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      “Hey, Naima.”

      I freeze, inside the empty rectangle of my doorless kitchen, a spike of fear replacing my early morning yawn.

      There is a man sitting at my kitchen table. A total stranger I’ve never seen before. And, even scarier than that….

      A gun rested on the otherwise empty kitchen table in front of him. Lethal and almost as menacing as the stranger’s non-smiling mouth. How did he know my name?

      Fear pumps through my body. And to think just a few moments ago, I’d been wondering if even a large cup of coffee would be enough to get me alert and out the door this morning.

      I’m wide awake now, no coffee needed.

      “Sit down, Naima,” the stranger says. He has a thick Jersey accent, but his voice lacks any emotion whatsoever. There was no emotion in his cold black eyes either. The single kitchen light I always leave on reflected off his completely shaven head. But other than that, he’s all shadow.

      And though he hasn’t touched the gun on the table, it feels like he’s pointing it straight at me.

      I stand there, my body stuck in a rictus of previously unknown terror. What does he want? Why is he here?

      The midnight black suit he wears looks like it was specifically tailored to fit over his huge, hulking body. It probably cost more than the entire monthly rent on this townhouse, which I used to share with my blind parents before they moved to the Dominican Republic to retire way more cheaply than they would have been able to here in New York. He’s dressed for business, but I’m a social worker, living paycheck to paycheck. I can barely afford rent now that I’m handling it alone, much less a suit anywhere close to the quality of the one he’s wearing. If he came here to rob me, he’s incredibly stupid.

      But this stranger doesn’t strike me as stupid.

      “Sit down,” he says again. “We can do this the easy way or the dead way.”

      Both my body and mind scream in protest as I fight my primal flight instinct to obey his ruthless command. Like I said, this stranger doesn’t strike me as stupid, or flippant either. He said he’d kill me if I don’t sit down, and I believe him.

      Eyeing him warily, I take a seat in the chair furthest away from him at the table.

      The stranger is technically handsome with tanned skin I’m almost sure isn’t due to the summer sun but genetics. He has ebony eyes, and what I’m guessing would be black hair to match, if he hadn’t shaven his head bald. His coloring and Jersey accent put me in mind of my best friend Amber’s ex-husband, Luca.

      The ex-husband who now heads the Ferraro Crime Family.

      My heart ices over with a new layer of fear. Is this stranger related to my best friend’s crime boss ex-husband? He pronounced my name perfectly, which is unusual for a first meet.

      Usually people call me Nay-ma, Nay-ima, Nah-ima, Nancy—pretty much anything but the Nigh-eema, my parents intended when they named me after the social worker who helped them when they decided to start a family after losing their eyesight due to early onset macular degeneration.

      The fact that this guy knows how to say my name further convinces me that though Luca Ferraro isn’t currently in the room, he’s somehow behind this visit.

      “What do you want?” I was going for a demanding tone, but the words come out shaky. I’m not nearly as brave as Amber would have been if this happened to her. Unlike me, she doesn’t take ish from anybody—or use substitute words for shit. She even fought off a gun man last year when he tried to come after one of her clients.

      But I can barely talk to the scary dude on the other side of the table, and I’m not at all confident I won’t pee my pants if he actually picks up that gun. For the first time, I wish I had actually finished those self-defense classes Amber encouraged me to take. At least then, I wouldn’t feel so weak right now, so totally at this man’s mercy.

      “What do I want?” he repeats with a cold smile. “Just a little bit of conversation.”

      His words might have reassured me if his smile got anywhere near his eyes. Or if he didn’t raise one large, beefy hand and place it on the gun, before adding, “About your bestie, Amber.”

      “No. No, no way!” I answer immediately. She is my best friend and I will do whatever it takes to protect her. “You might as well kill me, because I’m not telling you anything!”

      “Alright then,” he answers, just as immediately. “Have it your way.”

      He raises the gun.

      “No, don’t…” I cry out, suddenly not feeling so brave.

      But he squeezes the trigger anyway and the gun goes off with a loud BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!

      

      I lurch up in bed, breathing hard as the alarm clock blares on my nightstand. Oh God…oh God, I’m dead!

