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      Excerpted from Brunch at Ruby’s:

      

      Maxine

      

      I pass an open, lit office and don’t think anything of it. It’s not unheard of for an agent to be working past six o’clock. After all, I’m still in, as is Virgil.

      A sniffle and half of a sob makes me stop in my tracks. I’m late. I don’t have time, but I double back anyway and stick my head into Vanessa’s office. She’s at her desk, which faces the door, but she’s turned away, her head in her hands. She sniffles again.

      “Hey. Vanessa. What’s up?”

      Her head pops up and she nearly jumps out of her chair. “Maxine! I didn’t know you were still here.”

      “I was just leaving. Are you alright?”

      Her face falls like she’s going to start crying again. “I just got some bad news.”

      “Is there anything I can do?”

      I’ve loved hearing her laughter waft down the hall into my office, but the chuckle she gives me isn’t her usual fun and bubbly quality. It’s sardonic and gritty.

      “Unless you can work some kind of miracle? I’m fucked.” She gulps, her eyes flying up to my face to see if I’ve frowned at her utterance. “Sorry.”

      I ease into her office and take one of the seats across from her desk. Her office is simple and tasteful, minimal without being plain. She’s orderly and likes clean surfaces. Except for her computer, a file organizer, a three line office phone and a few framed photos, her desk and credenza are clear of clutter.

      “You’ve been quiet, I’ve noticed. Is there something going on?”

      She shakes her head, moaning. “My husband. Soon to be ex-husband, rather. He’s been living... what do they call it? A double life?”

      “What's that? A double life?”

      “He’s having an affair. Well, it’s more than an affair. It’s like he’s with me and her. And here I thought I was his one and only.”

      She sniffles, leans over to grab the handles of her purse and rummages around in it until she produces a packet of Kleenex. She pulls one cloth from the plastic case and dabs at her eyes and nose.

      “He’s a salesman. Technology, cloud computing, all those buzz words. Business is booming, he says. He has all these business trips he needs to go on. Clients to schmooze. Deals to close. He’s gone for weeks at a time and he’s always on the phone, it seems like. I never even thought to question him. Everything was always taken care of.”

      Her lip quivers and her nose flares and tears fill her eyes again. “They have a house together, Maxine. They take vacations together–vacations he and I planned but he could never get the time off of work. Meanwhile, our mortgage and our family and the life we built together-he left it all behind. I don’t know which life is fake and which is real.”

      “How did you find out about this? About her?”

      She sighs, wiping away the streaks of mascara from under her eyes and down her cheeks. “He always handled the finances. He opened the mail and paid the bills. He's just always taken care of everything. I never had to worry. I never thought to save any money. That was for me and the kids and fun things.

      "Anyway, a few months ago, one of the kids picked up the mail. I happened to flip through it and some envelopes looked serious.”

      With bated breath, I wait for the dramatic reveal. Paternity results? A welfare check? STD Test?

      “We were in foreclosure. Thousands in arrears, plus late fees and interest. I almost passed out.” She pauses and sniffles, taking another swipe with the wad of Kleenex clutched in her palm.

      I’m almost afraid to ask. “And the others? What were they?"

      “Notices from the IRS for back taxes. We file separately. He said that made more sense because of his business expenses. It turns out it's because he doesn't like to pay taxes. He hadn’t paid them in years. He’s into the government for almost fifty grand. That’s where I lost it. What if they come after me? I don't have fifty-thousand dollars!

      "I confronted him and he swore on the bible, on our kids, on his mother’s grave that it was a mistake. He’d take care of it. Well, I started snooping and finding things, stuff I hoped I wouldn’t find and didn’t want to believe, but it was right there in my face. He always said he didn’t believe in Facebook, but he has a profile where he’s connected to her. This woman. Jasmine.

      "They have friends and a social life. Barbecues and couples nights and last spring, when our youngest had her kindergarten graduation and he said he had a conference he couldn’t miss because he was the Keynote Speaker?" She huffs. "He was at happy hour with her and their friends at Davio’s.”

      I’m floored. Jaw on the floor, limbs numb, speechlessly floored. “Wow. So bold.”

      “He was always too busy to do anything with me or our kids. He always had to work. Now I know what he was working on. How does he even live with himself?”

      “His day planner must be serious.” I instantly want to take back my snide comment but Vanessa laughs.

      “He’s mega organized, obsessive about planning. That’s why I couldn’t believe he hadn’t paid the mortgage. You don’t forget to pay the mortgage six months in a row.”

