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Chapter One

The whole twin connection thing was bunk.

Rennedi was born four minutes before Revli, but not once in twenty-six years had either of them experienced a sensation where they knew something was horribly wrong, or horribly right, with the other.

Today of all days… Their birthday… Rennedi hadn’t had any inkling that her sister’s life was about to change.

“Sooo… Revli is moving again?” Kaylin said for the second time, holding her phone with the Instagram post from this morning. Revli sitting in a plane seat with the caption: About to take off to my new life. I’ll miss you L.A. but I’ll be back.

No way. Not now. Not four weeks after Rennedi begged and pleaded for her sister to come back to Minnesota and help deal with their father’s stroke. His second stroke.

“I guess so.” Rennedi snatched the phone from Kaylin’s hand to read the post. She’d needed her sister here, had been drowning, but Revli couldn’t take time off her job to return.

Don’t be too hard on your sister. She’s not like you. Dad’s words played through her mind. You need to watch out for her. Help her.

That was kind of tough when Revli lived halfway across the country. She’d been in the L.A. area for the last two years and had changed addresses four times. Four times that Rennedi knew about, but she didn’t doubt there was more. Now, Revli was on a plane to somewhere new.

Rennedi grabbed her whiskey sour from the side table and took a long sip. She’d wanted a low-key celebration for her twenty-sixth birthday—their father had died barely three weeks ago, after all—and her best friend had provided just that. She had Kaylin’s mom’s famous BBQ and coleslaw and a giant cookie from her favorite cookie shop. Kaylin had even stuck a few candles in the cookie to light when they were ready for dessert.

She appreciated the effort, but the night had still been difficult. Her first birthday without her father. He’d been too young to die, only in his fifties.

Rennedi nudged the Mancala board out of the way and set her feet on the coffee table. Dad’s coffee table, which had been in the same spot since she was little.

“So Revli never mentioned it.” Understanding spilled from Kaylin’s eyes. They’d met freshman year of college, and sometimes Rennedi wished her relationship with her sister was as close as hers and Kaylin’s, like it had been when they were younger.

“Not yet.” Rennedi checked the time. Every year they always made sure to connect on their birthday night. “I wasn’t expecting her call for a few hours. She usually calls at nine.”

“Where do you think she’s moving to?” Kaylin raised her brows. Her guess was as good as any.

“Twenty bucks says Vegas. It has the lifestyle she craves.” Minneapolis was too boring for Revli, which was why she left town after graduating from college.

“But she wouldn’t be flying there. She’d drive. She’s got a car, doesn’t she?”

“Oh yeah. She did. Well, as far as I know.” Rennedi slid down in her seat. She had her own decisions about moving to make. She wouldn’t leave Minneapolis if her dad were alive, but he was gone, Kaylin was getting married and leaving, and one of Rennedi’s friends had led her to an opportunity for a job next winter in New York City. It was a huge move, but she was strongly considering it.

She just wasn’t sure if she could leave all these memories behind. Not to mention, moving halfway across the country was scary. She didn’t know how Revli did it so easily.

“My guess is Houston or Dallas,” Kaylin said. “She’ll need something different. And she won’t return to Colorado or anywhere too far north. Too cold.”

“What she needs to do is move home and save up money. I’ve told her that a hundred times, but she’ll never do it. You’re right about Vegas, so now I’m thinking New Orleans or Miami. Both are big enough for her.”

The doorbell rang, and Rennedi narrowed her eyes at Kaylin. “You didn’t invite anyone over, did you?” She’d lost touch with most of her friends over this past year, after Dad’s first stroke, because taking care of him had stolen all her time, but she wasn’t ready to jump back into life again.

“No. I swear.”

It was a dumb question. Kaylin wouldn’t pop an unwanted surprise on her like that. One of her old friends probably decided to stop over, to try drag her out. Rennedi flung open the door and did a double take. The June sun was hanging high in the sky, and she blinked at the illusion before her.

“Renn!” Revli dropped the two takeout bags she’d been holding and threw out her arms for a hug.

Rennedi embraced her sister, breathing in the smell of cocoa butter. It’d only been two weeks since the funeral, but it felt like so much longer. She pulled back and checked out Revli. Their faces were the same, although Revli’s skin was tanned, and her chestnut hair was cut in a bob that tapered underneath her chin. She’d always preferred shorter hair compared to Rennedi, who wore hers past her shoulders.

“I like the turquoise.” Rennedi fingered a few strands of the blue highlights. It was pretty. It was Revli.

“Thanks.” Revli swung her head, her hair flying. “I needed some color in my life.”

“So what are you doing here? Your post said you’re moving. Where are you moving to?” Rennedi played with the hem of her worn maroon Minnesota t-shirt. Of course Revli’s makeup was flawless, and she looked hot in her ruby red tank top, frayed shorts, and black knee-high boots.

“How about a happy birthday first.” Revli embraced Rennedi again, and her head bopped back and forth. “Happy birthday, big sis.”

“Happy birthday, ’lil sis.”

Maybe this visit shouldn’t surprise her. Revli randomly showed up every three or four months for two days and then flew out just as fast. Except for this last year—she hadn’t been home as much.

Revli released her. “That’s why I didn’t tell you. I wanted to surprise you.” She gathered the two bags of food on the steps and wheeled the first rolling suitcase into the house. Rennedi grasped the handle of the second one and lugged it inside.

“Happy birthday.” Kaylin popped into the foyer. “Were your ears ringing? We were just talking about you and your mysterious move.”

