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      This is a novella. As such, the character development and plot move at a faster, abbreviated pace than a novel.

      

      Heat level: 1 open door sex scene

      

      subject: single parent, classmates to lovers, shared past, love after divorce
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      Deidra Young smoothed the fabric of her long, wine red cape blazer, giving it and herself a once over in her full length mirror. She paired it with a simple white blouse, a pair of fitted black trousers, and her second favorite pair of three-inch heels suitable for work. Her favorite, while gorgeous, were murder on her feet and she would be standing today. She capped off the ensemble with a gold necklace.

      Extra much? Why the fuck not?

      She practiced her smile but it came off between a grimace and a wince. No smiling. At least, not that smile.

      Leila will know. Her younger sister for all her other lovely qualities and technological prowess as the youngest IT manager in her company’s history, and a black woman at that, could read her like a book.

      She paused, straining her ears to listen. No noise. No television was running so Mateo was likely still asleep. She didn’t know if that was more or less comforting.

      Turning her attention back to her appearance, she futzed with hair. She lopped off about five inches of her black hair into a shoulder-length bob but was still unsure of it. She needed a pick-me-up and to slough off the hair from her failed marriage of five years. Divorce papers, waiting to be reviewed, nestled in her bag downstairs.

      She stepped back, admiring herself. Her gaze flicked over to that side of the closet. The one that had sat empty for a year, Enzo’s half.

      The way he sauntered in, dark sunglasses on with his impossibly messy but sexy salt and pepper hair, directed movers to pack up his belongings while their son was at school and she worked from home so she could supervise. He leaned against the door of her home office exuding that confidence that drew her to him while vacationing in Nice, France all those years ago. Under the cold light of a one year separation followed by divorce, it was arrogance. She refused to see it. That swagger, that smirk, and being Italian had her changing those rising red flags into green ones.

      She shook off the memory. Supposedly, time heals all wounds but for today, especially this education conference in Midtown and her sister downstairs, was not the day to reopen them.

      She tried once more to smile. Instead of a grimace, the corner of her lips, at least, turned upward.

      “Thank god for small favors,” she whispered.

      Heading downstairs, she peeked into Mateo’s room. His dark sandy brown curls jutted out in different directions from under the covers. A small foot poked out from under his dark blue starry night comforter. She resisted the urge to tuck it back in. He’d wake up and ask for waffles, especially now that spring break was here.

      Her chest warmed with anger.

      Walking away from her was one thing but his own son. That bit made her want to find her ex-husband and kick his ass. When he did show up, he breezed in on a flurry of activity and fun, leaving an overstimulated first grader who would cry and ask when he was going to see his papa again.

      Behind the anger came the sadness. Deidra exhaled slowly, unclenching her jaw. Mateo deserved better.

      Her stomach rumbled as the aroma of sizzling bacon and pancakes filled the hallway. Leila was up already. If her sister were in the living room, she would have made a direct beeline to the garage door just off the kitchen.

      Five minutes of conversation, maybe ten tops, then she would be out the door. She straightened up, pushed her shoulders back, and practiced her smile. Everything’s fine. She’s fine. Mateo is fine.

      “Hey Lei,” she called out.

      Her sister glanced back, waving a spatula in her general direction.  She hummed as she stood over the stove. Her black Marley twists swaying to her movements.

      “I’ve got coffee going so have a cup.”

      “I don’t have time,” She grabbed her purse and overnight bag from the chair at the kitchen bar.

      “You have some cheese, gouda maybe?” Leila asked, ignoring her statement.

      Deidra sighed but opened the fridge to find the cheese she needed.

      “Thanks, Dee Dee,” her sister beamed, “you look nice.”

      The compliment warmed her. At least she didn’t look how she felt, which was someone taking it day by day, navigating this single mom life and desperately in need of a break even if it were for a night.

      “So, Mateo only gets an hour of screen time now. Try to make sure he actually goes outside and plays. Oh, he’s really gotten into making pizza,” she opened the fridge door, “so I keep us stocked up on ingredients and fixin’s for the dough,” she gestured toward the cabinet.