      “So today you got some bad news?”

      She sniffles, the corners of her mouth pointing toward her chin. “Our house is scheduled to be sold at auction. I was hoping I could save it, but after the bank kicked me and the kids out, I've had a hard time getting back on my feet."

      Vanessa sucks her teeth and sighs. "I love that house," she moans. My heart almost breaks. "It was the first piece of property I owned. We bought it together.”

      “The first piece of property you bought with this man and he let it go under? For some other hot thing? That’s we call a sign. Now you get to find a place that’s all your own, that you will love just as much or more because it’s yours. And that will happen in no time at all because your listings are selling–”

      She snickers. “None of that matters with this foreclosure on my credit. He shut off our cards, drained our accounts and he's gone... everything's gone. I sold everything I could, pawned my jewelry, put my nice clothes into consignment. The kids and I are in my aunt’s basement. I don’t know what to do.”

      She starts to warble again, but I reach across the desk and lift her chin so she can see me. “What’s this bastard's name?”

      “Warren.”

      “Is Warren Jackson is sitting around, crying because the house got sold and his marriage is over and his credit is bad?”

      She shakes her head. “I know you want to drown your sorrows and feel sorry for yourself, but you don’t have time for that. Good riddance to bad rubbish, Grandma Elise used to say. You get yourself together and get back on your feet. Show Warren he might bring you down, but he didn’t take you out. You have children?”

      She nods. "Two girls."

      “They’re going to need you to be strong and press on. You can do this. I might not know exactly what you’re going through, but I’ve been through some things in my life. Tomorrow, we’ll do lunch and I’ll tell you all about it. And we’ll work on a plan to get you where you need to be.”

      I stand and hook the strap of my bag over my arm. “For now, go wash your face and gather your things. Go be with those girls. There’s more to life than work and they need you more than Donovan does right now.”
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      Vanessa

      

      “Sam’s Bar and Grille. Sam speakin.'”

      My uncle's voice, even over the phone, had always been a salve to my soul. Slightly soft, slightly gritty, like low grade sandpaper. He owned Sam’s Bar and Grille, home of his popular, well-seasoned and fried-to-order chicken wings. Though we tried not to refer to his wings as famous— we’d never hear the end of it— people had been known to get hooked on his special spice blend and drive from far and wide to the heart of Decatur, Georgia, which made Uncle proud.

      I would have smiled upon hearing him in my ear, but I was in a terrible mood.  

      “Hi, Uncle; It’s Vanessa.”

      “Hey, Lil’ Girl! You don’t sound so good.”

      “The car died on me, in the middle of interstate traffic. I need to pick up the girls from the after-school program and they’re going to charge me for being late and I don’t even know what’s wrong with this car but I know I can’t afford to fix it and–”

      “Hold on, hold on, hold on. I’m an old man, you know. Deaf in one ear and can’t hear out of the other one. You say you’re stuck somewhere? In this rain?”

      “Yes, in this rain,” I answered, watching the torrential downpour from inside the car. I had stood outside with my head under the hood, like I knew what I was looking at or how to fix it. I finally came to my senses and got back in the car.

      Now I was wet and stranded. “I don’t know what Roscoe did to the car the last time I took it to the shop, but whatever it was didn’t stick. Now I can’t get to the girls–”

      “I said hold on, now!” Sam’s tone was gruff but his bark was worse than his bite. He wouldn't even kill spiders. Out of respect for him, though, I pressed my lips together so I couldn’t say another word. “Tell me where you are. I’ll send Roscoe to you with the tow truck."

      I gave him my location, with landmarks to help my cousin find me. I heard him growl out the order on a two-way radio he keeps at the restaurant for just such an occasion. A few squawks on the other end confirmed my rescue was en route, and even if it was my slow-footed cousin, I was relieved.  

      "We got that settled; now what about the girls?”

      “They’re at Kid Care on Claremont. They have to be picked up by six o'clock or they charge me extra." I glanced at the face of my watch and groaned. "If Aunt Marilyn could–”

      “She’ll pick them up. Have Roscoe drop you over to the house. Stay warm and dry. Help is on the way.”

      Help is on the way. How many times had my uncle uttered that phrase to me in my lifetime?

      My head was heavy as I tipped it back against the headrest and watched rivulets of water squiggle down the windshield. Today's rescue would add another hash mark to the hundreds of hash marks I’ve counted over my twenty-eight years, a never-ending cycle of my aunt and uncle coming to my rescue. First when my mother died, later when I rebelled against their strict upbringing and did everything a respectable young lady shouldn’t do.