“Long story. I’m super worn from the ride and the whiny kid next to me—I’m never having kids, by the way—so we need to eat first.” Revli removed her boots and marched to the couch. The takeout bags thumped onto the table, and her smile lit the room. “I’ve even got onion rings.”

Rennedi took her seat again. “Oh man. I might have a few, but I’m so stuffed already. We just ate. You want a drink or something?” She couldn’t pass up onion rings, even if she was about to explode.

Revli pointed to Rennedi’s glass. “Can you make me a whiskey sour, please? I want a double. Not a wimpy single like yours.”

Rennedi folded her arms and cocked her head. “How do you know it isn’t something different?”

“Really?” Revli flung up her hands and gave Kaylin an is-she-kidding? look. Both women laughed. Rennedi didn’t veer away from her favorite drink too often.

She retreated to the kitchen as Revli walked over to the old stereo their dad had bought decades ago. It had a radio and CD player, the latter never getting used because Rennedi had no CDs, but she couldn’t bear to toss it.

“We need music in here, girls!” Revli called. “It’s time for something more modern, Renn.”

“I know, I know.”

Revli fiddled with the old radio, but the two stations she checked were on commercials, so she flipped it off and played music from her phone instead. Then she chatted about her flight as she dug out a huge bucket of fried chicken, biscuits, and coleslaw, and spread it all out on the table.

Rennedi mixed the syrup and whiskey in a glass of ice and squeezed a slice of lemon into the drink—it was her birthday after all. No bottled lemon tonight. She returned and handed over the glass.

Revli turned to Kaylin. “Oh, I forgot to tell you congrats on the engagement. Will the wedding be here?”

Kaylin’s face brightened, and she gave a few wedding details. Her fiancé was a terrific guy, and they made the perfect couple, but he was also a marine stationed in Japan, and Kaylin would be joining him there after their wedding.

“So, um, you moving home then?” Rennedi motioned to the suitcases after Kaylin finished with the wedding talk. “Why didn’t you let me know?” 

“I was going to call you, but I got busy packing and wrapping things up, and then I was on a plane home.” She avoided Rennedi’s eyes. “I was tired of the fake people and fake boobs, and that sun and saltwater bakes my hair. The job just got old. Sometimes I had to work until six. I never got a break.” 

Revli paused before rushing through her words again. “You don’t know what it’s like, Renn. Your boss breathing down your neck all the time. Expecting you to do everything their way. Revli, you need to fix this.” She rolled her eyes. “Revli, I don’t like that.” She crossed her arms, her face scrunched tight.

She couldn’t be serious.

Rennedi raised a brow. Sure, she didn’t work for a boss under the typical eight-to-five schedule, but she worked part-time for the woman with the screen-printing business while she also built her own fledging graphic design company. Her clients expected she stick to their specific schedules. It was no different from Revli’s job as an interior designer.

Her mouth parted to snap back that she didn’t have just one boss, but many, and that they all demanded their jobs be done immediately as they tried to pay the least amount of money possible, but she held back. It wasn’t worth the argument.

“Back to the issue at hand.” Kaylin broke the silence. “Where are you going now?”

Revli bit her lip and then finished her whiskey sour.

Oh boy. Maybe she was finally ready to move home. She’d turn Rennedi’s life upside down, but they could get her life on track. It meant forgetting about the whole moving to New York idea, but if she could help Revli like their dad had wanted, she would. It was the least she owed her father. She was the reason he was gone after all. Thanks to a decision that haunted her.


Chapter Two

“Well, I’m not moving there for two weeks. I’m staying here with you by the way, until then.” Revli’s eyes sparkled with mischief.

“Where’s there?” Rennedi prodded.

“Then I’m going to New York!” She bounced in her seat, almost sending her plate to the floor.

Rennedi blinked at her. She hadn’t even told Revli about how she might apply for a job there. “As in New York City?”

“Yeppers. The Big Apple. Gotham. The city that never sleeps.” She gave a playful shrug. “Okay, that’s all I’ve got. Isn’t that fab? I’m so excited for a new adventure.”

“Wait a second.” Rennedi flung her hand up. She’d just started doing research into New York. “Seriously, Rev, it’s like one of the most expensive cities in the world. Have you even looked into it at all? Where will you live, and how are you—”

“I have so many things to do before I leave, but these next two weeks will be so fun. Let’s hit a Twins game.”

Rennedi studied the picture of her, Revli, and their dad on the mantel, the one taken at a Twins game. Dad would’ve given anything to go to another game with the both of them again before he died, but it had been years since they’d all gone together.

And now, three weeks after his death, Revli quit her job to move once again.

“You’re a baseball fan all of a sudden?” Rennedi huffed.

“I just thought it might be fun. For Dad…” She looked at the same picture Rennedi had been. “We can each get a Twins dog and a pretzel.” She sucked in a quick breath. “I wonder if it’s really true. That you can buy hot dogs from vendors in the streets of Manhattan. I see that on a lot of shows.”

Rennedi rubbed her temples, trying to figure out if this was for real. New York was the last place her sister should be going.

“But Denver was too cold for you,” Kaylin said tentatively.

“I think it’s warmer than Denver. I mean, I haven’t looked into it yet, but there’s so much going on there, and this is a fabulous opportunity.” Revli straightened and folded her hands. “I’m gonna live with my friend Courtney while I look for a place. Everybody keeps telling me to live in Brooklyn. She’s the one I got the job through, and she’s an architect at the firm. They just happened to have an opening in their residential division. And the best thing is I won’t have to work on any blah-boring hospitals or schools. Won’t that be sweet?”

