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	Life changed after the events at the Gold Strand Hotel. 

	 

	Jamieson Carmichael wanted his old man to take sobriety seriously. His cousin Cash was struggling with keeping his word. Sami-Mahogany was falling in love with the city, but a message will put her in a bad space. Questions arise. Jamieson will meet with Ethan Smith. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


	 

	Still Sexy Trouble

	 

	

	 

	 

	Jamieson Carmichael 

	 

	Mornings in bed were comfortable. Sami’s leg was thrown carelessly across my waist. She yawned and relaxed on my chest. I kissed her forehead and rubbed her ass, “You’re struggling. No sex for you this morning.”

	“I want you,” she yawned again, “I’ll be up soon.” 

	I chuckled, “I’ll go for a run and make breakfast.” 

	“Oh, thanks, you’re truly everything,” Sami turned over and cuddled with a pillow. I would’ve laughed but she would fuss about her valuable seconds of sleep. Sami will stop mid-rant to express her love and then get back to it. I was tempted to take a chance. We haven’t spent much time together in the past few weeks. She looked almost angelic sleeping. I held off and quietly left the bedroom. 

	A trip to the bathroom and quick warmup happened. Time was spent on the treadmill. The intensity picked up a mile in. Every muscle worked in rhythm. I was on my second uphill stretch when Sami came into view. My gaze locked on her. She seductively came closer with her hips swaying and untamed curls falling over her eyes. 

	My heart rate ramped up. Sami’s lush mouth was made for kisses and every naughty thing she wanted, but I kept running. Sami kept tempting me. I yanked the earbuds out and ended on low impact. 

	Sami held out a towel, “Hey, I’m wide awake now.” 

	“I see,” I swiped the towel across my face and chest but didn’t break stride. “Don’t keep teasing me.” 

	“I’m not,” she bit her lip. “Jamie, I want you.”  

	Sami started saying my nickname right after she heard my family use it. I didn’t mind, but my beautiful girlfriend was flirting. “Since when do you want a quickie?”  

	Sami put one hand on her hip, “We never have fast sex. It’s forty minutes. It’ll work. We can skip breakfast.”  

	“Still a quickie. You won’t get a frittata.” 

	“I’ll miss something delicious.” Sami sighed. “I’ll sacrifice it. I want you too much. Nothing comes first.” 

	“Are you sure? You have a minute to decide.”  

	“It’ll always be you,” Sami sighed and then softly pleaded with her delicate voice sounding so sweet. 

	The timer beeped. I hit the button. Sami took off running, leaving the room, and racing down the hall. 

	I laughed and gave chase. Sami had a head start, but I caught her near our bedroom. She was laughing when I scooped her up. Sami anchored her legs and squealed, “Okay, okay! I’m done teasing you!” 

	“You’re not, but you’re ready though.” 

	“Always for you,” her mouth brushed mine. 

	We shared kiss after kiss until her hands traveled lower. A hand job wouldn’t do much. I ravished her mouth with a wild kiss to show we would fuck in the hall if she kept teasing me.

	Sami met my gaze. Those pretty brown eyes were still so damn expressive. Sami kissed me like she’d never get another chance to. Our relationship was like a train moving twice the normal speed, but every waking moment was spent being the man she needed. 

	Sami released a delicate sigh, content to be spoiled. She liked foreplay. I didn’t disappoint. My hand was between her legs, giving her pleasure. I kissed Sami’s moans away and kept toying with her clit. Sami’s thighs started quivering. I backed off and carried her into our bedroom. 

	“Why did you stop?” Sami pouted, “I got up early.” 

	“Knowing it would come to this,” I said and lowered her gently. Sami was affectionate and liked anything involving romance. She relaxed on the feather-down pillows and offered her mouth for kisses. I gave in and then kissed her neck and twisted her silk nightie until she was exposed. My grip tightened on the silk. Sami started pouting. I kept slowly caressing her, proving there would be tenderness. Sami was a dark-skinned beauty with midnight curls and a lush pout. I was swept away when we first met, now, my heart was hers to do with as she pleased. 

	I went lower, gently kissing her thighs, and reveling in the sweet scent mingling with her essence. We didn’t have time for wild fucking. I kept it in mind during my first taste. Sami’s hands were tangled in my hair. She released a cute groan when I sucked her clit. My erection was throbbing, but I pleased her until her soft sighs turned into raspy moans. It took effort to back off. 

	Sami’s eyes swept over me, “You can take your time.”  

	I chuckled, “I can’t. You have to work.” 

	“I’m always early. I can be late this one time.” 

	“You’ll be upset. How do you want it love?”

	Sami took off her nightie and relaxed with her ass in the air. My view was sexy. I kept a hand on her pussy, ditched my runners, and yanked my jogging pants and boxer briefs down. My dick slapped her ass. She liked it. Sex was stress relief for me. Sami never had to plead for it. I kept the position, gripped her ass, and thrust in deep. Heat surged. Sami tightened and cried out. I tenderly kissed her shoulder. Comforting her came easy. Sami didn’t want it. She shrugged off my kisses and bounced. Damn if I didn’t like it. Things kicked up ten notches. 

	I groaned, “Love, no. It’s not happening.” 

	“Give in. Damn it,” Sami cursed more and her ass bounced with each thrust. She wanted what was hers. We went stroke for stroke with her trembling and twisting in my grasp. Sami whispered my name and climaxed in a heated rush, but I held out until the feeling spiked. My body seized. Sami was still pushing her ass back. I kept her anchored, “Cut it out. You’ll be late.” 

	“I don’t care,” Sami groaned. “Give it to me.”

	“Stop fussing. We’re getting in the shower. I’ll please you however you want tonight.”

	She relaxed a little, “I feel like you’re only saying that.”  

	“I’m not, I always put in work. You know it,” I helped Sami out and led her to the bathroom. 

	She sighed, “I should’ve twisted my hair.” 

	“It looks good however you wear it. You’re a sexy little thing,” I turned on the shower and hit the button for the tiles to heat. Sami didn’t like feeling cold, but her delicate skin couldn’t handle extreme changes in temperature. 

	She was pouting while impatiently tucking curls under the oversized plastic cap. I stepped into the glass shower, “Come on. Quality time is happening.” 

	“Oh, I’m done complaining,” Sami hurried to get in.

	We shared affectionate kisses under the hot streams of water. Sami sighed and reached for her shower gel and sponge, “Sex is the perfect way to start my morning. I’m feeling less stressed, but I’m working on not worrying.”  

	I started washing, “You can feel however you want. Dionne is safe.” 

	Sami sighed, “Right. I don’t even want to think about Mister Lionel or my friend Joy being in harm’s way. She’s six weeks away from her due date. I’m so excited!”

	“I can tell,” I laughed because suds flew every which way. I moved slightly so she could stand in front of me. Sami was quiet while rinsing off. 

	“What’s up? You’re thinking about something.” 

	I’m trying to be a better person,” Sami admitted, “Don’t laugh. I have a temper. I hold grudges. It’s not healthy.” 

	“Change whatever you want. Do it for you, no one else, but you’re perfect the way you are.” 

	“Thanks. I wanna say something,” she moved closer with her soft skin brushing mine. 

	My reaction to her was instant, “Go ahead. I’m listening.” 