      And much later, when my husband left me and our daughters with a mountain of debt, a foreclosed home and a car that needed more than prayer and duct tape to hold it together, Auntie and Uncle had come to save us, moving us from a near palatial estate on the outskirts of town to a daylight basement in their house.

      I was still an agent at Donovan Luxury Realty. Maxine Donovan— Glass since she got married— owner and principal agent, knew the whole story of how Warren was living a double life, somehow married to me and building a life with another woman. She’d given me a lot of leeway, but I could tell her patience was running thin.

      Honestly, so was mine. I needed to get my life together.

      A few months ago, I was able to move the girls and I to a two bedroom condo, not far from Auntie and Uncle, and a few blocks from Sam’s, so we still saw them often. Once I divorced that son of a bitch Warren Jackson, the future would be bright.

      The loud rumble of the tow truck startled me as it passed, then pulled off the interstate and backed up to my car. When the brake lights glowed and the driver's side door opened, I grabbed my bag and got out of the car. The downpour had eased, but raindrops still pelted us from above.

      Roscoe wore his usual uniform, blue overalls permanently smudged with motor oil. "Go ahead and get in!" He yelled over the sounds of traffic speeding by. "I'll strap her up and we'll get going."

      I ducked around the rear of the white truck with the Roscoe's Auto Repair logo on the side and climbed up into the cab. I was relieved to be sitting in a heated vehicle, but regretted inhaling so deeply once I was in and settled. The truck smelled like old hamburgers and feet. I rolled the window down an inch to breathe in the fresh air from outside.

      A few minutes later, my Audi was hitched up to the truck and Roscoe climbed inside. He put the truck in drive, waited for an opening and slammed his foot on the gas, shooting us into traffic. I braced myself against the dashboard with one hand while I pulled the seatbelt across my lap.

      "Take it easy, Roscoe! Are you trying to kill us?"

      He grinned, both hands gripping the large steering wheel, the radio crackling in the background. His other tow truck drivers were having a lively conversation over the airwaves. He reached above his head and turned a small dial, which quieted the cackles and rowdy conversation.

      "So, what happened this time?"

      "Same as last time. I lost everything. Engine, power steering…everything.  I barely got it to the shoulder. I thought you fixed the…” I flapped my hand around in the air, gesturing toward the engine of the truck. “You know… the thing."

      Roscoe laughed. “I thought I fixed the thing too. I told you I don't know nothin’ about German cars. I did the best I could."

      "I know," I grumbled, folding my arms across my chest. "I don’t want to take it to the dealership but I might have to. What if I had a showing today? What if I had a closing? I can't be late to a meeting with DJ Fresh Beats because my car decided not to work."

      "You sellin' a house to DJ Fresh Beats?"

      Occasionally, I forgot who I was talking to and dropped a name. Dre Prescott, as he was known off-stage, was a DJ turned record producer who'd won a Grammy for his work on an R&B artist's debut single. He decided he needed a home large enough to house a studio.  Since he was making royalties hand over fist, he wanted something over the top.

      Of course, he called Donovan. And of course, Virgil, Maxine’s assistant and office manager, assigned him to me. For no reason, other than my relative youth and proximity to popular culture, I was assigned to the clients who were around my age group and so rich they didn’t know what to do with themselves. Unfortunately, Dre didn’t make a move without the approval of his mother and girlfriend and between the three of them, I hadn't made any progress.

      "Trying to. If his mama and his girl would stay at home, we could get somewhere. My point is, I need a reliable car." I sucked my teeth and propped my elbow up on the windowsill, glaring at nothing. "I think I'm going to have to break down and take it in."

      "You know the dealership is going to rob you blind."

      I bounced my glare from passing traffic to the pudgy, dimpled man in the driver's seat. "Getting it fixed for free isn't doing me any good, is it?"

      "Guess not. But I was just saying; be ready for that bill. If I can’t fix it, it’s something fancy. And fancy means a fifty-dollar part and twelve hours of labor at you can’t afford that prices.”

      He flipped his blinker and pulled off at an exit, then slowed as we entered a familiar residential area.  "I'm taking you to mom and dad’s, right?"

      I nodded and rode along as he navigated the narrow streets in the wide truck, eventually stopping in front of a modest brick ranch with two magnolias shading the front yard and a red Cadillac in the driveway.

