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Playing with Fire

Takira Lathan’s life revolves around her restaurant.
She owns it, cooks in it, and is one hundred percent dedicated to
its success. Her life starts to veer off course when money goes
missing and so does her restaurant manager, leaving her in the
lurch. Most importantly, raising her young nephew was never
anywhere in her plans.

 


Dante Groves could be the answer to Takira’s prayers.
She’s an excellent manager and is totally at ease with children.
She’s also mature, kind, and unashamedly butch. Takira can’t help
being attracted, but Dante’s emotional baggage from her last
relationship has left her way too wary of romance.

 


Betrayed by those they trusted, Takira and Dante must
rely on each other to create a recipe for success, both in business
and in love.


What Reviewers Say About Lesley Davis’s Work

Raging at the Stars

 


“Raging at the Stars is a very entertaining
and engaging read. The alien invasion storyline—with a twist—is
very original and the plot is very well developed. The two leads
are very likeable and the supporting characters are equally
interesting. The author’s style of writing is very engaging,
especially the witty dialogue.”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo
Library (London)

 


“A Sci Fi book with a side of romance and a hint of
aliens (Or is there really a hint? What else could be going on?).
Anyway, it’s basically my perfect book, and I thought it was
totally awesome.”—Danielle Kimerer, Librarian, Nevins Memorial
Public Library (MA)

 


“I am 800% here for this book. It reminded me of a
fun mashup of X-Files and Independence Day, with
lesbians, and honestly, I can’t think of anything cooler at this
moment. …I’ll definitely track down more of Davis’s titles.
Definitely recommend.”—Kissing Backwards: Lesbian Book
Reviews

 


 


Playing in Shadow

 


“Playing in Shadow is different from my
typical romance reading, but at the same time exactly the same. I
loved the two main characters and the secondary characters. The
issues they all face were realistic and handled really well. …I do
not often read LGBT romance, but thus far every time I have I have
been thrilled with how fantastic the writing is. I guess I need to
read more!”—Sharon Tyler, Librarian, Cheshire Public Library
(CT)

 


“Overall this was an amazing read, great and engaging
story, and as it progresses adding layers to the characters and the
complexity of their struggles it starts to consume a little bit of
your heart making you wish this was a Saga and not just one
story.”—Collector of Book Boyfriends

 


“The story is emotional and feels very honest. You
won’t miss out on the romance either, with equal parts of ‘Awe,
that’s so sweet!’ and ‘Whoa, Steamy!’”—Katie Larson, Librarian,
Tooele City Public Library (Utah)

 


 


Starstruck

 


“Both leads were well developed with believable
backgrounds and Mischa was a delight. It was nice to ‘run into’
Trent and Elton from the author’s previous book.”—Melina Bickard,
Librarian, Waterloo Library (London)

 


 


Truth Behind the Mask

 


“It is rare to find good lesbian science fantasy. It
is also rare to have a deaf lesbian heroine. Davis has given
readers both in Truth Behind the Mask. In her tightly
wrapped novel, Davis vividly describes the feeling of the night
wind and the heat of the fires. She is just as deft at describing
the blossoming love between Pagan and Erith, two of her main
characters. Truth Behind the Mask has enough intriguing
twists and turns to keep the pages flying right to the exciting
conclusion.”—Just About Write

 


 


Playing Passion’s Game

 


“Playing Passion’s Game is a delightful read
with lots of twists, turns, and good laughs. Davis has provided a
varied and interesting supportive cast. Those who enjoy computer
games will recognize some familiar scenes, and those new to the
topic get to learn about a whole new world.”—Just About
Write

 


 


Pale Wings Protecting

 


“Pale Wings Protecting is a provocative
paranormal mystery; it’s an otherworldly thriller couched inside a
tale of budding romance. The novel contains an absorbing narrative,
full of thrilling revelations, that skillfully leads the reader
into the uncanny dimensions of the supernatural.”—Lambda
Literary

 


“[Pale Wings Protecting] was just a delicious
delight with so many levels of intrigue on the case level and the
personal level. Plus, the celestial and diabolical beings were
incredibly intriguing. …I was riveted from beginning to end and I
certainly will look forward to additional books by Lesley Davis. By
all means, give this story a total once-over!”—Rainbow Book
Reviews

 


 


Lammy Finalist Dark Wings Descending

 


“[Dark Wings Descending] is an intriguing
story that presents a vision of life after death many will find
challenging. It also gives the reader some wonderful sex scenes,
humor, and a great read!”—Reviewer RLynne
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Dedication
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Chapter One

It was amazing how much the Columbia landscape had
changed since the last time Dante Groves had been back to the place
she considered home. New strip malls replaced her old familiar
haunts. Apartment buildings were in place of the rest, or they were
just completely gone. It was disconcerting how much of what she’d
remembered had been erased from the area.

