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Chapter one

Lily 





My phone rings. The library is relatively empty today, just a few patrons. Bella, my best friend, is practicing her stand-up comedy routine for our resident septuagenarian, Mr. Devi. I step away from the front desk to the back to take this call. 

“We received a cease and desist letter from Strive Developers. It says Oasis Garden does not have the right to its land. Strive Developers wants its lot back now,” Mrs. Potter says, her voice rising.

“What?” I sink into a chair. 

Twenty-five years ago, this lot was an abandoned eyesore full of rats and weeds and broken glass. Mrs. Potter crawled through the opening in the rusted, wire fence and slowly turned it into a space full of green trees and yellow flowers. It’s been five years since Mrs. Potter asked me to be her co-director, and I’ve spent all my extra time working with her to create the community it is now. 

My body is shaking. 

“They can’t do that,” I say. My stomach feels queasy.

Mrs. Potter reads me the letter. “We have to stop our activities in the garden.”

“We’re not going to do that,” I say. “It’s our land now. We own it via adverse possession.” I try to sound reassuring. But I can’t stop shaking. 

“I’ll call my friends,” I say. “Tessa is a lawyer. She’ll know what our legal rights are. Don’t worry. I’ll see if they can all meet tonight. They can’t take the garden away.”

I hang up the phone and stare at the poster on the bulletin board across from me, which invites families to come to the Oasis Garden to plant vegetables.

Bella comes around the bend. “I just realized I lost my earring. What’s wrong? You look ill.”

“Strive Developers sent us a cease and desist letter. They want Oasis Garden back.”

“Well, they can’t have it.” Bella hugs me, and I hold on to her. 

I pull away and text the rest of my friends that we need to hold a Save the Garden meeting after work at our local bookshop café, Banter & Books. My hands are still quivering. 

“You sit here,” Bella says. “I’ll man the desk.”

Get it together, Lily. You pride yourself on being a master at compartmentalizing. Here’s your chance to prove it.


      [image: ]Somehow, the normal activities of my job as a librarian—suggesting books to patrons, helping teens find the information they need, shelving—were just what I needed. My body has finally stopped shaking. Thankfully, my story time with the toddlers was right after Mrs. Potter called. Their rapt attention and warm hugs took my mind off the letter and its threat to demolish the Oasis Garden. And Bella has stayed here the whole day to help me when she should be home practicing for her stand-up gig tonight. 

I peer under the counter, searching for Bella’s lost, gold hoop earring on the library floor, the wood floor hard on my knees. Enormous dust bunnies abound. Maybe we haven’t had any water bugs or mice lately because the clumps scare them off.

At the sound of the smooth r-r-r of the wheels on the shelving cart, I look up to see my best friend steering into my space behind the library counter. 

“No luck?” Bella asks. “I didn’t see my earring anywhere on the floor either. But I did pick up the last of the books left on tables.” She pushes her red glasses up on her nose and gets down on the floor on the other side of the book return bin. “Maybe it fell off when I reached in here earlier.”

“Thanks again for staying to help me out.” I swallow the lump in my throat. 

“What are roommates for?” Bella’s voice is muffled. “Are you feeling better now?”

“I’m over the initial shock.” I am. 

I swipe my hand gingerly over the floor under a shelf to see if Bella’s earring slid into this hidden cavity.

“You’re not really going to ask Aiden to the Lions Gala, are you?” Bella asks from the other side of the book bin. 

My facade of normalcy must be working if Bella feels free to harangue me about my crush on Aiden. 

“I asked him this morning, and he said yes.” I crawl over to peer under the bookshelf where we store the books transferred from other branches around New York City in case the gold hoop slid under there.

“I know you guys can talk books for hours, but do you actually feel any electricity with him? Like you can’t breathe because he’s the one? Spine-tingling kisses?”

“As in the pages of your novels? You should talk. It’s not like you’re dating anyone.”

“Found it!” Bella shrieks. “It was under the book bin.” She holds up the earring and looks at me. “But I may meet him tonight, which is why I need my lucky earrings.”

“He bought us cat grass. Look. He sent me a text.” I sit up on my knees and show it to Bella.

Bella, sitting cross-legged, puts her earring in and peers at my phone. “All right. He gets some credit for that.”

