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To those who’ve been taught to seethe in silence, give voice to your rage










  
  
Chapter One




“Oh my god, your hair!” 

It was the first day back from the August Civic Holiday, and Claudia Sano had been through this song and dance no less than a dozen times today. She would probably have to go through it a dozen more. She pasted on a smile for the intern and gave her hair a playful little flip. “It was time for a change.”

She stood in the generously appointed break room of Morenal, Smith & Sano, putting her assorted drinking vessels in the dishwasher. Every day she swore she would be better about accumulating cups and mugs and glasses, and every day she ended up with a shelf’s worth scattered around her workspace. Today she’d managed two mugs, three glasses, and a teacup.

“Oh, of course! Your birthday was last week—you’re a Leo! It’s a Venus retrograde in Leo summer. It makes perfect sense!”

A couple of years ago, her birthday was met with lots of welcomes to her ‘Dirty Thirties’. Then last year people congratulated her on entering her ‘Jesus Year’. She’d thought thirty-four would arrive without fanfare, yet here this young woman was, fanfaring.

Claudia kept her smile bright despite the stream of astrology she didn’t subscribe to. “Exactly!”

Agreeing was easier than admitting she’d been losing hold of the reins and needed to do something to regain a semblance of control. Cutting eight inches of her hair off, leaving it to its natural gentle curl, was the least drastic option available at the time. Not that she would explain it to the eager-eyed intern.

“We’re going to the spot for drinks after work. You should totally come!”

“Ugh, I wish I could!” Claudia matched the young woman’s vocal fry, pouting her disappointment for all that she’d rather walk naked down Yonge Street than be out in Toronto’s nightlife. Gesturing vaguely in the direction of her office, she sulked, “I’m up to my tits in deadlines, but have a drink for me, okay?”

The intern bounced out of the kitchen, waving exuberantly. The beaming smile she received was worth the sin of lying to the young woman. Returning her smile, Claudia pulled her phone out of her pocket to make a note to call the local bar they frequented at the corner to cover their tab when she heard a scoff behind her.

It was the new Doberman-faced custodian. Howard and Valerie, the owners of the cleaning company, had needed to step back for health reasons and there had been a few new faces as a result. She’d noticed him immediately. Tall, medium-built, with a rangy frame and a caramel complexion, his raspy voice always sounded like it was rusty from disuse. His hair was long enough to be braided in an ornate style along his head and he wore a gold rope chain and a thick gold bangle on his left wrist. As far as she was concerned, it only added to his overall sinfulness. 

“Hi, Ian!”

She got the same gravelly grunt she’d come to associate with the taciturn janitor. Claudia worked really hard at not letting her mask drop at work. She couldn’t afford to be seen as anything other than the bright, bubbly Portfolio Manager in her uncle’s firm. Among the ways she managed was not engaging other similarly grumpy people. The last thing she needed was to let his surliness reach out and touch hers, luring hers to the surface, no matter how much she wished she could. 

“I’m here for another hour or so.” She and the other five members of her team often kept the cleaning and maintenance staff apprised of their movements since their irregular, inconsistent hours were an occupational hazard of watching global markets.

“Working on your deadlines?” Ian asked, air quotes heavy in his voice.

“I’m sorry?” She’d shared some small exchanges with the man in the three months since he’d started. Nothing in-depth or insightful. Barely enough to be considered pleasantries, really. But they were generally inoffensive. This... tone? This was new.

“You lied to that girl. ‘Deadlines’,” the derisive air quotes again, “are not the reason you aren’t meeting them for a drink.”

“Oh, really? And how would you know that?”

He gave a noncommittal shrug. When it became clear his lifted shoulders were his answer, Claudia crossed her arms around her chest and held his gaze. Being five foot three wasn’t the obstacle people made it out to be. High heels and an attitude, both of which Claudia possessed in spades, effectively leveled the playing field.

“Well?” She asked him, one brow raised expectantly. She had inherited her abuela’s steely-eyed gaze, which she employed to great effect now.

Ian used his whole body to sigh, as though she’d started this. As though she’d forced him to initiate this conversation. “Your laugh.”

“What about my laugh?”

“It was fake.”

“My...” Claudia’s mouth hung open with her disbelief. She blinked through her shock and demanded, “You think you know when my laugh is fake?”

He gave another full-bodied shrug, eyes half-lidded, and explained, as though it was the most obvious thing in the world, “You laugh with the tall, flirty woman that comes here sometimes. And the Director of Software Development. You laugh with her, too.”

Her cousins and closest friends, Junior and Alma.

Well, shit.

“Should I be concerned about how much attention you pay to my comings and goings?” There might have been a teasing lilt to her voice, but she wasn’t sure she was joking. She’d put too much time into perfecting her workplace persona to have it unraveled so easily by a relative stranger.

“Not at all,” he said simply. “I shouldn’t have said anything in the first place. My apologies.”

“Oh, no. It’s too late for that. What else have you noticed about me?” Tell me where the mask is slipping; show me where I need to shore up my defenses. The desperate thought came unbidden.

If a Black man could look green around the gills, this one did. He didn’t squirm or fidget, but it was plainly obvious he’d rather be swallowed by a sinkhole than remain in this conversation with her. If she wasn’t working on quelling the new, low-level panic bubbling in her gut, she might have empathized.

Whatever spirit had possessed him to open up had vanished. He did not seem pleased to be left holding the proverbial conversational bag. His only reply was a curt, “Nah, nothing else.”

The way he studiously avoided eye contact and focused on organizing the items in his cart said he wasn’t telling the whole truth but would speak no further on the matter. Claudia made a mental note to tighten the lock on her facade and took a deep breath. Exhaling quietly, she tried to shake her worry off. Now was not the time to unravel. She had an hour or two left before she could go home, unwind, and work her way through the impending spiral. Instead, she let her trademark smile spread over her face.

“Okay,” she said, her bright, cheery tone masking her rising panic, “Let me know when you think of something!” And with that, she headed back to her office, where she could freak out in peace.








  
  
Chapter Two




“What were you thinking, bro?” He muttered to himself as he watched Claudia walk away, damning himself for engaging the tiny dynamo. 

Ian hadn’t planned on saying anything. He’d been doing so well. But she’d shown up today with her new haircut, a bob that left her full curls tousled above her shoulders, so different from her severe updos, he’d lost all restraint.