I really have been away far too long.

Nothing ever stayed the same, not even in Missouri.
Dante turned off her GPS and let her memory of these roads take her
to her chosen destination. Her stomach rumbled so forcefully it
made her feel queasy. She checked the time on the dashboard clock.
No wonder she was starving. She’d driven way past lunchtime and it
was now bordering on dinner. Dante decided that appeasing her
hunger was way more important than reminiscing over her lost youth.
She had consigned that to the past long ago. At least the road she
was on now was all too familiar. The Baydale Mall she was heading
toward was looming in the distance. Even that looked larger than
she remembered it. There’d obviously been a few structural
additions since she’d last been there.

She prepared to switch lanes to head toward the
mall, but a brand new building captured her attention. A restaurant
lay just ahead with a bright orange awning that definitely hadn’t
been there before Dante left. Her stomach tightened at the thought
of food. She’d had breakfast on the road, a hastily grabbed
breakfast burrito from a drive-through, and now she desperately
needed something more filling. She also needed to sit somewhere
other than in her car. Decision made, Dante pulled off the road and
into the parking lot of Takira’s and managed to find the last space
to park in. It was a relief for her to finally get out of the car
and stretch her legs.

“I’m getting too old for cross-country driving,” she
grumbled, checking then double-checking that she’d locked the car
securely as it held all her worldly possessions inside. I’m
forty-seven years old, and everything I own I can pack into the
trunk of my car. How sad is that? Dante smoothed down her shirt
and hoped she looked less rumpled than she felt.

Ambient music greeted her, and the air conditioning
was a relief after the heat of Missouri’s temperatures beating down
on her in the old secondhand car she’d picked up. The car’s AC was
hit or miss at best. Dante liked the fact the restaurant’s music
wasn’t too loud to distract the customers from their conversations.
I sound like my mother. She smiled as a greeter came
straight for her and was soon directing her toward a table.

“Oh my God,” someone said as Dante weaved her way
through the tables. “Dante?”

Dante stopped in her tracks. She knew that voice.
She turned around as someone behind her stood up from their seat.
“Trent?” Dante tilted her head back a little to look up at
Trent, grinning like a maniac at her. She welcomed the hug that
enveloped her and returned it twice as hard.

“For God’s sake, Trent, did you never stop growing?”
Dante pulled back and stared at her. “What are you? Seven foot
now?”

Trent laughed. “I peaked at six. Anyway, I’m not
that tall; you’re just economy sized.”

Dante laughed at that old familiar retort. She’d
last heard it from a much younger Trent Williams. She grasped
Trent’s arms and looked her over. “You’ve gotten even more handsome
if that was possible. Look at you. You must be breaking hearts
statewide.”

Trent shook her head. “I gave that up some time
ago.” She pulled out a chair at her table for Dante to join her.
“Man, it’s so good to see you. How long has it been?”

“You were just a babe when I moved away.” She
thought a moment. “I’d just turned thirty-six so…my God, it was
eleven years ago.” She grimaced. “That time went fast. Feels even
longer looking at how you’ve grown.”

Trent got a faraway look in her eye. “I was
twenty-three when you left. I still remember us meeting when I was
just eighteen and new to the scene.” Trent smiled at her across the
table. “You were my hero and role model all rolled into one, Dante
Groves. I hope you know how much you did for me back then.”

Dante shook her head. “You’d have found your way,
Trent. You just needed to be away from that damned family of yours
to see your own strength and beauty in the world.”

Trent picked up a menu. “You eating?”

Dante nodded. “Yes, I’m starving. I’ve been driving
all day. I was heading for the mall but spotted this place first.
And look who I find in here.” She smiled. “So, how new is this
place because I don’t remember it ever being here before.”