      It takes several seconds before the truth sinks in…that I’ve just woken up from a dream…a traumatic memory, of something that had happened nearly a year ago. A nightmare…albeit with revisions.

      I hadn’t been brave that day. With a gun in the room, I’d done exactly as Stone said. Answered all of his questions, and even called Amber, so that she could walk straight into Luca Ferrarro’s perfectly laid trap.

      I’d been so naïve back then. Kept thinking that the more I co-operated the more chance Amber and I would have of getting out of the situation alive. But a year later, shame washes over me, remembering how easily I’d rolled over for the granite-face stranger, who turned out to be Stone Ferraro, Luca’s cousin and the Ferraro family’s most ruthless enforcer.

      I’m always encouraging self-compassion to my vision-impaired clients. Be gentle with yourself, I tell them. Don’t get too hung up on all your mistakes. Learn from them and let them—blah, blah, blah. As I climb out of bed this morning even more tired than when I went to sleep, I’ve got to admit, it’s hard as heck to practice what I preach.

      Climbing into the shower and scrubbing my skin especially hard with Dove Extra Moisturizing body wash isn’t nearly enough to make me feel clean, though. I’m even more frustrated with myself by the time I climb out.

      When will I stop having that nightmare? I wonder, as I push aside all my usual business casual to get to a black dress at the far end of the rack. When will I get over what’s happened since waking up to find Stone at my kitchen table a year ago?

      I blame it on the day as I pull on the black dress I bought when my parents’ original landlord died. That had been just three months before I inadvertently pushed my best friend straight into the arms of Luca Ferraro, the future don of the Ferraro family. At the time, I’d thought her fellow law student was simply rich, generous, and outrageously handsome to boot.

      “You’re so lucky,” I remember telling Amber, and I’d secretly wished I was beautiful like her. Beautiful enough to land a guy like that. I was a few years older than her. And I’d thought I was the wise one in our friendship back then.

      Ha. Stupid—that was all I’d been before Stone showed up at my kitchen table. Stupid and naïve.

      Amber and I had made plans before that moment. She was pregnant—I’d thought by some anonymous sperm donor. We’d decided to raise her baby together, create a new family in the townhouse I could barely afford on my own. It was the perfect solution for my own boring and stale life…a dream come true.

      Until Stone showed up and it all fell apart.

      Memories of Amber and Luca’s rekindled romance mix with ones from my unexpected love story with Stone’s identical twin, Rock. He was supposed to make up for losing Amber and the baby to the ex-husband who turned out to be its real father. He almost did.

      Until that, too, fell apart.

      Stone had hated me, and I guess, what they say about twins is true. Eventually Rock decided to dump me on his brother’s advice. Then he died the very next day, without telling anyone that we were no longer a thing.

      I zip up the dress I haven’t worn in several years and look at myself in the mirror on the back of my door. I was born in this house, a house without any full-length mirrors, and I can still remember how guilty I’d felt when I’d gone down to Target when I was fifteen to buy this one with my birthday money. Like it was a betrayal of my parents to add something only a sighted person would need to our domicile. Even now, with both my parents and the prospect of living with Amber long gone, it remains the only item specifically made for sighted people in the house.

      However, I don’t love what I see in my secretly bought mirror. Thanks to the thirty pounds I’ve put on, the dress is now too tight, verging on lewd. I’ll have to grab a cardigan to button over it, so that people don’t think I’m trying to flash them at my dead ex-boyfriend’s funeral. My dark curls also aren’t playing along with my somber look. I was supposed to get a long-needed trim last week after my annual physical.

      But the doctor’s news at that appointment had so stunned me that I never made it in. Now, here I am with flyaway curls and a split-ends problem that makes me wish my Haitian mother and Dominican father had never met in that Macular Degeneration support group. My curls are the kind of frizzy, dry mess that would take at least an hour with a flat iron to fix.

      But Rock’s funeral is in less than that. Sighing, I return to the town house’s single bathroom to consult with the patron saint of bad hair days. St. Scünchi No Slip Grip headband goes over my hair, pulling the huge mess into a puff. I rub in a cheap CC cream that evens out my smoky brown complexion, brush on some mascara, grab the cardigan and try again with the mirror.

