had said nine words to her in eight weeks, was suddenly on her feet, pulling Laila's suitcase down from the closet shelf without asking permission, throwing things into it with the brisk, economical efficiency of someone who had packed a bag in a hurry before and knew exactly how little actually mattered in that kind of packing. She did not ask Laila what was wrong. She seemed to already understand, with some instinct Laila would not fully appreciate until years later, that the only useful thing in that moment was motion, not questions.

“I'm calling Marina,” Sofia said, already dialing. “She has a car. I don't.”

Laila saw Marina exactly twice before she moved in. A welcome freshmen event. A registration session she had wandered into by accident and stayed in only because the air conditioning was better than the Florida heatwave. She did not understand, standing in the doorway with her half-packed suitcase, why either of these near-strangers were suddenly the only two people in the entire state of Florida doing anything to help her, but she did not have room left in her body to question it. She only had room for getting to the airport. For getting to New Jersey. For getting to her mother before whatever Graham's voice had already told her, without telling her, ran out of time.

* * *
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SHE MADE IT TO THE hospital at eleven that night.

Latrell was in the hallway when she arrived, still in the shirt he had apparently been wearing since morning, and the look on her twin's face was a look she had never once seen on him in twenty years of sharing a birthday, a understanding, and most of a childhood. He did not say anything. He simply opened his arms, and she walked into them, and for a moment the hallway and the fluorescent lights and the particular antiseptic smell of the place all fell away into the one fact that mattered, which was that her brother was holding her up because she could not currently hold herself up.

“Is she—”

“She's still here,” Latrell said, against the top of her head. “She's waiting for you. The doctor said she's been asking.”

* * *
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SHARON SHERIDAN'S HOSPITAL room held the particular hush of a place where everyone has already said the hardest things to each other and arrived at the part where there is nothing left to do but be present.

Janet sat in the corner chair with her hands folded too tightly in her lap. Jaiden stood by the window with his back to the room, his shoulders doing something he clearly did not want anyone to see. Nathan sat closest to the bed, his hand wrapped around his wife's, his face arranged into the careful, contained stillness of a man who had spent thirty years learning how to hold himself together in front of his children regardless of what it cost him afterward.

Sharon's eyes found Laila the moment she stepped through the door.

“There she is,” Sharon said, her voice thin but entirely her own, entirely recognizable, the same voice that had read Laila bedtime stories and refereed matchbox-car disputes and sung along badly to the radio on the way to school. “My baby girl made it.”

“Mama.” Laila crossed the room and knelt at the bedside, taking her mother's free hand in both of hers, and found she could not say anything else at all, the word simply repeating itself, Mama, Mama, as though saying it enough times might hold something in place that both of them already knew could not be held.

Sharon's hand tightened around hers, weaker than Laila had ever felt it, and still, somehow, entirely certain.

* * *
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“I NEED TO TELL YOU something,” Sharon said, after a while, once the room had quieted around them, once Nathan had stepped back half a pace to give his daughter room and Janet had reached over to take Jaiden's hand at the window. “And I need you to listen the way you used to listen to my stories. Do you remember how you used to listen?”

Laila nodded, not trusting her voice.

“You used to climb right up into my lap and go completely still,” Sharon said, the faintest smile finding her mouth despite everything. “You wanted the whole story, every time, start to finish, no matter how many times you'd already heard it. You never wanted me to skip ahead to the message. You wanted to live inside the story first.” She paused to gather whatever strength the pause cost her. “So I'm going to give you a story, baby girl. Not a lecture. A story. Because I know you, and I know a story is what's going to stay with you, even on the nights you can't remember anything else.”

“Okay, Mama.”

“There was a majestic fire,” Sharon said, “that lived inside a house made of glass.”

She let that sit a moment, the way she always let her opening lines sit, the old teacher's instinct for pacing a room of fifteen-year-olds, still present even now, even here.

“The fire didn't choose to live in a house of glass. It was simply born there, the way you were born exactly who you are. And for a long time, the fire was happy, because the glass lets light through, and the fire's radiant light went everywhere, and everyone who saw it said, ‘look how bright’, ‘look how warm’. But one day, someone threw a stone at the fire’s glass house. On purpose. Because the fire's light made them feel small, and sometimes small people can't stand to watch something bright without feeling an overwhelming urge to put it out.”

Laila felt her mother's thumb move once, slowly, against the back of her hand.

“Well anyway, the glass cracked after it was struck. And the fire felt that crack like a wound. At that moment, the fire had two choices, baby girl, only two, and every single day for the rest of your life you are going to find yourself facing a similar choice, in one form or another.”

“What were the choices, Mama?” Laila whispered.

“The fire could let its wound turn into smoke. Black, choking, reaching for the person who threw the stone, wanting to cover them, blind them, make them feel the darkness the fire now felt. Yet smoke doesn't heal cracked glass. It just makes the whole house harder to see out for everyone, including for the fire itself.”

Sharon's breathing had grown shallower, but her eyes had not left her daughter's face, and her voice, though thinner now, had not lost its shape.

“Or,” she said, “the fire could simply keep being a majestic fire. Keep giving its light, even through the crack, because sometimes cracks lets more light out into the world. And here is the part of the story you have to remember when you are far past needing the rest of it, Laila. If the person who threw that stone ever comes back, ever stands in front of that broken glass and says, truly, with their whole chest, I am sorry, I should never have done that, the fire does not have to keep burning hot toward them forever. A real apology, received by a heart that has stayed soft,... soft, baby, is the only thing strong enough to let rage go cold. Not because the crack disappears, but because the heat doesn't have to live there anymore.”