      "You don't want me to do anything to the car, then?"

      Under my breath, I cursed Warren, as I had a hundred thousand times since I found out about his other life. I hated feeling helpless.

      "Take a look, I guess. If it's not simple, don’t mess with it. I’ll have you tow it to Audi." I climbed out of the truck and walked up the driveway to the front door. Before I could reach for the knob, the door swung open and two little brown girls spilled out of the house.

      "Mommy!" reached my ears and, for that moment, my terrible day and my wet bra and my dead car melted away. They made me smile when nothing or no one else would. I gathered them to me, letting them usher me into the house. It was cozy, lived in and smelled of beef stew. I was suddenly so hungry.

      "I'm sorry I couldn’t pick you up. My car broke down again. Did you have a good day?"

      The girls pulled me further into the house to the den, where they'd already spread out on the comfortably worn furniture. The TV played a Disney show on mute. They chattered, almost simultaneously, about their day as second and third graders— spelling tests and math homework and permission slips until a figure wearing an apron stepped into the open doorway.

      My aunt Marilyn was every definition of the comforts of home. Diminutive and plump, she always wore a smile so wide, her glasses rode her full cheeks.

      "Have you girls even let your mama breathe for a second? She just got here and all I hear is chitter chatter coming from this room. Get on that homework and let me say hello to my niece.”

      The girls seemed okay with me slipping away, so I followed Auntie down the hall to the eat-in kitchen, where everything was ready to set the table.

      "Is Roscoe going to look at the car again for you?"

      “Yeah. But he's just tinkering around, throwing things at it.” I fell into a routine I knew well, grabbing a set of bowls and dotting them around the table. On the next lap, I laid silverware and set a glass at each spot. "I might have to take it to the dealership."

      "Vanessa, you need to go on and get rid of that car.  Get you something nice and reliable.”

      "The car I have is paid for, Auntie!"

      "It’s paid for, alright,” she fussed, stirring a simmering pot. “It’s costin' you what you’d pay for a new car every month. This is the second time it’s broken down on you. What if the girls were with you today? What if you had some place to be?"

      I lowered my voice so the girls didn’t hear, planting a fist on my hip. "What am I supposed to buy a car with, Auntie? My pretty face? Warren left me with no options. Besides, I can't even afford a car right now. If it wasn't for Roscoe I'd be on the bus."

      "Sam and I told you —”

      "I know, Auntie. You and Uncle said you would help. But you've helped enough. And you never know when we might need that money later. Let's keep it where it is."

      I sidled up next to her and dropped an arm across her shoulder, watching her ladle the savory stew into a stoneware bowl. She shook her head and pursed her lips and huffed like she always does when I refuse money. They couldn’t bail me out forever.

      "Your stew smells real good and so does the cornbread. I’m going to have the girls wash their hands.”

      Gibson

      “Gibson, are you with us? Come in, Gibson.”

      In no rush to return my attention to the meeting I was required, as an Associate, to attend, I slowly rolled my head to the front of the spacious meeting room, where most of my family and a few others were gathered around a shiny black lacquer table. Every face was turned toward me and at least two faces seemed to be holding back a snicker.

      Instead of paying attention to the weekly case report, recited in a manner as monotone and boring as possible by Senior Associate Garrett Kincaid, I’d been gazing at the view of city from the 20th floor.

      “I hope we’re not disturbing you by having a meeting during your daydreaming session.”

      I shifted in the leather seat, away from the scenery and dropped my eyes to the thick report sitting in front of me. “Not at all.” I picked up the stack and flipped through it like I was interested in the charts and graphs on every page. “You’re easy to ignore.”

      “If you were pulling cases that made any kind of impact on these numbers, you’d be more interested in this report.”

      “I doubt it, actually.”

      “So, how long are you going to coast on our backs, Gibson? Taking penny ante cases, billing next to nothing while the rest of us do real work, practice real law—”

      “Real law?” I bit out a sharp bark of laughter. “I don’t practice real law because I don’t bill four hundred an hour like you?”

      “Enough!” Sylvia, matriarch of the family and founder of Kincaid Law, snapped from her seat at the head of the table, her eyes darting from me to Garrett and back. “This is unproductive. Let’s get back on track. Garrett, finish up so we can move on.”

