
Chapter One 

			The damn numbers. It always came down to the damn numbers, and Fallon Goodwin had done everything but write them upside down dancing the tango, but they still wouldn’t stretch as far as she needed them to go. Her plan had been to expand into luxury yachts—only without a business loan, all they could afford was to expand into toy sailboats to maneuver in the bathtub, but not by much.

			Her idea had been percolating over the last couple of years. If the pandemic highlighted anything in the boat business, put a spotlight on it really, it was that people had taken to the water in record numbers. A few of their friends had spent months anchored off the islands in the Caribbean fishing, sunbathing, and homeschooling their kids. The water had been the perfect place to escape the misery of being stuck inside or assholes trying to skirt the mask mandates. The market was right there waiting for her to take advantage of it.

			There was one glaring problem with that. The roadblock she was butting her head against was one she was related to and was like trying to put Mount Rushmore in her trunk and drive away. Her father was a real hardass when he wanted to be, and on this topic he’d look at her like she was not worthy of running the company.

			“You think Dad will go for the fifty million price tag?” Franklin asked. “From my projections, that initial investment will be paid back in less than eleven months.” Her brother had worked as long as she had on this project, so the amount they needed was accurate.

			Goodwin Boats concentrated on river tugs, service vessels for offshore, and large commercial fishing boats. Her father Alfred had been the one who’d diversified into tugs and had almost cornered the market on new construction. He’d done that, as he liked to remind her, without a loan of any kind.

			Just one time she’d like to remind him that he’d been able to do that because her grandfather had saved the first and every dollar he’d ever made. Her father hadn’t needed a loan because he was sitting on a boatload of cash. There was business genius, and then there was a massive inheritance when he was the only beneficiary. Now they were profitable, but not enough to start building the kind of vessels she wanted to build.

			“Alfred Goodwin would rather lop his ears off than let us borrow money.” Fallon glared at the financials again, hoping something would jump up and chew on her leg. She was supposed to be the rainmaker in this generation, but when it came to new avenues of business, she’d run into drought after drought.

			“You can ask, Fallon—all he can say is no.” Franklin always sounded so reasonable, and also like he’d never met their father. He was like a puppy who made his way through life with a cute face and his earnestness.

			Fallon was the oldest of four, and she and Franklin as well as her sisters Eliza and Beatrice worked for their father. There was a certain dynamic to the family business that was like a spiderweb. She was stuck at times like she was now, and her only option was to wait for the big spider to come and suck the life out of her. Or at least that’s how it would play out if she explained they needed to go to the bank and borrow money. All her plans would be dry husks once her father quashed them.

			She’d sat through that lecture enough times to be able to recite it line for line. It started once a upon a time at the knee of her great-great-great-grandfather, Baskin Goodwin, who started the business making pirogues. The small Louisiana wooden boats for no more than two people were easy to get into the marshy areas during duck hunting season. Baskin taught his sons, who then taught their sons, and so forth until they were building boats priced in the millions.

			Her father was the fourth generation of Goodwins who had worked hard, was successful, and was devoted to his family, all the traits he’d taught her and her siblings as they built the business. Not one of those lessons had to do with trips to the bank. To Fallon it was an antiquated way of going about things, so she figured he had his savings in mason jars buried in the yard.

			“If you’re interested in running the business, just admit it. You don’t have to throw me to the big bad wolf so he’ll devour me, making room for you.” She straightened her papers and placed them in a file. They’d go back in the drawer waiting for her father’s entry to the nursing home because he couldn’t remember where he’d buried even one mason jar. “I’ll be happy to give up the headaches and gift you the chair.”

			“It’s not my fault you can’t find the cash, so don’t take it out on me. I’m not interested in your job since I already have one I get shit about. There’s no way I’d ever put myself in Alfred’s crosshairs daily.” Franklin shook his hands so much she thought he was refusing her job with jazz hands. “Just don’t give up. We have a full lineup this month, so let’s revisit this after we get through some of these projects.”

			“Thanks, Frankie.” She leaned back and closed her eyes for a short mental break. It made her wonder how much a stress ball cost. She could use one to throw at people who stressed her. The bruises could be handled by HR.

			“Well?” Beatrice asked in as close to a yell as she could get without actually yelling. Their youngest sister had a way of starting conversations giving no one else a clue about what she was talking about. Beatrice marched to her own drummer, and they had no idea who that percussionist was, but he or she was slightly offbeat.

			“Yes?” She gazed over her shoulder as their other sister Eliza waved.

			“Let’s see it.” Beatrice held her hand up as she pointed to her bare left ring finger. It made Fallon jealous.

			The diamond ring on her own finger felt like it didn’t belong there, and would take some getting used to. It was invading her space as well as her peace of mind, and she wanted to throw it in the nearest body of water, like in all romance movies. Every time Fallon touched it with her thumb, it gave her a sense of surprise to find it there, sort of like waking up in Vegas and discovering not only had you gotten married while in a drunken stupor, you’d also tattooed a gigantic T-Rex on your face.

			Saying yes to Curtis Boseman’s proposal was not a well thought out plan, which had quickly blown up in her face. Curtis had been someone who’d pulled her out of her routine and forced her to face her loneliness. He’d been sweet, attentive, and he’d been in her life for so long she could see herself talking to him about whatever came to mind for years to come.

			Maybe that’d be enough, because the grand love affair everyone talked about hadn’t materialized. It made her question if anyone was really ecstatically happy. Life wasn’t about over the top romance, but a business arrangement. You worked hard at it and tried your best to make it a success.

			Her mother had listened to all her concerns, and after Curtis shared the news she’d gone into a planning frenzy that included a lot of talk about ice sculptures and dress designs. Clothes and large parties weren’t Fallon’s thing, though, so she’d left that to her mother to agonize over. Some of her reservations came from the way Curtis had gone about the whole thing since she really didn’t have a problem with him. It was the production aspect, starting with the proposal.