She looked so soft, so touchable, so damned beautiful, he forgot himself and spoke his thoughts aloud. Dammit.

He supposed it was bound to happen sooner or later. He was drawn to her, but for the life of him, he couldn’t shake it. Yes, she was beautiful—bronze-skinned and stacked, with a pouty mouth that might be the result of a small overbite, and large dark eyes that hid a galaxy of secrets—but she was also very clearly at the top of her game. She had a sweet setup in a corner office, which meant, if nothing else, she was a force to be reckoned with. That meant she was absolutely off limits.

Yet still he wondered. Still, he hovered, trying to figure out which version of the curvy beauty was the real one. Was she the woman who met the world with a wide smile, an infectious laugh, and a tailored suit? Would she come home to share all the wild and wonderful things she saw in a day, all the ways she was moved and inspired? Or was she the woman who silently schemed and plotted to bend the world to her will? Did she need to regroup to tend to her proverbial bruised and battered wounds before heading back into battle? Both? Neither? No matter how he tried, he couldn’t shake the fascination.

And he really did try.

Every day, before each shift, Ian looked himself in the mirror for a stern talking-to. The words he used might have changed over the last three months, but the gist was the same: do not engage. He was here, cleaning up after these seemingly regular but obviously wealthy people because his dad had a stroke and his parents couldn’t afford to lose this contract. They’d worked so hard to get it—jumped through endless hoops with security background checks—and in the process had shed all but their most loyal original client list. If they weren’t able to keep up at Morenal, Smith & Sano, they could lose everything. In this economy, people were tightening their budgets against expenses deemed extravagant. Trying to find new clients wouldn’t be impossible, but the time it would take to regain the lost income could prove detrimental.

So here he was reminding himself to keep his head down and do his job. It was a temporary detour from his own life plan to help his parents. He would not ruin this for them with his penchant for chit-chat. Ian was a hard worker; no one could dispute that. What also couldn’t be disputed? Ian’s exuberance for all things. A landscape architect by trade, his supervisor and mentor routinely chided, ‘Work and talk, Ian. Work and talk’. The very last thing he wanted was for someone to complain about his flapping gums, so he didn’t speak to almost anyone at all.

It didn’t mean he wasn’t paying attention, wasn’t taking it all in. From what he could tell, this place was a rarity. He thought he’d lucked out by being hired right out of school by his professor and given the opportunity to design instead of being sucked dry at some soulless firm as a nameless, faceless CAD drone. And while he understood, intrinsically, there had to be other great places to work—employees happy with their jobs, employers who were good to work for—he hadn’t ever imagined a place like this.

A finance firm with over a hundred employees that felt like... he didn’t know the word. It wasn’t anything so trite as ‘family’. No, it was more like the staff here were all hired because they were the best at what they did, and, as such, they were treated competently. Basic, thoughtful amenities were supplied without comment or fanfare because it seemed the management understood productivity increased when people were treated with humanity and respect.

It took all of his will to not stop to ask about the planters in the hallway, the brand of coffee in the break room, the carpet in reception, and the art that hung throughout the space—Ian could talk for hours about any subject at all. He’d done it before, and he’d do it again. Just not here.

Which is why he was kicking himself. Claudia was obviously some type of uppity up who had members of the C-suite’s ear. One word from her and things could end terribly for him. While she didn’t seem the vindictive type, he knew there was more to her than her bright smiles and bubbly laugh. There were little sparks, tamped down before anyone else seemed to notice—though how they didn’t remained an eternal mystery—that he found captivating.

No, this chapter would close, and he’d return to his regularly scheduled programming. His exposure to the woman who was entirely out of bounds, who’d occupied too much of his time and attention, would end, and he’d be free of this... obsession.

His phone buzzed in his pocket, and he looked around to make sure he was alone before he pulled it out.

“Jonathan?”

“Hey, man!” Jonathan Bendea, his professor turned boss and mentor, was one of the few people in his life who called instead of texted. “Do you have a sec?”

He didn’t really, but there was no point in wallowing in it. Instead, he answered with a breezy, “Yeah, what’s up?”

“I’m calling to try to convince you to attend the groundbreaking at the site next week.” Ian made a frustrated sound in his throat, but Jonathan pressed on, “I know you’re taking a leave of absence so you could focus on helping your parents. A clean break makes sense. We support you fully.”

“But?” The word came out on an exasperated exhale.

“But I want you to experience this. It’s your first design coming to life. I don’t want you to miss this chance. This is a big deal, Ian. You need to witness it—embrace it—it’s a feeling like no other.”

“I’ll think about it. I promise.”

“That’s all I ask.” Jonathan’s easy charm, the same charisma that held the rapt attention of class after class of undergrads, made him very difficult to refuse.

True to his word, Jonathan didn’t linger. Still, for all its brevity, the call was a well-timed gut punch. Painful, yes. But necessary.

Ian needed to remember what was at stake if he didn’t see this through. He had willingly walked away from his career, from his life, to help his parents. He chose this. He was no longer the Ian who could afford to be distracted by beautiful women and their bubbly masks, where only he would pay the price for any fallout. This was his parents’ company, their legacy, and if he failed, his entire family would suffer.

No, he wouldn’t let it happen. Which meant his fascination with her ended now.








  
  
Chapter Three




Claudia checked the notification when her cell lit up. 

Picking it up, she sighed wearily, “Yes, Nanda?”

“Is everything okay?”

Her sister Fernanda joined a conservation excursion in Costa Rica after university. She married the founder, pushed out four boys, and never looked back. So her solution to ‘sistering’ was to institute weekly ‘catch-up’ calls. It used to be just the two of them, but had since evolved to a separate call for her kids to regale their tía with their adventures. Fernanda thought she was so clever. These twice-weekly video chats were Fernanda’s way of checking in on Claudia without being obvious about it since, apparently, their constant texting wasn’t a reliable enough barometer of Claudia’s state of being. Except, if they missed a scheduled call, Fernanda slipped into a mild hysteria, convinced something catastrophic had happened.

“Tranquila, Osita.” She really wasn’t in the mood for her sister’s histrionics.

“You know I hate being called that.” Fernanda grumbled.

“But you were like a little grizzly bear. Muy cute.”

Her sister scoffed, while rolling her eyes, “All babies are hairy, Claudia. It’s called lanugo, and it’s perfectly normal.”