“I don't understand,” Laila said, the tears finally arriving in full, her voice breaking apart around the words. “Mama, I don't understand all of it.”

“You don't have to. Not tonight.” Sharon's hand found Laila's cheek, her palm impossibly warm against skin that had gone cold with crying. “That's what a story is for, baby girl. You don't have to understand it the night you hear it. You just have to keep it. Keep it the way you used to keep every story I ever told you, word for word, even the ones you didn't understand yet. One day, years from now, something is going to crack you wide open, and you are going to remember a fire in a glass house, and it is going to make sense exactly when you need it to. Not before. Exactly when you need it.”

“I'll remember,” Laila said. “I promise, Mama, I'll remember.”

“I know you will.” Sharon's eyes were beginning to lose their focus now, drifting, finding the ceiling, finding something none of the rest of them in that room could see. “My firecracker. Don't you let this world make you smaller than you are. Don't you dare. Not even when it hurts. Especially not when it hurts.”

Those were the last words Sharon Sheridan said to her youngest daughter.

* * *
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SHE DIED FORTY MINUTES later, with all five of her children in the room, with Nathan's hand still wrapped around hers, with the October night pressing dark and complete against the hospital window.

Laila did not remember, afterward, the exact mechanics of those forty minutes, the monitors, the doctor's quiet entrance and exit, the particular sound the room made in the moment everything changed. What she remembered was Latrell's arms coming around her again, the same arms that had held her up in the hallway hours earlier, and how, this time, she could feel something different in the way he held her, a kind of trembling underneath his stillness that told her he was holding both of them up now, his grief and hers together, and that the weight of that was more than even Latrell, steady Latrell, her twin since before either of them had language, could carry alone forever.

She felt him start to give.

It was not dramatic. It was simply a slow, exhausted softening, his knees no longer quite locked, his breath catching in a way that told her, even through her own devastation, that her brother had reached the bottom of what his body could hold up.

And then there were more arms.

Sofia and Marina had made it. Somehow, impossibly, on a college student's resources and whatever combination of luck and determination had carried them the length of many states, they had made it to the hospital with less than an hour to spare, and they did not hesitate at the door, did not ask permission, did not wait to be invited into a grief that was not yet theirs to share. They simply crossed the room and wrapped themselves around Laila exactly where Latrell's arms had begun to give way, taking up the weight he could no longer hold alone, three women who had known each other four weeks becoming, in that single unbroken motion, something that would outlast every year that followed.

Laila did not remember deciding to let them hold her. She simply found herself held, by her brother and by two near-strangers who had become, in the space of one overnight drive, something else entirely, and she stayed inside that circle of arms until there was nothing left in her to cry.

* * *
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THE PLANE LEVELED OFF at altitude, the seatbelt sign chiming off above her head, and Laila Sheridan wiped her eyes quickly, before her seatmate could notice, before the flight attendant came by with the drink cart and a polite, professional smile that did not need to see a grown woman crying over a memory twelve years old.

Twelve years. A fire in a house of glass. She still did not fully understand the story, not completely, not even now, but she had kept it exactly the way she had promised, word for word, the way she had kept every story her mother had ever given her, carried forward through breakups and birthdays and every ordinary Tuesday in between, waiting, she understood now, looking out at the clouds breaking open over the Atlantic, for the exact moment it would finally make itself fully known.

She thought of Graham’s face at the altar, undone in the particular way a controlled man is undone only once or twice in a lifetime, and found that the ache of it had loosened slightly somewhere over the ocean, replaced by something closer to resolve. Her brother had gotten his whole heart back from somewhere he’d buried it. There was no law of the universe that said she couldn’t do the same.

South Beach was three hours ahead of her.

Somewhere down there, eventually, she’ll figure out her next steps.
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Chapter Two


[image: ]


Three Kinds of Solitude

Two months before that October phone call, three eighteen-year-old strangers had carried their belongings up two flights of stairs into Room 214 of Beaty Towers, and none of them had any reason yet to believe they were about to become the most important relationship any of them would carry into adulthood.

The University of Florida's housing office had assigned them to one another with the blind, indifferent efficiency of a computer system matching move-in dates and meal plan preferences, no algorithm in the world sophisticated enough to have predicted what that particular combination of three young women would eventually become to each other. They simply arrived, on the same August Saturday, sweating through the Gainesville heat, and found their names taped to the same door.

* * *
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SOFIA BAREA-VEGA ARRIVED first, alone, with two suitcases and a backpack and the specific economy of movement of someone who had learned, a long time ago, not to bring more than she could carry herself in one trip.

She had been in foster care since she was four years old, seven placements across two counties, and she had developed, across those fourteen years, a particular skill that her academic scholarship file did not capture in any of its language about her test scores: the ability to walk into an unfamiliar room, assess every exit, every adult's mood, every unspoken rule of a household she had not chosen, within the first ten minutes of arriving. It was not paranoia. It was simply what fourteen years of being moved without warning had trained her body to do automatically, the way other people's bodies automatically blinked or breathed.

She unpacked her side of the room with the same efficiency. Everything had a place. Everything had a reason for being where it was. She did not put up posters or photographs, because she had learned, across seven different bedrooms, that the things you hang on a wall are the things that hurt the most to leave behind, and some part of her, eighteen years old and four hundred miles from anyone who shared her blood, was still operating on the assumption that this room, too, was temporary, that someone could still come and tell her it was time to go.