			She’d never really sat and fantasized about how she’d like someone to propose to her, and once it happened, she’d thought about how she’d not wanted it to go. Curtis had gotten everything wrong. He’d dropped to one knee in the middle of Blanchard’s on a Saturday night, and it had gotten her goddamn manners in a twist. Saying no would’ve embarrassed him, and somewhere in the logical part of her brain she knew that. Saying yes to someone you hadn’t considered marrying to save their ego was on par with that face tattoo. Mergers should be quiet and dignified.

			Some people, she was sure, dreamed of the big display. They would look back on the proposal part of it all, because of course there’d have been a professional photographer hiding behind a potted plant, but for her it was the wrong choice on so many levels. She’d come to care for Curtis, was grateful to him for showing her she could have a life outside work, but did they have to share all that with a restaurant full of people all saying aww like they’d coordinated it?

			It had, though, been a lesson on breaking up with someone or proposing in a crowded restaurant. Going with that option upped your chances of getting what you wanted. No one in their right or rational mind said no or made a scene. Either of those options made you the bad guy or the hysterical, irrational woman.

			The problem was that her stomach had knotted up at the word yes coming out of her mouth, and it hadn’t relaxed since. Losing sleep over The Big Mistake, as her mind referred to it—in large flashing pink neon letters—wasn’t something most future brides did, she guessed. She, though, sat up nights wondering how this was her life.

			She’d known Curtis from birth, loved him even, but she was pretty sure she was supposed to be in love with her fiancé. Wasn’t that the rule of a long and happy relationship at this point? She had no fucking clue. Pat, can I buy a clue along with a vowel? she thought, wanting to laugh at the absurdity of it all.

			How she loved Curtis was more in line with how she loved Frankie. Sure they were from the South, but marrying your brother was taboo even south of the Mason-Dixon Line. It simply wasn’t done. Like an idiot, though, she’d agreed to do just that even though she wasn’t ready. She was a planner, and Curtis had thrown her off her game.

			Her mother had assured her all her feelings were normal, and all that mattered was that she was comfortable with Curtis. Loving him would come later like in the old Victorian romance novels. She was comfortable with him, and she had to face that epic romances didn’t exist outside those books. That reality fit her more no-nonsense view of life, so this relationship was perfect.

			Once she’d embraced that, she agreed to the event her mother wanted, and they were getting married in the spring. It’d give her mother and Miss Scarlett the time to plan the social event of the year. The only upside was her mother-in-law’s name was Miss Scarlett…because of course it was. It was in eight months, but Fallon thought she might miss the wedding because of the ulcer forming from worrying about having yet another crowd of people witness something else she didn’t necessarily want to share.

			Fallon raised her hand, and Beatrice whistled. It was a beautiful ring, and she’d have been impressed too had she seen it coming. “He said it belonged to his maternal grandmother.”

			“The old woman had good taste,” Eliza said. That Eliza had limited her comments to that made Fallon sure there was plenty left to say. Are you fucking crazy? she was sure was playing like a chant in her sister’s mind, and only wiring her jaw shut would keep it inside.

			“She sure did,” Beatrice said. “But, ah, are we just going to continue to ignore the giant rainbow elephant in the room?” Bea made a circular motion with her finger.

			“What?” Franklin asked, clueless as usual. It was a good thing their brother had become an accountant and was their CFO. The man had a talent for numbers but very little going for him in people skills. “I think it’s nice.”

			“It is, doofus,” Bea said shaking her head. “Nice is not in question. What is the current million-dollar query is why the hell she said yes.”

			“I have no idea.” Fallon covered her face with her hands and finally told the truth. There was no good explanation except that she was done dating. Curtis wasn’t the love of her life, but he was kind and was a good listener. Passion and love would come later, her mother had assured her. That logic wasn’t convincing the little voice in her head. Not even close. This relationship needed more time to percolate like a fine espresso.

			“Don’t cry, whatever you do,” Eliza said. “You make other people cry, so together we should come up with a plan.”

			“My plan is to think about it. I feel as if we’re rushing it, but I care for him. I owe it to him to take the time to see if this is the right move. If it’s not, I’ll give him this ring back and break it to Mom there’s going to be no wedding. Right after that, I’m going to have to change my name and move to some obscure island to get away from her disappointment if that’s my decision.”

			Her sisters stared at her as if she’d lost her mind. “Fallon, it’s either right or isn’t. Do you think another year is going to wrap this up in a pretty bow that’ll make sense?” Eliza asked.

			“I’m not taking a year, and I don’t want to break up with him per se. He’s been good to me, and I like spending time with him.”

			“That sounds like a roaring endorsement,” Bea said.

			“Drop it, all of you.” She needed to think, and this wasn’t helping. At this point bourbon was the only thing that’d help, but it was too early for that.

			* * *

			In a world full of vices, the Cohiba Behike 52 Brooks Boseman rolled between her fingers was in her top five. There were a few things that vied for the top spot—like money, beautiful women, and a good gumbo—but New York never could deliver on that last one.

			People, no matter what culinary accolades they had, had to wrap their heads around the very plain truth—gumbo should never, not ever, be red. That was a sin to her heritage, so she always had to wait for her mother’s shrimp and okra heaven when she visited home.

			“Is there a problem, Ms. Boseman?” The little weasel the Bank of China sent as their representative squirmed in the prevailing silence after his spiel. This fucker was no Mr. Yang, and his nasal delivery was getting on her nerves.

			“I think there is, but I’m interested in knowing what you think.” She took the snips out of her breast pocket and cut the tip of her smoke before putting it back in her mouth.

			“There’s a no smoking policy in this building.” His voice got squeakier, and it was like an ice pick to the brain.

			Brooks squinted at him, and he crossed his legs for some reason. His response made her partner Bria Lilly Giordano cover her mouth to hide her laugh. “Do I look like a fool to you? Do I appear to be an unreasonable person who wouldn’t be aware of that?”

			“No, but if you’d paid better attention, we could be finished and be on the sidewalk lighting that.” Weasel boy smoothed down his lapels and narrowed his eyes at her. It was like he was practicing his intimidation techniques, and they were falling way short of the mark. He’d made an effort to lower his voice, so Brooks figured the drop in octave was his attempt at manliness. “This is a lot of money, so I wouldn’t want you to miss anything. Mr. Yang wants you to understand the parameters of this deal. It’s the only offer we’re going to make.”