“You’d know,” Claudia laughed. At her sister’s outraged expression, she rushed to add, “because of all the babies you’ve had, not because you were a Sasquatch!”

“Moving on,” Fernanda’s haughty sniff told Claudia everything she needed to know. Namely, her sister was gearing up for a lecture. “I’ve been reading up on lymphatic drainage. It’s supposed to be really good for relieving swelling and ridding the body of toxins. Have you heard about it? Reducing inflammation can boost brain function. I think you should look into it.”

The fact they were on a video call didn’t stop Claudia from making a face. Her sister was always trying to find a way to ‘help’. Whether it was newfangled diets, increasingly niche exercises, or trendy new age practices, Fernanda had convinced herself the right combination of things existed to fix Claudia’s brain.

While it was true she suffered from depression and anxiety, and that her brain’s chemistry needed constant monitoring so she could function, the reality was much simpler.

Claudia Sano, like Bruce Banner before her, was always angry. Her rage was what propelled her through the world. 

She had a close-knit, nominally dysfunctional family; a solid education given to her by both books and life; and a challenging yet rewarding job she fought to get and keep. She knew she was, objectively, doing well. What she didn’t know was how people looked at the world around them—the imbalance, corruption, and pure, soulless greed—and not want to scream until they were hoarse? What response could be more appropriate to the sight of dead babies and exploited civilians than unfettered rage?

She knew there were other people like her, people who moved through the world ranting and railing against the unfairness of it all. She also understood that the average person was doing their best to stay afloat, to survive. But it was the hypocrisy that drove her insane. The quote attributed to an Irish philosopher, for example, made her grind her molars to dust. How could they be considered good men if they were doing nothing while evil triumphed? The very fact they were getting credit for goodness in the face of their indifference was galling.

It was an insult to her injury that, as a Black woman, her own fury was used as a cudgel. Her every action was seen through a filter, casting the most innocuous emotions as angry. She wasn’t considered sad, disappointed, or heartbroken. She was never weary or exhausted, only angry. Simply minding her own business could be perceived as ‘an attitude’. Drawing boundaries for herself? ‘Hostility’. Correcting someone for their avoidable mistake? ‘Arrogance’. So, her justified anger? Well. She wasn’t allowed to be angry. She wasn’t allowed to snarl and spit. The world was constantly telling women to sit pretty, play nice, and she hated it.

It was a double-edged sword, of course. She understood sweet and bubbly was more attractive than snarling and nihilistic, but unfortunately, being a beautiful ray of sunshine too often translated to trivial and insignificant, and she didn’t have the strength to fight this fight on both fronts. It was all she could do to get through the day without being consumed by her impotent rage.

“No.”

“No, you haven’t heard of it?”

“No, Fernanda, I’m not interested. I don’t need it, and I want you to stop presenting these crackpot theories as solutions.”

They had a version of this conversation at least twice a year. Fernanda would lay off for a while, but, bless her, her younger sister couldn’t help herself. Honestly, Claudia wasn’t even mad. Not really. She understood Fernanda was coming from a place of love, no matter how suffocating it felt in the moment.

Besides, it’s not like Claudia didn’t understand what was wrong with her. She’d found ways to cope, to compensate. She’d found ways to fight. Ways to rebel.

Her job was her proudest act of subversion. She used all she knew of both history and the ways money functioned to give the working class a small bit of security that would otherwise be denied them. Regular people were meant to be fed to the machine, not achieve meaningful, long-term benefits from their labor. They were supposed to work themselves to the bone to power the system that kept the elite at the top and everyone else fighting for crumbs. She did everything she could to ensure her clients, who were generally overlooked and underestimated, had a future to live off of when the time came. Relying on the government was as much a mistake as believing big business saw them as anything more than grist.

She didn’t begrudge the rest of her team for chasing flashy accounts. She just knew the only reason she was able to accomplish the few hours of restless sleep each night was because she was doing her small part to restore a semblance of balance.

But the price she paid was steep. Looking into the abyss day in and day out so she could forecast trends and predict pitfalls meant she was constantly fighting her demons, constantly trying to keep her head above water so she didn’t succumb to the anxiety that clawed at her during every waking moment.

No, Claudia had to keep hold of her anger lest it carry her away. Which meant she controlled every facet of her life to the best of her ability. She didn’t pursue anything more than casual hookups, she didn’t socialize outside of work, and she didn’t, under any circumstance, let strangers in. Once a person saw behind the mask, it was impossible to go on as they had before. People generally had no idea what to do with a furious woman because the world didn’t make space for them, and she was tired of trying to explain it. Instead, she let her big eyes, big boobs, and big laugh act as a diversion so she could seethe in peace.

But with her sister blathering on about inflammation... her peace was fleeting.

Cutting Fernanda off mid-sentence, Claudia asked, “Did you know Australia is wider than the moon?” Her sister snapped her mouth shut in confusion. Good. “It’s not important. I just want to talk about literally anything other than your tonta cures for my brain.”

Why people—her family, especially—thought she could smile or exercise or fresh-air her way out of a mental health issue was an eternal mystery. It was probably why she went out of her way to keep it a secret, right on the heels of social stigmas and prejudices.

“Fine. What do you want to talk about?”

“Junior and Davis—”

“No! I don’t want to hear it!” Fernanda shuddered, pressing the ball of her palm into her eye socket. “She accidentally video called me last week while they were... busy. Why she was reaching for her phone while that was happening, I have no idea, but I will be forever scarred by the experience.”

Claudia couldn’t help but snort her laughter. How upset could she be at her cousin when she was a product of her environment? Everyone knew you didn’t go looking for Junior’s parents if you didn’t want to see things best left unseen. It was standard practice to call out for Jaime and Yesenia and wait for them to come to you. Even as a child, Claudia understood her aunt and uncle were not like other grownups. Their... passion... for each other was just one of the many ways they were different.

“Get your mind out of the gutter, perv. I was going to say they’re starting the reno now that the permits have been approved. Diego sent a team to the house.”

“Sure, like you haven’t had her sex life inflicted on you.”

“Sometimes the stories are entertaining. Dare I say informative? Por ejemplo, did you know the left testicle usually hangs lower than the right for right-handed people and vice versa for los zurdos?”

“Really?”