She had a nightmare she never told anyone about. It came in fragments rather than story, a hand pulling her away from somewhere warm, a woman's voice she could no longer picture saying something she could no longer hear, a feeling of being lifted and carried against her will toward a door that closed behind her without explanation. She had been four. She did not know, eighteen years later, sitting alone on her new dormitory bed with her empty suitcases stacked neatly in the closet, that the nightmare was not really about being taken. It was about never being told why.

* * *
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MARINA CARTER ARRIVED second, with her entire family in tow.

Rev. Willis Carter carried the heaviest box himself, refusing every offer of help with the particular stubbornness of a father who understood this would be one of the last times he got to carry something heavy for his daughter under the heading of fatherly duty rather than simple visiting. Her mother, Toinette directed the unpacking with the same brisk, loving efficiency she brought to every family gathering, already making a mental inventory of what the room lacked and what she would be mailing within the week. Marina's younger siblings, Tonya and Steven, fought over who got to claim the good parking spot to wait in, and William, seventeen and already carrying a guitar case he took with him everywhere, sat on the stairwell landing picking out something quiet and complicated while everyone else worked around him.

Marina had grown up inside a particular kind of visibility that most eighteen-year-olds never experienced: every Sunday, the daughter of the man behind the pulpit, watched not unkindly but watched nonetheless, her every choice a small data point in the congregation's ongoing assessment of how well Rev. Carter and Toinette had raised their children. She had learned early to be easygoing, to be helpful, to be the kind of daughter who did not embarrass her family in front of people who had known her since before she could walk. She had also learned, somewhere beneath that easy surface, a quieter habit of watching other women, women who were not preachers' daughters, women who got to make choices without an entire congregation's opinion attached, and wondering, privately, what that kind of freedom actually felt like in the body.

“You call me every Sunday,” Toinette said, hugging her tightly in the doorway before the family finally, reluctantly, departed. “Every Sunday, Marina Renee. I don't care how big this campus is.”

“Yes, Mama.”

“And you remember who you are.”

Marina had nodded, the way she always nodded at that particular instruction, not yet fully understanding that the entire next decade of her life would be spent quietly working out exactly what that meant, and how much room it left her to also become someone new.

* * *
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LAILA SHERIDAN ARRIVED last, dramatically, in a car her older brother Graham had insisted on driving down personally despite her repeated insistence that she did not need an escort, with enough luggage that the Beaty Towers elevator required two full trips.

She was the youngest of five, the only girl with a twin, and she had spent eighteen years occupying a very specific position in the Sheridan household: the baby, the firecracker, the one whose feelings ran loud and close to the surface in a family that mostly handled its feelings through humor and competent silence. Her brothers loved her completely and had also, since she was old enough to notice, maintained an entire private universe she was not invited into.

It had started small. Latrell and Jaiden, had built a system of nicknames and shorthand for their own plans, fishing trips, treehouse expansions, later, girls they liked, a whole vocabulary engineered specifically to let them discuss anything in front of their little sister without her understanding a word of it. Going to see about the bicycle, Latrell would say to Jaiden across the dinner table, and their mother would smile into her napkin because she alone knew there was no bicycle, there had never been a bicycle, the phrase meant something else entirely, and Laila would sit there, nine years old, ten years old, twelve years old, watching her own brothers speak a language built explicitly to keep her on the outside of whatever they were planning.

She had started inventing her own words around the same time. Small ones at first, nonsense really, names for things that did not yet have names, a particular shade of disappointment she called blue-flat, the specific feeling of being the last one picked for something she called shelf-feeling, words that belonged to no language but her own and that, for exactly that reason, no one could ever exclude her from. If her brothers got to have a private world, she would simply build her own, one she controlled completely, one where she got to decide who understood the password and who did not.

She had not thought about any of this in years, not consciously, by the time she stood in the doorway of Room 214 with her last suitcase in hand and found two strangers already mid-unpack, one efficient and watchful in a way that read, to Laila's eye, as carefully held together, the other surrounded by homemade goodies and clearly trying, with visible effort, to look more settled than she felt.

“I'm Laila,” she said, setting her bag down. “Sheridan. Sorry about all the luggage. My brother thinks I'm moving to the moon, not Gainesville.”

Sofia looked up from her precisely organized closet and said nothing for a moment longer than was entirely comfortable, the assessing look of someone deciding, in real time, whether this particular room was going to be safe.

“Sofia,” she said finally. “Barea-Vega.”

Marina, grateful for any interruption to the lingering ache of watching her family's car pull away in the parking lot below, crossed the room with her hand already extended. “Marina Carter. I love your suitcases. Are those new?”

“Brand new. My brother helped me pick them out, which means he picked the loudest possible color so he'd be able to spot me in an airport from a hundred yards away.”

“That's actually smart,” Sofia said, the first thing approaching warmth in her voice since Laila had walked in.

“That's what I told him. Didn't mean I had to admit it to his face.”

Something small and unremarkable passed between the three of them then, the kind of moment that means nothing in isolation and everything in retrospect, a single shared laugh over Gator orange luggage in a dormitory room none of them had chosen on their own, and none of them yet had any reason to know that this particular ordinary afternoon was the beginning of the only family any of them would build entirely by choice.

* * *
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IT DID NOT HAPPEN ALL at once. Trust rarely does.

It happened in the small accumulating evidence of two months: Sofia leaving her door unlocked, eventually, after weeks of locking it even to walk down the hall to the bathroom. Marina admitting, late one night over a shared bag of chips, that she sometimes resented being the preacher's daughter, and finding that neither of her new roommates flinched or judged, simply listened, the way she had never quite been able to confide in anyone at home without it eventually finding its way back to her parents. Laila teaching them both her private vocabulary, femencation not yet invented but its ancestors already forming, blue-flat and shelf-feeling explained over coffee one rainy October afternoon, and watching, with something like wonder, as Sofia and Marina simply absorbed the words into their own speech without being asked to, without needing the password explained twice.