“It was built two years or so ago. We got this
restaurant, a sporting goods store, and a comic book store out of
it.” Trent grinned. “The comic book store is a personal favorite.”
She beckoned over a server. “Can we order some drinks, please?” She
looked back at Dante. “I’m waiting on someone before I order food,
but if you want to go ahead don’t let me stop you.”

“I’ll look at the menu in a minute but a light beer
would be most welcome. I’ve still got to drive.”

Trent put their drink orders in and then settled
back in her chair. “So, what brings you back here? Didn’t you move
to Texas?”

Dante nodded. How did she even begin to explain what
a debacle that had been? She’d thought it would be her happy ever
after but instead had turned into her worse nightmare. She was
still wondering where to start when her drink appeared before her,
along with some appetizers.

Dante broke open one of the small samosas to get a
taste of the spicy pea and potato filling crammed inside. She
hummed at the burst of heat that tripped over her tongue from the
mix of spices. She dipped her next one in the chutney, took a
mouthful, and groaned in appreciation. “Wow, that is delicious.”
She went back for more. After another mouthful, she finally
answered Trent’s question. “Yeah…Texas. Turned out to be way too
hot there for this soul. Also, not the smartest move I ever
made.”

“Didn’t you move away to be with that nurse?”

“Counselor. Chloe was a counselor. Looking after the
mental health of her patients tirelessly.” Dante made a face.
“Looking after them a little too much, to be honest. I caught her
cheating on me a few years ago. Found out it wasn’t the first time
either. So I packed up my things and walked out.”

“Fuck, I’m sorry to hear that.”

“Yeah, well, it happens. Wish it hadn’t happened in
my bed with me catching her and another woman mid orgasm, but hey,
shit happens.” Dante held up her bottle to Trent in a toast.
“Here’s to my not being stupid enough to ever get burned again.”
They clinked their bottles together.

“You said a few years ago? What’s taken you so long
to come back home?”

“I decided to just shake loose and go places I’d
never seen before. I’d played the dutiful partner long enough. It
got me nowhere but homeless, woman-less, and eventually jobless. So
I figured I’d go to all the places I’d always dreamed about but
Chloe was too busy at work to have time for.” Dante shrugged.

“Where did you go?”

“Universal Studios first, took myself to Disneyland
too and rode every ride three or four times without hearing, ‘Don’t
you think you’re too old to be doing that?’ in that disapproving
voice Chloe always had when it was something I enjoyed doing. I
bought myself a Mushu dragon there that has been my companion on
the long journey that’s finally led me back home.”

Trent smiled. “I know Mushu very well. Mulan
is a favorite movie in my house.”

Dante took another bite off the plate. “Then where
did I go? Oh, Germany, where I attempted to drown my sorrows in
their very fine beers. But there’s only so many hangovers you can
wake up to before that gets old fast.” Dante smiled as she
remembered what came next. “And then I went to England. I stayed in
London for about a year, found a job, and while there witnessed the
glory of the Second Coming.”

“Really? I think we missed that event over here
somehow.”

“I was incredibly lucky to score a ticket to see
Kate Bush’s Before the Dawn concert. It was only the second time in
her career she performed a series of concerts, and I got to see
her. It was the closest thing to a religious experience I have ever
witnessed. I ripped up my bucket list there and then. That was the
only thing I’d ever wanted to see, and nothing will ever come close
to beating it in my lifetime.”

Trent smiled at her. “I remember you’d have her
playing in the car when you’d pick me and Elton up to go out with
you. Every time I hear her I think of you.” Trent eyed her over her
bottle. “So, you played hooky and traveled the world, got to see
your idol, and now you’re back in Columbia. Are you here to stay or
are you just passing through off onto your next adventure?”

Dante shook her head. “No, I’m hoping to stay put if
I can find work. I’ve done a variety of managing jobs on my travels
both here and abroad, but I’m looking for something more permanent.
And I’m in need of a roof over my head. But I need to eat first and
then I can sort out the details of what I have to do next.” She
took a long drink from her beer. “But enough about me and my failed
love life, what about you, young Williams? How has life been
treating you since I last saw you?”

Trent tapped at the badge fastened to her shirt.
“I’m an assistant manager at Gamerz Paradise now.”

Dante was proud of her. She remembered Trent
starting at the job and how excited she’d been.