	“Okay because you didn’t seem mad at the time,” Sami softly rambled. “Well, I can’t be sure, but if you were it didn’t show. Oh, I don’t know for real.” 

	 “Love, talk to me. What is it?” 

	“Okay. Are you mad at me for hugging Gareth? Or kissing him on the cheek? I reacted without thinking.” 

	I smiled, “No, Dionne might not know the details about everything at Whitt’s Homestead, but it’s good for her to see you and Gareth getting along.”  

	“Okay, I was trying to figure out how to ask. I’ll say hello in passing from now on. It won’t happen again.” 

	I chuckled, “You’re mine. We don’t agree on everything, but we’ll work it out. Don’t hold off talking.” 

	Sami was quiet. I didn’t care about the plastic cap and kissed her forehead, “We fell in love. It happens.”

	Sami’s feelings came through loud and clear with sweet kisses. She was still a tease. Our shower was a good time. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


	 

	Keeping His Word

	 

	

	 

	 

	Jamieson 

	 

	Sami’s skin was incredibly soft, all the time. I kissed her bare shoulder, “How are you feeling love?” 

	“Good,” she sighed. “I need to get a move on.” 

	I backed off to give her space, threw on loungewear, and my favorite leather loafers. Sami was doing her routine when I left for the kitchen. Food prep didn’t take long. Cash was on his way. It worked out since we needed to talk. Batter went in the oven. I fixed the setting and finished cooking breakfast. Bacon was on the grilling station when Cash opened the door, “It smells good!” 

	“Stop yelling through the house.” 

	He laughed and came into view, “Where’s Sami?” 

	“Upstairs getting ready for work,” I grabbed oven mitts and pulled out the muffins, “These are hers.” 

	“Hush puppies. Why didn’t you fry them?” 

	“Bacon and eggs were added to the recipe.” 

	“Nice, she’ll like them,” Cash washed his hands, “I’ll crash in the guest room. I’m working later.” 

	I glanced at him, “You’ve been going nonstop lately.”

	“I’m staying busy,” Cash shrugged and started eating. He looked pissed off to the point of exhaustion. 

	Cash gave his word. He wouldn’t get involved in my old man’s shit. I knew firsthand how fucked up life gets trying to save Dad from himself and whoever wants to kick his ass. Cash didn’t need the stress. I spoke on it, “Thanks for checking on my old man.” 

	“I gave my word,” he munched on a piece a bacon, “A man is nothing without it.” 

	“True but it’s hurting you.” 

	Pain flashed in Cash’s eyes. He stopped eating, “You pay for his place. You’re still his emergency contact. You pay all his medical bills. You’re feeling it in a different way. Why don’t you get it?” 

	“I’m trying to get through it, same as you. I don’t want you ruining your life over his decisions.”  

	“I won’t.”

	“Going after Vince Ricci’s son is a bad idea.” 

	Cash met my gaze, “His family came for my uncle. His debt was paid.” 

	“He borrowed money again.” 

	Cash shook his head, “Uncle Drew should’ve been turned away. They broke our agreement, not me.”  

	“Would a meeting with Vince change anything?” 

	“Not unless he’s giving his blessing.”  

	I sighed, knowing there was no talking sense into him, “You have my temper.” 

	“So, you know what it is. Everybody keeps asking if I’m cool. I’m not, but I’m keeping my word.”    

	“You’ve honored it long enough.” 

	Cash stopped eating, “What are you saying?” 

	“This will keep bothering you. Don’t keep your word for my benefit. What do you need from me?” 

	“Nothing, you didn’t know about the agreement. Bam was there. I’ll talk to him first, but I’m taking another route if I don’t like where it’s heading.” 

	“Fair enough,” I replied, knowing Bam or one of the guys would reel Cash in before he crossed lines there was no coming back from. “It’s okay to care. I’m not taking it away from you. My old man being your uncle has nothing to do with what kind of dad he was to me.” 

	“He was piss-poor at both. Uncle Drew’s advice for women was don’t get them knocked up cause babies are damn expensive,” Cash mimicked his voice, “Trust me kid, your woman will punish you something crazy.” 

	I shook my head, “He gives advice but can’t take any.”  

	Cash chuckled, “Yeah. Mr. Bryce asked your Mom out. Uncle Drew lost his shit. He went on a crazy rant about the big-time doctor from down the street trying to take his family. Dad put an end to it. Uncle Drew left before our Moms got back from shopping.” 

	I laughed, “Aunt Peg will turn on the hose in the middle of Winter or tell Uncle Dan to make him leave.”  

	“Probably. I told your Dad to give her space.” 

	“He won’t listen. Mom didn’t mention Mr. Bryce, but he’s had a crush on her for years.” 

	“Yeah. Dad said the same. He’ll make sure she’s looked after,” Cash replied and went back to eating. 

	Uncle Dan always kept things in order at the house. Boundaries were put on my old man. He needed them. 

	We relaxed to eat and talk more. Cash was feeling somewhat better when Sami walked in the kitchen, “Hey Cash, I didn’t know you were coming for breakfast.”  

	“It was a surprise,” Cash laughed and stood to kiss her cheek, “How’s work going?” 

	“Good. How are you feeling?” Sami only asked that question when she really wanted to know the answer. 

	Cash smiled, “I was a little down, but I’m feeling okay.” 

	I sipped my coffee and didn’t comment. 

	“I’m glad to hear it,” Sami teased him and then looked around. “Where’s my plate?” 

	“Don’t fuss. Your muffins are in a container. Here, taste this one,” I offered the one waiting on my plate. 

	Sami bit it and sighed, “Oh, this is so good. Thank you!” 

	Cash laughed, “You were getting upset.” 

	Sami shrugged, “Jamie’s cooking is amazing.” 

	Cash was amused. My parents and his always use my nickname, but it was cute coming from her. 

	“Okay, so I thought they were hush puppies, totally different, equally delicious,” Sami rambled and hurried to open the container. She look good wearing a charcoal gray pantsuit with a navy-blue lace sweater underneath. It was a modest fit but didn’t hide her curves. 

	Sami moved effortlessly in her t-strapped heels. She left my line of vision, “Yes! I need all these. Wait. Why is there only seven? Oh, I just ate one, sorry.

	I smiled, “You’re forgiven. You don’t have time to eat.” 

	“I’m packing them.”

	I sipped my coffee, “Are you?” 

	Cash shook his head and then silently laughed. 

	Sami replied, “Not really. I’m packing six.”

	“Thanks for being honest,” I replied. “Your thermos is ready. Be careful, the coffee is hot.” 

	“Got it, oh, it’s going to be so good with these muffins.”  

	“It should be,” I finished my coffee, “Your lunch is in the refrigerator on the top shelf.” 

	“Okay, got it,” Sami laughed, “You put my name on it and everything.” 

	I smiled, “I didn’t want it to go missing.”

	“Right,” Sami agreed, “They need to install a camera.” 

	Cash glanced at her, “Are they eating your lunch?” 

	“No, I haven’t been robbed yet,” Sami peeked in the bag, “Today is not the day. I’ll fight someone for this sandwich made with Brioche.”

	“Sounds about right,” Cash chuckled and headed to the stove for more food. “I’ll clean up before bed.” 