“Ahem.” A very pointed throat-clearing comes from above, on the other side of the checkout desk. And then a deep, male voice says, “Excuse me, do you have He Had No Idea? It’s a mystery that just came out today. It was sold out already at the bookstore nearby.”

I stand, dusting off my jeans, and blink. Tall, dark, tousled hair, chiseled cheekbones, green, hazel eyes. It’s like a book boyfriend just stepped out of the romance novels I read and into the library. His fitted suit does little to hide his muscular physique. He cocks one eyebrow. His lips are compressed into a thin line. He stares back at me. His hair is longish, a sharp contrast to the corporate vibe he gives off. Maybe he’s been too busy raiding corporations to get a haircut lately.

And behind him stands Mr. Devi, back again, as he is most nights, with a book in his hand, ready to check out right before closing time. 

Lovely. I’m so thrilled they both heard that conversation. I can feel my cheeks heating up.

Bella gets up to stand next to me. 

“You’ve got some fluff on your hair.” She pulls something off my ponytail. 

The corners of the guy’s mouth twitch.

My blush deepens. It must match the color of Bella’s red-framed glasses.

“I’ll straighten your hair for the gala so it will look all sleek and sophisticated, like Grace Kelly,” she says. 

This is not helping. Is she not aware of the attractive guy standing right there? 

“So, the book … do you have it?” he asks. “If not, I’ll buy the e-book so I can read it tonight. I just prefer paperback.” 

“Did you check the shelves?” I ask, looking up its status on the computer, relieved to be able to focus on the screen. 

“Yes. No copies, I gather? That’s too bad.” He pauses a minute, staring at me. 

Do I still have dust bunnies in my hair? I resist the urge to check.

And then he walks away. His footsteps punctuate the silence as he turns and strides swiftly around the counter, past the rows of blue-screened computer terminals with the lion graphic, toward the glass doors.

I should let him go. He can clearly afford to buy the e-book. And I had just grabbed a copy for myself, since it was almost closing time. But it’s not like I don’t have a million other books on my #TBR that I could read instead. And here’s a chance to promote the library.

“We do have one copy left,” I say, but I don’t yell it. If he’s too impatient to wait, so be it.

He stops. Good hearing.

“You do?” His voice holds a hint of hope. He strides back. Mr. Devi gestures for him to take his prior place ahead of him in line. He hesitates and motions for Mr. Devi to precede him. Mr. Devi insists that he go first. Thanking Mr. Devi, he comes back to the front of the line.

“I do.” I turn around and pull the book out of my backpack, which is slouching on the back counter, ready to go. 

“I can’t take your copy.” He leans over the counter—too close now. His eyes are like a forest, green with flecks of hazel, giving a feeling of light breaking through the canopy of leaves to illuminate a mossy grove. My heart races. 

Clearly, I’ve been reading way too many romance books lately. 

I plunk the mystery book down in front of him. Between us. Maybe my friends are right. I need to stop living in the pages of books and get out more if this is my reaction to a handsome library patron.

“You can take her copy.” Bella plops A Devilish Dare down on the counter next to He Had No Idea and turns to me. “Lily, read this one tonight instead and tell me if you still want to go with Aiden to the gala.” 

Tall, Dark, and Handsome stares at the racy cover of the barely dressed couple locked in an embrace. 

I will not be embarrassed. 

His slender fingers pick up A Devilish Dare. “Maybe I should take this one.”

“I’m sure it would be an education,” I say.

“Do you think so?” he asks, a teasing note in his voice, those forest eyes studying mine, an eyebrow raised.

I swallow. “Maybe not.” 

The corner of his mouth slants up.

I push He Had No Idea toward him. “Do you have a library card?”

“No. But I can just apply with an ID, right? Do I have to give my home address? Or can I use my business address?”

“We need your home address,” I say. “Proof of residence is required.”

He takes out his ID but then pauses, as if reluctant to hand it over.

Probably because I’ve just been crawling around on the floor, discussing spine-tingling kisses—not exactly the most professional behavior.

He hands me his ID with his address, and I type it into the system. Rupert Evans. He looks like a Rupert. Penthouse. Of course. I hand him his new library card and He Had No Idea, with the due date slip tucked in.