“Claro. Interesting, right?”

“Pero, how she knows this is the problem!”

Claudia shrugged. “I’ve learned to not think too much about it. Makes passing Davis plates at Sunday dinners easier.”

Fernanda groaned her laughter, and they moved on to other topics.

When she wasn’t fretting, Claudia enjoyed these chats with her sister. She was proud of the life Fernanda had built for herself and the beautiful family she and her husband had together. If only she could get Nanda to see her life didn’t need to be fixed, that she had found her own contentment without all the trappings of convention.

Sure, someone could want the bubbly, sunshine-y version she projected, but the mask only worked for so long. What would happen when it slipped, when she needed to close herself off from the weight of the everyday? How long before the reality of her sunk in and the truth came to light? She refused to be made a burden or a project. Refused to live someone else’s life simply to go along to get along.

So, no. Husbands and babies and picket fences were all well and good; they just weren’t for Claudia. Neither were the group assignments of partnership and community. She didn’t like when too many elements were out of her control, and letting majority rule meant sometimes the most attainable option was also the safer, more palatable one.

Claudia didn’t want safe and palatable. She wanted change, which came from doing the work. It’s why she went through the steps to fight the only way she knew how.

The sooner everyone accepted it, the better.








  
  
Chapter Four




Ian knew it was a mistake to be here. 

No, not a mistake. More... it was rubbing his nose in the life he’d walked away from to help his family, and the wound hadn’t healed enough to withstand this salt being tossed at it. He hadn’t had enough time to build up the callus.

Jonathan, his boss and mentor, insisted he be here for this. ‘This is a big deal, Ian,’ he’d said, ‘you need to witness it—embrace it—it’s a feeling like no other.’

So here he was, standing at the demolition site, blocks away from his day job, surrounded by high-tech machines and the skilled workers who operated them, looking out at what was to be his project. A design he’d toiled on for the better part of a calendar year. And now they were finally ready to take the first steps to actualizing his vision.

“Hey, man! It’s been a minute!”

Ian turned to see Diego Sano grinning his wide, welcoming smile. “Oh, shit! If it isn’t the young king.”

Diego’s construction company, Sano Princes Contracting, had earned him the moniker. He wasn’t as tall as Ian and had a slightly stocky frame, though he carried himself as though he were seven feet tall and ripped. His light brown skin might have hinted at a possibly mixed heritage, but he’d heard Diego identify as Black without any qualifier too many times to dwell on it.

“It’s good to see you.” Diego clasped Ian’s hand, bringing their shoulders together. “Word on the street is you had some family trouble. You good? You look good.”

Was he good? Ian scoffed to himself in what his sister would call church clothes, looking down at his polished, leather oxfords, pressed slacks, and dress shirt. He supposed ‘family trouble’ was easier than saying, “My otherwise hale and hearty father had a stroke three months ago and might never regain his full range of motion and currently requires almost round-the-clock care that my mother insists on providing, thereby putting herself under immense strain as she tries to manage both his health and the business that keeps a roof over their head. So I indefinitely stepped away from my dream job as a landscape architect to help them.”

Less of a downer, too.

Ian cleared his head and repeated the words that had become a mantra—it could have been worse; Dad is alive, he’s stronger every day, it could have been worse—before putting an agreeable smile on his face. What was done was done. It wasn’t as though he wasn’t going to help his family through this. There was no point in wallowing. “Yeah. Stepping up for the family. You know how it is.”

“My abuela always says, ‘When we reach together, we can achieve anything’.”

“Exactly.” He’d said the line with such rote familiarity, Ian briefly wondered what kinds of things charming, handsome Diego would ever have to sacrifice. “Do you have the build contract for this?”

“I wish. Nah, we’re doing some of the install later. It’s a big enough job for us, though, so I’m looking forward to getting up in it.”

That made sense. If Ian’s plans remained unchanged, and by all accounts they had, there was lots of work to go around.

The two men stood, shoulder to shoulder, surveying the space that would become a parkette in memorial to a prominent member of the Indigenous community in Toronto. Ian had stood here, in this very spot, for months, looking out at the vacant lot, planning and thinking and imagining the best way to make the client’s request a reality. Now, the ground was broken. Phase one was about to begin.

Ian loved being an architect. He loved everything about it. The way a space could come alive or be given the sense of movement with a well-placed stairwell or atrium. He loved thinking about the design of every little detail, the way they’d complement and elevate each other as part of the greater whole.

He’d specialized in landscapes because he found beauty in incorporating live elements while making a space that was meant to evolve with its environment over time. Choosing the flora that only grew under certain conditions, soil compositions that could not be adjusted, views that needed to be preserved, enhanced, or mitigated all spoke to something fundamental within him. The power to create—working at the nexus of style and function—while recognizing the responsibility to future generations by maintaining a focus on sustainability kept him energized and motivated.

This project was meant to be his calling card. His first major design was coming to life. The space he would use as a springboard to hang his own shingle. He was so close to having it all in the palm of his hand; he still felt the phantom weight of it like an itch he couldn’t quite reach.

Jonathan was right. It might have been a bitter pill, but standing here, the August sun bright in the sky, Ian felt triumphant.

He pulled out his phone, knowing full well no single picture could do the feeling justice. He just hoped when he looked back on the image, he’d be able to remember how transcendent it felt to be standing there witnessing this moment of his history.

“It’s so unreal,” he said more to himself than to Diego. Holding his phone out, he tried to capture as many angles and panoramic shots as possible.

“Don’t laugh, but I legit have goosebumps. There’s something in the air, man.”

Ian nodded his agreement.

Attempting a better angle with which to get the most complete shot of the site, he started to inch closer to the edge of the dig site. He looked down and wondered about the darkness of the soil, convinced their initial tests came back as Luvisol. Crouching on his haunches, he rubbed some between his fingers and made a note to ask about it.

I might as well take a pic or two while I’m down here, he thought to himself, taking photos for both research and posterity. Satisfied, he started to rise when he heard Jonathan’s voice.

“Good, you’re here!”

Turning to greet his friend and mentor, Ian lost his footing. Windmilling his arms for balance, he righted himself, taking a relieved breath at the near miss. Smiling widely at Jonathan, he called out, “That was close!”

As if on cue, the earth beneath his left foot shifted, sending him sliding  unceremoniously down the small, muddy incline as assorted cries and startled shouts accompanied him on his journey.