      Garrett’s victorious smirk made him look like our father, but of the four Kincaid brothers, he was the most like Mother. The Silver Shark, as she was known about town, was a force in Atlanta family law. Her reputation cut a wide swath across the city. Men and their attorneys trembled when they learned that their soon to be ex-wives had retained Sylvia Kincaid. Garrett was her pup, eager to be molded into her cold, calculating image.

      I was more like our father, Judge. His name was Garrison, but everyone, family included, called him Judge. He presided from a cushy seat on Georgia’s Superior Court and the running joke was that he liked it there because it was the only place he had any power. Mother ran the show everywhere else.

      My eyes roamed the room as I tuned Garrett out again. Gabriel and Greggory were seated across from me.  Born 11 months apart, they were so close, they practically looked like twins. They both wore square, dark rimmed glasses that framed the light brown eyes they got from Mother. They even dressed alike—light colored slacks, crisp white shirt and moderately expensive but casual looking jacket.

      Garrett and were similar in looks: smooth cocoa skin, espresso brown eyes, tall but not lanky, muscular build and broad across the shoulders— which was where any similarity between Garrett and I ended. There were six years between us and we could not be more polar opposite, from our taste in clothing to our taste in women to how we did our jobs.

      How we all came to be Associates at Kincaid Family Law was an easy story to tell.  When your mother is a powerful city attorney and your father is a sitting judge, the family business is what you learn from birth. Starting off at Kincaid made the most sense, so we clerked for her when we were old enough. When we graduated, and passed the bar, we were given positions at Kincaid— positions we were expected to be grateful to receive.

      I wasn’t ungrateful. And it wasn’t that I didn’t enjoy the work. I got a great deal of personal satisfaction from every case I handled. What made me the black sheep was wanting to do more than vacuum money from deep pockets. I wanted to help people. You’d think I was speaking in a dead language when I tried to explain that to Mother.

      The weekly report made its usual thunk into the garbage can as I entered my office. I settled into the chair behind my desk, flipped open the lid of my laptop and powered it on. As it booted, my eye caught the iconic Atlanta skyline and I was daydreaming again.

      My own building. My own office, designed and decorated by me, not Garrett's wife, whom Mother hired to turn Kincaid into a boring and uninspired grey, black and white canvas. My clients. My practice. My way.

      I had a plan, an escape hatch of sorts that I negotiated before I would step a foot inside Kincaid, before I would agree to work for Mother. It was almost time to make my move and lately, I’d been thinking about taking the leap early.

      Though it was closed, my office door swung open without so much as a knock. Mother marched through the doorway, her pink suit a nice contrast to the grey wall behind her.

      “I’ve had enough of this bickering between you and Garrett. It must stop.  I’m tired of refereeing petty arguments during staff meetings; I practically need a whistle. What is it with you two lately?”

      “Lately?” I chuckled as I signed into the firm’s billing and case management software suite. “Have Garrett and I ever gotten along?” A rhetorical question, because she and I both knew the answer would be no. I didn’t worship him as the oldest in the family. I didn’t look up to him, want to be like him. I didn’t ask for his advice and, truth be told, his opinion didn’t matter. I didn’t care what Garrett thought of me.

      “It didn’t used to be this bad. Throwing barbs at each other during meetings, interrupting business with silly arguments—”

      “Maybe you should ask Garrett why he always has something slick to say to me.”

      “Maybe you should perform in a manner that doesn’t give him anything slick to say.”

      “Okay. Okay.” I removed my fingers from the keyboard and wound them together, lifting my eyes to my mother’s as she leaned over my desk. She tried to be intimidating but I had towered over her since the sixth grade. “I know what this is about.”

      “What? What do you think you know?”

      “This is about my caseload.”

      “Gibson, I want—”

      “You want me to do things your way and I’m not—”

      “It’s not my way, Gib! There are a thousand lawyers out there hanging a shingle off a shack, taking deadbeat cases. You don’t have to be one of them.”

      I swiveled my chair around to stand, then walked around the desk. I gestured to one of the tufted grey guest chairs but she refused to sit, pulling herself up as tall as a five-foot woman could. Her arms were tightly folded across her chest and, though there was a line across her forehead and her lips were thin and pressed together, she wasn’t hopping mad yet. Yet.

      “The fact that you call my clients deadbeats is disturbing. And insulting. They’re all Kincaid clients. They pay their bills—”

      “At a grossly reduced rate no one authorized you to offer.”

      “I’m helping them. Isn’t that why we got into this business? To help people?”