      A little better, I decide, but not putting in much effort feels strange, considering I used to spend hours getting ready for my daily mandated dates with Rock. He was my first and maybe last chance at real romance, and I wouldn’t have even dreamed of opening the door to him in anything less than full hair and make-up…all the way up until he dumped me.

      But Rock’s dead now. My okayest will have to do.

      My phone’s ding interrupts the second outfit check.

      It’s a text message from Aunt Mari, with a suggestion for a two-bedroom apartment in Charlotte, along with another admonishment about how, “You know you could just stay with Yara and her three kids. She could really use the help, since her husband’s been deployed again and all that oldest daughter of hers knows how to do is play on her phone.”

      Her admonishment tugs at my heart. It must be so hard for Aunt Mari’s daughter, Yara. Aunt Mari and her can’t live together because they have one of those oil and water mother-daughter relationships. And raising three kids with a husband away has to be so—

      I cut myself off right there. That’s Too Nice Naima talking. Always giving too much of herself to others, only to be left behind when the people I build up move on.

      Refusing to case work my cousin, I tap on the apartment link—holy macaroni, is that really the price of a one-bedroom? I’m paying twice that for our place in Jackson Heights…

      No, not our place. My place, I remind myself. Just my place now.

      I’ve got to start remembering that. I type a quick note of thanks to Aunt Mari and hit send.

      Then it’s time to go.

      A wave of grief crashes over me. Rock hadn’t been the tough twin. He’d hated to fight and couldn’t bring himself to kill.

      “I know how it looks on the outside, but I swear I was born into the wrong family. I’ve been suspecting that from the time I was a kid. Stone took to all the backroom deals and gun stuff real natural, just like our dad, but I taught myself computers because I knew that would never be me. Anyway, that’s all I want. To marry a normal woman, so we can settle down and have a normal life. You keep asking why a guy like me would be interested in a girl like you. But you’re a sweet social worker. You wouldn’t have nothing to do with my family if you weren’t trying to help your friend. Believe me, you’re exactly what I want. Because on the inside you’re just like me.”

      He told me that as we walked home from yet another amazing dinner date. And that ended up being the night we finally made love.

      And now he was dead. Guilt, regret, and resentment swirl around my chest in a confusing grief.

      God, I don’t want to go to this funeral. But I order a Lyft anyway and even pay the extra so that I don’t have to share it.

      The funeral is just as I’d expected it to be. Long and super Catholic. As the priest drones on about tragedy and lives cut short, I remember Rock’s and my first date. He’d told me stories about all the stuff he used to do to keep from falling asleep during Mass. Shouting Amen after every hymn, writing computer code by hand on the back of the offering card, and even shoplifting some smelling salts from the local Walgreens.

      I laughed until tears were coming out of my eyes, and thought, so this is what a spectacular first date feels like.

      But at Rock’s funeral, my eyes remain bone dry. I don’t shed a single tear. There are too many other things to think about, too many worries fretting up my mind.

      “You should have sat up front with us,” Amber says, later when we’re all gathered around the gravesite at a famous Queens’ cemetery, known as the final resting place for many of the organized crime world’s biggest household names. And now Rock.

      Despite being blind and having her four-month-old baby on her hip, Amber managed to find me in the large crowd of her husband’s and Rock’s Italian family members. I can’t say I’m surprised. Amber’s always been amazing that way, and as I turn to face her and the baby she named Luca Jr, my chest pangs with what might have been if Stone hadn’t shown up at my kitchen table.

      “Hi, Amber,” I say, glad not for the first time, that she can’t see me.

      “Why didn’t you find me as soon as you got here?” she answers, staying on point like she often does. She’s a natural born lawyer. I thought that the first time we met to set up her freshman year dorm room at Hunter’s College. And I continue to think it now as we stand beside Rock’s grave.

      I glance around and end up feeling even more self-conscious. Amber is easily the most beautiful person I know in real life, and the gorgeous blue-eyed baby boy sleeping contentedly on her shoulder hasn’t taken away from that sheen. As always, a lot of people are staring at her, which means they’re staring at us.