His embarrassment wanted him to stay where he was to avoid eye contact with his once and future colleagues, but the potentially ruinous cocktail of Toronto’s filth now soaking through his clothes had him up and on his feet with a quickness. Ian’s entire left side was caked in sludge. He felt the cold, clamminess seeping through to his skin. It took all of his concentration to not gag in front of the dozens of onlookers.

“Holy shit, man! Are you alright?” Diego, sporting sensible work boots, extended his arm to Ian. “Does anything hurt?”

He gripped Diego’s forearm and got himself back on solid ground. “Just my pride.”

“Pride nothing.” Jonathan, tall and lean and darkly handsome, was at his side in two long steps. Taking Ian’s shoulders in each large hand, his former professor gave him a thorough once-over. When he was satisfied with his own assessment, Jonathan pulled Ian to his side, the dry one, Ian noted, for an embrace. “Your instincts were good, Yang. I would have done the same thing.”

“Likely with way less spectacle.” Ian felt the mud drying as his skin cooled further.

Jonathan lifted his right foot for Ian to see. Though they were dressed similarly, he had on a pair of Terra boots instead of dress shoes. “Another rite of passage, Yang. Footwear must be chosen for function over style when on site!”

“Those look pretty stylish to me,” Diego teased.

“Claro,” Jonathan gave a mischievous grin and shrugged in concession to his vanity, “pero fuerte también!”

Diego and Jonathan lapsed into rapid-fire Spanish, of which Ian could only pick out the occasional word. Sucio. Trabajo. Pronto. Cambio. They were very obviously discussing his current situation and felt no compunction about doing so. He was used to it. Even though he knew Jonathan was born in Canada, English was his third language, and he often slipped both Spanish and Romanian into daily conversation. He might start his day with a hearty “Neaţa!” but wish you an “hasta mañana” when he left. It could be “bon provecho” as you went for lunch just as easily as he might offer a “poftă bună”. There was no telling.

“My dad’s office is close to here. I’m pretty sure he’s out all day.” Diego pulled his phone out of his pocket, typing out a quick text.

“That’s okay, man. I work in the neighborhood. I have a change of clothes; I just need to figure out a way to clean this mud off without being late.” He gestured to his side and tried valiantly, again, not to hurl as his mouth filled with saliva. “How much do you think one of the fitness places down here would charge to use their shower?”

Finding a gym in this part of the city wouldn’t be difficult. It was teeming with every kind of facility imaginable. Finding one that would let a muddy man shower for a reasonable price would be the real challenge.

“Nah. My dad’s office has a full bathroom. Private. I can slip you in and out before you head to work. MS&S is four blocks that way. You don’t even need to move your car if you don’t want to.”

Diego’s dad had an office with a private bathroom at MS&S? There were only five offices with that luxury in the building and only two men named Sano. Which meant Diego was from an altogether different class of people. Ian had never made the connection. Why would he? He was a Yang, and while he didn’t know any other Yangs he wasn’t directly related to, he knew it was a common enough surname. Why would he think any differently of Sano? Until this very moment, it had never even occurred to Ian to connect the Sano on the side of Diego’s truck with the Sano etched in marble over the doors of his current workplace.

If he wasn’t already sick with embarrassment and covered in mud to underscore it, a new hot, bitter mortification flowed through his system. Right now he and Diego were peers. Colleagues. They’d seen each other at various work sites over the years and had maintained a friendly acquaintance. Once they walked into the offices of Morenal, Smith & Sano, that would all change. Sure, they both had keys to the kingdom, but Ian’s dangled off a janitor’s ring while Diego’s were plated in something rare and expensive. 

Young King, indeed.

Ian did not like this new train of thought. Was he honestly standing here embarrassed of the work his parents did? The work that put him and his three siblings through school? The work that kept them fed, clothed, and housed? The work they took immense pride in for its ability to provide for their family?

He’d fall into a mud puddle a hundred more times before admitting this momentary weakness.

“That’s actually my new spot. My parents have been the custodians for years. I took over for my dad while he’s recovering from his stroke.”

“Word?” Diego’s surprise seemed more about the smallness of their worlds than any perceived change in Ian’s station. “Then let’s go.”

“Perfecto!” Jonathan clapped. “Problem solved.”

Ian took a deep breath and let it out slowly. Holding his one side still, he tried, no matter how futilely, to minimize the amount of mud that came in direct contact with his skin. He turned to look in the direction of the MS&S building.

“I’m already parked there. My plan was to walk back when we were done here, but...” He gestured to the general state of himself, trusting no other words were required.

Fortunately, the two men got the message.

“We could...” Diego trailed off, trying to come up with a solution to ferrying a muddy Ian to his job without destroying the interiors of his pickup truck.

Jonathan raised his hand, finger pointed to the sky, “Ah! I have a tarp in my trunk.”

“Should I ask why?” Diego smirked

“No, you should not.” With a cheeky wink, Jonathan took off to grab the layer of protection for Diego’s seats.

“I gotta say, Yang,” Diego gave him his trademark grin, “you sure know how to make shit interesting!”

Ian shook his head in mild chagrin before returning his friend’s smile. “So, what you’re saying is you miss me?”

The two men collapsed on each other, snickering at the absurdity of it all.

Catching his breath, Ian groaned, “All this and I still have a full shift of work!”

“Fuck!” Diego doubled over in uproarious laughter. “At least it can’t get worse!”

No, it couldn’t. Thank God for that.








  
  
Chapter Five




Claudia looked at the unanswered text she’d sent her brother for the third time. Why did he need to confirm their dad would be out all day? Wasn’t Diego supposed to be on some job site? He’d gone on and on about it when he stopped by her place last weekend. Was he passing through? He almost never came to the office, always cracking about how he wasn’t meant to be tied down to the monotony of office work. 

Her curiosity, always a rabid and demanding thing, had her up and out of her seat before she could think better of it. Though her father’s office was on a separate floor with the more customer-forward boardrooms and meeting spaces, Diego would still need to check in with security before being allowed in. If he was here but not answering her texts, she was going to throttle him. She did not take kindly to being ignored.

Smiling gamely at her father’s assistant’s assistant, Claudia pointed at the door. “Is he in there?”