      A pink hue crept upward from the collar of her silk blouse. She was getting closer. Just a few more buttons…

      “Gibson, we’re off topic. I want this bickering with Garrett to stop. Immediately. Have I made myself clear?”

      “I assume you’re giving the same order to Garrett?”

      She huffed, then stomped toward the door. “Garrett is not the problem!”

      “I guess it’s time to issue my daily apology that I’m not more like your first-born.”

      With a toss of her iconic silver head, she left my office. I laughed, loud enough for her to hear me, stop and turn around to glare at me, then continue to her office.  

      I got her pretty close to hopping mad.

      Before I could get back to my desk, Gabe walked in, his eyes fixed on Mother speeding down the hall, mumbling to herself. “If you’re trying to kill her, you should make sure you’re in the will, first.”

      I resumed my seat behind my desk. Gabe took the guest chair across from me. “You can’t kill that old woman. Besides, she doesn’t bother me half as much as I let her think she does. And I don’t think I’ve made it into the will yet.”

      “At this rate, I’m not sure you’re going to.”

      “We do have another parent.”

      “Like Judge has any say about that.”

      We both laughed at the prospect of Judge offering a dissenting opinion. Though it had happened, it was a rare occurrence. Judge believed in keeping Mother happy— what she wanted, she got and if he didn’t have to argue, he didn’t.

      “Well, I guess I’d better not count on it, then.”

      “What crawled up Garrett’s ass this morning?”

      I shrugged, tapping away at the keyboard, quickly scanning and filing email and documents, building my schedule for the day. “The usual. He and mother aren’t fond of my clients. They call them deadbeats, even though they pay their bills.”

      Gabe visibly cringed and I knew what he’s about to say. I lifted a hand to stop the defense of the prevailing attitude at Kincaid that I under billed and over delivered.

      “Mother and I have had this conversation over and over again, for the last three years. She isn’t going to turn me into a Garrett. Or a Gabe or a Gregg. No offense,” I added. Gabe waved me off. “I told her I would give her four years and then I was moving on. She thinks I won’t go, thinks she can still mold me. But she’s wrong. I’m not a Kincaid attorney. I never set out to be one.”

      “Garrett does have a point. You could bill a reduced rate but take on more clients to make up the difference but as it stands, you don’t have enough clients to bridge the gap.”

      “I’m not trying to collect clients. I’m trying to help people. How can I help people with six hundred case files on my desk?”

      “It would only be three hundred if you’d bill more.”

      I shook my head and dropped the argument, refusing to get caught in the endless merry-go-round. In a few months— maybe sooner— the arguments would be moot.

      “Where are ya’ll going for lunch today?”  He and Gregg went to lunch together nearly every day.

      “Thinking about Twin Peaks.”

      “Twin Peaks.” I paused to muse over his choice of lunchtime establishments, a sports bar and grille serving up as much tanned skin and deep cleavage as burgers, wings and fries. “Isn't that place like an upscale Hooters?”

      Gabe nodded and smiled, showing off a mouthful of pearly white teeth. “We haven’t been in a while, but the last time we went, we saw some pretty honeys up there.”

      My left eyebrow twitched as it rose. “Honeys.”

      “Honeys.” He repeated. “You know, women. Attractive women. Nice figures in short skirts.  Long legs in those heels that make their calves look like—”

      “Attractive women who serve food to you in revealing clothing and high heels, who put up with men like you and Gregg for less than minimum wage. And shitty tips.”

      “Well, yeah. But we tip well. We’re worth the pain.”

      I laughed, moving back to my email and case files. “But are you worth the exploitation? I think I’ll pass on the honeys. That waste of a meeting put me a few hours behind and I have some motions I need to file. Bring me back a burger with everything on it, though. And onion rings. And uh…”

      I flicked my eyes up to Gabe as he rose from his seat. “It’s lunch, not a strip club, alright?”

      “You take the fun out of everything, Gibson,” he calls over his shoulder as he leaves my office.

      “Honeys,” I mumbled. “Probably why they’re still single.”
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      Gibson

      

      I avoided Mother and Garrett for most of the day, ducking out in the early afternoon to visit a few clients. My favorite part of the job was being out of the office, out in the community, getting to know the people I work for.

      After making a few stops, I headed to a part of town I’d been frequenting quite a bit lately and parked my car. I grabbed my satchel from the back seat of my Jeep and stepped inside Gladwell Books, a family owned downtown Decatur bookstore. As she’d been for the past few weeks, a client was posted up at a table at the cafe.  A pair of headphones sat atop her head, she was sucking down an odd colored smoothie and she was lost in a paperback book.