      She doesn’t know that this happens everywhere she goes. Has been happening ever since I met her. I used to shove the self-conscious feelings down. Used to tell myself it didn’t matter. And then act like I really believed that.

      Today is different, though. Today I mumble, “I’m not part of the family,” and drop my eyes to my feet, so that I don’t have to look at her or anyone else.

      “You’re part of my family,” Amber says. “That’s true no matter what.”

      No matter what. I wish that were true. I wish things were really as simple as she decided they were after she accepted Luca’s second marriage proposal.

      “Nai…” she says with a sigh when I don’t answer. “I know how sensitive you are, that you’re hurting. I am, too. I mean, I was…”

      A sad shadow falls over Amber’s face, reminding me that she has traumatic memories of her own. Ones that are way worse than mine. I feel all sorts of petty for not wanting to come here this morning. Not just because Rock’s funeral would be sad, but also because I didn’t want the pain of seeing Amber with her perfect family and the baby we were supposed to raise together.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t sit next to you…” I say, meaning it.

      I’ve got to tell her.

      “I know this isn’t the best place,” I take a steadying breath and rip the Band-Aid off. “But I wanted to tell you first that I’ve gotten a job in North Carolina. So I’m moving there…ah, next week.”

      Amber didn’t use to be so great about showing emotion. She used to be closed off and a little distant. Even with those she loved.

      But today, standing beside Rock’s grave with her baby, her mouth drops open and she lets out a woof of air. Like I kicked her. “What? Why are you just now telling me this?”

      “I only got the offer three days ago.” Not a lie. But not the exact truth either. It’s true I only got the offer three days ago, but I applied for the job shortly after that doctor’s appointment.

      “The fact that they made you the offer means that you must have applied for the job. I’m assuming this offer didn’t come out of the blue.”

      Darn, Amber. Of course, she picks up on that omission. I swear she’s like a bloodhound with the real truth and nothing but the truth. Encouraging her to apply to law school has come back to bite me.

      I squirm under Amber’s interrogation, all the true answers wanting to come out. But I keep them locked behind my clamped lips. I’m not that naïve girl at the table anymore. I know better now. Telling her the truth won’t solve anything. Only make it worse.

      “One of my dad’s sisters lives in Charlotte. All her children are grown and out of the nest, and she’s been begging me to move down there ever since my parents left New York. A special position as an advocate for college-age foster youth just came up. And I think…I think it’ll be a perfect fit.”

      Amber’s head jerks back. “So you’re just leaving?”

      I waiver, wanting and wishing like I often do that things had turned out differently. That Stone had never shown up at my kitchen table and that Amber and I had raised her baby together as we planned, without his sperm donor ever finding out.

      But that’s a stupid, selfish wish, especially now.

      Luckily, the priest saves me from having to answer her hurt question. He calls for our attention, and we all turn to face where he’s standing behind Rock’s now closed casket.

      More sermonizing, then it’s finally time to lower Rock’s body into a ground. A terrible sound rises from the other side of the audience’s semi-circle as soon as the gleaming black and gold casket starts its descent.

      It’s Rock’s mother. Her entire body shakes as she weeps into her hands, and I suspect she would fall to her knees if not for Luca holding her up with a strong arm around her shoulders.

      On the other side of her stands Stone and a much older version of the man in the mugshot on the Wikipedia page for Stanley Ferraro. Stone and Rock’s father, on temporary release from his double lifetime sentence for several counts of pretty much everything a mafioso can be sent to prison for. Stanley had originally been slated to become the Ferraro’s Family’s next head, but that Don title ended up going to Luca’s father when his brother caught a lifetime, and then some, prison sentence.

      If things had worked out differently, Stone would be the current head of the Ferraro family. But they didn’t and now he’s the one standing by as his father does absolutely nothing to console his grieving wife.

      That might be because he’s in handcuffs chained directly to his waist. But I don’t think so. His expression is a total mirror of his granite-faced son’s. He’s a craggier Stone with a full head of grey hair. Hard, emotionless, and apparently incapable of providing even a measure of comfort to the woman barely standing beside them.