	“Will you be here later?” Sami asked. 

	“Nah. I’m working. I’ll go home tonight.” 

	“Aww, okay, I’ll text you,” Sami gathered her things. 

	I helped the process along, “You’ll be on time.” 

	 Sami nodded, “On time is feeling late.” 

	“It means you have a strong work ethic,” I told her and grabbed my coat. Sami put on hers, added a scarf, and pulled on gloves before grabbing her food bag and thermos. “I’ll carry your laptop case.” 

	“Thanks,” Sami kissed me and waited at the door.

	We were on our way when Sami mentioned buying a car. She rambled for a minute and then sighed, “Your car is so refined and sexy. It always feels good.” 

	I laughed, “Thanks. I’m helping with buying yours.”  

	“You shouldn’t. You already do too much for me.” 

	“Your interest rate will be high.” 

	Sami released a frustrated groan, “I’m working on my credit. Everything will be paid by the end of this year.”  

	“Love, that’s too long from now.” 

	Sami was silently fighting her feelings, knowing getting approved and dealership financing was a hassle. I turned into the lot and parked near the building, “You don’t have to do this alone.” 

	“You’re always taking care of everyone. How about I pay you back?” 

	“Twenty-thousand dollars is walking around money.” 

	Sami laughed, “Yeah, for you. It’s a process buying your gifts. It drives me crazy. What do you want? Name it.” 

	“Nothing. No promises. No guilt. No gifts. Just you.”  

	“Aww, I’m kissing you for saying that. Jamie, I’m not letting this go. Say what you want.” 

	“You never have to plead for anything.”

	“I’m spoiled. Our life is incredible, now, say something. I’m stubborn. You know this.” 

	“I know how to handle you,” I playfully winked at her but answered before she could pout. “Cook for me.”  

	Her brown eyes sparkled, “Dinner dates can happen every weekend if you want.” 

	“I want it all. Can we kiss to seal the deal?”  

	“Yes,” Sami released her seatbelt and pulled me into a sweet kiss. She kept teasing until my mouth locked on hers. It felt as good as the first time. Sami’s mouth brushed mine in a seductive caress, “Thanks for my car.”  

	I chuckled, “I didn’t buy it yet.” 

	“But you will. I’m still giving you my savings.” 

	“Use it to pay down your bills.” 

	“My paycheck handles them.” 

	“You’re doing great at handling everything,” I leaned forward. “Another kiss for the road.”  

	“You’re changing the subject. You’re taking my cash,” Sami replied before laying one on me. I lost my breath and cursed when she ripped her mouth away. 

	“Oh Jamie, I’m kind of turned on.” 

	“Tone it down. Don’t take your sass into work.” 

	“I won’t. I know how jealous you are.”  

	“Don’t forget it,” I left the car to get her door. 

	Sami sashayed by me, “Have a good day at work.” 

	“You do the same,” I called behind her and admired her. Sami stepped lightly in heels with her laptop bag slung over her shoulder, her purse and lunch bag were handled with care. She made it look effortless with her hips swaying under the expensive cashmere coat. 

	 

	


	 

	Hartman & Spire

	 

	

	 

	 

	Sami-Mahogany Williams 

	 

	My six by eight workstation in the Accounts Receivable Department was nice. I split a floor to ceiling glass panel with my co-worker thanks to a divider. The work day had officially ended thirty minutes ago. My phone chimed. My ride was there. I buttoned my coat and grabbed my things.

	Miss Benita’s voice came from the other side of the divider, “Are you going to Happy Hour?” 

	“Not this time.” 

	Miss Benita came into view, “We get a discount.” 

	I smiled, “Sounds nice, but I can’t. Enjoy.” 

	“Oh, I will. My grandbabies won’t be over until Sunday. My husband is making dinner tonight,” Benita playfully strutted in a circle. “I’m starting my weekend off right!”

	I laughed, “I see, yes, you’re ready!”   

	We laughed more and talked on our way to the lobby. Miss Benita waved and hurried to her stylish mini-van. 

	Carsen left the luxury sedan. He was neatly dressed in business attire and a wool coat. “Evening, Miss Williams.” 

	I smiled, “When will you say my first name?”  

	Carsen chuckled, “We’ll try it next time. Where to?”

	“Vine Street Diner please and then onto Lennox.”  

	“Of course,” he waited until I was in to close the door. The luxury sedan was from a small fleet owned by a wealthy businessman. Jamieson always traveled in style. 

	I looked out the window, taking in the view. Months ago, I couldn’t wait to leave the city, now, there was nowhere else I would rather be. Parking was scarce near the busy diner. “Carsen, I’ll be five minutes at most.” 

	“Take your time,” he eased into a space and left to get my door again.

	 Getting spoiled on a consistent basis wasn’t taken for granted. I graciously thanked Carsen, knowing he would wait until I was inside. My heels tapped the asphalt in a quick rhythm. Cold evening sun created hazy color. I opened the door and stepped into the diner. There was always this warm feeling. The diner could’ve been a familiar place anywhere. One with good food and so much laughter. Dionne was hurrying to pick up plates at the window. I smiled at Miranda in passing. A few people looked my way. It was curiosity more than anything. Dionne and I looked alike. They noticed. 

	“Hey Sami, it’s good to see you,” Mr. Trent said.

	I stopped to speak, “You too. How are you?” 

	“Good. Good. The girls are looking after me. I’m having smothered pork chops and mash potatoes. Bryant knows the recipe, but there’s not enough seasoning.” 

	“Don’t try it,” Dionne spoke up. “You’re on a special diet. Everything was made right.” 

	“Okay, don’t get on me,” Mr. Trent sulked. “It could use more pepper is all I’m saying.”

	“Go on, but I’m watching you,” Dionne gave him a look for good measure, “Nothing’s happening on my watch.”  

	I laughed, “They’re not messing around with you.” 

	Mr. Trent chuckled, “Yeah. I give’em a hard way to go sometimes. Are you staying to eat?” 

	“Not this time. I’m picking up Dad’s food.” 

	“Tell Drew I asked after him. Glad to know he’s feeling better,” Mr. Trent smiled and started a new conversation like it wasn’t nothing. I laughed and waited at the counter. 

	Markita spoke, “Your order will be ready in a minute.” 

	“Thanks,” I said and waited for Dionne.

	My sister looked cute with her hair pinned up under a thin hair net. She wore high-top sneakers to stay comfy on her feet. Dionne was doing her thing. I had a proud big sister moment. She looked at me, “Thanks for coming.” 

	“Don’t thank me. I’m happy to do it. Y’all are busy tonight.”

	“Yeah. It’ll slow down for an hour and then stay crazy until close. Did you tell Jamieson about wanting a car?” 

	“Yes. He’s offering to buy it.” 

	“And you said?” my sister eyed me, “Go on. Tell me.” 

	“I fussed.”

	“Why do you always do that?” Dionne groaned. “You’re used to holding your own but come on!” 

	I sighed, “Can I finish talking?” 

	She impatiently motioned for me to keep explaining, thinking it would get worse.

	“I fussed and then thanked him for being amazing.” 

	“Oh good,” Dionne smiled, “I gotta watch you at times.”  

	I sucked my teeth, “Girl please, you need watching.” 