			Sarcasm only worked if the person delivering it was a bit more confident and way smarter than this. Yang’s lapdog was lacking, and his Bronx accent was starting to slip through as his composure cracked like an egg under heavy boots. Brooks thought everyone should be proud of where they came from and not hide under some preppy school bullshit.

			She lifted her cigar to her nose and came close to lighting it to see what he’d do, but she placed it back in her mouth. The slight tingling burn on her lip reminded her of her old man. Maxwell Boseman smoked a different brand, but he didn’t suffer fools well either. Those two things were some of the very limited traits they had in common.

			“Son, you need to stop shoveling before we all choke on the stink.” She pointed her cigar at him when she saw him rise slightly out of his chair. “Please don’t make it worse. If Mr. Yang did tell you all that, then he’s made quite a few changes he decided not to share with us from our last meeting. Now, if you took some liberties with what he said, thinking it was going to get you out of a cubicle, you can explain that to him because Bria and I are going. We’re leaving before you insult my intelligence any more than you have already.”

			“How about lunch?” Bria asked as Brooks helped her on with her raincoat.

			Brooks had met Bria Giordano in her last year of college and was drawn to her because of her analytical mind and charming personality. It wasn’t until they were accepted into the business school at Harvard for their MBAs that Bria brought up the possibility of forming their own firm. The only thing Brooks had planned was joining one of the large banks or brokerage houses that were courting her with lucrative offers. Their own firm was enticing, but there was one little hiccup.

			Bria Giordano was the only daughter of Angelo Giordano. You had to live under a rock for the name not to raise major red flags. Angelo was the head of the mob on the East Coast, the top guy. His reach was long, and punishment for infractions never involved lawsuits. They were more of a hospital stay in nature. To each his own, but after years of school and work, she wasn’t planning to spend the rest of her life in a federal penitentiary for cleaning the mob’s money.

			It had taken a weekend trip to the Giordano family’s estate on Long Island to persuade her there wasn’t any jail time in her future if she said yes. Her grandfather Boseman would’ve found it hilarious that she was the go-to for all the families when it came to investing their legal money. He’d always found the mob a fascinating organization.

			When it came to that hard rule, a warning from Angelo was like having the law chiseled in stone. Her and Bria’s firm was completely legit, and Angelo gave his word to keep it that way. Anyone fucking with her or Bria wouldn’t be cognizant enough to make financial decisions or eat solid food once Angelo paid them a visit.

			For the first five years, that had been the majority of their business. Then their results drew enough new business that their firm now handled billions. The BoseLilly Hedge Fund was as solid as they came, and she and Bria worked to keep it that way. Lilly was Bria’s mother’s maiden name, but using it didn’t keep the IRS and other interested federal agencies from watching them closely. Brooks found it humorous that her FBI file was probably thicker than Al Capone’s.

			“Lunch sounds good if there’s alcohol involved.” She offered Bria her arm and escorted her to the car. “I need to wash off the bad taste the meeting left with me. Could Yang have found anyone more pathetic?”

			“I already texted Yang and told him to forget it. Let the Goldman Sachs boys take it.” Bria placed her Chanel bag on the floor of the car as she reapplied her lipstick. “Papa invited us out this weekend. He’d like to talk to you.”

			“Is he unhappy about something?”

			“Sometimes he just wants to see you because he likes you. There’s nothing wrong, but I think he knows you have a better business mind than I do.” Bria smacked her lips in her direction and laughed. “Either that, or he wants you to make an honest woman out of me.”

			“I’d have asked already, but you said we had no spark.” Brooks smiled when Bria slapped her arm.

			“You’re like my sister,” Bria said, slapping her again. “Not that I don’t find you attractive, but there’s no reason to think it would work the second time around. Papa doesn’t want to hear it, but it’s the truth. He’s never going to accept it, so I’ll have to live the rest of my romantic life with him comparing everyone to you.”

			They’d dated for a month, and they were compatible but missing that it that made you passionate about the other person. She loved Bria, though, and was always her date when the Giordano family hosted some function. The family had taken her in when Bria had first brought her home, and that had surprised her. Angelo was not that trusting, which made sense when you considered what he did, but he’d always been open with her because of her closeness with Bria.

			Every so often Angelo would invite her personally to spend time at the Long Island estate to talk over a variety of topics. At first it intimidated her, but Angelo was like every other guy who loved his family and was loyal to his friends. It was easy to almost forget exactly who Angelo was when she sat on his patio and shared a drink and cigar with him. In the years she and Bria had worked together, spending time with her and her family alleviated the pain of missing her own.

			It had been months since she’d been home, but it was hard to consider Louisiana that any longer, considering everything that’d happened. Her relationship with her father was strained to the point of breaking, and it wasn’t fair to keep making her mother stand in the middle, playing referee.

			Her mom always said it was because she and her dad were too much alike. No one besides her father, though, was that unbending and judgmental, so Brooks had always thought of that as an insult. She’d been born a girl and wasn’t at all what her father wanted in an heir, and she’d come to one conclusion after that realization. It was what it was—and neither she nor her father was ever going to stoop to make the first move toward reconciliation.

			“I’ll be happy to if you try and talk your mother into making lasagna.”

			“Honey, talking my mother into making lasagna is like trying to talk a bored housewife into her third martini.” Bria kissed the tip of her nose. “Want to skip lunch and head out early? Papa’s taking a few days off, so I’m sure his invitation has everything to do with having you watch some games with him while you run the win ratios. He’ll be doing that while praying a novena that you’ll eventually become the son-in-law he’s always dreamed of.”

			“Angelo would make an awesome family member, especially if you’re having an issue.” They both laughed and she told the driver their change in plans. “How about I drop you off so you can pack, and I’ll be back in an hour? We can head to the helipad to save ourselves the drive. I promise to bring snacks.”

			Bria’s phone rang and she turned it so Brooks could see it was Yang. “How about we put him on ice until we get back?”