“That’s terrific.” Rennedi forced the words out even though it was the most un-terrific thing ever. How would Revli pay for an apartment? She had no furniture or anything she’d need. Their dad had been sending her money, something Rennedi discovered when she took over his finances after the first stroke. “How will you afford to live there?”

“That’s why I’m staying with Courtney.”

“Where does she live?” Rennedi hated feeling like she was Revli’s parent. “Who’s this job with?”

“Queens maybe. Or the Bronx. I’ll have to get her address.” Revli shoveled a bite of coleslaw into her mouth, and Rennedi bit her tongue. Only her sister would be moving all the way across the country without knowing where she was living.

Revli finished chewing and swallowed. “Uzhas Architects. They have offices in other states, but mine is in Manhattan.”

“Will you have the option to relocate if you want?” Kaylin asked. “Are they anywhere warmer?”

“I’d have to look.” Revli’s brows lowered, and she grabbed an onion ring. “Somewhere on the West Coast and a few in the Midwest. There’s one in Minneapolis too.”

“How big is the firm?” Rennedi asked.

“Not sure, I’ll find out.” She flung her hand out in an I-don’t-know motion, and onion ring crumbs flew through the air.

“Do you know anything about this company?” Rennedi didn’t bother trying to hide her exasperation.

“I trust Courtney, and the people who interviewed me were pretty cool.” Revli crunched on the onion ring. “Oh, these are delish. So Courtney, she’s super smart, and you’d like her. She’s an architect. Did I say that?”

“You could just find a job in Minneapolis. Think of how much money you’d save living here again.” The house was paid off, so it was only the utilities now.

Revli let out a laugh. “Yep, that’s not going to happen. It’d be fun to live with you again, but Minneapolis is a big no for me. The food in New York is amazing. And the vibe of the city. There’s nothing like it anywhere else. I mean, that’s what I hear.”

Rennedi was used to Revli’s disparaging remarks about Minneapolis, but that’s not what bothered her the most. Her shoulders slumped slightly.

“But why now? Why not a month ago?” When Dad had his second stroke. Or why not even a year ago, when Rennedi had struggled to help him after his first stroke?

“I know.” The energy all but disappeared from Revli’s voice, like she recognized Rennedi’s unhappiness. “I should’ve come sooner.”

Yes, you should have. I needed you.

Dad hadn’t liked talking about the stroke, hadn’t wanted to talk about a living will or an advance health directive. And that meant Rennedi had to make a pretty big decision all on her own.

“Let’s have a toast.” Revli jumped to her feet, retrieved the whiskey and sour bottles, and returned to her seat. She filled her glass with two shots of whiskey and way less sour.

“To new beginnings,” Revli said, and the three of them clinked glasses. Then she looked around the room. “We’ve got a lot to do over the next two weeks. It’s time to move into the current decade, and thankfully, you are related to the best interior designer in the whole state of Minnesota. I’ve got some fabulous ideas on what to do here.”

The drink curdled in Rennedi’s stomach. “What do you mean?”

“I mean the house. That giant TV cabinet has got to go. The clutter. Like those games.” She pointed to the shelf, which held Dad’s checkers, chess, Othello, and Chinese checkers games. “And we need to strip the wallpaper and paint everything. Don’t worry—no orange. And we should update the fixtures and flooring. I can’t believe he’s still got that awful linoleum.”

Rennedi sucked in a hard, heavy breath. This was their dad’s home, and he’d loved this house. She loved this house, and she didn’t have the money for the updates anyway.

She gritted her teeth. Revli had been away for four years and then waltzed right back in to rip their memories apart.

“I’m not changing anything. This is Dad’s house.” Rennedi wiped the dampness away from her eyes, unable to clear the picture from her mind of the frail man lying in a hospital bed hooked up to so many machines. She wanted to remember the strong man he’d been, the gruff and sarcastic man who made her laugh. The man who teased her about her inability to mow in straight lines. The man who gobbled down her monster cookies fresh out of the oven. 

Sometimes she went into his room because it smelled like him still. Sometimes she’d set up a game of chess on his bed because the two of them had played so many games over this past year, and she missed it so much.

He was gone, and Revli was trying to clean away any evidence that he’d been here.

Revli scooted closer, her face droopy. “I didn’t mean to… I thought it’d help you make the house feel more like your own. It was just a suggestion.”

“Not a very good one.” Rennedi sniffed.

“Dad never liked change either. Anytime I suggested new furniture or even re-arranging the room, he’d bitch that he liked it this way. And only this way.”

The way Rennedi had it set up right now.

It wasn’t that she didn’t like change.

“I’m just not ready.”

“I hear you.” Revli nodded slowly.

Her phone hee-hawed, and she scanned the text. Then she shot to her feet. “I have to get dressed.” She wiped off her clothes, and crumbs tumbled to the floor.

“Dressed for what?” Rennedi asked as Revli went to the bathroom with one of her suitcases.

“Some friends texted. Invited me out for a drink. You guys want to come with?”

To a noisy bar blaring music. No thanks.

“You should stick around. You can play now that you’re here.” She tapped the Mancala board with her foot. 

“Okay, grandma,” Revli whooped. “You know, we’re twenty-six, not sixty-six. We’ll have plenty of time over the next few weeks.” She disappeared into the bathroom. 