Mr. Devi seems to be inspecting our newest patron, his head craned around to look at Mr. Evans’s hands. 

“You married?” Mr. Devi asks him. 

The guy glances at him, his brow wrinkling. “No.”

Ah. Mr. Devi must be trying to match up his granddaughter. His daughter lives in California. His family has also moved away. Is his granddaughter getting a job in New York? That would be good. Then he wouldn’t be so lonely.

“You’re not married?” Mr. Devi confirms.

“Not married,” the guy says.

“This one here is a good catch.” Mr. Devi points at me. “Reminds me of my late wife. If I were forty years younger, like your age, I’d ask her out.”

I blush again. And I can feel it. A deep, dark red. Great. Mr. Devi is trying to set me up. I really do need to get a life if my library patrons are resorting to matchmaking. 

The guy looks startled, his eyes widening. I busy myself, gathering all the scattered pens and placing them in the pencil mug.

“I’m sure she can do better and that she’s taken.”

“No. She’s definitely not taken,” Mr. Devi says.

Thanks for that, Mr. Devi. 

Mr. Devi continues, almost to himself. “I can’t understand it, personally. Young men nowadays. And I agree with Bella. You went with Aiden last year to the gala, didn’t you? And he still hasn’t stepped up. Don’t give him a second chance.”

My neck feels hot. It must be as red as a tomato. 

“Thank you—” Rupert pauses. “What’s your name?” I look up, and our glances meet. His head is tilted.

“Lily.”

“Thank you, Lily.” The way he says my name is like a caress. Way, way out of my league.  

I’m a professional. Get it together. 

Rupert leaves the counter. Mr. Devi watches him go. Frankly, I’d like to watch him go too, but I don’t dare turn around. 

“Mr. Devi, do you have a book to check out, or are you just here to meddle with my love life?” I ask.

“I do have a book to check out, but as you said, a little matchmaking never hurt anyone. It’s just a date.” 

I did say that when I set up Mr. Devi with Mrs. Potter. That was not a successful match. But they are my two favorite septuagenarians, so it was worth a try. And I think Mr. Devi is lonely because he spends so many afternoons and evenings here. But he says that his Prasanthi was the only one for him. True love is real—and not just between the pages of books. 

“But since we don’t know him, you should only meet him in a public place.”

Great. Mr. Rupert Evans is never going to return to the public library again. 

The heavy, wooden door clangs shut, and Rupert’s footsteps recede. I shake myself. Whatever. I’ll never see him again. I scan Mr. Devi’s book and hand it back to him with the due date slip. My phone beeps.


Tessa: Running late. 


I sweep underneath the counter and in the area behind the checkout counter. Turning off the computers and the lights in the back is my good night ritual for a slumbering library. Bella and Mr. Devi wait by the doors.

I do one quick walk-around through the stacks to make sure all the books have been put away. No books lay scattered on the circular, birch tables with their matching chairs in the reading section at the front. I straighten the bright covers of the books we’re highlighting this month that stand on top of the short bookcases next to the red-and-white signs announcing that we have books in Chinese, Japanese, and Spanish. It’s ready for another day of neighborhood learning tomorrow. 

I lock the doors as I let myself out with Bella and Mr. Devi. We walk down the short set of steps and say our goodbyes. The St. Agnes library is a beautiful limestone building with arched windows built in 1920. The rest of the block is buzzing with small stores and restaurants. Mr. Devi walks south.  

And then I turn around, and there is Rupert. His coat is buttoned up to his neck, and he’s giving undercover spy vibes—or maybe bookish, literary genius. Either works for me. I should’ve done something with my hair. And my oversize red parka, while great for the winter, is definitely not the most flattering for my figure.

He walks up to us. “I feel bad for taking your copy.” 

“It’s fine,” I say. “Honestly. My #TBR pile is huge. I can always read something else.”

He nods. “Okay, then.” Then he glances south. Mr. Devi is slowly making his way down the street. A truck rattles and roars its way up Amsterdam Avenue.

Bella hits me hard with her elbow, and I look at her. She raises her eyebrows and then gestures at Rupert with her chin. I shake my head and raise my eyebrows back at her. I have no idea what she’s trying to tell me. 

Rupert turns back to face us, the book in his hand, looking unsure. I feel bad that he feels bad about taking the last copy.