Jorge, seemingly startled by both Claudia’s sudden appearance and interest in the goings on of her father’s office, squeaked out an “Uh...he, um—”

“It’s okay.” Claudia waved her phone at the young man by way of explanation. “He’s expecting me.”

She let herself into the office, closing the door firmly behind her. She wasn’t sure what kind of soundproofing her father’s office had, but this conversation was for her brother’s ears only. Crossing the space to where the bathroom door stood ajar, steam from the shower creating a foggy barrier, Claudia started in on her brother.

“Diego, please tell me you didn’t come here for a whore’s bath in between your conquests.”

“Yo! Don’t you knock?” Diego shifted himself in front of Claudia as she pushed her way into the bathroom. “Excuse you. I know you know a whore’s bath is a pits and bits situation. I blame your exposure to Alma for this pearl-clutching.”

Diego’s voice barely registered as a wet, practically naked Ian standing by the sink captured Claudia’s full attention. He had a towel wrapped around his waist and another hanging off his shoulders. His skin was still damp, and small droplets of water made trails down his shoulders, following the path of beautifully carved muscle.

The riot of voices in her head rose to a cacophonous din as all-encompassing want flooded her system. Through the chaos and upheaval in her mind, the newly elected Minister of Horniness materialized, muscling Anxiety out of the way of her brain’s controls.

Was it only a week ago he’d told her her laugh was fake? Now she stood eye level to his collarbone and was overtaken by an intense urge to clamp his nipple between her teeth and lash at it with her tongue until he whimpered.

There was no scenario where Claudia was prepared to see an almost naked Ian, so him standing there, all taut brown skin, glistening pleasingly under the warm lighting, in her father’s office. It was simply inconceivable. Yet it was happening. Her eyes roved all over every exposed part of him until she made her way to his face, where he watched as she ogled him.

Brazening it through, she turned abruptly to her brother, who had also noticed her reaction, if his arched brow and shit-eating grin were any indication, and said, “You didn’t answer my text.”

“Because I was busy.”

Claudia reared a bit. Was Diego... did he and Ian... here? At work?

Sensing the direction of her thoughts, her brother scoffed, “Calmate, Chismosa. No need to start tapping out a telegram. It’s not that kind of party.”

“Not yet.” Ian’s raspy voice drew her eyes back to him.

“Ay!” Diego bumped his fist to Ian’s, cosigning his contribution to this absurdity. “If I were into dudes, you’d be my perfect man.”

Ian nodded magnanimously with a shrugged, “Your loss”. The motion loosened his towel, and Claudia was equally thrilled and disappointed to note the waistband of his boxers. Shifting to secure his covering, he turned to the pile of clothes on the toilet seat and pulled a shirt over his head before pulling the towel that was on his shoulders up through the neck like a makeshift hoodie.

“Diego!” Claudia couldn’t do anything about the waspish bite to her words. She was decidedly out of sorts and needed to put this lid back on its forbidden box. “What are you doing in here with the janitor?!”

Ian’s flinch was small. The barely noticeable inhale, along with an accompanying squint, made her insides curdle with shame.

“Fuck off, Claudia.” Diego’s sincerity made things infinitely worse. He turned to speak to Ian over his shoulder. “I’m sorry, man. She’s usually cool.”

Claudia closed her eyes and tried to regroup. She’d stared down bigger problems than a beautiful, half-naked man unlocking an errant swell of horniness in her core. It wasn’t the end of the world. She simply needed to regain control of things. Taking in a deep, cleansing breath, she tried again in her most pleasant, customer-friendly voice.

“I didn’t mean it in a disparaging way, Ian. I’m trying to reconcile finding you undressed in my dad’s private washroom with my brother.” There. Calm. Collected. She sounded like a woman completely at ease.

Ian held her gaze. She felt his attention sear her skin but held her ground. Instead of answering her or acknowledging her words in any way, Ian turned to Diego. “You’re siblings?”

“Yes.” They answered simultaneously, though Diego’s came out more resigned than Claudia’s assured reply.

She understood why Ian was asking. Claudia didn’t look like a single member of her immediate family and only bore a passing resemblance to three members of her extended family if you squinted in the right light. When they were children, born with only 38 months between the three of them, they used the same grade of crayon to distinguish themselves. Claudia was brown, Fernanda was mahogany, and Diego was tan. The differences didn’t end with their complexions. Diego and Fernanda both had wild, gorgeous, curly hair, whereas Claudia didn’t. Diego managed to be tall at 5’10“ in comparison to his two barely 5′3″ sisters. Fernanda was lithe in a way she and Diego were not. If they hadn’t grown up together and spent every day of their childhoods together, a case could be made for the three being genetically unrelated to each other for their lack of shared physical characteristics.

The furrow in Ian’s brow told Claudia he wasn’t convinced. “You have different dads?”

Diego looked confused for a moment before understanding dawned. “I’m Manuel Santiago Sano Pérez. This teensy tyrant,” he dodged the punch Claudia threw at his side before continuing, “is Claudia Regina Sano Pérez. She likes to believe using our maiden name somehow prevents people from knowing she’s the boss’s daughter.”

“He didn’t need our full government names, Diego.” Claudia scolded with a narrow-eyed glare. Did Ian even understand the Latine practice of putting your mother’s maiden name last? Diego was recklessly sharing their entire lineage willy-nilly.

“Por qué no? Manuel Santiago es muy sexy. Everyone should hear how good it sounds!”

All the calm serenity Claudia had wrangled was evaporating like the steam from Ian’s shower.

Damn it! She did not want to think about Ian’s shower. Or, she did. She wanted to spend a lot of time thinking about it, possibly with a toy buzzing away inside her. This simply wasn’t the time or place.

Instead, she focused on her brother’s excellent attempt at evasion. Why wouldn’t he answer her very reasonable question? Well, two could play that game.

“Shouldn’t you be at work, Diego?”

“I make my own schedule, Chismosa. I only answer to myself.”

“Claro que sí,” Claudia nodded in agreement while she pulled out her phone and pressed the speed dial. Maintaining eye contact with her brother, she brought the phone to her ear and said brightly, “Ma? Guess who stopped by for a visit?” Their mother’s voice bounced around the small space. “I know. He must have a day off or something. It’s been a long time since I’ve seen him, too. Yeah, he’s right here!”

“Traitor!” He hissed. Claudia held out the phone to her brother, who scowled down into her face before snatching it out of her hands and stomping out of the washroom.