Kaylin motioned to the game. “We’ll just play ourselves.”

“Guess so.” Rennedi slumped in her seat and propped her feet on the table covered with Revli’s food. There was no way Revli would spend her birthday at home when there were friends she hadn’t seen and bars she hadn’t visited for years. Somehow these people knew she was coming back, but Rennedi hadn’t.

“What’cha thinking?” Kaylin asked.

“I’m wondering how on earth she can be gone for four years and then get invitations out after being here for barely an hour.” Rennedi shook her head. She’d been the girl with one or two close friends, and Revli had a circle… a large and extensive circle.

“Because she’s Revli.” Kaylin laughed.

Soon after, Revli swept out of the bathroom, refreshed and wearing a ton more makeup. She kissed Rennedi on the cheek. “Happy birthday, big sister.”

“Right back at  you.” Rennedi pointed to the leftover food on the table. “Go ahead and put that in the fridge.” She swiped at her cheek with a napkin, which she guessed had red lip marks on it.

“I’ll get it when I come home.” Revli took her wallet and rushed for the foyer. “Don’t wait up.”

The door clicked shut, and Rennedi half-expected to see the whoosh Revli left behind. Her sigh filled the room. None of this should surprise her. Revli was in like a tornado and right back out. And Rennedi realized she’d never mentioned her own opportunity in New York City.

She didn’t know what life would be like now; she only knew that the prodigal daughter had returned. At least for two weeks.


Chapter Three

Rennedi wasn’t claustrophobic, but she couldn’t imagine living in this small apartment with another person. Revli had been here with her friend Courtney in the Bronx for just over four months now. The kitchen had only a sink and small counter space along with a two-burner stove and smaller-than-normal fridge.

Rennedi perched next to Revli on the couch, which was pushed up against the wall, while poor Courtney sat at the small kitchen table. The woman was a saint to let them both stay here. Rennedi didn’t need to be at the Plaza, but the only privacy at this apartment was provided by the bathroom.

“I feel so bad about taking over your apartment. I should’ve stayed at a hotel.”

Four months after Revli moved, Rennedi had come to New York to meet with the company she’d be working for next February. Her flexibility over when she could start was something that had helped her get the job. Leaving Minnesota would be tough, but she was ready for a new adventure.

“No, I wanted to meet you.” Courtney lifted her legs to set them on the other chair. “Revli said she was the quiet sister and—”

Rennedi’s brows shot up, and she let loose a laugh. “Really?”

“Yeah, that’s about what I thought.” Courtney chuckled.

“I’m quiet as a louse. I swear.” Revli whipped her hand up and placed it on her heart. 

“A louse?” Rennedi laughed. “Better lice than mice. Lice are easier to get rid of. At least that’s what I hear.” She was trying to get used to Revli’s chestnut hair streaked with platinum highlights.

Or was it platinum hair streaked with chestnut? There was more light than dark.

Something rumbled outside, and Rennedi turned to the bar-covered windows. A large truck had exited one of the garage doors on the building across the street and lumbered away. The overhead metal door clanged shut.

Revli jumped to her feet. “Ready for another refill?”

Courtney held up her empty glass. “Last one for me. I have to work tomorrow.”

“It’s a Friday. Just call in sick. It’s easy.” Revli covered her mouth and coughed, then gathered the three glasses and brought them to the counter to mix drinks.

“You’re taking tomorrow afternoon off, right?” Rennedi asked Revli. “I should be back by noon or so.”

Rennedi couldn’t wait to visit the office of Classon’s Confections, her future employer, who owned a chocolate factory. She wouldn’t be involved with the chocolate side, but the small company was expanding by creating a toy line under the name Twist Toys, which was where Rennedi came in for the packaging department. She’d be working with the toy designers to create fun and functional packaging that would appeal to the children and parents they were targeting.

“Yep.” Revli popped the P at the end of the word.

“I’ll go out with you tomorrow night. Promise.” Courtney held her fingers over her heart and crossed them. “Besides, I have a meeting I can’t miss.”

“Work, smwerk.” Revli let out a puff of air. “I need a few days’ vacation. Geraldine has been on my ass.” She poured the whiskey and sour into the glass without measuring.

“Who’s Geraldine?” Rennedi asked as Revli handed her the drink.

“My new boss. And as Dad would say, she’s an old fuddy duddy. Dresses like an ancient school teacher and acts like one too. Always on me for this or that.” She took a long sip of her drink and rotated the glass in her hands.

“And?” Rennedi chuckled, knowing there was more.

“Ehh.” Revli rolled her bottom lip under her teeth. “I sort of slept with a client, and Geraldine got all pissy about it. Especially after some other stuff that went on.”

“A major client.” Courtney snorted.

“Yep.” A smile bloomed on Revli’s face, her eyes brightening. “He’s this rich guy who’s doing a total redesign of his house in the Hamptons. My boss wasn’t along for one of our meetings, and we sort of hooked up on his back deck.”

“Revli!” Rennedi slammed her gaping mouth shut. How could she put her job and her company in jeopardy like that? Revli’s first mistake was moving here, and now this…

“No worries, chica. If they fire me, I’ll just teach a fitness class or two. I did that on the beach in L.A. a bit.”

She couldn’t be serious. “This isn’t L.A.”

Revli waved her hand in the air, blowing off Rennedi’s concerns. “You don’t get it. He’s oh, so hot. Like hot, hot, Renn. You should see his smoldering eyes. Right, Courtney? And that house is amazing.” Her head swayed back and forth all dreamily.