	“Yep, right along with you,” Dionne teased and went back to work. She joked with customers while setting out plates and reciting their orders. 

	My sister had an office job for two years before layoffs. Dionne liked it well enough, but she smiled so much more these days. Dionne was all grown up, making her own way. Sometimes, I felt sad because she didn’t need me. Nostalgia happened fast. I shook it off and silently waited. 

	Two guys walked in. One started speaking Spanish. Markita replied in the same and gave him a sassy shrug. He laughed. Miranda didn’t move closer to the counter, but it looked like she was crushing from a distance.

	Dionne put up more slips, “Sami, is it okay if I stay at your house tonight? I forgot to ask Jamieson earlier.” 

	“Of course, what’s going on?” 

	“Phil is out of town on business. He left this morning. I don’t like staying home alone.” 

	“Do you need to pack after work?” 

	“No. I have my overnight bag here. I was gonna ask Loretta, but she’s working at seven in the morning.”  

	“Okay, stay with us. Your room is still the same.” 

	“Right, hopefully, no one will take it.” 

	“They won’t. What time do you get off?” 

	“Eleven, well, a little after,” Dionne stopped talking when Markita started fussing in Spanish. The men said something back. Markita laughed and shook her head. The guys took their change and food bags. The dark-haired one said something and then playfully winked at Miranda. She blushed and went back to cleaning.

	Dionne waited until they left and then looked at Markita, “What was that about? Ignacio speaks English. Was it a private conversation?”  

	Markita sighed, “No. He does it to tease Miranda. Ignacio likes when she’s trying to figure out his words.”

	Dionne shook her head, “He’s so wrong. I’m not lying if she asks.”

	Markita agreed, “Don’t worry. I’ll tell her.” 

	Sure enough, Miranda came to the counter, “Hey, I have a question about the Spanish guy you were talking to,” she blushed and then rambled more. “I’m sorry. That didn’t come out right. I don’t know if he’s from Spain or not. It’s wrong to think it. I meant to say the guy you were speaking to in Spanish.” 

	Markita smiled, “I got it the first time. No worries.” 

	“Right. Do you know him?” Miranda blushed more. “He’s here sometimes. I’m asking for, well, reasons.”  

	“You like him, oh, you like him,” Markita teased her. “Go on. Admit it.” 

	Miranda quickly explained, “It’s true. I do like him. Is he a good guy? Is he single? I’m hoping you can do a huge favor and give him my number, not sure how we’ll talk. Maybe through text. I’m terrible at learning languages and failed my French and Spanish classes.” 

	“You didn’t have the right teachers,” Markita said. “His name is Ignacio. He speaks English and only uses our first language to tease you.” 

	Miranda laughed, “Good to know. I’m asking him out the next time he comes in flirting. We’ll see how it goes.” She went back to work with a smile. 

	Markita went through my order. I accepted my change and fixed the bags, “Dionne, text me later.” 

	“I will but text when you get to Dad’s and again when you’re leaving. I’ll text everyone to track you down!” 

	Everyone laughed, but Dionne was serious. My little sister wasn’t messing around. I quickly promised. 

	“Tell Carsen I said hello too!” she quickly replied on my way out. I pushed through the door. 

	Carsen was waiting to grab the bags, “I’ll take those.” 

	“Thanks. Dionne said hello.” 

	He smiled, “I’ll have to stop in for food soon.”  

	“Are you working through your break?” I asked on our short walk to the sedan. 

	“No. It’ll happen when you’re in safe and sound.”  

	“Well, I won’t hold you up,” I gave him Dad’s address. We were on our way in no time at all. Cash was waiting when we pulled up to the building. He opened my door. I hit him with questions. “What are you doing here? Aren’t you working late? Is everything okay?” 

	Cash ended the questions, “Stop worrying. I had a little downtime. Bring everything. I’ll drop you off at Lennox.”  

	Carsen chuckled, “She would’ve tried rushing through.” 

	“I believe it,” Cash replied and then tipped him. 

	“Can you tell Carsen it’s okay to call me Sami?” I asked. 

	“Nah,” Cash replied. “Being professional pays well.” 

	“All the time,” Carsen agreed. “Have a good night.” 

	We told him the same and stopped at Cash’s truck. He put my laptop case in the locked compartment under the back bench. “It’s cold out here.” 

	“You’re not lying. Hurry up,” I didn’t waste time on the stone steps. We went in the building. There were six apartments. Two on each floor. The place was huge with high archways and antique details. I would’ve wanted to rent something like it if things didn’t work out. Jamieson didn’t mind if I wanted to get an apartment. He and I wouldn’t be sleeping in separate beds. We were spoiled to it, and living with him was a way to get on track while being loved. Both were needed so damn much. 

	I followed Cash down the hall, still admiring the woodwork. He tapped on the door and then opened it.

	Dad greeted us with a wide smile. “Hey, Chris or Bryant was supposed to drop off my food.” 

	I kissed his cheek, “They were busy. I wanted to help.” 

	 “Thanks, appreciate it. I’ll pay you.”

	“I got it,” Cash locked the door behind him. 

	“No, I can pay,” Dad said gruffly. “I have money.” 

	“Use it to fix up this place, get parts for your truck, or buy groceries,” Cash replied. 

	“Look, I’m trying here. You’re taking money.” 

	This was a constant argument. Cash didn’t bother turning him down this time. He straight ignored him. 

	“Dad, we’re making sure you eat,” I intervened not wanting them to get into it. Cash wasn’t in the mood to go back and forth. I tried getting everything somewhat normal, “Come on now, don’t give Cash a hard time.” 

	“I’m not,” Dad cleared his throat. “I’m working on making things right. It’s kind of hard to do when my kid and nephew don’t need nothing. I wanna pay you girls for making this place a home. My flannel blankets are warm. Winter kinda crept up on me leaving the hospital.” 

	I smiled, “You can’t pay us. They were gifts.” 

	“Dionne kept her birthday a secret. I missed it. Seems like I’m always months behind. It was like that with the boys too. I’m not good at family things. I should be.” 

	“We made out okay,” Cash told him. 

	They talked while Dad put away the food. Cash and Jamieson could pass for twins. Same height, built, and voice. Identical features with midnight-black hair and green eyes. It took getting used to. They took after Dad and Aunt Peggy. 

	Caring for a loved one can be exhausting and even the strongest person needed a break. I listened to their conversation and couldn’t stop smiling. Cash loved his Uncle. He came past almost every day to make sure he was doing okay. All the joking ended when Dad wanted to skip dinner. Cash set out sandwiches and bottled water. 

	Dad huffed, “I don’t need food. I had a snack at the meeting. I’ll keep it for lunch and dinner tomorrow.” 

	“There’s two bags,” Cash pointed, “Now and tomorrow.”  

	“Okay, so I got one more meal.”  

	“You don’t. You need to take your meds with food.”  

	They wrangled over details. My entire life was spent wanting a huge family. Mostly so Dionne wouldn’t feel lonely. Dreams of family gatherings with love and laughter faded. I grew up and took on life, but every once in a while a longing came back full force. 

	God, please let Mom stay out of trouble. My sister can’t take anymore of her nonsense. I can’t either. Please. 