“Do they still appreciate your knowledge?”

“They do, and my staff are all gamers too so it’s as
good as it gets as a dream job for me.”

“You still have that lanky long-haired guy by your
side?” Elton and Trent were hard to forget, both for their heights
and their looks.

“The one you use to call the String Bean Wookie?
Yes, we’re still BFFs, best friends forever.”

“More like partners in crime,” Dante said dryly.

“We were young and foolish. I forget you knew me way
back when.”

“So, my handsome butch, why no breaking young girls’
hearts?” A big smile as gentle as she had ever seen broke out on
Trent’s face.

“Things changed, I changed, and life got a
million times better.” Her eyes lit up and sparkled.

“Mama!”

Dante startled at the high-pitched voice that
sounded from behind her. Someone’s child was obviously excited.
What she didn’t expect was to see the smile on Trent’s face grow
even brighter as she slipped from her seat to crouch beside the
table.

“Mama!”

A little blond girl flung herself into Trent’s arms.
Her arms wrapped tightly around Trent’s neck as they exchanged
kisses.

“Mama, I missed you!”

“I missed you too, Harley.” Trent stood back up and
winked over Harley’s head at someone.

Dante figured whoever it was must have sent the
child after Trent. She didn’t turn around to look; she was still
reeling from the whole “Mama” business.

“Have you been a good girl for Mommy today?” Trent
asked, settling back into her seat with Harley in her arms.

Harley nodded against Trent’s neck. “Mommy said no
eat worms. They not spaghetti.”

Trent laughed and kissed Harley’s head. “Good girl.
No one wants worm breath.” She nudged Harley gently. “Are you going
to say hello to my friend Dante? She’s going to be so happy to meet
you.”

Harley turned and smiled in Dante’s direction,
flashing a mouthful of little white baby teeth. “Hi,” she said,
burying her face back into Trent’s neck shyly.

Dante had to admit this kid was incredibly cute. She
had big blue eyes and a mass of blond hair tied up with a brightly
colored scrunchie. She was dressed in a Wonder Woman T-shirt and a
little pair of denim shorts. Tiny Wonder Woman sneakers adorned her
feet. Dante reconsidered; the kid was certifiably adorable with a
great taste in heroes.

“Hi, Harley.”

Harley shifted to sit on Trent’s lap and cuddled
back against her to play with Trent’s work tie.

“Did I hear right? I mean, I’m edging ever closer to
fifty and the hearing isn’t what it used to be.” Dante still
couldn’t believe what she was seeing or what she’d heard. She
watched as Trent gently rocked Harley back and forth in her arms
while Harley swung on her tie.

“Harley, who am I?” Trent asked her.

Harley patted Trent’s chest. “Is my mama!”

Dante’s jaw dropped.

Things had changed.

Dante couldn’t take her eyes off Trent with Harley
sitting so peacefully in her arms. “Yeah,” Trent said. “It was a
big change for me too. But I wanted it.” She kissed Harley’s head
tenderly. “I wanted it so bad. Look what I got blessed with, Dante.
I have a daughter and she, like her mother, is everything to me. I
got a family, Dante, one of my very own.”

Dante recognized the disbelief that cast shadows
across Trent’s eyes for a moment before the sheer joy of being
loved replaced it.

“I’m so happy for you,” she said. “How old is
Harley?”

Harley answered and held up two fingers and one
slightly bent. “Two and a half,” she answered seriously. “I go to
school now.”

“It’s a mother and toddler meet-and-greet kind of
thing,” Trent said. “I guess it’s to make sure that little kids are
comfortable around other kids before they’re thrown into a more
structured school regimen. Harley’s used to kids though because
she’s got cousins out the ass.”

“Mama! Naughty word!” Harley looked aghast.

Trent grinned at her and kissed her head. “You are
your mommy’s daughter. I’ll put a dollar in the jar when we get
home.”

Suitably mollified, Harley sat back to be cuddled a
little more.

An incredibly pretty blonde navigating her way
around the tables with a stroller caught Dante’s attention. She was
gorgeous, and Dante sat up straighter.

“What’s just pinged on your radar?” Trent asked. “Or
should I say who?”

Dante had forgotten Trent had learned all the right
butch cues from her.