      “He really loves making this one with fig and prosciutto he calls it pizza a la,” the words died on her lips.

      Pizza a la Papa because Enzo loves figs. Fuck.

      “Anyway, I’ll only be gone for the night. Between this conference and meetings,” she trailed off, eyeing the door to the garage.

      “Anything I should know regarding...Rico Suave?” Her sister turned, giving her the full Sharon Young treatment: head tilted slightly and a hand on her hip.

      Deidra flinched because although it wasn't their mother’s glare the power of it couldn't be ignored. Of the two of them, Lei took after their mom, 5’2 and stout, even had the nerve to inherit her dimples. She took after their dad, John “J.P.” Young, with his umber brown skin, his nose, and stood a little taller at 5’6.

      “Okay, Sharon,” Deidra rolled her eyes. She opened her bag double-checking if she had everything. The divorce papers tucked safely inside.

      “Enzo usually calls Mateo around 7-7:30. He knows to answer the tablet so you don’t have anything to do there. I usually give them privacy.”

      She met her sister’s gaze. Her face filled with concern, questions, and maybe even worry. Deidra didn’t like being on the receiving end of it. She was the older sister. The one who protected, who worried, who stepped in to help.

      “And everything’s good there?” Leila said slowly.

      She hated the kid gloves her family approached her with. It made the guilt worse that she kept them in the dark. This was her mess to fix, to sort out.

      “It’s good. Everything’s good. Some bumps along the way but we’re working it out.”

      By working it out, she handled the bulk of the child-rearing while also juggling a full-time COO position at Innovation Academy and Enzo got to be a part-time parent. Oh and there’s nursing that very small, tiny, miniscule heartbreak. Nothing big.

      “Have you talked to mama? She says she hasn't heard from you in a while,” Leila said in a quieter voice.

      Deidra swallowed hard against the lump forming in her throat. She had been dodging calls for the better part of two months now. Either in a meeting or busy with a quick second to chat. Conversations focused on Mateo.

      She met her sister’s questioning gaze. The words on the tip of her tongue.

      “I’ll be back tomorrow morning. Afternoon at the latest,” she blurted out instead. She fled to the garage. In the confines of her car, she leaned her head against the steering wheel and sighed.

      There was a conference but no meetings. In fact, this was a short day with everything wrapping up, more or less, after lunch. She needed a fucking break. Between her ex-husband, the dissolution of her marriage, raising Mateo while navigating him through this next transition, and working was too much. Leila’s sudden decision to visit her while Mateo was on spring break was great because she missed her little sister.

      Seeing her, however, made all of this too real.
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      “Y’all set a date yet?” Kwame Mitchell looked between his younger brother and his fiancée Franchesca. Cedric grimaced and then rolled his eyes before appearing all smiles to his beaming fiancée. Kwame took a sip of iced tea to hide his smirk.

      His brother wasn’t the most creative person and wedding planning was proving to be torture. As Fran launched into the color scheme and the vision, he marveled at his little brother nodding along, smiling, and even piping in if she forgot some detail. His brother was lucky, in more ways than one.

      “We’re thinking April 23 next year,” Fran answered. She turned her moon-eyed gaze to Cedric who had a similar look on his face. He whispered something to her before brushing a curl out of her face. Kwame was torn between feeling like the third wheel and wanting to do something obnoxious to disrupt this moment as only a big brother could.

      “You think you can pencil us in, BK?” Cedric leveled at him, his anemic attempt to come for him with that jab about his work schedule. He wasn’t that bad.

      He leaned forward in his seat, “For mama and Fran, obviously. You,” he shrugged.

      Kwame made a mental note to add it to his calendar. KM Financials was growing and he was booked six months out. It wouldn’t hurt to preemptively block out that week.

      “Speaking of the wedding,” Fran looked to Cedric who shook his head slightly.

      “What
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