“Sure is,” Courtney said.

“So you still have a job? What’s the other stuff you mentioned?”

Revli couldn’t lose her job. She’d lived with Courtney for four months now and needed to find her own place.

“Yes, I have a job. I’m also still on the project with him. He wants me working with him and not just ‘cuz I’m good in bed.” She gave a haughty wink.

Courtney nodded. “They were about to remove her from the project, but he insisted she stay.”

“Yeah, me and my boss weren’t meshing anyway, which is why I now have to work with Geraldine. She doesn’t approve of what happened. Like I said, she’s really, really old.”

“You’re lucky,” Rennedi snapped. “You shouldn’t be pulling crap like that.”

“We only hook up sometimes. Trust me, I’m nobody to him. He’s got like a rotating line of women he’s with. I mean, he’s super rich. Owns all these different businesses and travels all the time.”

A heaviness settled in Rennedi’s chest. She didn’t know what bothered her more. What Revli had done or that she thought she wasn’t worth more than random sex.

“I know I wasn’t thinking,” Revli said, “but I’m lucky it turned out the way it did. This job with him could lead to so many more. He has a lot of contacts around here, and if he’s happy with my work, then I could get a promotion.”

Or they might fire you once the job is done.

“Well, that’d be nice.” Rennedi didn’t know what to say now. She didn’t want to be the harpy sister, especially since she’d have to talk to Revli about her living situation.

“And, if I get a promotion, I can kick in money for rent.” Revli raised her glass at Courtney.

“Whoa, what? You’re not paying rent?” Rennedi’s eyes drilled into Revli.

“She pays for other things,” Courtney said, her voice light. “I could charge her more, but she’s on the couch. Plus, I get three-quarters of the closet space.”

Oh Revli. She better not be taking advantage of Courtney.

Revli slammed her empty glass on the table. “So are you changing so we can get going?” 

“What, my Minnesota sweatshirt and jeans aren’t good enough for a night out?” She eyed Revli’s glittery orange crop top that hugged her chest and her platinum-striped hair. Rennedi knew she’d be invisible next to her sister, but she didn’t mind.

“Go, go.” Revli waved her hands toward the bathroom. “Don’t come out until you’re dressed in something cute.”

Rennedi dragged her suitcase to the bathroom to refresh and change. When she emerged, Revli studied the cream t-shirt and navy pants like she might say something, but she turned for the door. 

“The Uber is coming.” Revli motioned to the door.

“You already got a car? How’d you know I’d be ready so quickly?”

“Really, Renn?” Revli chuckled. “See you tomorrow, Courtney.”

“Wait, tomorrow?” Rennedi grasped Revli’s shoulder.

Revli flung her hands up. “What, you want to come home before midnight, Cinderella? We’re in New York.”

“Okay. But we both have to work in the morning.”

Rennedi said goodbye, and they clambered out the door into the dingy, musty hallway. The stained linoleum flooring had more scuffs and gouges than not and was missing trim on the one side of the wall.

They stood on the stoop of the six-story brick building. Rusting metal fire escapes spiderwebbed the brick wall dotted with window after window, some with air conditioners, some without. The adjacent apartments had wrought-iron fences walling off their doors, and every single window on the main floor had bars.

Rennedi glanced across the street at the graffitied wall of a used auto parts store and clutched Revli’s arm. “Are we okay staying here? It’s a little sketch.”

“We’re fine. You got your pepper spray, right?” She winked, and Rennedi couldn’t tell if she was being serious or not.

“I don’t have pepper spray.”

She was rethinking the no hotel thing again.

Revli snorted. “We won’t be out walking the neighborhood to watch the sunsets. We’re not at Lake Harriet.”

A car pulled up, and Revli checked her phone. “I’ve got something super cool to show you, and I can’t wait!”


Chapter Four

At eleven o’clock, the city hadn’t even slowed one bit. Just the crowd changed. Times Square looked exactly like it did in all the pictures: signs with lights of every color, skyscrapers stretching up to the sky, so many languages new to her ears, and people all over the place. Yes, Rennedi was from Minneapolis, but she avoided downtown as much as she could.

Her feet ached like she’d walked twenty miles. Maybe they had.

“I’ve got a busy day tomorrow.” This was Rennedi’s second reminder, the second hint that it was time to go.

“One more stop. Let me call a car. It’s too far to walk.” Revli was already typing on her phone. A distracted group of people headed toward Revli, and Rennedi tugged on her to slide her out of the way.

“Do you ever take the subway?” One benefit of living in the city was trains that went everywhere.

“Not if I don’t have to.”

The short ride brought them to a skyscraper by Central Park. They got out, and Rennedi tilted her head all the way up.

“Come on.” Revli grabbed her hand and dragged her into the bright entrance. “Leo.” She rushed up to a man in a navy suit behind a desk who was tapping on an iPad. He looked up.

“Sorry, Revli. I was taking care of an issue on floor twenty-two. You know how they get.” He gave a dramatic cough-cough, and she laughed.

“They’re always trouble, aren’t they?” She pointed to Rennedi, who was checking out the pristine, elegant entryway. “This is my sister, Rennedi.”

His face fell serious, and he scratched his chin. “Sister, huh. I would’ve never known.”

Revli giggled. “Yep, we get that a lot.”