“A breathtakingly beautiful blonde is heading in
this direction,” Dante said, not taking her eyes off the woman.

“Is that so?” Trent said.

The blonde headed straight toward their table, and
Dante stood up as she drew near.

“Well, aren’t you sweet?” The blonde smiled at Dante
and leaned down to kiss Trent’s smiling lips. “Now why didn’t you
stand for me?”

“I have a lap full of baby,” Trent said, stretching
up for another kiss. “Hey, Juliet.”

Dante sat back down as Juliet took the seat beside
Trent’s.

“Mommy!” Harley shouted.

Juliet held out a soft plush toy for Harley’s grabby
hands. “You left Yoshi in your stroller. He was getting lonely.”
She handed him over.

Harley kissed his soft fuzzy head and then walked
him across the tabletop. “Yoshi wants ice cream,” she said.

“Well, he’ll have to wait until after you eat your
meal and then he can share whatever flavor you pick out tonight,”
Juliet said.

Harley nodded and began chatting to Yoshi quietly,
probably explaining the delay in dessert for little dinosaurs.

“Juliet, this is a very dear friend of mine. Dante,
this is Juliet. My wife.”

Dante tried not to look too stunned over that piece
of information. She held out her hand to Juliet. “It’s a pleasure
to meet you, Juliet.” She cast an eye at Trent. “You truly are the
luckiest butch on the whole planet. You know that, right?”

Trent looked smug. “I’m well aware of how lucky I
am, believe me. Jule, Dante is the one who taught me how to be the
suave and sophisticated butch that swept you off your feet.”

Juliet gave Trent a smoldering look that made Dante
almost groan in frustrated arousal. God, Trent had snagged herself
a looker. Lucky bastard.

“The Jedi Master to your Padawan, babe?”

Trent laughed. “Minus the lightsabers sadly, but
pretty much yes. She got me out of some fixes when I first began
negotiating the gay scene.”

Juliet’s full attention switched to Dante and all
but seared her where she sat. “So you would be the one to know
stories of a young Trent that maybe Elton wouldn’t be a party to or
unlikely to divulge?”

Dante shot Trent a less than innocent look.
Consider this payback for not warning me the gorgeous blonde I
was eyeing was yours. “I just might know a few tales best told
out of earshot of your daughter and her mother.”

“Is my mama,” Harley suddenly piped up, patting
Trent’s arm. Then she leaned over to pat Juliet. “Is my mommy.”

“You’re a very lucky little girl,” Dante told her.
“She’s the spitting image of you, Juliet.” Dante had a feeling
Trent loved that more than anything else.

“In looks, yes,” Juliet said. “But she’s her mama’s
child in temperament and likes.”

“Mommy, my-pad, my-pad,” Harley demanded as she
pushed aside the menus on the table to clear space for her tablet.
She took it from Juliet with a cheery “Thank you!” and switched it
on.

“We had to get her a tablet of her own. She kept
beating my Angry Birds scores.” Trent’s disgruntled face made Dante
laugh. “It was demoralizing, and the sticky finger marks were
getting harder to clean off. Plus it was prudent to get her one of
her own so I didn’t keep finding she’d deleted my games by
accident.”

“Naughty birdies, Mama.” Harley pointed at the
screen, and both her and Trent’s attention fixated on the game for
a moment.

“The gaming gene she definitely gets from Trent,”
Juliet said. She picked up the menu and scanned it. “Same as usual
for you, babe?”

Trent nodded. “Yes, please.” She looked over at
Dante. “Order whatever you want. It’s my treat.”

“Trent—”

“No, Dante. You were there for me when I needed you
as a young adult. I’m so glad to have you back here. Paying for
your meal is the least I can do.” Trent turned to Juliet. “We need
to help her find a job and a place to stay. She’s literally rolling
in with just her wheels and nothing in place.”

“What kind of work are you looking for?” Juliet
asked.

“Anything that pays the bills. I helped manage a bar
for a month or two in Kansas City to get the money together to come
back here. I am a trained manager by profession, and that’s come in
handy in a lot of places. But I’ll literally do anything as long as
it pays.” She wagged a finger at the managerial badge on Trent’s
chest. “Something I’m glad Trent didn’t follow in my footsteps
with. You stuck with it, just like I knew you would.”