“Big talk from Mr. I Make My Own Schedule!” She said to his retreating form. He flipped her off in response as he backpedaled with their mother about his availability.

With her brother out of the way, she asked Ian directly, “I don’t suppose you’ll tell me why my brother let you in here to shower.”

“I got dirty. Diego offered to help me clean up.”

Inside Claudia were two wolves. One wanted every detail about what kind of dirty Ian had been, and the other didn’t want her intrusive sex thoughts to hover anywhere near thoughts of her brother. Luckily the second wolf won the standoff.

“Fine. Don’t tell me. It’s not like it matters what type of mess the two of you make since you’re conveniently already here to clean it up.”

Shit, damn mother fuck! What was wrong with her? The words had barely left her mouth, and she already wanted to take them back. It wasn’t what she meant, and Ian’s nodded acceptance scalded.

If she’d been dangling bloodied from a crane over shark-infested waters, she would have sworn she didn’t care about things like this, yet here she was, making derisive comments twice in the last 10 minutes. All she could do was turn on her heels and leave before she made things worse. As it was, her displays of snobbery had appalled everyone present. The last thing she needed was to further cement the idea that she was some type of elitist. 

She went to the window where her brother was wheedling his way out of whatever their mother was asking for. Taking some pity on him, and hoping to return her karmic scales to neutral, she mouthed, ‘Put it on speaker’.

“Ma? Ma! I have to go back to work.” Claudia interrupted while taking the phone from Diego.

“Qué?”

“Diego left his phone in the truck, but I have to go back to my office,” her quirked brow and his wry smile announced her the unspoken winner of this particular game of sibling tonterías. She walked out of her father’s office with her mother still trying to get her children to commit to a joint visit. “He’ll call you back. Después. Claro. Sí. I will. Ciao.”

She made it to the elevator before their call finally ended. Even with her mother’s voice still ringing in her ear, the game of chicken with her brother, and every reminder possible that she was at her place of employment, the only thing on her mind was the tiny sliver of waistband under Ian’s towel and what it hid.

Fuck.








  
  
Chapter Six




Claudia wasn’t sure how spending her Saturday at a field in Brampton constituted ‘appreciation’, yet here she was, sitting in what she supposed were the fancy seats watching a cricket tournament. To be fair, she’d only recently arrived and had no idea how much game was left. 

She purposefully arrived late to most social functions. Over the years, she’d struck the perfect balance between ‘I have so much to do, but I simply had to make an appearance’ and ‘my anxiety doesn’t want me to be here at all, so be thankful for  this scant offering’. In most cases, her display of enthusiastic enjoyment was enough to smooth any feathers ruffled by her tardiness.

Yet today, as late as she’d arrived, she’d been watching cricket for a half hour and still didn’t really understand what was happening. She did, however, appreciate the plethora of athletic men in fancy uniforms on the field as she’d shimmied her way through the spectators to her seat. Her own outfit might have veered a little more Wimbledon than was strictly necessary, but she looked cute in her sleeveless white linen sundress, wide brown leather belt, and wide-brimmed sun hat, which was all that mattered.

She’d barely settled in when her antennae picked up the familiar timbre of a hushed exchange. The two women directly in front of her sat in mirrored postures—both brown in a way that could mark them as Black, South Asian, or a combination of the two—happily catching up on the ins and outs of various players’ lives.

“Do they suspect foul play?” The woman in a canary yellow jumpsuit asked.

Her co-conspirator in a sporty visor shook her head. “No. It sounds like they were blindsided by budget cuts and didn’t have the ability to pivot. They apparently sent out an email to crowdfund, but I haven’t seen any follow-up.”

“I was there last weekend. It was packed, yet I didn’t see a single thing about it. No volunteers with donation buckets. Not even a sign at either entrance.”

“There isn’t anything on their social media either. I’ll be surprised if they’re solvent by their fiscal year end.” Sport Visor said, taking a sip of her soda.

Claudia listened as the women spoke. This was the real benefit to these outings. Some called it idle gossip, but she didn’t. As far as Claudia was concerned, there was nothing idle about it.

Calling the exchange of information gossip, no matter how simple or catty or frivolous it may seem, was reductionist and dangerous. This type of unloading was how many women survived. Knowing which exec to avoid being alone with, which store would help you when funds were low, which doctor actually ran tests when you complained of an ailment instead of focusing on your last menstrual cycle and ‘ideal’ weight, or how to get a discount on a much-needed service were all vital exchanges.

It was no surprise to Claudia that women have been discouraged from this behavior for generations while men congregated in their clubs doing the same thing. An informed woman was a powerful woman, and the system only worked when that power was curtailed with baseless claims of grace and propriety.

A group of washerwomen working over a communal basin organically leads to a conversation about how much each is getting paid. A widow confiding in the women from the neighborhood about her new financial reality perhaps spurs an audit of their own finances. The weekly bridge game turning to the downfall of the local high school hero could be the thing that prompts a woman to look for signs of substance abuse under her own roof. A hushed conversation about a scary diagnosis might inspire a trip to the doctor.

The sharing of information was essential. No one would be able to shame Claudia out of the search for more.

Like most things, gossip itself was inert—it had no intrinsic value. What she did with it, how she applied it, was what mattered. Claudia wholeheartedly believed it played a part in her success in both securing new clients and reading the market. As far as she was concerned, all the training and education in the world could only take you so far if you hadn’t honed your gut instinct, and Claudia’s gut needed details. Lots of them.

When Claudia tuned back in, her attention torn between the array of well-built men in their smart uniforms and her love of chisme, the women had moved on to more personal matters.

“...they thought they were pregnant,” Jumpsuit whispered.

Claudia cringed.

“And?”

“No.”

Phew! Claudia thought, relieved for this unknown woman.

Sport Visor tsked sympathetically, “Too bad. They’ve been trying for a while now, right?”

Oh. Of course. Abject terror wasn’t the only response to the possibility of procreation. She knew that. Obviously.

Her rumination came to an abrupt halt when the crowd burst into a mix of cheers and groans. Claudia looked to the field, unsure what was happening. An outfielder was strutting back to his position, and one of the batsmen was leaving the field. The incoming batter brought the people to their feet as he sauntered over to the... wicket? She was pretty sure that’s what the three sticks in the ground were called.