			Brooks nodded and hopped out to open Bria’s door when they reached her apartment building. “Call the office and let them know we’ll be heading out, and I’ll run over the trades we have slated for today. They’re set, but it doesn’t hurt to be sure.”

			“See why my father loves you?”

			* * *

			The helicopter Brooks had ordered landed on the side yard of the Giordano mansion, and the guards scattered on the property seemed to be standing at attention as if making sure it was a friendly visit and not something that would require their intervention. Angelo was right on the edge of the large patio that overlooked the water, and he hugged them both and kissed their cheeks.

			“My girl,” he said to Bria as he held her against this chest. “It’s good to see you.”

			“You saw me last week, Papa,” Bria teased him.

			“True, but that doesn’t mean I can’t miss you. Come inside, Brooks. You can help me with the spread on some of these games. I swear if I have to pay out like I did last week, I’m not going to be a happy man.”

			They talked inside as they had drinks, and Bria caught her mother up on every aspect of her life. It was a great way to spend time until dinner was served and the famous lasagna came out to Brooks’s applause.

			Dinner wasn’t rushed as they kept up their light conversation with plenty of laughs from the jokes Angelo had heard that week. She kissed Bria’s parents good night and went up to her room to clear the deal that’d wasted their morning. She wanted it off their books so as not to have to think about it before the markets opened overseas. There were a few things she was following in preparation of the opening bell on Wall Street in the morning.

			Her phone rang at a quarter to eleven, and she smiled when her mom’s picture popped up. She didn’t need psychic powers to know there was a lecture in her future. “Mom, hey.”

			“Did you lose my number?” Scarlett Boseman enjoyed being ignored as much as her namesake in Gone With the Wind, and she wasn’t shy about telling you. “Five months is a lifetime, Brooks, and if your excuse is work, keep your mouth shut.”

			“Be mad at me after you tell me how you are. The flowers every Friday should get me some points.” She put her feet on the desk and stared out the window to the floodlights illuminating the yard.

			“I love the flowers, but I love hearing from you even more.” Her mom paused and Brooks waited. There was something wrong, and pushing Scarlett would only clam her up. “Why is it of the four children I had, you’re the only one who understands me completely?”

			The question might’ve been rhetorical, but Brooks took a chance. “Because we’re complete opposites, but I see you, and I appreciate the sight.”

			“No wonder you’re loaded.” Her mom shared her laugh before she paused again. “Have you called your father lately?”

			That was a bit of a loaded question. If she lost her mind and called her father and not her mom, it upset her mother, but not calling either one landed her in the same shit. “I know you hate the answer, but it’s been a while. I tried for you, but he was pissed out of the gate, and I’m still trying to figure out why before I try again—if I try again.”

			“You need to come home, Brooks, and not for your usual five-minute visit.” Her mom’s voice broke, and Brooks dropped her feet to floor as if they were weighted.

			“Why? What happened?” Her visits weren’t frequent, but she moved through life like someone who knew she had a soft spot to land no matter how far she fell. “Mom? Please don’t punish me because I’m not there. Tell me.”

			“I’m not punishing you, my love, but he needs to see you. He wants to talk to you, and he wanted me to call. And don’t punish him because it’s me who’s calling.” Her mother was crying, she could hear it in her voice, but she’d never completely break, not on the phone anyway.

			She stood and stared at the sliver of water she could see from this spot. How was it possible she was surrounded by such peacefulness, and she was in turmoil? “Is he sick?”

			“Don’t dig a hole for yourself, boo-boo, and don’t take too long. I need to see you soon as well, so please, just this once, do what I’m asking.”

			Her mom hung up, and it pissed her off. If there was something wrong, she deserved to know. The view blurred, and it was only then that she realized she was crying. That was way off her norm, but a chasm had opened in her chest at the thought of something happening to her father. The man was like no other in the way he lived, and she’d tried to emulate the best parts of him so he’d be proud of her. It was doubtful she’d ever succeed, but it didn’t keep her from trying. In a way she hated herself for even trying, considering all the shit he’d dumped on her for the entirety of her life.

			“Bria,” she said through the connecting door, “I need to go.” She did her best to explain the cryptic call from her mother, and she didn’t want to take the chance her mom wasn’t bluffing. The need to go home was swamping her, but if her father was gone, would that part of herself that bled because of him ever heal?

			“Honey, please sit.” Bria picked up the phone on the desk and called someone who sounded like Angelo over the line. “Don’t worry, we’ll take care of it.”

			“I just need to find a flight.” She wiped her face, trying to control her emotions.

			“You don’t think I can do a little better than that?” Bria moved closer and put her arms around her neck. “Go on and get dressed and let me do this for you.”

			“I love you, you know that, right?” Brooks closed her eyes when Bria’s only answer was kissing her forehead. Whatever she was facing would be easier with Bria and everyone she’d chosen to be her family, but she wasn’t selfish enough to ask.

			




Chapter Ten 

			By the end of the next week, Brooks had made visits to most of their accounts in the city and cut ties with some of the independent fishermen Curtis had approved. Only one guy, a Dellow something, had a problem with it. He and his sons had screamed at her for ten solid minutes before she walked away, not having time for bullshit.

			Being short on inventory was better than trying to sell bad inventory. She was planning to spend the next couple of days and the weekend on the water, inspecting boats. All in all, she had a much clearer picture of where they stood, and had an idea of how to fix it.

			She and Bria were sharing her father’s office that morning trying to get through some of their business as well and managed to salvage another deal they’d been working on. An invitation to New Orleans had gotten the investors back to the table when they weighed their options with other firms.

			Max’s assistant knocked and appeared apologetic. “Sorry, Brooks, this guy is insisting on seeing you.”

			“Brooks Boseman?” The high-pitched voice and oily hair made Brooks step around the desk in front of Bria since she didn’t recognize him. She’d fired enough people in less than a week to make her worry. “You’ve been served.”

			The cease and desist order had been filed by Curtis, and from the first page, her parents were probably being served at the same time. When she got her hands on Curtis, she was going to kill him. “Get Dan on the phone,” she said to the assistant.