It was the first time in Laila Sheridan's life that anyone had chosen her language rather than excluded her from theirs.

She did not yet understand, that September, threading her own invented word into an ordinary conversation and hearing Sofia use it back to her without hesitation, what she had just found. She would not fully understand it until an October night, one month later, when these same two near-strangers would gather whatever resources eighteen-year-olds possessed and get to a hospital they had never seen, in a state neither of them lived in, to catch her when her own twin's arms finally gave out.

But something in her, even that September, even before any of it had been tested, had already begun to relax in a way it never had at home.

She had found her sisters. She simply did not know yet how completely they would prove it.
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Chapter Three


[image: ]


South Beach

For the first time in several months, I'm going to forget everything and everyone in New Jersey, Laila Sheridan thought as she strolled from her cab toward the Falconiere Grace Miami Beach hotel lobby.

She had made herself that promise somewhere over the Carolinas, watching the flight map on the seatback screen tick south by south, leaving Newark and the reception and the memory of yesterday behind her degree by degree. She willed herself to stop thinking about Malcolm Khalid, a gifted writer with an inflated sense of what the world owed him. Earlier that afternoon she had resolved to leave her past heartaches in the overhead bin before she took her first-class seat, but glimpses of the past had started drifting into her mind during the flight anyway, the way they always did when she sat still long enough to let them. Now, as she inhaled the warm, citrus-scented air of Miami Beach, thoughts of chilly New Jersey and its inhabitants loosened their hold and moved from her memory like a faded Prada purse relegated to the back of a bedroom closet.

Entering the luminous hotel, she enjoyed the gentle embrace of an ocean breeze as it whipped the hem of her lilac Valentino cocktail dress. The fabric’s movement exaggerated the natural sway of her hips, made each step more feminine and peppy.

A little after eight in the evening, Laila approached the front desk, showed her reservation confirmation, and in her most alluring voice inquired, “Which way to my femencation?”

She made her voice sound tempting, like a tall glass of iced coffee on a balmy morning. Smooth and satisfying. Rich, too, with the faintest Jersey accent she reserved for exactly this kind of entrance. She knew her voice would cause a particular reaction in the right kind of room and she was testing this room right now. This vacation was about relishing in her womanhood. Toying with a few males would be a safe amusement, emphasis on safe, because she had no intention of dealing with any strong male egos. Not this week.

The beginning of a smile tipped the corners of the Latino clerk’s mouth before he located her information in the hotel computer. “Your party is now scheduled to enjoy the ocean view terrace of our Sapienti restaurant for dinner. We can take your coat and belongings to the La Baie Presidential suite so you can join them.”

She inclined her head in small thanks, flashed her ID, and watched as he moved a form forward for her signature while simultaneously placing her room key on the counter.

Laila took in the slight gleam in his eye and grinned, her mind too busy with thoughts of her friends to think too heavily about the open adoration. An Italian meal after a long flight was all she needed. Well, as long as an inviting glass of Pinot Grigio accompanied it. She took her electronic key and placed it into her Chloè bag. “That’s fine, just point me in the right direction.”

She loved being the woman that put the ‘fem’ in Femencationer. It was a word she came up with to define any group of female friends whose ties go back as far as childhood or college, who seek a high-end, luxury getaway experience. A vacation with all the feminine delights women dream of enjoying. This year’s femencation united three alumnae of the University of Florida and marked the start of the year to forget old sorrows and usher in new adventures.

As she strolled toward the Sapienti restaurant she stopped when her own reflection caught her attention in a mirror hanging in the side hall corridor. She looked good for thirty-one but preferred to say she was in her late twenties when vacationing, because no one over thirty in their right mind would party the way she planned to. She blotted her face and studied herself for a moment, the way her mother had always studied her, not critically but with the particular attentive warmth of a woman taking full inventory of what she saw.

She thought of Janet, who always moved through a room with the quiet competence of a woman who had never needed permission to belong in it. LaLa had never had that settled ease, not entirely. She moved through rooms differently, louder, taking up space deliberately rather than naturally, making the entrance so that no one would have the chance to decide she hadn’t been invited. Her mother had known the difference. Her mother had always known.

Don’t you let this world make you smaller than you are. She heard it the way she always heard it now, not as a memory but as instruction still arriving, still working.

She blotted her face once more and secretly wished she was meeting her friends under better circumstances. But with Sofía’s pending divorce from the famous sports announcer Sean Vega, they all needed a break from reality. This trip was the perfect reason to release stress.

When Laila arrived at the restaurant, several male heads turned in appreciation as she silently commanded the wait staff’s attention.

“I’m with the Vega/Sheridan/Carter party,” she announced, surveying the room.

“Your party has already been seated. John, will you escort Mrs. . . .?”

“Ms. Sheridan,” she corrected, before pretending to lose her balance to mask her reason for placing a hand around John’s bicep. She suppressed a giggle that threatened to expose the disingenuous nature of her performance. “Please excuse me. I had a long flight. Johnny, could you show me the way?”

They moved effortlessly through the patrons seated at their tables until Laila crossed the threshold of the balcony. The sight of her friends a few yards away made her light up like a five-year-old at a surprise party.

Laila stepped quickly as she approached Sofía and Marina, who were enjoying their conversation and shrimp cocktail appetizers. She blurted, scarcely aware of the rasp of excitement in her own voice, “Here I am, straight off the plane. Where’s the love?”