	My silent prayer ended when Cash picked up on my mood. I let it go and relaxed in the living room with them. 

	


	 

	Her Favorites

	 

	

	 

	 

	Sami 

	 

	Dad was settled for the night. We left with cold air chasing us. The drive was relaxing. Roadwork was being done on the street. Cash kissed my cheek and sent me on my way. 

	Frosty air nipped at my face. I enjoyed the brisk walk, taking in everything around me. My time in the city started like a nightmare, now, it was perfect. 

	 Lennox came into view. The wooden flourishes and glass panes sparkling in the setting sun. I walked in and was greeted with hushed conversation. Glasses created melodies with every clink. It was a beautiful dream with cast-iron lanterns casting a warm glow on the cozy tables. 

	Amina was hosting. She kept talking to a couple but motioned to me. I politely smiled with my heels tapping the expensive flooring. Iron candelabras showcased elegant details on the hallway woodwork. 

	I stopped to peek through the porthole. Mr. Rick was in the kitchen plating delicious-looking grilled salmon. He glanced in my direction. I waved and then stepped aside before staff hurried out. 

	Holly expertly carried a tray with scrumptious food, “Hey Sami, Chef Rick made dinner for you.”

	“Thanks for telling me. I’ll wait for him,” My stomach was grumbling like crazy, but I went to Jamieson’s office.

	Parker’s voice drifted into the hall, “What will you do if she moves into a place of her own?” 

	Jamieson replied, “We’ll move. I’ll sell the townhouse. She’ll pick a new place. That won’t happen though. Sami loves my house.”

	Our relationship didn’t start in the most romantic way. It was naughty lust, raw, and wanting. Jamieson wasn’t like men from my past. He was patient and strong in all the ways I needed him to be. I walked in his office with my heart fluttering, “He’s right. I do. Parker, you better not be planning anything. You’re trouble.” 

	“No, I’m not,” he quickly replied. “You are.” 

	I laughed, “It’s my nickname for sure.”  

	“I know it,” Parker said with ease, “How long have you been around? Did you hear about the party?” 

	I looked at him, “No. What party? Tell me about it.”

	Jamieson rounded his desk, bringing with him a sexy scent. He wasn’t wearing his suit jacket and his shirt sleeves were neatly folded. His green eyes locked on mine. Jamieson was still sin in a suit, devilishly handsome with hair black as midnight. Yes, there were worst things than loving a man like Jamieson Carmichael.

	He lured me into a tender kiss, “How was your day?”

	His voice always sounded sexy. I was breathless when he took my coat. “Thanks. It was good,” I sat near his desk, “Work is still crazy busy. I finished a little late and stopped by Vine Street for Dad’s dinner. I dropped it off and stayed for a bit before coming here.” 

	Parker interrupted, “Wait. Are you saying Uncle Drew is getting food?” 

	“Stop being greedy,” I told him, “You eat all the time.” 

	“I don’t,” Parker insisted. “Is Dionne making special orders? I need details.” 

	“You don’t,” Jamieson said and then looked at me. There was smoldering heat in his eyes. “Love, my old man has money from his job. He can take care of himself.” 

	“We know,” I sighed. “He and Mom are separated. That was his doing. I get it, but he gets lonely. Me and Dionne keep him company sometimes.” 

	Jamieson wasn’t letting it go, “He needs to handle his sobriety and gambling on his own. He has sponsors.” 

	“We bring him food and make sure he’s doing okay with his medications,” I crossed my arms, not willing to give in. “Don’t fight me on this.”  

	“Since when do we fight? I don’t want you and Dionne feeling obligated. My old man has support.”  

	“We don’t mind doing it. Did you not hear me say that?” 

	Jamieson relaxed behind his desk, “Come here.” 

	I wanted to resist. He looked incredible while being frustrated with me. I slowly went to his desk and sat on the edge facing him. 

	Jamieson kissed my hand, “Why are you getting upset?”

	He was affectionate, all the time, even when we couldn’t agree on something. I appreciated it and respectfully answered his question, “We worry. Dionne knows Aunt Peggy won’t let him come to the house. We understand why, but it’s hurting her to treat your Dad like that. It’s hurting your Mom too. We’re trying to help without going against your family’s wishes. We won’t give him money.” 

	“Thanks for helping,” Jamieson smiled. “I won’t tell you not to go.” 

	I felt relieved and rushed to explain, “It’s mainly to drop off food to him. He doesn’t ask for anything.” 

	“He knows not to,” Jamieson replied. “What do you want to say?” 

	“Oh, Phil is out of town on business for a few days. He’s with Ethan, so Dionne asked if she can stay with us.” 

	“Of course. Her room is still how she left it.” 

	I laughed, “She keeps thinking someone will claim it.” 

	“It’s hers. Dionne can spend the night whenever she wants” 

	“I told her, but she wanted to ask. She gets off at eleven.” 

	“We’ll pick her up. Did you eat dinner?” 

	“No. Mister Rick is making something for me.” 

	“Good, you can eat in here,” Parker said, “I could use the company. I’m not allowed to have free reign.” 

	I laughed again, “Eating here must be tough for you.” 

	“It is. They try giving me a rough way to go,” Parker looked at Jamieson. “He’s nicer now because of you.” 

	“Cut it out,” I sighed. “I don’t believe that for a second.” I left Jamieson’s desk, “I’ll be back to eat.” 

	“Thanks,” Parker replied, “It’s lonely in here, night after night.” 

	I couldn’t stop laughing because Parker was too much. I left the office and went back to the porthole, not daring to step in the kitchen during dinner rush. 

	Mr. Rick came out, balancing plates in the crooks of his arms and both hands. I had no idea how the salad bowls didn’t tilt. He smiled, “We’re heading to Jamieson’s office.”  

	“Okay, please go first.”  

	He chuckled, “After you. Go on. I’m right behind you.” 

	I hurried on the short trip, not wanting to hold Mr. Rick up. Jamieson was putting on his suit jacket. “I have to make rounds. Brodie is in the kitchen. Don’t bother him.” 

	“He’s not even cooking tonight. Our godfather is,” Parker replied, “There are line cooks and head chefs. Why can’t I be in there?”  

	“Because you cause problems,” Mr. Rick replied while setting out my plates. “My kitchen won’t be in turmoil tonight. Listen to Jamieson.” 

	Parker huffed, “Fine. I’ll just stay here with my delicious food. I need more salad.” 

	Mr. Rick grabbed a salad bowl and set it near Parker, “You don’t. Here. Enjoy.” 

	Parker seemed content, “Thanks, I’ll stay away from the kitchen.”  

	“You better,” Mr. Rick warned him and then sent a smile my way, “You come see me if you need anything.”

	“I will. Thanks so much,” I kissed his cheek, “Everything looks so good.”  

	“Jamieson will return with wine,” Mr. Rick said and then looked at Parker. “Don’t be in here giving Sami-Mahogany hassle.” 

	Parker started sulking, “I won’t, but I feel like you love me less nowadays.”  

	Mr. Rick waved him off, “No one wants to hear that.” 

	“It’s true,” Parker kept explaining, “Jamieson, Brodie, and the girls get more attention than me.”