“I’m very dedicated to my job. It probably helps
it’s connected to something I’m passionate about.”

“Well, when I get a job and someplace to live, then
you can hook me up with a new console. Chloe wouldn’t let me use
mine, and I stupidly gave in to her.” Dante shook her head at how
gullible she’d been. “She didn’t want me in the house ‘rotting my
brain with games.’” Dante air quoted. “Of course, now I know why
she wanted me out of the house.”

“When you’re ready just come into the store and I’ll
do you a great deal,” Trent said. She looked down at Harley in her
lap. “You hungry, Harley Q?”

Harley nodded, her head bent over the pad in her
little hands. “And juice please.”

Juliet got up. “Darling, you know what I want. I’ll
go send Zenya over for our order. I can see she’s on tonight.” She
pressed a quick kiss on Trent’s temple as she slipped behind her.
“I’m going to see if Takira is in.” She smiled down at Harley.
“Harley, you tell Mama what you want, okay?”

“Cheese,” Harley drew out the word with a multitude
of eee’s.

Trent grinned and looked at Dante. “That’s her
favorite thing at the moment.”

“And strawberries,” Harley added.

“Just not on the same plate though, eh, baby?”

Harley laughed, muttered, “Silly Mama,” and carried
on with her game.

“You’re happy, aren’t you?” Dante asked. “And you’re
married. My God, dude, you’re married!”

Trent held out her hand to show off her ring. A
simple gold band sat on her finger. “I found me a keeper, and for
reasons I will always thank God for, she wants to keep me too.”

“Family life suits you. I’ve never seen you look so
content. I just remember you downing shots and singing bad karaoke
with Elton. Then I was having to carry you both home, and you still
came back to the bar the next night raring to do it all over
again.”

“That was just existing. This,” Trent nodded
toward Harley, “this is living. Meeting Jule, us having Harley
Quinn, it’s everything my life should be.”

Dante’s lips quirked. “You really called your kid
that?”

“It’s Juliet’s fault. There’s a family thing where
they use Grandma Sullivan’s maiden name as a middle name for all
the kids. We just carried that tradition forward, and there was no
way in hell I was letting that opportunity pass me by.”

“I’ve missed you, kid,” Dante said.

“I missed you too. Wait until you see Elton.”

“He still trying to grow that damn fool beard he was
so desperate for?”

Trent laughed. “He got better at it. It’s more than
just peach fuzz now.” She drew Harley’s attention from her game.
“Harley, Zenya’s coming. Can you tell her what you want for your
dinner, please?”

Harley scrambled up to stand on Trent’s lap,
balancing herself by gripping onto Trent’s shirt collar. “Hi,
Zenya, I want cheese!”

Zenya, an attractive dark skinned woman with
dreadlocks tied back in a ponytail, laughed as she interacted with
Harley. “Of course you do. One special order of mac and cheese for
Harley Quinn coming right up.” Zenya looked at Trent and Dante next
and wrote down their orders.

Trent stopped her before she left. “Put this all on
one bill, please. Dante’s family and she’s not spending a dime
tonight no matter how much she asks for the bill, okay?”

Zenya nodded and winked at Dante. “Enjoy your
meal.”

Dante swallowed at the lump that had risen in her
throat. Yes, she’d made the right move. She was back where she
belonged. She was home.


Chapter Two

Takira’s head was lost in the endless stream of
receipts and orders that she was scrolling through on her laptop.
She berated herself for the millionth time for not realizing that
her ex-manager’s little habit of betting on every football
game had grown into a full-blown addiction to gambling. She’d have
been more than willing to get Claude any help he had needed.
Instead, he had helped himself. Helped himself to thousands of
Takira’s restaurant takings and dragged her into a debt she didn’t
discover until it was nearly too late. Claude had been able to
steal a huge chunk of money. Had he been less greedy or less in
debt to the people he owed the money to, Takira might not have
missed smaller amounts siphoning out of her bank account. But
Claude had been desperate so he’d taken as much as he could get in
one go.

The courts were now trying to recover Takira’s
losses. Her lawyer was in the process of chasing Claude from state
to state as he fled from the promise of prison time for his crime.
Also from the promise of having his knee caps shattered courtesy of
the loan sharks he’d been supposed to pay off. So instead he had
used the money to run.