Marina Carter squealed with laughter and rose to hug Laila tightly. “Oh, girl, you look great!” Genuine excitement radiated from her eyes as she peered into Laila’s face. Marina was a petite, voluptuous Black woman with inquisitive eyes and a contagious smile. Her shoulder-length curly hair was tamed away from her face by beige-framed sunglasses resting on her head. Her sundress, a charming beige and light blue number with a matching cardigan, reminded Laila of her favorite elementary school teacher.

“And why shouldn’t I?” Laila’s silky voice held a challenge. “We’re in South Beach, right?”

“You know it!” An amused look suddenly warmed Marina’s eyes.

“Could you two take it down a few notches?” Dr. Sofía Barea-Vega demanded. She remained seated and frowned before she forced a demure smile toward the people seated next to them. “You’re causing a scene.”

Laila dismissed the reprimand with a wave of the hand and shot her best friend one of her megawatt smiles, which caused Sofía to roll her eyes and return her gaze to her menu.

Laila looked at her friend properly for the first time and felt something settle in her chest that had nothing to do with the smile she was still wearing. On the surface, Sofía was still a fashionable, smart dresser with a strong professional flair. She wore an orange halter top with billowing white linen pants accented with a bold gold necklace, belt, and watch. Yet the happy colors stood in strong contrast to the frown plastered on her face. And there was something else, something Laila had not been close enough to see in months. Weight loss. Real weight loss, not the disciplined kind, the kind that came from forgetting to eat, from working twelve-hour hospital shifts as a substitute for sleeping in a bed that didn’t feel like hers anymore.

She had worn her armor into a vacation and the armor was beginning to show its cost.

Laila took her place between her girlfriends as Marina poured her a glass of Italian white wine. “I can see that someone’s high-profile marriage is really doing a number on them. When did you start caring what other people think?”

Sofía toyed with the appetizer in front of her, as if boredom overshadowed the faint hint of a worried brow. There was only one way to lift Sofia’s spirits. It had worked in college and she prayed it would work here.

Laila took a hearty sip of wine and made herself look as serious as possible, squaring her shoulders and winking at Marina to play along. Then she turned all her attention toward their brooding best friend.

Laila lowered her voice to just above a whisper. “I’m dealing with a lot of things too. And sometimes, I just—just need to...” Her voice trailed off before she continued quietly, “Could you do me a big favor, Sofía?”

Sofía looked up from the wine menu, concern washing over her features. She knew better than to not take into account Laila’s pain. Leila’s past relationship may not have been long as her own, but it still held a big place in her heart. Two deep lines of worry appeared between her eyes as she leaned forward and placed her hand on Laila’s forearm. “Anything, LaLa. What is it?”

“Could you please remove that painful stick from your behind because it’s destroying my sunny disposition?”

Marina laughed richly as Sofía recoiled and crossed her arms. “Oh, you got jokes, huh?”

Laila and Marina tossed back their heads and rocked with laughter like two high school teenagers as Sofía sat rigid like a frustrated, overworked parent. It was amazing how frowning aged her about seven years.

“Not jokes. Observations.” Laila brought her hand up to stifle her giggle. “And, believe me, after our ultimate South Beach trip you’ll have a different way of seeing things too.”

Sofía returned her attention to her menu. “You think?” she asked in her usual disconnected medical voice.

“I know! Hey, I get it. Sean ripped your heart out and kicked it like a football, but wearing a foul mood on a vacation is like wearing last year’s bathing suit after losing fifteen pounds. It’s totally non-supportive to the festive environment and unattractive to my eyes. Do I need to remind you of the Sofía you were before he placed that ring on your finger? You were strong, confident, and—”

“I’m still strong and confident and whatever else is on the list.”

“And fun, Sofía! You were a lot of fun! Don’t you remember how we celebrated after you got your residency in Chicago?”

Laila watched as recognition finally reached her friend’s eyes and warmed her face. “Yes, I do. We crashed the Gator Ball at the Alltel Stadium in Jacksonville.” Sofía bit her lip to stifle a grin before she met Laila’s concerned gaze. “That seems like a lifetime ago.”

“But it doesn’t have to be.” Laila continued to push gently. “We have two weeks to let our hair down and get back our feminine power. So we’re going to enjoy some much-needed relaxation by using men for our enjoyment. They will draw our baths, massage our bodies, and serve us wonderful food. By the time we step back into our lives our heads will be clear and focused.”

“Sounds like a miracle,” Marina said, when Laila stole a shrimp from her appetizer.

“Let’s face the facts. Malcolm pulled the rug right out from under me. He gave me no warning, just a condo that reeked of dead fish. But I swallowed the pain, planned this vacation, and even helped my new sister-in-law, Caresse, with her wedding. I put on the face of normalcy for fourteen months and now I’m going to get my sexy back.”

“You go, girl!” Marina cheered as she raised her glass before taking a long sip of wine.

“Girlfriends, it’ll be a cold day in hell before that dog gets a moment of my time again. I’m putting the whole situation behind me.”

“I guess I feel the same way about Sean,” Sofía said, toying with a tendril of caramel blonde hair that flowed from her center part.

“I say the hell with them!” Laila snapped. “They were lucky to have us for the time they did, because we were the best thing to ever cross their paths.” Laila lifted her glass. “Let’s make a toast. Do the honors, Sofía.”

Sofía’s lips parted in surprise as she raised her glass alongside Marina. “To the ultimate femencation: a time to enjoy luxury, sisterhood, and feminine power. To the ladies.”

“To the ladies!” Laila and Marina repeated, and drank before their waiter set their dinner before them.