Everything about the way he moved was riveting. Lithe and graceful, he held his bat in an easy grip, twirling it casually as the muscles in his forearm flexed. His steps were long and confident, something Claudia found rather impressive considering the bulk of the shin pads he wore. She couldn’t see his face through the helmet, but his hair, dark and curly, poked out at the bottom.

When he got into place, he did a limbering bounce on his toes, shaking his limbs loose before getting into position. When gameplay began again, the two women in front of her practically drooled their appreciation for this specific player. Claudia watched him as they divulged detail after detail about the man. Everything from his family and their assorted connections, the opportunity to play for another more lucrative league abroad he’d allegedly walked away from, the many women who’d tried and failed to ensnare him, and his recent career change to help manage some unspoken hardship.

“It’s such a shame,” Sport Visor said.

“Terrible.” Jumpsuit agreed.

“You have to admire a man who’s committed to family.”

“He’ll make some woman very happy.”

“Very.”

All the while, Claudia couldn’t take her eyes off him. He’d hit every ball that came his way, running between the wickets, his body agile and powerful. He radiated a focused intensity she felt all the way in the stands. His body’s contortions, twisted torso, knees and elbows at all angles, didn’t seem to impede his speed in any way. At one point, Claudia thought he’d hit the ball out of bounds, but the stadium went wild, cheering and stomping and whistling. It seemed like his turn was over, and in response, he dropped his shoulders, letting his head tip back for a brief moment before allowing a little celebratory shoulder shimmy.

Something about the move struck her as familiar. Sure, it was common enough, but her brain latched on to it like a snippet of a melody she couldn’t quite recall.

Claudia gasped as the realization landed.

“Excuse me,” she asked Sport Visor, “What’s happening? Is the game over?”

Both women turned to her, smiling. “Yes, can you believe it? He batted a century!”

“He...what? Who did?” Claudia had hoped asking about the game first would make her interest less transparent. No such luck. Jumpsuit gave Claudia a knowing look and then looked to Sport Visor to answer. Before the woman opened her mouth, Claudia knew what she was going to say.

“Ian Yang.”

Claudia smiled her thanks. When the women turned back around, she closed her eyes, absorbing the blow. As a rule, she didn’t lust over men. She could admire an attractive one, could acknowledge when one sparked any semblance of arousal in her. But carrying torches wasn’t something she did. But she’d noticed Ian from the very first moment, and each interaction only fanned the flames of her interest. 

If she’d only had to battle the image of him wet and glaring in her father’s office last week, she might have stood a chance. But now she had to add incontrovertible proof of what his body was capable of? The stamina, the strength... the flexibility!

Still reeling from Sport Visor’s confirmation of the thing she knew in her gut, the batter pulled off his helmet to run his fingers through his hair as he tipped his face to the sun. There he was, flushed and sweaty, soaking in the raucous roar of the crowd. When his teammates made it to him, he was swallowed in a tangle of back slaps, head rubs, and a particularly vigorous embrace that ended with a comically exaggerated kiss on the face.

He received it all with good humor and easy grace, gripping forearms, bumping fists, with that long, easy gait on display.

His co-batter threw an arm around his neck and shook him playfully, the both of them leaning into each other, laughing.

Then, as though he could feel her, Ian looked up in the stands and directly into her eyes, the connection slamming into Claudia with a jolt. It was impossible. He couldn’t see her from all the way down there, could he? But he could, because there she was, looking right at him, too.

If she thought he was handsome before, and the good lord knew she did, his smile made him lethal. It wasn’t that it changed his face; it had the same dimensions and contours as before. It was that his smile fooled you into believing he was attainable, that you could simply reach out and access his beauty for your very own. Without his forbidding glare acting as a warning, a person was likely to stumble right into ruin without caution. His smile made the transition from ‘I did not give you permission to come’ to ‘Let’s grab a couple drinks. If all goes well, you can end the night on my face’ jarring.

His wide smile faded, no doubt from the shock of seeing her there, out of place, colliding his worlds. Not knowing what else to do at that moment, she wriggled her fingers at him in a small wave.

He lifted his chin in reply, one side of his mouth tipping up in a wry grin, before returning his attention to his teammates.

The whole interaction passed in mere seconds, but Claudia slumped in her seat from withstanding the pressure of it.

Unfortunately, their moment had witnesses, and she felt Sport Visor and Jumpsuit’s attention. Taking a deep breath, she prepared to stave off their impending questions but was saved by her client, Gita.

“What did you think of your first cricket game?” Gita picked her way carefully through the seats, extending her hands for Claudia to take. “Of all the games for you to see, what a play!”

Gita’s family started a collective for women who needed a fresh start by offering  a living wage to train and work in one of her day spas. They’d started a scholarship of sorts for the women who wanted to go back to school to pursue business ventures of their own. It started as a soft place to land for survivors of domestic violence and grew into something bigger.

One of Claudia’s existing clients introduced them. Gita showed up to the meeting with fourteen years of financial statements and a shareholder report. Claudia was so impressed by the woman’s competence, her clear intention to capitalize on the opportunity, Claudia committed to helping grow their portfolio—after having her own auditors look between the proverbial couch cushions, of course.

Ownership in this cricket team, it turned out, was a passion project of Gita’s to honor her late husband.

“I’m still not entirely sure I was following, but it was definitely fun!”

If she didn’t already know Sport Visor and Jumpsuit had been eyeing her, Claudia’s familiarity with the woman who was part owner of the team only made her more of a curiosity.

“The season is almost over, but you’ll have to come to more games next year.”

“I would love that!” Claudia beamed, knowing she would likely make it to the exact same number of games as she had this season.

As Gita led her out of the stands, Claudia turned to give the two women a bright, friendly, ‘Have a great day’, but the words got stuck in her throat.

Ian Yang was staring at her from the dugout—or was that the pavilion?—pads removed, his long, rangy body in contrast with the flurry of activity around him. His usual, Dobermann-faced sternness was on full display.

All the reasons she stayed away from him at work came rushing to the surface. A Saturday in Brampton didn’t make this less of a professional outing. She needed her game face on to make sure Gita had her full attention. Her resolve restored, Claudia lifted a shoulder in a show of unruffled indifference and followed her client into the stadium.

If there was fallout to be had, it was future Claudia’s problem.
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