      “Diya,” I called to her, softly, tapping her on the shoulder. Her head popped up, her eyes wide until she saw it was me.  She pulled the headphones back, hooking them around her neck and moved a few long braids out of her face.

      “Hey, Mr. K— I mean Gib.”

      Diya looked young, but she’d lived a lifetime in the past year. After she and her ex-boyfriend were picked up for trafficking cocaine with their infant son in the car, her mother contacted me from her hospital bed, begging for my help. Since she was a first-time offender, I struck a compromise with the judge, but the deal had strict stipulations.  

      I pulled out a chair, setting my satchel next to me. “Sorry to keep you waiting. I had a long list of people to see today. How are you?”

      She shrugged. Her eyes dipped to the table and the facade of cheer she always tried to present fell away. “I’m okay. I was hoping you heard something about Daniel.”

      I shook my head, but tried to keep my expression even. “Not yet. She can take up two weeks to decide.”

      Diya nodded as her bottom lip disappeared between her teeth. “I know. But I worked so hard. I did everything the judge asked— the drug treatment, the GED program, I got a good job, a place to stay, food in the cabinets, gas in the car. My mom is better— she’s been out of the hospital for a while. She can watch him when I’m at work. I’m doing real good, Gib. Better than ever. But...what if…”

      “Let’s not think about what-ifs right now. Those are imaginary and there’s nothing we can do about imaginary things. Concentrate on Daniel, on staying above the line so you can keep him when you get him. Alright?”

      Diya’s head bobbed a nod in agreement. “What about the other—”

      “I was about to bring that up.” I pulled a manila folder from my satchel and handed it to her. “Open it.”

      She shrugged and glanced at it, but didn’t reach for it. “It’s my case file. I’ve seen it. I’ve lived all the stuff in there. I don’t need to open it.”

      “There’s something new in it, Diya. Open it.”

      She took it from me and flipped open the front cover.  Her eyes skipped down the page I had inserted right on top.

      “Dismissed!” She screeched, standing so fast, her chair crashed to the floor. Paying no attention to the chair, she paced the small cafe area of the bookstore and continued reading. “Having shown no further cause or aptitude for repeat offense, the above filed charges are hereby dismissed without prejudice pending judicial approval.”

      She lowered the folder and glared in my direction. “What’s that mean? Judicial approval?”

      “Means a judge has to sign it. Check out page two.”

      She flipped the page and her smile widened. “It’s signed! They dismissed the charges!”

      “Like the judge said she would if you did everything she asked. You did well. This last bump with getting Daniel back is just that— a bump.”

      She heaved a long, loud, but happy sigh as she reached for the chair and set it upright again.

      “Sounds like good news,” I heard from the stacks behind me. I turned to find Renee, the owner of the bookstore, rounding a corner, wearing her green Gladwell Books apron and a huge smile. I’d only spoken to her a few times but we had a few connections in common.

      “The judge dismissed the charges!” Diya gushed. “I did everything she asked, and she dismissed them, like she promised!”

      “That’s great news! So, you have a better chance at getting Daniel back, right?”

      “We hope,” I said, jumping in. “Waiting to hear back from the Judge. Oh, and please thank Debra. If it wasn’t for the GED program she runs at the Community Center—”

      “Believe me, she was happy to help. She’ll be over the moon when I tell—” Someone at the front of the store called her name. She gave us an apologetic smile. “I’ve gotta run, I’m supposed to helping out front and I’m over here running my mouth.” Renee bounced away, leaving Diya and I alone.

      I pulled back the sleeve of my jacket to check the time. My eyebrows shot up at the hour. “I’ve gotta run too. I’ll check with the judge early next week and see if I can press for a decision about Daniel. Keep your nose clean, in the meantime.”

      Diya frowned, rolling her eyes. “Very funny. I told you, I didn’t do coke. I was just in the car with Armando—”

      “Okay, okay,” I said, laughing. I stood, dropping an arm around her shoulder to give her a squeeze. “We’ll talk next week.”

      Vanessa

      The girls thought it was fun to ride home in Uncle’s Cadillac. It was spacious and glided along the streets like a dream. The black leather seats were pristine, since Auntie had the interior redone for their 40th wedding anniversary a few years back. The windshield was wide and so was the steering wheel. I felt like an eighty-year-old woman in the driver’s seat, my head barely clearing the dash.