“I’m surprised you’re here today, Laila. We weren’t expecting you until tomorrow morning. What happened? Did the wedding get cancelled, or did they elope?” Marina asked before taking a bite of her herb-encrusted salmon.

“It was nothing like that. Graham and Caresse were married yesterday afternoon and I’m sure they celebrated with their guests until late night. They weren’t happy about me cutting out after their vows but my mind wasn’t in the right place to help them celebrate. I needed to pack and get on an early flight out.”

“The wedding made you think of Malcolm?” Sofía peered at her intensely.

Raising finely arched eyebrows, Laila said, “I’m happy for my big brother and his bride. They truly deserve each other. It’s just that not too long ago I was under the impression that Malcolm and I would be married by now, so their wedding was bittersweet at best.”

Sofía grabbed Laila’s hand as Marina looked at her empathetically. The mention of her own desire for marriage had hit a raw nerve, causing Laila’s face to flush and her throat to tighten. The pain of Malcolm’s betrayal was like a throbbing raw nerve in need of Novocain.

Laila could feel tears beginning to pool in her eyes so she quickly blinked them away. “I’m fine, guys, really. It’s the past and there’s no need to bring it up now, right?”

“Right, but if you need to talk about it, we’re here, LaLa,” Sofía stated as she gave her a tissue from her purse. “I know better than anyone how it feels to be betrayed. Never in a million years did I think Sean could disrespect our marriage the way he did. Like your situation, he didn’t apologize or even face me. He just avoided me and forced me to deal with him through my lawyer.”

“Maybe he thought his good-guy celebrity image wouldn’t be tainted if he kept his distance,” Marina offered. “Who knows how the media would react if they found out one of Chicago’s most recognizable sportscasters was divorcing because of his indiscretions.”

“I don’t care about the media’s perception of him. He owes his wife an explanation. That’s the most humane thing to do,” Sofía snapped.

“Don’t hold your breath. If he hasn’t given you a reason in fourteen months, he’s not going to give you one now,” Laila stated firmly before taking a bite of the lobster Marina had ordered for her. “Didn’t you have a prenuptial agreement?”

“Yes, and the divorce should be finalized in a few weeks because of the adultery clause.”

“You had an adultery clause?” Marina gasped and quickly took a sip of her water. “How did you get him to agree to that?”

Sofía took one hand to shield her mouth since she was chewing her meal. “It wasn’t that hard because I had to agree to abide by it too. All it stated was that the party proved to have committed adultery forfeits all rights to the marital residence and its furnishings and must vacate the property immediately upon the filing of a divorce petition by the other party.”

“Wow, that’s the legal equivalency of tossing his clothes out onto the lawn and changing the locks.” Laila watched Sofía play with her seafood pasta. “He didn’t put up a fight about leaving?”

“I never asked him to leave. Once I learned about his affair, I came home to confront him. Then I discovered he had already removed all of his clothing and sports paraphernalia from our home. I guess someone tipped him off.”

“What about the money?” Marina inquired, her eyes fixed on Sofía. “Did he clean you out?”

“No, we have a ‘spiteful act’ penalty clause in our agreement that doesn’t allow either party to close or move accounts until finalization of the divorce. Besides, Sean and I never shared bank accounts. He had his, I had mine, and the household accounts were paid from a third account we both contributed to.”

Laila reached for a dinner roll when thoughts of being in a bathing suit stopped her cold. “How are you holding up?”

“I’m taking each day as it comes and I’m only dealing with him when my lawyer requires it. As you can see, there was nothing merry about last year’s Christmas for me.”

“Me either,” Laila replied. “But this is the beginning of a new year, so we’re going to start it right.”

“That’s right!” Marina beamed. “First we enjoy this time together as girlfriends, then you two can help me start my married life with David.”

A low moan escaped Sofía’s lips as Laila watched her leer at Marina.

“What’s going on?” Laila asked, noting Sofía’s aggravated expression.

“Sofía is mad that I won’t make David sign a prenuptial agreement. But I told her those things are for rich people.”

“No, it’s for smart people,” Sofía corrected her. “Laila, didn’t you tell me Graham and Caresse have one?”

“Yup. He didn’t want to, but since Caresse had been through one long, drawn-out divorce already, they wanted to make sure if something happened, they’d both be protected from any vengeful acts.”

As the conversation continued, Laila relaxed as her New Jersey responsibilities drifted from her mind. Being with Sofía and Marina brought back the warmer memories of their college days when the world was filled with promise. Ten years ago the three of them had strolled across the University of Florida podium and said goodbye to the college life they’d shared together. Promises of emails, frequent visits, and phone calls lessened the distance as the years molded their lives in different parts of the country. Each year they made a point to reconnect their group, to strengthen their bond and dedication to each other, and this year would be no different. There may be a few hearts to heal but nothing mends the spirit like a deep and abiding friendship.

* * *
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MALCOLM KHALID WAS stirred from sleep at three in the morning by a sound that took him a moment to place.

He lay still and listened. Music, low, from his desk. The candles on the far side of the room had burned themselves down to stubs. He sat up slowly and took in the full shape of the evening in a single, flat survey: the nightstand clock, the extinguished candles, the woman asleep beside him whose name he had already lost somewhere between the second drink and the cab ride home from the club.

He had become aware of her the moment she’d sauntered through the nightclub door. There was a cockiness about her that said I’m here to party, and he had been in exactly the mood to help her do that. What he had not accounted for was the specific morning-after feeling that had settled in him now, not guilt exactly, something closer to the specific and joyless clarity of a man who had confused distraction for connection and was now sitting with the results of that mistake at three in the morning.