			“Please,” Bria added, waving the woman out.

			“Sorry,” she muttered as she dialed the house number.

			“I was served,” her mother said as soon as she answered the phone. “They’ll have to kill me to get upstairs to your father. Can you come over?”

			“Let me talk to Dan, and I’m on my way. Lock the door and don’t open it until I get there.” She took a few deep breaths to control her temper, figuring that wasn’t what her mother needed.

			“I skimmed all this, Brooks, and it lists your siblings along with Curtis. Did they warn you about this?” The upset was easy to hear in her mom’s tone.

			“Trust me, Mom. Even if that’s true, I’ll work through it. I promise as long as Max is alive, Boseman Seafood will exist, and once he’s gone, you’ll be okay. This isn’t the way to fix anything, and they need to understand there’s a limited window of options to have anything to fix. If they’re going to fight me at every turn, we all need to prepare for a big fire sale.”

			“I do trust you, sweetheart, but this is so disappointing.”

			“I’ll get to work, and Bria is on her way. She’ll stay with you until I’m able to get there.”

			Her mom paused and exhaled. “If we have to go to court—he’s not in good shape. Today hasn’t been a good day.”

			“Please, Mom. Go sit with him and let me handle this.” She tried to sound as compassionate as she could when Charlie walked in. “It’s going to be okay, I promise.”

			“You know what’s at stake, right?”

			“You’re never going to lose your home, or Max’s care. You have my word no matter how long he’s alive, you’re both going to be at home. Nothing on your end will change.” She put the receiver down and gave Bria the code to the gate so she could close it behind her. It was time to circle their wagons.

			“What the shit is this?” Charlie held up the envelope that was a twin to hers.

			“You tell me.” She glanced at Bria, and she nodded as she left. Right at the moment Bria was the only person she trusted to watch out for her parents.

			“I’ve got no fucking idea, Brooks, which is why I’m asking.” Charlie held up the papers again and appeared mortified. “Wait, you think we did this? You think any of us would go after Mom and Dad after what you told us?”

			“What the shit is this?” Pru came in waving an envelope like Charlie had.

			“Dan on line three,” the assistant interrupted.

			“We have to be in court tomorrow.” Dan sounded as pissed as she felt. “We’re only going with the people served, so try to keep the assholes away from your father. I have all the paperwork in order, but I’m asking for a continuance until we can get the medical experts in court to testify to the validity of what your father put in place.”

			“Have you talked to Curtis?” The bastard was ignoring her calls and hadn’t shown up for work in days.

			“No, but he deserves to be horsewhipped.”

			She hung up when her brother joined them. “Curtis is making a move to consolidate power and lock us out, especially me. If you have anything to do with this, tell me now, and before you get pissed, I’m not accusing anyone of anything.”

			“We didn’t,” Etienne said. “You’ve been working for days, though, so tell us what the bottom line is.”

			She’d been honest with her mom—they had a small chance of turning around without a major infusion of cash that would need to be paid back, and in the shape they were in, that wouldn’t be easy, but she refused to get dragged into Curtis’s tantrum. Her priority was her parents, but she also had to think about her siblings. What the hell were they going to do with themselves if they lost the company?

			She was blunt since sugarcoating was a luxury they didn’t have. “Your sales department has been asleep for months, and you’ve lost most of your large corporate accounts in the city as well as the out-of-state business. I’m not sure what Curtis has been doing, but you’re all at the point of no return. As someone who brokers deals for a living, I wouldn’t advise any of my clients to invest in Boseman.”

			“So we fold?” Pru asked.

			“Tomorrow, we go to court and squash Curtis like the worm he is, and then we get to work.” She pointed at all three of them. “I’ve been digging through these numbers, but also calling on clients.”

			“How was he able to hide all this? Didn’t anyone in accounting ask any questions?” Charlie asked.

			“Curtis had some people replaced recently, and now we know why,” Pru said.

			“Don’t dwell on that or anything else Curtis did. You don’t have the luxury of time, so all three of you need to hit the road and build your customer base back up. Your sales pitch has to be giving everyone the assurance of the quality we’ve always been known for.” She started placing files in her briefcase, needing to get to the house. “Find people you trust at the point of purchase on the docks if you can’t do it personally, and the first problem order reported back to you, fire who’s responsible. It might be easier to downsize, providing quality, and build back from there.”

			“What happens tomorrow?” Charlie asked.

			“That’s easy. We fight, and if we lose, trust me that I have a backup plan.” She gazed at them and smiled. “I’m sure Mom would love to see all of us today, and I need to assess where we are with Max. Mom said he was having a bad day, which means Curtis will try his best to get him in front of a judge.”

			“If we haven’t mentioned it, Brooks, thank you for not abandoning us.” Charlie came closer and hugged her. “After what happened and what’s come of Dad’s bad decisions, we’re fortunate you haven’t turned your back on us. Seeing the business fail might’ve been a way of getting back at him, but you didn’t take the chance of revenge.”

			“What she said,” both Pru and Etienne said.

			“Remember what Max has always preached. This is a family business, and I’m still part of this family. I want to give you all back something that shouldn’t die because of Curtis’s need to feel important.”

			She had Fallon on her mind as she drove out of town. Neither of them had gotten in touch after their impromptu dinner. That was on her, though. Fallon had been generous, more than she thought she deserved considering their history. It felt wrong reaching out to her brother’s fiancée. Hell, for all she knew the basis for what Curtis had done was from the information Fallon had gathered without much effort.

			“Wouldn’t that just be a bitch,” she said, once she left the city behind. Her phone rang, and Bria’s name meant hopefully one less complication. “Hey, what’s up?”

			“I’m at your folks’, and I need you to prepare yourself. Your father’s really agitated, and your mom hasn’t been able to calm him down.” Bria paused and she could hear shouting in the background. “It’s like he’s forgotten where he is and everyone in the house.”

			“Set yourself up in the office. I’m on my way.”