      Our condo was a few blocks from Sam and Marilyn, so it wasn’t long before I pulled into the parking garage under Haynes Street Lofts. The girls refused to get out of the car until I pulled the top up, so I pressed the button and they giggled while the white canvas slowly arched over them, shrouding them in darkness.

      “Are we ready to go now?” I twisted so I could see them, cuddled together in the backseat. Two peas in a pod, they nodded in sync.

      “Can we have ice cream?” Jaclyn asked. She loved ice cream. She would eat ice cream for every meal, even in the dead of winter. Strawberry— with real bits of fruit—  was her favorite.

      “You had stew and cornbread and cake at Auntie’s. Now you want ice cream?” Jaclyn nodded, grinning a dotted smile of missing teeth, not understanding my point about all the food she’d already eaten. “I guess I can find a small bowl for you and your sister. But then it’s straight to the bath and then to bed. I don’t want to hear any whining about how you’re not tired.”

      “Okay,” they agreed.  

      We piled out of the car and into the elevator, which dropped us right at our floor. I keyed the two deadbolts and punched in the security code once the door was open. My landlord was a partner in a security firm, so he was extra diligent about locks and alarms.

      The girls rushed in and went about their normal routine:  backpacks and jackets on their individual hooks, shoes in their baskets at the front door. Socked feet pounded across the dark wood floors to the kitchen, where they climbed up on the bar stools to wait.

      I spooned out two scoops of strawberry ice cream and slid their bowls across the counter.

      Then I watched them eat, the scoops slowly disappearing as they savored each bite, dragging out the time between dessert and bath and bedtime.

      Normally, it grated on my nerves when they purposely moved slowly, but I didn’t mind so much tonight. I scooped a small bowl for myself and listened to them talk to each other about this and that;  the books they’re reading, the kids in their classes, the boy who got into trouble for pulling ponytails. I laughed at their insinuation that life as seven and eight year olds is hard.

      I was mostly thankful that our adventures of the last year hadn’t scarred them.

      It wasn’t supposed to end up this way. Not so far in the past, I met a ruggedly handsome, wide-shouldered, tall drink of dark liquor in the kind of place where a young woman meets a man of means.

      Warren Jackson was everything I was looking for.  And nothing I needed.

      The first few times we talked, he was sweet but aggressive. He was a man who knew what he wanted and wasn’t shy about making it plain. He made it plain that he wanted me. He knew what to say, how to say it. He called me “Ms. Jackson”, bought me drinks, kept me occupied by buying dances and tipping heavily. He had a smooth tongue and he was persuasive. Very persuasive.

      Warren was a regular at Red Heels, the club where I danced. Well… stripped. It was dark and seedy and fed the rebellious nature of a girl playing grownup, trying to escape her strict upbringing. I was young and firm with a nice body and I could find the rhythm, which meant I already had a leg up on most of the other dancers.

      “You be careful with that one,” said Sonja one night, eyeing my stack of tens and twenties, mostly from him. “People talk around here and I hear he likes the younger, less experienced girls. Then he gets rough when she wises up and he don’t get what he wants.”

      I ignored her, tucking away my wad of cash. I’d never made so much before meeting him and I wasn’t looking a gift horse in the mouth. “He won’t have a problem with me. He keeps the cash flowing like this, he’ll get what he wants.”

      “So you’re going to whore yourself out ‘cause a fine brother looked your way?”

      I eyed Sonja, a hint of a smile on my lips. “You sound like you’re jealous a fine brother looked my way and not yours. Maybe he likes these smooth supple legs and not those dimpled tubes of cellulite you got.”

      I kicked up my Zanotti heels and rested them on top of the vanity table, putting my long dancer’s legs on display.

      Sonja rolled her eyes and chuckled, deep in her throat. “Don’t act like you’re the only one here that has the attention of a handsome, rich brother. I’m trying to tell you what I hear about that particular handsome, rich brother.”

      She paused while inserting a long, sparkly earring into her ear to give me her full gaze. “Now you go on thinkin’ you the shit and whatnot. Let a man sweet talk all the good good from you, flashin’ money and a black card in your face. He’ll use you up, then dump you on the side of the road when he’s done with you. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Yeah, well…” I exhaled with a smile and gathered my clutch and my jacket. I was knocking off early and meeting Warren in a few minutes. “Something tells me Warren Jackson might be the answer to all of my problems.”

      I bent over her shoulder and looked her in the eye, in the
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