	Mr. Rick and Jamieson left Parker to his complaining. He was in rare form. I teased him for being jealous. He didn’t deny it. We chatted until Jamieson came with wine. A quick kiss and he left to work. I sighed and focused on the delicious meal. Sirloin beef, well done, vegetables in specialty dressing with butter-whipped herb potatoes. I ate my salad in-between bites of savory steak. The dinner rolls were delightfully crisp with a buttery goodness that melted in my mouth. Spending time with Parker was always fun. He waited until Brodie came in to leave with his dishes. 

	I shook my head, “He was told not to go in the kitchen.” 

	Brodie chuckled, “He’ll try anyway. Someone will grab the dishes at the door.”  

	“Good. Mister Rick wasn’t messing around.” 

	“No one gets under his skin like Parker. It keeps the old man young.” 

	“Aww, sounds like Parker knows what he’s doing.”  

	Brodie offered to take my dishes. I was relaxing behind Jamieson’s desk and sipping wine when he came in with the bottle and dessert. 

	“Is it a chocolate brownie from the menu?” 

	“Yes. Triple without caramel. You have minced walnuts on top with milk chocolate glaze.” 

	“And more wine, oh, I’m loving you forever!” 

	Jamieson’s eyes sparked emerald with emotion ripping through them, “Let’s hope forever is long enough.” 

	Dessert was delicious. My wineglass was full, and my handsome boyfriend was catering to me. I felt truly loved and offered my mouth for kisses. 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


	 

	It Happens In Threes

	 

	

	 

	 

	Jamieson 

	 

	Morning sunlight streamed across the bed. I relaxed with my arm tucked around a pillow but squinted at the time. Someone was cooking and doing a damn good job at it. 

	Sami would eventually come upstairs for me. I was drifting back to sleep when my phone chimed. Mom was calling. I hit the screen and answered, “Morning Mom.” 

	“Oh no. Did I wake you? I should’ve called Sami to ask if you were up. She gets ready for work around this time.” 

	I smiled, “It’s okay, what did you want to say?” 

	“Peg and I are going on vacation. I’ll need money for my expenses. Is it okay to use the account?” 

	“Yes. Withdraw whatever you need. Use the charge card to pay for your stay and purchases. Where are you going?” 

	“Colorado Springs. We’re renting a cozy cabin with two bedrooms and a garden! It’s adorable, well the bathroom has stylish copper fixtures, but it works. The best thing is the quaint neighborhood,” Mom rambled, “Jamie, I only need a little walking around money. I won’t give your father any. Your Aunt Peg will be there. She can tell you.”  

	“Mom, I trust you.” 

	“Really? Because I’m pretty bad at keeping my word.”  

	“You’re doing great,” I told her, “I want to hear more about your trip. What did Uncle Dan say?” 

	“It’s going to be about eight or nine days. Depends on when we want to come back. We’re booking in advance. There’s this beautiful spa too. Your uncle can’t wait to drive us to the airport,” Mom released a youthful laugh, “He’ll watch sports and hang out with his buddies.” 

	“Cash and I will visit to keep things interesting.” 

	Mom laughed more, “My nephew will stay all week. Cash will keep his dad company.”  

	I chuckled, “True. Keep getting ready for your trip. Call if you need anything.” 

	“I won’t bother you and Sami. Relax. Sleep in.” 

	“We’ll always make time for you,” I reminded her, “Sami will be upset because she’s missing out on the trip.” 

	Mom sighed, “Aww, we thought about planning something for them. The girls didn’t get much traveling done. Dionne collects keychains and postcards. I’ll bring some back.” 

	“She’ll like them. Dionne is here for the weekend.” 

	“What happened?” Mom’s voice rose. “Is she okay?”  

	“Yes, she’s hanging out. Phil is out of town for work.” 

	“Okay, he’s a smart young man, hardworking like you and Cash. I’m so proud of you boys.”

	“Thanks Mom, finish planning, text me later.” 

	“You got it son, bye!” she ended the call without giving her love. That was a first. I chuckled and left the bed, ready for breakfast and coffee.

	Cinnamon and hickory were in the air. Cash was making breakfast. He and Brodie could duplicate the flavorings and add black peppercorn with little effort. 

	I leaned against the door frame to look around my kitchen. The girls were sitting at the granite island. My perception changed when Sami reached for her sister’s hand. Cash set out food and put his arm around Dionne. He looked in my direction, signaling there was a problem.

	Dionne noticed me, “Hi Jamieson.” 

	I joined them, “Good Morning. Did you sleep?” 

	“Not really,” her brown eyes lit up. “We hung out in my room last night. Thanks for letting me keep it.” Her voice was delicate like her sister’s. 

	“It’s yours for however long you want. Cash likes the middle room and we rarely have guests,” I kissed Sami and then smiled, “You’ll both be tired by this evening.” 

	“Probably,” Dionne managed a little laugh but her eyes filled with tears. 

	“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Why are you sad?” 

	“Phil’s granddad was rushed to the hospital. He collapsed at the vineyard. They don’t know much right now. Phil is taking a jet from New Hampshire to Cali.” 

	Cash set a stack of hotcakes close to Dionne, “Phil will call you. He’ll reach out to Kyle if it gets to be too much.”  

	“Right,” Dionne agreed, “Georgie will check on him too. I just know it. Thanks for cooking breakfast.”  

	“No problem,” Cash sat next to her, “We’re sharing these hotcakes.”  

	“Says you,” Dionne teased him and started piling food on her plate. “How many do you want? Two or three?” 

	“There’s eight on the plate.”  

	“I’m going with three,” Dionne kept teasing Cash. 

	He set the bacon and sausage patties further away from her, “Looks like we’re making a deal.” 

	“Okay, start talking,” Dionne laughed, “We’ll see.”  

	Their negotiations started. Sami wasn’t eating. She kept checking on her sister. I pushed my coffee closer. Sami took a sip and started fixing her plate. Cash and Dionne had an agreement. We were eating and talking when Dionne’s phone vibrated. 

	She grabbed it, “Sorry. Mister Lionel forgot I was off today. He calls when I’m leaving for work.”  

	“It’s okay,” Sami smiled, “Answer it.”  

	“Right. He’ll worry,” Dionne replied and tapped the screen. “Good Morning, Mister Lionel. How are you? Yes,” she paused and her eyes widened. “She’s here with me. Is everything okay?”  

	The vibe changed. Cash and I silently watched the girls. Sami was paying attention when Dionne set her phone on the table, “Okay, you’re on speaker.” 

	Sami politely spoke, “Hi Mister Lionel.” 

	He chuckled, “There she is! I was so glad to hear you and Dionne were living close to one another.”

	“Oh, I’m not leaving my sister for anything,” Dionne solemnly said. “I learned my lesson.” 

	“Ah, that’s life. It’s good to have experiences. I’m calling about your Mom.” 

	The girls instantly reacted. Dionne rubbed her pajama sleeve. It calmed her. Sami sat up, mentally preparing for whatever came next. 

	Mr. Lionel cleared his throat, “A guy called last night from a blocked number. He said your Mom might get hurt if she didn’t come up with some money.” 

	“Does he have her?” Dionne quickly asked, “Is he asking for ransom?” 

	“No. He didn’t say she was being held, just that she owed some bad people. They want her to pay up. The guy sounded robotic, like someone told him what to say.”  