			The smoke was visible from fifteen miles away, and she had a gut feeling it was only going to add more shit to an already shitty day. That was a given when she drove up to their office and found two more boats on fire. Deuce was being held back by local sheriff’s deputies, and only relaxed when he saw her.

			“What the fuck, Brooks?” Deuce was ramped up, and she couldn’t blame him. Something like this not quite at the end of the workday could kill someone.

			“First, is anyone hurt?” A boat could be replaced, but an employee with a family depending on them could not.

			“We were done for the day and headed to the processing plant to inspect the supply we brought from our independents. I got in my truck, and a second later two big explosions rocked this place. Two at once is no coincidence.” Deuce pulled the hair at the sides of his head and stared at the carnage.

			“Who’s in charge of the investigation?” She spoke to both the sheriff and the fire department, promising their full cooperation. If this was deliberate, she wanted whoever was responsible to be prosecuted. Both men appeared to be satisfied with her answers and agreed to spread the word of the fifty-thousand-dollar reward she was posting.

			“What the hell is going on, Brooks?” Deuce hadn’t calmed down any, and she was right there with him.

			“Either the shrimp have organized and turned against us, or someone in the company has a unique business plan.” She got him to laugh, but she had to do what she could to prevent a repeat.

			“You want me to set up security? We’ve never had a need.”

			“Go ahead, make sure to let everyone know to cooperate with these guys.” She pointed to the police and fire departments. “They also need to speak up if they know anything. I’ll get an expert in here to figure out how these explosions are being set up. Call me if anything else comes up, but I have to get to the house.”

			Charlie buzzed her in, and she found Bria sitting with her mother. They were in the den, so she wondered who was with Max. Bria seemed to read her mind and pointed to the kitchen. “We were all able to sedate him, and your brother is up there. You should go and relieve him.”

			She would, but she wanted to reassure her mother first. “Are you okay?” she asked her mom. Scarlett gave her the rundown of her day before asking her to go up and sit with her father.

			Max had his eyes closed, and Etienne had tears falling quietly down his cheeks. Brooks hugged her brother and couldn’t blame him for his emotion. The problem had started when Max didn’t recognize anyone, which led to his escalating anxiety.

			If Curtis was given the chance to force her father into court, she’d have to talk her mother into giving up the company. Paperwork that said Max had been of sound mind when he wrote it up would face serious scrutiny when he sat in front of a judge and testified he didn’t know any of them.

			“Go down and be with Mom, and I’ll sit with him.”

			She worked for an hour in the chair by the bed before she noticed Max’s eyes were open. He was staring at her, and she hoped it wasn’t because he didn’t know who she was. The good thing was that he didn’t seem agitated. He smiled at her and held up his hand, and she moved to sit on the bed to take it.

			“You remind me of my daughter.” He tightened his hold on her and took a deep breath. “Don’t tell anyone, but she hates me, and I don’t blame her. I made her leave and now she doesn’t need me.” He started to cry, and his despair was like a tangible thing. “Do you think she’ll come back?”

			The easiest way to handle this was to tell him that she was his daughter, but that wasn’t the best course here. “She’s coming, Max, and she doesn’t hate you.” When she said that, she knew it was true.

			Maturity, she was finding, came when you realized your parents weren’t perfect, and they didn’t have to be your best friends. That truth didn’t have to negate the fact that he was her father. He’d taken care of her, educated her, and given her what she needed until that fateful day. That day couldn’t continue to define what she felt for him.

			“Brooks doesn’t hate you at all. She’s trying to help you.” She had to stop when she was about to choke on the emotion stuck in her throat. The thought that the short time she’d had with him since returning would be all she got made her dread the loss.

			“How do you know?” He appeared to need reassurances.

			“I know Brooks better than anyone. She’s doing everything she can to help you and her mom.” She’d hung on to her anger too long and lost the chance to fix this very broken thing. If he didn’t come out of this, comforting him as a familiar stranger was the best that she could hope for.

			“I was so wrong, and I was wrong to try to change her. She was my child…my gift. That girl was special to her, and I ruined that for her too. I don’t like that she’s with Curtis now.” It was like he could remember snippets of things that weren’t ancient history, but his eyes were vacant when it came to recognizing her.

			“That’s ancient history, Dad, and it’s not worth getting upset over.” She wiped her face and tried to keep her smile. She placed her hand on the center of his chest, and it seemed to calm him. “Curtis and everyone will be fine. All you need to do is rest and not worry about any of this.”

			“Will you come back tomorrow? I like talking to you.” It took a bit, but his hand became slack in hers as he fell asleep.

			“He’s right,” her mom said as she placed her hands on her shoulders. “You’re a gift.”

			“I feel more like a failure at the moment.” She lifted her hand off her dad’s chest and took comfort in the steady cadence of his breathing. “Do you think he’ll snap out of this?”

			“Snapping out of it isn’t how this works, my love.” The smile on her mom’s face was the definition of sadness. “This is how it started, and these episodes have only happened when he’s overstressed. Now, though, they’re happening more often, and there’s no way of predicting the length or the severity. The doctor warned me that the day will come when it’s permanent.”

			“Damn,” she said as her phone buzzed. Dan had managed a continuance so they could have the court review the paperwork Max had written up. With any luck they could skip it altogether. She showed her mom the message, glad to see the relief on her face. “Bria is helping me, so the review should be done by next week. I’ll be back in the morning to check on you both. Call me if you need anything.”

			“Do you have to go?”

			“I want to move back and start commuting in, but I need to make sure we’re ready for what’s coming. The court might not see it our way, and if that transpires, I need you to listen to what needs to happen.” Her mom rested her head on her chest and sighed. “Some battles are won by letting go, but that doesn’t mean you lose.” It was too early to share her suspicions with her mother and the rest of the family. If she was right, Curtis was not only a bastard, but a thief who’d hidden his tracks well.

			Bria followed her to the hotel and waved when they noticed Fallon in the lobby. She had a fleeting thought she was here because Curtis needed more ammunition. That’s what she needed as well, so she kept her temper controlled.