      Looking at the two expressionless men, I try to find a pang of sympathy somewhere in my soul. Try to forgive. Try not to hate Stone, like I’ve hated him since I found him at my kitchen table. But observing him watch his brother get lowered into the ground with the same cold, uncaring expression he wore when he told me to sit down, I can’t. I just can’t.

      I throw my dirt and go. No stopping to give my condolences to Rock’s mother, who I doubt I could look in the eye anyway. No saying good-bye to Amber. I just go and don’t look back.

      The air is less cold on the other side of the cemetery’s entrance. And as I order another Lyft, I breathe heavily, feeling like I’ve narrowly escaped something. Joe, a Latino-looking guy in a black Prius is my savior and he’s on his way. All I have to do is meet him at the curb.

      But then…

      “Hey, Naima.”

      I freeze at the sound of Stone’s voice. It sends shivers down my back now just as it did back then. And I no longer have to worry about catching my breath. It disappears as he comes to stand in front of me, somehow looming larger than Rock ever did, even though they are—were—identical twins.

      He blocks my access to the road. “I don’t know how they do it at your kind of Catholic funerals, but at ours, you usually say something to the mother of the deceased. Especially when the deceased is your dead boyfriend.”

      A thousand defenses come to mind, none of which I dare to say out loud. Not to this man.

      “I’ll send a card,” I lie. Then, as long as I’m racking up the sins, I add, “I have some place to be. An important appointment.”

      A beat, as his eyes flicker up and down my body. Not the way Rock’s did when we first met, but like a man, who couldn’t be more disgusted. “You’re lying,” he says. “But go, run.”

      Again, I could defend myself. Again, I don’t. Instead I happily take the invitation and start to push past him. But then he grabs hold of my arm, his meaty hand a vice around my shoulder. “Hear you’re moving.”

      My heart pounds with fear at his words. Is he tracing my emails and calls, like Luca used to do Amber? If so, how much does he know about the real reason I’m moving?

      “Amber’s all upset about it,” he says, cutting off my panicked thoughts.

      Oh…Amber. A pang of guilt hits me along with another useless wish that things had turned out differently.

      “Dick move, Almonte,” Stone says, as if giving voice to my thoughts. “Better ways to deal with your bullshit crush.”

      “I’m not leaving because of Amber,” I say, my lips tightening.

      Now that’s the truth, but Stone shakes his head at me like he’s caught me telling another bold-faced lie.

      I’m once again gripped by the same anger that made me knee him in the crotch the last time we talked. I hate this, hate the way he makes me feel like someone I’m not. Someone spiteful and fighty. Someone so infuriated, she has to resort to knee punches instead of words.

      “Just let me by, okay?” I say. “I don’t…I don’t want to do this. Not today.”

      Stone’s hand tightens on my shoulder, the direct opposite of what I asked. I’m considering another knee to his crotch, like the last time we talked to each other. But then I see the look on his face and stop.

      Mainly because there actually is a look on his face. Not a cold and neutral expression, but a furrowed brow above eyes that are…well, not soft, but not as hard as they were when they lowered his brother into the ground.

      And just like that, my baseline compassion boots back up.

      “Stone,” I say softly. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry about your brother. I can’t even fathom how hard this must be for you.”

      “Yeah,” he says, the word falling like a pebble between us.

      He looks at me. And I look at him. One thin line of human connection tentatively forming between us.

      Then his lips come crashing down on top of mine.

      I’m shocked. At least I should be, but I’m not given a chance. His kiss is immediately relentless and all-consuming. There’s no chance for my mind to process or wander as it sometimes did when I was making out with Rock. From the moment our mouths touch, Stone plunges and plunders, demanding and then taking every ounce of my attention.

      But I can’t blame the surprise of the kiss for what happened next. How instead of pushing Stone away, I threw my arms around his neck, pulling myself into his savage kiss even deeper. How instead of feeling repulsed by this unexpected assault, my body thrilled with a hum unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. Not caring where I was, who this was. Just wanting more and more.

      Until suddenly Stone pulls away, as abruptly as he attacked me.