“Um, Rev, who are we going to see?” Rennedi couldn’t get over the stone floors and the high ceilings and gold fixtures and rich woods. A seating area with a stuffy couch, loveseat, and several stiff chairs sat next to the windows looking out on the street, and a bank of elevators was down the hall.

“Mason said to send you up,” Leo said. “The code is the same as last time.”

“Thanks, Leo. You’re the best.” Revli slapped the top of the desk twice. “Let’s go, Renn. Night, Leo.”

“Have a terrific evening, ladies.” Leo gave them one last wave and returned to his iPad, and Revli continued on.

“Who’s Mason? And what code?” Rennedi said as Revli brought them to the gold elevators. They passed a short hall that led to mailboxes and stopped in front of the farthest elevator from the door. Revli pushed a button.

“Mason. He’s a friend of mine, and he has this awesome apartment.” One of the doors popped open, and they stepped inside. “Visitors need either a key card to get in, or Leo will give you a code. It’s just temporary though. If we came back tomorrow, it wouldn’t work. The elevator won’t move unless I hit the code.” She hit a six-digit number into the keypad, and the doors shut. “The scanner also works off fingerprints too, for residents. Mason said he’d give me access that way too sometime.”

“What floor are we going to?”

The elevator whisked them up as she watched the numbers on the panel increase.

“Fifty-nine, but really sixty because the apartment takes up two floors.” Revli rocked back and forth on her feet.

They stopped and stepped into a bright foyer.

“Whoa, what’s that?” Rennedi went to the display case on the wall, her knees bumping the gold velvet loveseat next to the side table. An old metal sword was displayed on a bed of red velvet with a hand-painted sign above it in Chinese, or maybe Japanese. The length of the blade was straight until the end, which curved up, and the seemingly sharp, thin metal was brown and rusted with age.

She reached up to touch the slick metal blade that would slice off a finger in seconds but jerked her hand back.

“It’s from the 1500s, and they found it where some battle had taken place. Mason bought it when he was on his trip to the Sichuan Province and had it authenticated, but they can’t narrow it down to the exact year. Can you imagine all the years it’s seen? It’s over five hundred years old, so that means it’s from the Ming Dynasty.”

Rennedi did a double take. “When did you develop such an interest in history?”

“If Mason would’ve been my teacher and told us the cool stories he has, I wouldn’t have fallen asleep in his class.”

“What does the sign say?”

“He said it translates to Truth Is Strength.”

“Very neat.” Rennedi spun around to check out the whole space. There was a second elevator next to the one they used, and through a doorway in a small hall was a third. “Three elevators?”

“Yep. The two come up here from the entry, and that’s the service elevator.” She pointed down the hall. “Let’s go inside.”

She hit another code on the keypad next to the door, and they went into a small hallway that had black marble floors with veins of white, which led off three different ways past several other doors. A beaming man stepped up to them. He was wearing a royal blue dress shirt and black pants, and Rennedi suddenly realized how late it was. She’d be in bed if she were home. Fast asleep.

“Good evening, Revli.” He pulled her in for a kiss on the cheek.

“Hi, Mason.” She stretched his name out and rocked on her feet again, the smile bursting off her face. She didn’t say anything else. Just stared at him.

“You must be Rennedi,” he finally said.

“Oh yep. This is my sister, Rennedi. Renn, this is Mason Heyl.” Revli would’ve lit up the room herself if the lights hadn’t already.

Rennedi stretched her hand out to shake. Mason had short black hair and a five o’clock shadow, and he was a few inches taller, about six feet, she figured. Pretty good-looking guy.

“It’s great to finally meet you.” His voice was a warm greeting, and his gaze flicked back to Revli, a twinkle in his eyes.

“You too,” Rennedi forced out, having noticed the finally. Revli had never once mentioned dating anyone specific.

“So, Rennedi, Revli tells me that you’re moving here next winter. She couldn’t remember the name of the company or quite what you’d be doing. Only that they made”—he tilted his head at her, and his tone grew amused—“toys.”

Revli’s nose scrunched up, a pink flush across her cheeks. “It can wait. Let’s show her the view. Then you can grill her all you want. Or she can grill you.” Revli’s hand shot out, and she grasped his arm. “Don’t forget to dim the lights, please.”

“Your wish is my command.” Mason did a small bow. He hit a keypad on the wall, and the lights dimmed. “Can I get you two a glass of wine?”

“Yes,” Revli said at the same time Rennedi said, “No thank you.”

“Just one glass?” Revli looked to Rennedi with pleading eyes.

Even though it was late, she should enjoy the opportunity, so she agreed. “Sure.”

“Sweet.” Revli brought her around the corner and led her past furniture through the room.

Rennedi stopped. “Whoa-ahh.” Floor-to-ceiling windows looked out over the city, toward the park, but she could also see the mass of skyscrapers to the south. The dark sky blanketed a sea of lights that extended forever. Central Park was surrounded by brilliance, and down below, there were people like her, people new to the city, people about to start their own adventures as she was.

Suddenly, she couldn’t wait to move. Even if she wouldn’t be living atop the world like Mason.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” Revli looped her arm through Rennedi’s.

“I’d say so. Puts Minneapolis to shame.” She shouldn’t be a New York snob. She hadn’t even moved here yet.

“I’ve been here alone sometimes during the day, and I just sit in silence and look down and think about everything that’s going on below me. All the hustle and bustle, and I’m up here watching it all.” Revli sighed. “The view is so amazing.”

“Are we ready for lighting?” Mason asked from across the room.