He reached for his phone and called a cab in hushed tones, an act he had done more times than he cared to count. Then he turned on the overhead light.

She groaned. “What the hell is your problem?”

“No problem. Just time for you to get up and leave.”

“What’s wrong? Your lady about to come home?”

“I don’t have a lady.”

“Then turn the light off and leave me alone. I promise we’ll go another round in a few hours.”

“No can do. I have work in the morning so you have to go.”

“You’re a writer who works from home. Save it!” She spat the words condescendingly.

“Listen. It was fun but I’m a guy that likes to sleep alone.”

“Then head for the couch, Einstein, and let a lady sleep.”

“If I saw a lady, I would.”

Annoyed, he countered, “If I saw a lady, I would.”

Suddenly wide awake, the disheveled woman sat up, sneered, then said, “You have the nerve to—”

‘Yes, yes, I have, so do me a favor, save your insults on the way to the cab outside.” The woman swung her legs over the side of the bed with aggression. The sight of her lack of feminine modesty caused Malcolm to shake his head and frown.

“I don’t have money for a cab,” she whined. “You brought me here, so you can take me home.”

“In what lifetime? I don’t know where you live and I don’t want to know. Just take this to cover your cab cost.”

She grabbed the money he tossed on the bed. “A ten? Listen here, playa, if you aren’t taking me home, the least you could do is give me twenty bones. What do you think I am?”

Malcolm watched her dress and extended another ten-dollar bill. “Can I have a doubt with such a rate demand?”

She glared at him and snatched the next bill that hit the bed. She pulled her once tossed aside dress over her body, gathered her purse and heels from the floor as she stomped out of his bedroom toward the front door. “You aren’t even all that attractive anyway.”

Their parting exchange was unpleasant and ended with her leaving his apartment with a door-slam that confirmed, to anyone still awake on the floor, that whatever had happened in there had not ended well for anyone involved.

Malcolm stood at the living room window and watched her cab pull out of sight. New low, he thought, turning from the window. Getting told off by a woman that makes you question how one’s vision is affected by alcohol.

He stripped the bed and lay down on the bare mattress. The honest account of the evening arrived in the quiet the way honest accounts always do, once there’s no one left to perform for. This wasn’t what he’d planned. Laila was supposed to be blowing up his phone with messages after he’d ended things, the way women in his experience usually did, needing explanation, needing closure, needing something from him. Instead she had simply moved on, the way a woman moves on when she was always more complete than you gave her credit for.

He remembered the beach last year. A few days after he’d walked out he’d seen her in the arms of some man, laughing, entirely present in her own body in the way she only ever was when she’d stopped managing someone else’s comfort. The sight had made him madder than he cared to admit to himself even now.

It had been more than a year. Graham Sheridan’s single, efficient email had quietly closed the tri-state area to Malcolm’s journalism career in the same week. He didn’t want to think about Graham. But he thought about Laila, the way she had felt present with him in a way she was never present anywhere else, the way she had set aside all her careful management of the world around her and simply been there. That had been real. He had walked away from something real, and for reasons that, at three in the morning on a bare mattress, he could no longer fully reconstruct into anything that sounded like sense.

If push came to shove, he knew she would come back to him if they only talked.

He had to get her back.

* * *
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GRAY TOOK A LONG SIP of his coffee and studied his computer screen.

He had been in the office since ten and had a new idea that would steer Psyche’s marketing program in an exhilarating new direction. He glanced over his proposal and knew it was the start of a strong campaign, as long as Laila could get the vendor support he needed. He picked up the phone to get her take on his idea when a flash of Graham and Caresse came to mind. They’d told him that Laila had left the wedding reception early to catch a flight. He groaned and replaced the phone in its cradle. The lovely lady is enjoying some rest and relaxation.

He leaned back in his executive chair and recalled the way she had looked walking the wedding procession in her pale blue-gray bridesmaid gown. When she approached his aisle seat, she had flashed him one of her sassy smiles and winked. Everyone knew it was Graham and Caresse’s show, but Laila was determined to prove to everyone that being the bridesmaid and not the bride wasn’t a raw deal. She sure could give Kate Middleton’s sister, Pippa, a run for her money when it came to strolling down an aisle. Coming and going.

Such a far cry from the night of Caresse’s bachelorette party, when Laila had appeared on his doorstep at little tipsy and upset that she wasn’t the one celebrating getting married. Ever the gentleman, he’d listened to her anguish. He remembered vividly how she had stood by his fireplace, her coat sliding from her shoulders, and asked, “Any man would love to have this in his bed, right?”

He had sat very still in his chair, rubbing the five-o’clock shadow covering his chin, because there was nothing honest he could say in that moment that wasn’t also a confession he wasn’t ready to make. When she had moved closer and asked, “Do you want to make a memory?”, the wanting had been entirely real and the answer had still been no. Not like that. Not when the only thing driving her toward his door was the grief of what she’d lost and the particular recklessness that grief produces in people who normally keep everything under such careful control.

He had probably always regret that evening a little, but he had not regretted the decision itself. There was nothing he wanted to do with Laila that he didn’t intend for her to remember the next morning, and every day after that.

The sudden ring of his cell phone jarred him from his thoughts. The display read: Graham (cell) and sent off its familiar warning bells. He answered quickly.

“Gray? Just wanted to remind you that the final Rock-a-Feller ad campaign meeting has been pushed back to the seventh of next month, and I’ll need your team ready for the presentation in three weeks.” Graham’s voice held its usual depth and authority, the particular register of a man currently attempting to sound like he was calling from an office rather than from a Hawaiian honeymoon.