Finding him was proving to be a challenge, and
Takira was resigned to the fact the money was lost and she had to
start from scratch to rebuild her safety net for the
restaurant.

She lifted her head to stretch her neck a little to
rid it of the tension that seemed to live there now. Takira’s gaze
fell upon the photograph that resided on her desk. It was a rare
family shot. Her parents, Simone and Milton Lathan, stood behind
Takira and her twin sister Latitia. Takira stared at her sister for
a moment.

“I bet you’re laughing your head off at my
misfortune, aren’t you? You never passed up an opportunity to
celebrate any failure I suffered.”

She couldn’t believe how identical they were in
looks but miles apart in personality. She knew Latitia had hated
looking like her. “You might be happy looking like Viola Davis, but
I’d have preferred a skin color like Beyoncé’s.” Takira ran a hand
over her dark skin. She considered the actress a truly gorgeous
individual so had taken it as a compliment. Latitia was never
satisfied. She could have been the living embodiment of Rihanna,
Beyoncé, and Janelle Monae, and she would have still found
something to find fault with. Latitia had constantly complained
about Takira’s mass of natural brown curls that fell past her
shoulders like a mane. Latitia had sat for hours in hairdresser
chairs having hers cut, straightened, and dyed, anything to change
her looks from Takira’s. Anything to not be the person she was, to
reinvent herself, to fit in with the right crowds, to be
less identical. Takira understood the need to carve out her
own sense of identity. But Latitia had inherited all of their
mother’s worse traits, including putting Takira down at every
chance. They might have been twins, but their mother had pitted
them against each other from birth. Over time, any bond they might
have shared was shattered. Takira was destined to work hard and
feel the need to prove herself constantly. Latitia grew up
believing the world owed her a favor, and she wanted it paid in
full.

Takira was so lost in the past that she barely
registered the knock on her office door. She called out for whoever
it was to come in, never taking her eyes off the photo. She waited
for them to start reeling off something that was happening in the
restaurant that only she could possibly deal with. At the silence
that greeted her instead, Takira looked up and found Juliet
Sullivan-Williams staring back at her, arms folded and foot
tapping.

“Did I miss a meeting we had or something?” Takira
searched her memory for an appointment that must have slipped her
mind with Juliet who now took care of the restaurant’s financial
side for her. Never mix friendship with business, Takira had
learned, but Juliet’s financial wizardry had kept Takira’s running
and afloat once Claude had disappeared along with her money. Takira
had never been more grateful to have someone she trusted watching
over her business now.

“No, no meeting. But imagine my surprise when I’m
informed by your staff that you’re still ensconced in your office
instead of braving the rush hour traffic with somewhere else you’re
supposed to be.”

Takira checked the time, groaned, and put her head
in her hands. “I lost track of the time. I’ve been sorting out the
problem we had with our freshly sourced tomatoes.”

“And then, no doubt, something else came up and your
attention was diverted again.”

Takira nodded. “The timing just couldn’t be any
worse. One of my servers quit yesterday because her boyfriend is
moving out of town and asked her to go with him. And I still need a
manager to replace the Claude-shaped hole in my team. But everyone
I’ve interviewed just doesn’t seem right to me. This restaurant is
my baby. I want to work with people I know will take as much pride
in it as I do. But then, I thought Claude was perfect for the job
and look how wrong I was there.”

“We’ll find you someone. But you need a break from
being all business, if only for an hour. And wow, isn’t it a good
thing that I’m eating here tonight with Trent and Harley as our
usual Friday treat?” Juliet stared her down before Takira started
to argue. “I’ve ordered you a meal. If I have to I will drag you
out of here by your beautifully abundant hair and force you to eat
something because I’m betting you haven’t eaten all day
either.”

Takira realized her stomach was feeling decidedly
hollow now that she’d stopped working. She smiled at Juliet’s
no-nonsense face. “Who knew I’d end up with such a wonderful friend
from you being regular customers? And such an amazing accountant
too.”

“Flattery still won’t get me to fudge your taxes,
honey,” Juliet said and gestured for Takira to leave her seat.
“Come on. Come see my handsome wife and our gorgeous child and bask
in our domesticity before Harley starts eating and we all end up
wearing it.”

“My staff loves that child.” Takira began powering
down her laptop. She wouldn’t be working anymore today. “I swear
they fight over who gets to serve her dessert just to see her
smile.”