			“Hey,” she said, ignoring how nice Fallon looked. The spark was still there, but her engagement to Curtis was the bucket of water that put it out. It was enough to convince her that she needed to get back to her life before she did something foolish.

			* * *

			“Hi,” Fallon said. She’d waited a week, figuring Brooks wouldn’t call because of her engagement. She was beginning to think she had a major flaw in her makeup—it was either that or Brooks had a talent for drawing her in. “Do you want to have dinner?”

			“Sure, but how about a drink first?” They walked up to the piano bar and sat in one of the corners for a bit of privacy.

			“I’d like that,” Fallon said and smoothed down her linen skirt, which Brooks seemed to have a hard time ignoring. “I heard about the boats today, and I’m sorry. The first one surprised me, but these two must be disconcerting.”

			“I told the police I’m planning to prosecute whoever it is until I make them sorry they tried this.” Brooks ordered for them, then yawned.

			“What’s wrong?” She moved closer and placed her hand on Brooks’s knee.

			“I want to tell you,” Brooks said, staring at her hand.

			“But I’m Curtis’s fiancée.” It was ludicrous since she wasn’t the one with the credibility problem. “You’re going to have to believe I’m your friend, Brooks, or we can’t move forward.”

			She listened to Brooks talk about her day and wasn’t at all surprised at what Curtis had done. He was obsessed with owning a company as a way of showing Brooks up or proving his manhood. It was a toss-up at this point. He wanted to portray an image of someone he wasn’t, and the ring on her finger played into that. She could see that now. Brooks had left her, and Curtis had played her.

			“God, Brooks, I’m sorry, and you won’t believe me, but I didn’t know. Your parents and your family don’t deserve that kind of stress while they take care of your father. The boats I have no explanation for, but I knew the first one was suspicious.” She placed her hand on the table and slid it close to Brooks.

			“I believe you.” Brooks’s hand covered hers, and she remembered the warmth of her. The pain and all the feelings were still there, but touching Brooks, having her this close, drowned out the negative. “And I’m willing to be a good friend to you. That you might not believe, since I’m the one who broke your trust.”

			It was like Brooks could read her mind. “Eventually you’ll tell me the story, but right now you have to feed me. I skipped lunch and I’m starved.”

			“Let’s walk.” Brooks stood and offered her hand. “Or we can cab it. Those are some great shoes but not built for long walks.”

			“I have you to hang on to, so let’s go.” She stood and placed her hand in the bend of Brooks’s elbow. This close it was easy to tell Brooks still smelled the same, was just as warm, but had become more solid. “Where are we going?” She moved closer, and the need for Brooks trumped the reasons why she should push her away.

			“How about Mackie Blanchard’s restaurant on Bourbon. It’s the closest place I can think of, and we can try the seafood tower.” Brooks winked before heading to the back elevator and didn’t move away from her when the doors closed. She seemed to study Fallon in the polished brass of the doors.

			“What?” Curiosity forced the word out of her, and she met Brooks’s gaze in the reflection.

			“Sometimes…never mind,” Brooks said, shaking her head.

			“Tell me.” The eye contact was severed when the doors opened and they had to step out. “I want you to.”

			“I…” Brooks opened the back door for her, then offered her arm again. “I sometimes wonder what we’d look like—together, I mean—as I get older. You’re still beautiful, and I shouldn’t say stuff like that, considering.”

			They walked and she understood Brooks like she had in high school and college. Whatever had happened, the noble heart she’d cherished hadn’t changed that much. She saw that in stark clarity now. Her mistake was not searching Brooks out and demanding answers. She tried shutting off her thoughts as a hostess greeted Brooks with a too enthusiastic hug, in her opinion, but it did get them a table faster.

			“I don’t mind,” she said after they were alone. “You saying that, I mean. I’ve thought the same thing and tried to stop when I realized it was holding me back.”

			“You’ve done that,” Brooks said, lifting her menu as if to hide behind it. “You’re engaged and have a future to look forward to. It won’t be long before you start a family, and I can’t think of anyone who’ll be a better mom.”

			There was no way to be sure, but Brooks sounded jealous. “I am engaged, but I’m not happy Curtis did this. It isn’t right.”

			“I’m sure he thinks it’s all being taken away from him, but that’s not what’s happening.” Brooks nodded to the waiter when he delivered their drinks. “He’s the only one who hasn’t visited me in New York, and I think it was his way of siding and showing his loyalty to Max. Now that it’s me, it’s ratcheting up those feelings.” She took a sip and shrugged. “Both of you don’t have to worry. I’m not going to get in the way of anything, business or otherwise.”

			“Brooks.” She had to stop when their appetizer was brought out. Brooks took her plate and filled it for her. This wasn’t something Curtis had ever done. He seemed to be wired to take care of himself and not anyone else. “Why do you think you need to stay away from anything? I’m not asking you to do that.”

			The way Brooks stared at her made her heart race, and she remembered what it was like to have Brooks’s full attention. “You deserve happiness, Fallon, and you deserve to start fresh without any baggage from the past.”

			God, she wanted to yell out that Curtis wasn’t her future. Perhaps it was too late to start again with Brooks, but she didn’t want Brooks to think she’d turned to her brother, of all people. Right in that moment she felt more for Brooks than she ever had for Curtis. She’d had perfection and lost it, which was why she’d been so angry.

			“You aren’t baggage, Brooks.” She slid her hand forward until the tips of their fingers touched because she had a need to feel Brooks. “You’re my friend, and I want to understand you. I want to know the why of things.”

			“Curtis already has problems with me, and I’d like not to make them worse. I think me attending everything you have planned for the wedding is going to be problematic.” Brooks turned her hand over and held hers. “It might be wishful thinking, but he doesn’t hate me yet, and I’d like that not to be the case. I can take it, but I don’t want your marriage to be about how much he wants me out of the family and away from you. The both of you deserve a fresh start without me there being a reminder of your past.”

			“What about what I want?” Having people think for her was a pain in the ass. “Does the entire Boseman family think they know for sure what’s best for me?” She was angry again, and this was a waste of time.