“Sure. Not a problem. Isn’t that when you’re due back from Hawaii?”

“Yes, I want to hit the ground running when our plane lands back at Newark. There’s only so much sightseeing a man can do.”

“I was under the impression that a honeymoon was about something more than taking pictures and shopping for souvenirs.”

A deep chuckle came through the line. “Yeah, you’re right, but at the moment we’re just getting checked in so I wanted to make sure we were on the same page before I get lost in that beautiful wife of mine.”

“Speaking of Caresse, how did you get past her with this phone call?”

“She’s headed upstairs to unpack while I’m meeting with the concierge about a romantic dinner for two in town. So, what’s on your agenda today?”

“Not much, just working on a new proposal to run by you next month.”

“Glad you’re proactive on the marketing front, but I’m beginning to think I created an unbalanced worker. On the day I close Psyche and give everyone an extra day off, you decide to work instead of snuggling next to some cutie?”

“Hey, don’t start. If I was next to a woman I wouldn’t have been able to take your long-distance call.”

“That’s what voicemail is for, my friend. You need a vacation.” Graham paused, and Gray could hear the particular warmth of a man who had just gotten married trying not to be smug about it. “How’s your mother doing? Mary called last week. Said she’s been asking for you a good bit.”

“Queenie’s fine,” Gray said, and heard, as he always heard, the slight catch in his own voice when his mother’s name arrived unexpectedly. “She called twice this week. Both times to tell me I work too hard and to ask if I’d eaten. In that order.”

“Sounds about right. She mention your dad at all?”

The question landed the way it always landed when Graham asked it, the particular casualness of a man who had known Gray long enough to know that the casual version was the only version Gray would answer. “No,” Gray said. “She never does.”

There was a brief pause on the line, the quality of which told Gray that Graham had noted something in the answer but had decided, correctly, that his honeymoon was not the moment to press it further.

“I’d better get back to my honeymoon before the little lady comes looking for me. Later.”

When Graham disconnected, Gray sat a moment with the quiet the call left behind. He thought about his own dreams of settling down. He was tired of the quality of what he kept encountering in the world beyond this office. They were nice enough, and pretty enough, but since they weren’t Laila his interest faded fast.

He reduced the proposal file and opened his pictures folder. On the folder marked ‘LS’ he clicked his cursor and watched twenty photos of Laila display across his screen. He clicked on the one from the Psyche anniversary luncheon, the first weekend they had met. She stood in front of him, looking up with her whole face, not the performed version of happiness but the real one, and he remembered exactly what they had been talking about when Kathy snapped it.

He had remarked that she seemed too much of a woman for a nickname like ‘LaLa.’ And she’d responded, with that specific private smile she only produced when something had genuinely landed: You’re right. I’ve outgrown the moniker but family members have a hard time separating the little girl from the grown woman. Since you see the woman, please call me Laila.

He found himself looking at the photo whenever she was away from the office. He was not entirely sure, if looking at it now on a closed-Psyche Wednesday was wise.  With no legitimate work reason to call her, Gary wasn’t sure if the distance of these two weeks was going to feel like relief or its opposite.

She’s putting the whole situation behind her, he thought, lowering the screen. And somewhere between now and when she comes back, so am I.

He was not entirely sure he believed that. But it seemed like something worth attempting.
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Chapter Four
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Implants

The morning arrived at South Beach the way mornings there had a way of arriving: without apology, the sun already full and opinionated before nine, the Atlantic a hard bright blue that made everything else look like a rehearsal for itself.

Laila had been awake for twenty minutes before she opened her eyes, lying in the Presidential suite’s enormous bed in the particular half-consciousness of a woman whose body knew it had arrived somewhere warm and was making the most of that knowledge before the day could make demands. The sound of the ocean came through the balcony doors, steady and low, the kind of sound that made a person’s nervous system slowly remember what it had been before it learned to manage a commute.

She got up, opened both balcony doors, and stood for a moment in the salt air, letting it settle on her skin.

This, she thought, looking out at the water. This right here is the entire point.

She had texted Sofia and Marina before eight: Beach in twenty. Bring the SPF and leave the moods at the door. Which was specifically directed at Sofía and both of them would know it.

* * *
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THE THREE OF THEM FOUND a stretch of sand near enough to the hotel to remain respectable and far enough to feel like the city had loosened its grip. Laila had negotiated three lounge chairs and an umbrella with the beach attendant using a combination of her best voice and a tip that would have made Graham raise an eyebrow, and had promptly arranged the chairs so that all three of them faced the water rather than the hotel, because the whole point was the ocean, not the building.

Sofía sat in the middle chair in a white one-piece that fit with the specific precision of a woman who had once cared about things like bathing suit shopping and was only now beginning to care again, if care was even the right word yet for whatever this tentative returning to herself actually was. She wore her sunglasses like a shield and held a medical journal in her lap that she had not opened.

Marina had brought a devotional and her sunscreen and a bag of cut fruit, which was very Marina, and had settled in with the easy contentment of a woman who understood that vacation was simply an extension of the same life you were already living, only warmer.

Laila lay back, closed her eyes, turned her face to the sun, and said, without preamble, “I want a Vibecheck.”

Marina looked up from her devotional. “A what?”

“A Vibecheck. A frozen smoothie with rum. I’ve decided it’s the official drink of femencation.”

“You’re still creating buzzwords and catchphrases,” Sofía said, without moving her sunglasses.

“I prefer the term ‘cultural contributions.’ We’re going to have many Vibechecks this week and we’re going to enjoy them without calculating the calories. That’s a femencation
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