“I guess.” Revli wound her arm around Rennedi’s waist and set her head on Rennedi’s shoulder. “Thanks for letting me bring you here. I wanted to show you something you’d never see on your own. Well, without all the other tourists around.”

“Thank you,” Rennedi said softly, giving Revli a squeeze.

The lights flicked on, and Rennedi dropped her arm and turned around. Mason brought over a glass of white wine as she took in the room and almost let out another whoa.

Three large chandeliers strung of gold wire hung above them. The two-story walls were a dark wood paneling with very visible black vertical woodgrain. The extra-large couch, two love seats, and several accent chairs were all either black or light gray, and all the end tables and coffee tables were a similar color to the wood-paneled walls. A black stone fireplace that matched the marbled floor sat against the far wall, and a gold-veined marble staircase led up to the balcony that overlooked the room. The railing glimmered in gold atop the glass wall.

On the other side of the staircase was an arched doorway to a black dining table that stretched so long that there was another doorway at the far end. She couldn’t see the middle or count all the black leather chairs, but she figured each side held at least eight or ten.

The black and white and gray everywhere made her think she was trapped inside a newspaper page and couldn’t climb out. If she did escape, she’d plummet to her death below. But instead of red, she’d bleed black.

Chill, Rennedi, she told herself and forced her shoulders to relax. That was a super crazy thought. She wasn’t scared of heights at all.

“Please have a seat.” Mason motioned to the gray crushed velvet couch, and Rennedi stepped over. The lights outside suddenly lost their warmth. She felt alone, which was weird, and she felt cold too, as if the temperature had dropped ten degrees.

Mason sat down on the black loveseat, and Revli sat next to him, leaving no space between them.

Rennedi looked across the room. Pushed up against the far wall was a silver metal accent table with a white stone sculpture, a coiled snake, and on the wall by the steps was a large wood trunk, the oxidized metal latches green with age. Her eyes flicked back to that snake, and she suppressed a shudder.

“I think she likes it. She’s not speaking.” Revli bit down on her lip as if trying to hold back her smile.

“It’s beautiful in here.” She hoped he couldn’t read through her. She couldn’t brush off the chill inside her or the lonely feeling either.

“I get a similar reaction from most first-time visitors. Truthfully, it is a bit”—he paused—“extraordinary. When I first purchased it, I intended to remodel it more traditionally, but before that happened, I got used to it. Besides, I do enjoy my visitors’ reactions.”

“It’s a conversation starter.” Rennedi nodded along. Too many patterns and textures overwhelmed her senses. She took a sip of her wine—oh, Chardonnay. Her favorite.

Mason leaned back into the loveseat and stretched his legs out. “So tell me more about your new job.”

“It’s with Twist Toys. I’m not officially starting until February, but I’ll be designing the packaging for their new toy line. It’ll be a challenge but should be fun.”

“Creativity must run in the family then.” He sipped from his glass, and Revli tucked her legs to the side and cuddled up to him.

“She gets it from me.” Revli rubbed her fingers across the back of Mason’s hand and smirked, and Rennedi nearly scoffed.

“I’m sure she did.” He glanced at Revli, the amusement dancing in his eyes. “What kind of toys will they be manufacturing?”

“Wood toys,” Rennedi said. “I haven’t seen the whole line yet, but they’ll have both a nostalgic line and a contemporary line. I get to see it in person tomorrow.”

“Are they a big company? I’ve never heard of them.”

From his professional demeanor and the way he carried himself, Rennedi guessed he was closer to thirty than twenty. He even wore silver cufflinks in his shirtsleeves.

“Right now, the toy side is small, but they’re hoping to expand quickly. They’ve got aggressive plans, he said.”

“What about your graphic design company? What will you do with it?”

“I mostly do little jobs here and there. But I’m not closing it down. When I start the new position, I’ll be pretty busy, but after that, they don’t think it’ll be full-time work. They’re hiring me as a freelance designer, which will allow me to work on my own business too. That’s where my goals lie, in growing my company.”

“Good for you. When you move to town, you should look up the Definitive Business Mentorship group. They offer support and advice, and you’d get a lot out of it. There are many business and entrepreneurial groups around the city, and you just need to find the one you click with.”

“I will, thanks. Are you a New York native?”

“Mason grew up in Queens—what was the neighborhood? Astoria Heights, right?” Revli gushed. “Then he went to Harvard, and he’s lived in Cairo and Tokyo and then back here again. Can you imagine living in someplace so exotic?”

“Tokyo? My best friend’s moving to Japan. Kaylin’s fiancé is stationed at Yokota Air Force Base in Fussa. That’s why I’m not moving here until February. The wedding is in January, and once that’s done, then I’m coming here.”

“If you ever make it over there to visit her, I can give you tips. There is so much to explore there.” Mason took a sip of his red wine and set it on the glass coffee table. Rennedi couldn’t help but notice the contrast between the two. Mason in his dress clothes looking like he just came home from the office, and Revli in her glittery orange crop top. He was probably just having fun with her. Slumming.

Damn, Rennedi. She winced internally. But she didn’t mean it badly. She and Revli were obviously in a way different class than Mason.

“I will, thanks.”

Revli’s eyes grew wide. “His business brings him on all these amazing trips. He just got back from China. The Sichuan Province and Yang-zou.”

Mason chuckled. “Yangzhou,” he said, pronouncing it with a J.

Revli’s brows pulled together. “I always forget that. There’s no J in the word. It’s a Z. I could never learn Chinese.”