      I stumble back a little, not understanding. Not comprehending. How he could so suddenly stop doing something that had felt so good?

      But he does. And even worse, his face has gone expressionless again.

      “I don’t get it,” he says, his words as soft as bullets shooting out a silenced gun. “I still don’t fucking get what Rock ever saw in you.”

      The words slice my heart open, just as the phone I’m still holding vibrates in my hand. I look down at it to see that Joe, my Lyft driver, is here.

      And by the time I look back up, Stone is gone.

      Like he was never even there.

      Okay, then…

      Sometimes you ask God for a sign that you’ve made the right decision. Sometimes he just gives you one whether you asked for it or not.

      This is my freaking sign, I decide right there and then.

      I, Naima Almonte, am a freaking mess. I need to get the heck out of New York City. And this…what happened with Stone…how I responded to his kiss…confirms it.

      Bye, New York.

      Hello, Charlotte.
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      “I just don’t understand why you would move down here if you’re not going to let me move in with you.”

      I bite back my frustration and take a steadying breath. “Tia…”

      “Okay, okay, at least let me set you up. Come to church with me tomorrow, mija, there’s a man I want you to meet. He is a little skinny but other than that, perfect for you. His name is Luis!”

      Eight months later, I’m still certain my decision to move to Charlotte was a good one. But I am regretting answering my aunt Mari’s call while rushing around the best I can to get ready for work.

      “Thank you, but no thank you,” I say in Spanish to her latest invitation to join her for church this Sunday.

      “Oh, come on, mija, Luis will not bite. And he needs a nice, responsible girl like you to keep him off these streets. Plus, his baby’s mother is blonde, and he hates her, so I do not think he will mind your dark skin.”

      Wow.

      I still don’t quite know how to respond to the blatant colorism often spewed by the older relatives on the Dominican side of my family tree. On one hand, respect your elders. My father would flip out if he heard I talked back to his older sister for any reason.

      On the other hand, if I had to take one more phone call from Aunt Mari about some potential candidate she’d dredged up along with her equally colorist church members, I will scream loud enough for the way less color struck Dominicans in New York to hear it. And don’t even get me started on how I have to constantly remind her that I don’t just consider myself a dark Latina, but black. You know, thanks to the Haitian mother, she and some of my other older relatives still can’t believe my father lowered himself to marry.

      “Sorry, Tia Mari,” I say instead. Then I switch back to English to tell her, “Hard pass.”

      “You’re right maybe we should wait until you lose all that weight,” Aunt Mari says cheerily.

      I glare at the phone. “Okay, I’ve got to go, Titi.”

      “Wait, we still haven’t talked about me moving in with you!”

      “So sorry, Titi, I’m going to be late for work. Not hanging up on you,” I promise. Then I do just that.

      Only to get hit with another pang of guilt. No matter what kind of new leaf I’ve decided to turn over here, the old Too Nice Naima, who tries her best to like everyone and wants everyone to like her back is still lurking around.

      Too Nice Naima would have gone with her aunt to church to dutifully meet Luis. Then, depending on the level of his sad background story, Too Nice Naima would not only date him, but also spend the majority of her outside work time and energy trying to fix him, all the way up until he left her for somebody better.

      Believe me, I’m grateful for my aunt after she not only found me my current job and showed up with several cousins to help me move into my new apartment in a nice neighborhood near the college where I do most of my outreach work. But this move, this new job and this upcoming new phase in my life—it’s meant to be a fresh start. It’s a chance to break all my old patterns, and her trying to set me up isn’t part of the plan.

      As I make my way down to the bus stop, I decide I need to nip this in the bud. Tell her I’m not just reluctant to date in my current circumstances, but off the idea of love and relationships altogether.

      “I’ve had enough hurt and disappointment in my life.,” I could tell her truthfully. “Too much to be prayed away. Sorry.”

      Unlike on the New York subway, a man moves out of his seat as soon as I climb on the bus outside my apartment building, which is already stuffed with people headed into downtown Charlotte.

      I sigh as soon as I sit down, taking a moment to catch my breath as I often have to these days after any sort of fast movement.