			Her words visibly startled Brooks. “I’m sure of very few things in my life, Fallon. I know my mother loves me, as do my siblings. My father is trying to make amends for his sins, and my brother wants to crush me no matter the consequences. All that’s true, but the one thing I know for sure is my feelings for you.”

			“What—”

			Brooks put her free hand up to stop her from talking. “You meant so much to me, and that’s never changed no matter how you feel about me. That sounds trite, but it’s true.”

			“You’re the only person I know that uses the word trite.” She was mortified not to be able to stop the tears, but dammit, she’d been waiting years for this moment.

			“What happened—that was never about anything you did, and I’ve missed you. All those big feelings I had for you never died. My heart never allowed it, as penance for what I’d done.” Brooks smiled, but her eyes watered with tears. “My brother doesn’t need to know that, but he’s a lucky man.”

			“Thank you.” The engagement to Curtis meant Brooks was done with her, and nothing she could say was going to change her mind. There was no white knight in her future, so she changed to safer topics. The rest of dinner was cordial, safe, and uneventful, making her the coward this time around. They walked back to the Piquant, and she refrained from touching Brooks again.

			“Good night,” she said after telling Brooks she didn’t need to wait as the valet left to retrieve her car. Brooks nodded and walked away after pressing her fingers to her cheek. It was like the only thing she could allow herself without making Fallon uncomfortable.

			“And that’s that.”

			* * *

			“Are you a complete fool?” Bria asked Brooks after she gave her a rundown of her night.

			“I try never to be, and Fallon doesn’t deserve me telling her anything. Let’s both remember she’s engaged to my brother—she’s moved on.” Seeing Fallon cry at dinner made her chest and head hurt. She didn’t think she could experience physical pain from not holding someone, but she was wrong. “I can’t believe it was Curtis of all people she’s moved on with, but karma is nothing if not a bitch.”

			“Honey,” Bria said, sandwiching her face between her hands hard enough that it made her lips pucker, “I say this with love, because you know I love you, but you’re an idiot. Your girlfriend is as in love”—Bria made air quotes—“with Curtis as I am. And trust me, even if we were the last two people on earth, he’d still have no shot. How he’s related to you is a mystery. It’s like you inherited all the smarts and looks, and it took a year to restock that genetic material for Etienne, skipping over Curtis altogether.”

			She laughed as she kicked off her shoes. “Have you started watching the Hallmark Channel when I wasn’t paying attention?” The pillow Bria tossed hit her in the face, and she caught her when she pounced on her. “That sounds sappy and totally unlike you.”

			“I watch true crime or nothing. Think of the day I see one of my relatives in some long-drawn-out episode of Dateline. We’d be riveted by that old dude with the great voice while taking care of the witnesses behind the scenes.” Bria sat straddling her lap and smacked her on the shoulder. “Stop trying to distract me.”

			“I’m not distracting you, but there’s nothing there. Right now, I think she’s being nice so she can get intel out of me for Curtis. If that’s true, they’ve got to know that having knowledge or not having it ahead of time isn’t going to change the outcome.” She closed her eyes when Bria kissed her forehead.

			“Babe, I think you’ve dedicated yourself to work for so long that you’ve forgotten what it looks like when a woman is interested in you.” Bria kissed her cheek next before getting up. “Do one thing for me and I promise I’ll stop bugging you about all this.”

			“What?” She pointed at Bria before she trapped her with a technicality. “If it involves me declaring undying love with a violin quartet outside her house, I’m out.”

			Bria threw another pillow at her and laughed. “It’ll work out better for you if you’re cooperative.”

			She was so tired, but there was no going to bed until she agreed to whatever Bria had in mind. When any Giordano got something in their head, it was useless to fight them on it unless you were willing to leave the country. “Go ahead and tell me, so I can get some sleep.”

			“You’re not leaving this room until you tell me why you left.”

			“I’ve never told anyone that story, and after today the only other person who knew it has lost the significance of it.” She cocked her head back and closed her eyes.

			“It’s only me, Brooks. Once you tell me, it’ll be easier when you have to tell her. I haven’t had much experience with Fallon, but she can’t hide how she feels. She deserves to know.”

			“I’ve never told you because it’s embarrassing, not because I don’t trust you.”

			“I know, honey, but it’s me.” Bria kissed her on the cheek. “No matter what you say, it isn’t going to change how much I love you.”

			“We started dating in high school, and we went to college together. God, I could barely concentrate on anything but her, and we started making plans for the future we wanted. When we were in our last year, Max found out about us and found a way to break us apart from what he thought was an unnatural relationship.” She couldn’t find the strength to add emotion to what she was saying. This had been a defining moment in her life, and the only thing she had to be proud of was that she’d survived.

			“What did he do?” Bria sat next to her and moved into her arms.

			“Fallon’s father, Alfred, ran into some financial problems, like lose-his-company kind of problems, and Max offered him a lifeline. The loan Alfred had no choice in taking came with parameters Max insisted on.” She made eye contact and hoped Bria understood what she was saying.

			Bria inhaled sharply. “The main parameter for you was either you broke it off or her father lost everything. Jesus, honey, my father could’ve learned a few things from Max.”

			“Angelo is nothing like my father even if the feds think otherwise.” That she believed with all her heart. In Angelo’s world, his children and their happiness were paramount.

			“Go on and finish.”

			“I left, and I couldn’t tell her why. Having her come with me meant Fallon’s family lost everything, so I stayed away.” She pinched the bridge of her nose, tired of this chapter of her life and how terrible it made her feel about herself. “The only thing Max couldn’t foresee was my desire to never come back and give in to what he expected of me. His goal was to break me, so he took away the most important person in my life, and he came close. I would’ve given up if it hadn’t been for you.”

			She cried remembering the acute pain that had plagued her for months. Not picking up the phone and begging Fallon to take her back had come close to breaking her. That level of despair was hard to fathom now, but living it was like a workout regimen. It made her stronger every day until she could manage the pain, but it had also hardened her resolve to not depend on or try to need anyone.

			“I remember, my friend, and it made me scared for you. Granted, I never thought you’d harm yourself, but it was hard
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