“You know Chinese?” Rennedi asked. She shouldn’t be surprised if he knew multiple languages after living in several international cities.

“Only a few words here and there. I’m fluent in Spanish and can stumble through many European languages. I got my Arabic down the years after college, but my Hindi needs improvement. I haven’t ventured into Chinese too much, but I should.”

“I took Spanish in high school for two years.” Revli’s lips quirked. “I remember very little of it.”

“Perhaps you should try pick it up again. Knowing a second language in this city is very useful.”

“Or perhaps not. That’s too much work.” Revli giggled, and he shook his head at her.

“The path to enlightenment, my dear, is through knowledge.” Mason patted Revli on the leg.

“Oh, you and that mumbo jumbo stuff. Mason believes in lifelong learning, and I believe in enjoying life.” Revli ran a hand through her hair, fingering a few strands.

One drink turned into two as Mason shared a few stories from his China trip, and then asked Rennedi more about her new job and  growing up in Minnesota. He was interesting to speak with, but soon Rennedi stifled a yawn.

“We should take off, Rev. I’ve got a busy morning tomorrow.” 

There was no way she’d show up for her new employers on only three hours of sleep.

“Ahh, live a little. You’re in New York, for goodness sakes,” Revli pouted. “We don’t have to go home yet.”

“Revli, your sister said she is ready to go.” Mason’s voice held an air of authority suddenly, and although Rennedi agreed with him, he shouldn’t be chastising Revli like that. The tone change highlighted the huge gap between them once again.

“I suppose. It is a new job after all. My big sis is going places.” Revli grinned before standing.

Rennedi thanked Mason for showing off his view, and he escorted them to the elevators.

“I’ll have my car service take you home,” he said after pushing the call button.

“You’re so sweet,” Revli gushed.

“Car service?” Rennedi said. “You don’t have to do that.”

“Don’t worry about it. He’s been on standby for you.” Mason squeezed Revli’s hand, and Revli mentioned something about how one of the drivers was more quiet, but the second was super chatty.

The elevator arrived. Mason gave Revli a quick peck on the cheek,  and they said their goodbyes and stepped inside. Rennedi waited for the door to close.

“Spill it, Rev. How did you meet him? He’s gorgeous.”

Revli smirked as she watched the flashing floor numbers. “What, just because he’s a venture capitalist and CEO, and I’m a wee little interior designer?”

“Exactly.” Rennedi mirrored her expression. “I don’t imagine you two run in the same circles.”

“Naw, you’re right.” Revli hip-bumped her lightly. “Actually, I’m helping remodel his Hamptons house.”

“Whoa, what?”

Mason was Revli’s hookup client. The one who could get her fired. The guy she was risking her job over.

“I’m not sure—” The elevator stopped, and the doors opened.

“Come on.” Revli nudged her in the arm.

Rennedi kept her mouth shut as they approached Leo, who informed them of the waiting car. Soon they were driving home with someone who worked for Mason, and then back at Courtney’s silent apartment, where she was sleeping.

Tomorrow Rennedi would question Revli because dating a client while working for him was not a smart idea. Revli had claimed earlier this was just about hooking up, but the way she looked at him showed much more.


Chapter Five

Revli didn’t stir when Rennedi crawled out of bed on the pull-out couch early the next morning, and she wasn’t awake when Rennedi left, even though Courtney had gotten up. Revli would’ve loved this tour of the chocolate factory and getting to taste the roasted cacao beans.

Rennedi followed Alvin Lee, the head of production and her new boss, around the noisy factory as he gave her an in-depth background of Classon’s Confections and Twist Toys. She wouldn’t be doing anything for the chocolate side, but seeing how the candies were made was fascinating.

“We don’t have the new molds in yet that’ll match the cars and trucks for the toy line, but those should be arriving soon. The animals will come after that.”

“Bridgett Classon is the definition of the American dream,” Rennedi said. The owner of the company started making chocolates for friends and family before finding a small store in Queens and eventually growing to this factory. They were no Hershey’s, but their name was well known in the area.

“She is.” Alvin led Rennedi around the last step in the process, the packaging. The focused worker paid no attention to them as he removed the chocolates and stuck them into a box, his movements fluid and fast.

“I just think it’s so cool. The old-fashioned wooden toys and the matching chocolates.” Rennedi scratched an itch on her forehead underneath the plastic hair cap. Wearing these all day would suck, but the workers must get used to them.

“Don’t worry.” Alvin clapped his hands together as Rennedi eyed the finished product. “We’ll send you home with samples to share with your family.” He’d been working for Bridgett Classon for years and knew everything about the factory. He should be in marketing with the way he talked up the company.

“I won’t say no.” The chocolate smell was enticing, but she wondered if the employees grew sick of it after working all day long.

“Let’s head to the offices. Faira should be in by now too, and I’ll introduce you to Bridgett and Kesten. There are a few things that Bridgett wants to make sure we keep in line for the branding, but it’s not too restrictive, and they’re looking forward to seeing what you can do. Bridgett has been a long believer in giving fresh talent a chance.”

Alvin brought Rennedi through a maze of hallways and doors to a back alleyway, where they crossed to the building next door. By the third flight of steps, he was breathing heavily.

“There’s an elevator up front, but I thought this would be easier.” He chuckled. “My body does not agree.”

“I hear you. I’m not used to them either.”

They passed through a clean and bright hallway into an office, and Alvin waved Rennedi in like she was royalty. “Look who I have here, Faira.”
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