      I didn’t have the dream last night.

      Again.

      That shouldn’t make me anxious, but it does. Obviously, having a recurring dream about the most traumatic experience of your life for nearly a year straight wasn’t fun. But for some reason, its absence feels even more worrying. Mainly because of what had come before that first dreamless night.

      A cemetery kiss that hadn’t disgusted or repelled me, but had turned me on, like no other kiss ever had before.

      I still don’t fucking get what Rock ever saw in you.

      Yeah, me either, Stone, I think, staring out the window at Charlotte’s charming landscapes as the bus ferries me into work.

      What is wrong with me that several months and six hundred miles from New York later, I’m still obsessing over that kiss?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlotte’s social work department is understaffed and underfunded, which I don’t like for my clients, but appreciate for myself. My workday passes by just as quickly as every other has since I finished up my training period. It’s filled with urgent paperwork, filings, and a ton of delegation for anything that involves next month when I won’t be here.

      Unfortunately, I have a check-in scheduled with one of my most heartbreaking clients tonight. A homeless college student, living in her car, now that she’s been kicked out of the foster care system. I feel tired just thinking about meeting with her.

      Not because I don’t want to help her, but because I’m not sure I can.

      Nonetheless at exactly 5:45, I step into our meeting/conference room where Cami Marino is already waiting for me. Pacing back and forth in front of the conference table, instead of sitting at it, like most of my clients do.

      “Cami, why don’t you sit down,” I say, steeling my heart against the twenty-year old’s huge brown eyes.

      She reminds me a little of Amber, because she’s the secret daughter of an Italian father, and also has light brown skin. But other than that, Cami’s nothing like Amber. She’s normal twenty-year-old cute as opposed to arrestingly beautiful. And right now, her eyes are crazed and frightened, as opposed to crackling with determination.

      But like Amber, she’s a hard worker who’s overcome enormous obstacles to excel at college. Despite having lost her mother to an overdose and being forced to live out of her car, Cami just made the Chancellor’s list after finishing her junior year at UNC Charlotte. She’s also nearing the same age Amber was when we went from being a social worker and her client to true friends.

      I have to remind myself of how well that turned out as I place her case file down on the table. Don’t get too close, the new Not Nice Naima warns me.

      “I’m sorry,” she apologizes. “But I can’t sit down. I’ve got to know what’s going on with my sister. Did the other social worker get the proof she needs to get her away from our dad?”

      I regard her with a sympathetic tilt of my head. “Cami, even if the other social worker found something, I couldn’t tell you about it,” I remind her. “That’s not how this works.”

      “I just need to know if she’s alright. I need to make sure he’s not doing to her what he did to me,” Cami mumbles into her scuffed tennis shoes. She’s dressed in sweatpants and a thin t-shirt over an ill-fitting bra, and she’s let her hair grow into a wild, super dry fro, in desperate need of a deep conditioning and a long detangling session.

      Observing how bad she looks—even for a college student, makes my heart hurt. I’ve read that poor grooming is a classic symptom of sexual abuse. On a subconscious level, victims transform themselves to be less appealing, so as not to suffer the so-called attraction they think they might have invited upon themselves.

      Looking at her hunched shoulders, I hate that the system has now pitted me against the girl who came into our office six months ago to report her formerly secret father for sexual abuse, in the hopes of adopting her little sister. Cami feared her sister might be in danger, now that the girl’s mother had died.

      Carlos Marino was a prominent member of the community, the executive director of a top accounting firm. And the head of the agency had seemed more concerned with investigating quietly than Cami’s story about having endured a sexual relationship with her father when she was a little girl around Talia’s age.

      Now here we were in this meeting room with Cami asking me for answers I wasn’t allowed to give.

      “How are you doing at college?” I ask, trying to steer the conversation back to our check-in. “Are you able to keep up with classes, considering everything.”

      “I’m fine,” she answers, balling her fist. “All that matters is my sister. Can you just maybe nod if she looks okay.”

      “I’ve got a box of supplies for you. Razors, maxi pads, stuff like that,” I say, instead of answering her question. “Right at my desk
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