	Sami had a question, “Did he threaten you?” 

	“Not at all,” Mr. Lionel sighed, “I wouldn’t have stayed on the phone a second longer if that happened. He said she needed thirty thousand dollars. He sounded scared.”  

	Sami was silently thinking. The men in question, if it were them, knew better than to try anything else. It was easier and less painful for them to track down Erika. 

	Dionne’s voice shook, “You shouldn’t get involved in this. Mister Lionel, these men are dangerous.”  

	“I had no plans on it. Your Mom came back with lies about why you weren’t with her. She mentioned Sami caused problems. I ignored it, knowing your sister would take care of you. Something happened with your Mom about a month back. Can’t say what though.”  

	Clearly, Erika didn’t tell Mr. Lionel about the events that led to her being taken outside his home. Sami kept talking before he asked, “She’s always in something. You should call the police. We want you safe.”  

	“Oh, sweetheart, don’t worry. I’m guessing he wants to send your Mom a message. He didn’t have a location or know why she owed the money. I asked him a few times. He seemed clueless. I wasn’t telling him a darn thing. I don’t live alone. My son moved in. He said the commute was cheaper than keeping his D.C. apartment.”  

	Sami smiled, “I know that’s right.” 

	“My son is saving money for sure,” Mr. Lionel chuckled and then his voice turned serious, “Your Mom might be coming in your direction and bringing trouble with her.” 

	“Thanks for calling,” Dionne sighed, “I’m not dealing with Mom. I won’t break my word this time. I can’t.” 

	“No one’s asking you to,” Mr. Lionel said. “You and Sami call me. Day or night. No matter the time. Your Mom will have to deal with her mistakes. Stay safe and call the law if something feels off. Give them my number. I’ll explain everything from my end.” 

	“We will,” Sami promised, “Dionne will keep checking in with you.” 

	Mr. Lionel chuckled, “It does my heart good to hear from you both. Take care.” 

	“We will. Bye,” They said at the same time. 

	Mr. Lionel was amused. The call ended. Dionne shook her head, “Mom is always causing problems.” 

	Sami rushed to console her sister, “Don’t let it get to you. We know the drill at this point. Our lives come first.” 

	Dionne nodded to agree, “Phil’s granddad is sick, now, this. What else can go wrong?” 

	Sami sighed and her voice trembled, “It happens in threes. Let’s hope we don’t get more bad news.” 

	


	 

	Loving Her

	 

	

	 

	 

	Jamieson

	 

	Cash reached out to Bam. He was staying at my house. The girls offered to clean and shooed him away. The kitchen was nearly finished when Dionne’s phone went off. She explained it was Loretta and left to talk. 

	Sami dropped the dish towel and braced against the sink, “I can’t do this,” she whispered, “Lord help me.” 

	I wrapped my arms around her, pulling her to my chest and resting my chin on her braided crown. Sami trembled with anger, feeling everything at once. 

	“Don’t keep it,” I told her, “Let it out.” 

	“I can’t,” she sobbed and then covered her mouth to hold it in. Sami took a deep breath but her voice trembled, “Dionne will know if I cry, and I can’t give Mom the satisfaction of ruining our lives.”  

	“We don’t have a way to verify what’s happening, not yet. My understanding was Beau is in Mississippi. I’ll reach out. Georgie might have contact info for Gareth.” 

	“You don’t have to get involved with Ethan again.” 

	“I’ll do whatever it takes. You and Dionne are family.” 

	Sami sighed, “Y’all are all about family.” 

	“Never question it. Ethan might be with Phil. I’ll speak to him soon. Dionne won’t be alone at the diner. Someone will be there at all times.” 

	Sami looked up and her big brown eyes filled with unshed tears. “Thanks for looking out for us, but she won’t let us be happy. It’ll never end.” 

	“Love, you’re going through the process. It hurts. You’ll get angry. You’ll want the worst possible things to happen, hoping your pain will finally ease,” I wiped her tears. “There’s no relief in thinking it, but you’ll feel more guilt and keep praying to get free from it.”

	Sami was struggling to hold back tears, “It’s awful, not knowing what will happen from one minute to the next. Dionne went through so much. Why can’t Mom move on? Why does it always have to be an impossible situation that ruins us? It wasn’t enough she trashed our finances. She put Dionne’s life in danger not once but twice with her bullshit. Eventually, she’ll run out of luck. I can go my entire life without laying eyes on her again. Dionne can’t. She’ll be devastated if Mom is killed. I don’t want her experiencing that kind of pain.” 

	“You can’t protect her from it.” 

	She sighed, “I know. I know. I’m just so fucking tired. Dealing with Mom’s problems is exhausting, like it takes everything from us. We’ll have nothing left when she’s through. I’m not doing it this time. I’m not making any deals. I’m not rushing to help her. No way. No how.” 

	We didn’t talk more. Sami didn’t need it. She wanted me close. We shared kiss after tender kiss. Sami felt calm and ready when Dionne walked back in the kitchen. 

	“Loretta said everything is okay there. Mom can’t call me since I have a new number. She’ll try calling my job.”

	“We talked about it,” I told Dionne, “The guys will be in the diner during your shift.” 

	“Cool,” Dionne said with ease. “My shoulder was so jacked up. I don’t need that again.”  

	Sami was feeling emotional. I spoke before Dionne could notice, “I’ll reach out to Ethan.” 

	“He’s with Phil. They’re on the jet now. I’m really surprised Phil sent a text with everything happening.” 

	“He loves you,” I smiled, “He won’t want you worrying.”  

	“True. I’m trying not to. Thanks for checking on this thing with Mom. You might not find out the truth,” Dionne shrugged her shoulders. “She does too much.”  

	Sami looked shocked, “Are you feeling okay?” 

	“Yeah. I’m trying to support Phil and what he’s going through. Mom’s selfish. She’s not caring how this ends up. We shouldn’t stress over it until there’s really bad news. She could’ve made this up for all we know.” 

	Sami thought about it, “Anything is possible.” 

	“Yeah. Let’s finish up. Cash is sleeping. We shouldn’t turn on music. We can relax in the living room until lunch and then have a little wine.” 

	Sami hugged Dionne, “Look at you. I’m the big sister and you’re taking care of me.”  

	Dionne hugged her back, “You had enough of dealing with the nonsense. This time let Mom be responsible.”

	“I’m trying,” Sami promised with a sigh, “Okay, we’ll finish the kitchen and follow your plan.” 

	“Sounds good,” Dionne went back to cleaning. 

	Sami exchanged a glance with me. It seemed her sister wasn’t letting their Mom’s situation affect her. 

	I left the girls to it, got ready for work, texted Georgie, and called Bam from the car. He answered with a chuckle, “Why are you calling?” 

	“You’re at the office or working from wherever.” 

	“An honest truth. What’s up?” 

	“I texted Georgie and asked him to contact Gareth.” 

	“That’s an odd request coming from you.” 

	“Phil had a family emergency. Ethan is with him. Erika might be in trouble,” I relayed what little info we had. 

	“Seems weird for the guy to call and not give their Mom’s friend instructions. A polite warning. Sounds like a scheme.” 

	“Probably, but Mr. Lionel didn’t offer to help.” 