“Harley does love her sweet treats. It’s a good
thing she’s so active otherwise she’d be a little baby butterball.
Zenya has our orders tonight, and I’ve given her yours too.” Juliet
reached out to catch Takira’s arm gently. “How are you doing today?
Honestly now, no bullshit, because I can spot that a mile off.”

“I’m resigned.”

“And procrastinating,” Juliet added gently. “You
have to go to your mother’s eventually today. You know that,
right?”

Takira nodded. “I’m just working more on it being
later rather than sooner.”

“Come with me. You can eat, have a coffee to fortify
yourself to face your mother, then you can leave. My offer still
stands if you want me to go with you.”

Takira shook her head. “No, no, I’ll be fine, I
promise. I just wish things were different.”

Juliet pulled her in for a hug. “I know. I wish
things were different for you too. But you know you have Trent and
me ready to help you every way we can. You’re not alone, Takira.
We’re here for you. Don’t be too proud to ask.” She guided Takira
out of the office and waited while she locked it up. “I just wish
you’d let me find you a good woman, get you all settled down and
not doing everything by yourself.”

Takira snorted. “I have more than enough on my
plate, thank you very much. I don’t have time for any woman. She’d
come second to the restaurant, and no woman in her right mind would
settle for that.”

Juliet squeezed her arm in sympathy as they wandered
out into the bustling restaurant. Takira put on her bravest face
and waved and greeted her regular customers warmly. She was proud
of what she had accomplished with her restaurant and how well
received it was in the community. She’d worked tirelessly to
achieve her goal of being a restaurateur. This was the fruition of
years of hard work. This was her life.

Juliet’s voice pulled her from her musings.

“You know, I get to see Trent every day, but she
still makes my heart skip a beat.”

Trent looked up and locked eyes with Juliet. “Look
at how she looks at you,” Takira said. “How do you ever keep your
hands off her?”

“We have a two-and-a-half-year-old,” Juliet said.
She slipped her arm out of Takira’s to retake her seat, leaving the
last empty seat for Takira.

Trent smiled at Takira. “Did Juliet drag you kicking
and screaming from your office like usual?”

“She did, but it was worth it to see you all.”
Takira planted a kiss on Trent’s cheek.

Harley held her arms out. “‘Kira, up, up!”

Takira gathered Harley in her arms and cuddled her
close. “Hey, baby. Are you being a good girl for your mommies?”

Harley nodded seriously, her attention distracted by
Takira’s hair which she started playing with.

“Takira,” Trent said, “I’d like you to meet a very
dear friend of mine.”

Takira turned, embarrassed she hadn’t realized there
had been a fourth person at the table.

Dante stood and held out her hand. “Dante Groves.
You have a beautiful restaurant. I’m looking forward to eating
here.”

Takira’s breath caught in her chest. Dante was like
an older version of Trent. A more mature butch, the kind of woman
Takira found unashamedly sexy. She had a weakness for androgyny.
For her, the butcher, the better. There was just something about a
woman comfortable in her body that displayed a more masculine
air.

Dante might be as butch as Trent, but she was
nowhere near as tall. She was pleased to note that in her heels she
was just that bit taller than Dante too. Dante was solid in
stature, not slender or curvy, but broad. She was rounder in the
face than Trent was; her obvious maturity had softened some of the
sterner lines. Dante’s gray hair was shaved on the sides with the
top left a little longer in an artfully disheveled quiff. The
severe cut suited her.

Takira took in Dante’s dress. She tried not to swoon
over the rolled up sleeves of a black denim shirt that displayed
toned arms. There was even a hint of a tattoo. She couldn’t quite
make out the design from where it peeked out under the precise
folds that creased the shirt just so. Dante wore black jeans with a
rolled up cuff, and Takira could see a pair of well-worn but shiny
black leather boots. Takira realized she’d been silent just that
little too long and that she was still holding Dante’s firm hand in
her own.

“Any friend of Trent’s,” she said huskily, sitting
down as carefully as she could with Harley still in her hold. “I
hope you enjoy your meal with us tonight.”

Dante sat down too. “I’m sure I will.”

“I’m having cheese!” Harley announced to pretty much
the whole room.

Takira laughed at her. “That’s because
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