	Bam laughed, “Hell, if his love couldn’t keep Erika on the up and up, nothing will, sounds like she had it good with him. Georgie and Gareth are on speaking terms, whereas I only see the man in passing.” 

	I chuckled, “You never like anyone.” 

	“Can’t say that’s not true, but this is on the strength of Sami. You have nothing to gain from speaking with him, except a mutual understanding that all is forgotten.”  

	“I wouldn’t go that far. My memory is excellent.”  

	“You were overwrought. Not saying it was wrong. Gareth was protecting Sami in a professional capacity.” 

	“Bam, it’s not like you to see the other side of it.” 

	“Loyalties lie in history and whoever’s agenda aligns with mine.” 

	I laughed, “Tell Sami. She’ll be heartbroken.” 

	“Don’t twist my words. Trouble is more than a handful,” Bam chuckled, “How is she?” 

	“Worried her Mom won’t make it out of this.”  

	“Sounds about right and Dionne?” 

	“Surprisingly indifferent. She’s concerned about Phil and his grandfather’s illness.” 

	“Dionne had less interactions with her Mom’s bad choices. The last one shocked her. She’s not in a hurry to experience more. Sami knows how bad it gets. She’ll see it through while it’s hurting her. It’s the burden of being the eldest. You and I know it well.” 

	My cousin came to mind, “I told Cash he didn’t have to keep his word. He and Vince had an agreement. How and when it’s sorted, well, that’s his decision to make.”  

	“Cash and I spoke at length about it. A sit down with Vince may help. It won’t happen this week. He’s in Sicily.”  

	Bam didn’t say much else on the subject. He and Vince Ricci weren’t allies, at least, not to my knowledge, but he knew his whereabouts. I left that where it was. 

	We ended the call. I headed to work, knowing the house was locked up tight. Dionne and Sami wouldn’t risk it, but we needed to know more about their Mom’s situation.

	

	 

	Questions

	 

	
	 

	 

	Sami 

	 

	“What are you even saying?” Dionne was taking tiny sips from her wineglass, well, that was before my confession. Now, she was wide-eyed staring, “Okay, so you saw Jamieson, but didn’t know it was actually him.” 

	“Right. I was busy scheming. My plan was to sweet talk a guy into walking into Lennox with me. I was getting my backstory together when Jamieson walked in. He noticed me right away. Our chemistry was insane. He walked past and sat next to Bam. Red flags were everywhere.” 

	Dionne eyes widened more, “I would’ve been scared.”  

	“I was minding my business and torn between waiting for Jamieson and leaving. I was on my second drink when Gareth joined me at the bar. I was thinking about conning him earlier, so there was no harm in conversation. Gareth said he was from California and in the city on business.”  

	“He didn’t lie,” Dionne replied. “Phil works with him.”  

	“Right,” I smiled, knowing my sister liked making connections with details. “Gareth talked about sight-seeing in the city. He ordered another drink and offered to pay my tab. Jamieson already took care of it.”  

	“I like that he did it. What did Gareth say?” 

	“He said Jamieson seemed possessive. Gareth wasn’t worried about it. He complimented me. We parted ways. Another woman wanted his attention.” 

	“It’s good he didn’t feel bad after everything.” 

	I smiled, “We were two strangers passing the time.”  

	Dionne didn’t know how Gareth handled Marcus in the penthouse. Six days of gut-wrenching emotion and bad decisions. His connection came out to Ethan days in. My sister wanted the truth, well, the best I could give it. “I’ll be honest. I was mad because Gareth didn’t mention working for Ethan.” 

	“Why would he? It seems like you were doing the most. You were trying to save me. I love you for that, but maybe Gareth was supposed to look out for you like the guys do for us. I’m not taking his side either. Don’t even say it.”  

	“I won’t. It’s true. My run-in with Jamieson changed everything. I was in the lounge, looking for a man to con. I’m Mom’s daughter. I tried my entire life not to be like her, but it happened anyway.” 

	Dionne sucked her teeth, “Please. You’re nothing like Mom. She would’ve left us with no way out.”  

	“You’re not lying, but people’s lives could’ve been ruined. I felt awful for not standing up to Ethan and his men. I was lashing out and acting crazy.”   

	“Phil said you had grit like he never seen in a woman. Jamieson didn’t even care about you setting him up. He loves you,” Dionne sighed, “You had the biggest meltdown about Mom working at the Pink Orchard, but you left out so many details. Now, it makes sense why you asked if I saw Gareth. I didn’t. He wasn’t at Ethan’s house when Mom and I were there. Bam said he helped Phil and Georgie. I hope he’s feeling better.”  

	Phil wouldn’t tell Dionne the circumstances leading to Gareth’s injury. Georgie didn’t seem worried while saying it. Jamieson understood Gareth’s logic behind it, that was shocking. My hard upbringing and life choices didn’t prepare me. The men in our lives had histories that went beyond designer suits and business proposals. 

	I avoided lying to Dionne, “I hope he’s feeling better too. I’ll still speak to Gareth in passing.” 

	“Right. You’re not the type to do more.”  

	I sighed, “Look at you, giving me credit.” 

	“It’s true. You won’t go behind your boyfriend’s back and do something he didn’t know about. Jamieson and Gareth don’t get along. That’s okay. Neither did Phil and Georgie. Now they’re friends.” 

	I smiled, “Right. You’ll be safe with Gareth.” 

	“I know. He and Phil are like family. Honestly, it looked like you two were friends. I didn’t get the vibe that Gareth was crushing on you.” 

	“Hmm, probably not. I didn’t put much thought into it.” 

	“Because you’re all loved up,” Dionne playfully teased me. “Jamieson is all you see.” 

	“Sometimes,” I confessed and we both laughed. 

	The doorbell chimed. We were quiet, not even worried about going in that direction. There was noise when Cash came downstairs, “I’ll get it. Our food is here.” 

	“I’m glad you ordered takeout,” Dionne said loudly and then sighed, “I wasn’t in the mood to cook.” 

	Cash walked in with Georgie, carrying bags of food. Dionne hurried in for a hug, “Hey Georgie! Why didn’t you text me? You went to Lolita’s! Thanks!”  

	He chuckled, “You’re welcome. Phil said to get it for you. He’ll come home soon.”  

	Dionne bit her lip, “Have you heard from him?” 

	“He texted earlier and said you needed looking after.”  

	“Okay. I’m waiting for his call. It’s been hours since they landed, but I don’t want to bother him.”

	“Don’t worry. He’ll call before the night is through,” Georgie said and kissed my cheek, “Hey Miss Mahogany.”  

	I teased him, “How are you, Mister Valentine?”  

	Georgie’s startling blue eyes sparked with amusement. Dionne was already opening food bags, “Sami, everything is from my favorite food truck.” 

	“It looks good. Thanks guys,” I said and helped Dionne set everything up. We ate grilled chicken and bacon gyros, delicious sandwiches, pasta salad, and fresh cut fries. Everything tasted good, and we laughed so much. 

	Cash relaxed nearby. Dionne was drinking water and playing a game on her phone. Georgie was doing the same. They talked quietly until he left. Cash straightened up. Phil called. Dionne looked so relieved. She hurried to her room, chatting away. I smiled, being in love was a wonderful feeling. 

	It was
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