“But here’s a quiz to see if you’re worthy,” I say. “Why did Ms. Wilhelmina Chrissy start writing?”

“She watched a mystery on TV and thought she could do better.”

“What are the main themes of her mysteries?” I ask.

“Found family and the cracks in relationships.”

I nod, impressed. The streetlight is blinking to life, as if it’s going to whisper a better question. “And what attracts you to her writing?”

“The characters, the themes, and I usually can’t figure out who did it. Did I pass?” He steps closer. 

I step back. “Yes. Enjoy the book.” There. That should get rid of any guilt.

“Lily will be leading a book club on He Had No Idea at Banter & Books on Friday,” Bella says.

“Then you need the book,” Rupert says.

“It’s okay. Banter & Books said they’ll have additional stock tomorrow.” I turn to head north, and Bella hooks her arm in mine. The dusk makes the green traffic lights pop out. A bus sighs across the street and pulls away from the curb. Bella’s arm is warm against mine, and I butt shoulders with her affectionately. 

As we near the corner, Bella says, “You should have asked him out. He just stood there, waiting for you.”

I snort. “Then he can ask me out. I don’t need another Aiden, where I do all the pursuing.” 

Not that I’ve given up on Aiden. He seemed enthusiastic about going to the gala again. He said yes immediately. And he just bought me cat grass. That’s sort of romantic—in its own way.

But this guy looks like he can ask a woman out if he wants to. 

As does Aiden.

But Aiden hasn’t asked me out, even though he’ll text me funny memes or thoughts on what he’s reading. I should give up. Bella always psycho-analyzes me, saying that I only find men who are not interested romantically because I’m afraid to fall in love and get hurt after my mom’s death.  

That’s not important now. 

Tonight is about saving the garden. And if my date with Aiden doesn’t go well, I’ll regroup and consider going back into the dating pool again.

At the corner, the red light holds steady as cars turn into the side street. Next to us is a flower store. Pots with tulips and roses abound in all the colors of the rainbow. I look back. 

Rupert has caught up with Mr. Devi. That’s kind of sweet.

“If that guy asked you out, would you say yes?” Bella asks as we cross with the green light.

“What guy?” Probably too late to play innocent.

“The one who just made you all flustered inside the library and who waited outside for you. And the one you just turned around to check out.”

“You made me all flustered inside the library,” I say. 

“I wanted to make sure he knows we have high standards for our men,” Bella says. 

Neighbors bustle home, their coats zipped up against the cold. We pass restaurant after restaurant, and the whiffs of coconut curry, pizza, and fried food are making me hungry. There’s not much space to walk here, between the tables set out for dining in the wooden sheds and the delivery bikes tangled together, all locked to a single pole.

“And you haven’t answered the question,” Bella says.

“Yes. I’m not a complete idiot. I know that Aiden probably isn’t romantically interested, and that guy seems like a good guy.”

“And he reads.”

“And he reads.”

“Where does he live? You should take some walks near his block.”

“That’s confidential information. And he was dressed in a very sharp suit, so he probably works very late.”

“Still, it’s always good to take a walk and clear your head. Next time I take a plot-walk for one of my books, if you want to come and lead the way, I will happily follow.” 

We reach 86th Street. 

Bella drops my arm and faces me. “Shouldn’t you just ask Aiden what the deal is? Tell him you like him and ask him if he likes you? It’s just that last year, you had high hopes for the gala and then you were disappointed.”

“I have to see him every day if he says he doesn’t like me,” I say. 

“He travels enough that you probably wouldn’t run into him that much in the hallway between our apartments.”

“I don’t want to put him on the spot,” I say. “If nothing happens at the gala, I promise you I’ll give up on Aiden.”

Bella harrumphs and pulls the strap of her bag higher on her shoulder. “You asking him to the gala again should have been a pretty clear sign, but he probably thinks this is an extension of your brunch-buddy relationship.” 

“Brunch-buddy relationships have their place.” But granted, do not give much hope of a passionate romance.

“Did you at least yell at him for standing you up for brunch this past Sunday?”

“No,” I say. “What would be the point?”

“The point is that he takes advantage of your good nature, and you let him.”

“In the end, it was more food for us.”

“Oh, this got delivered to our neighbor by accident.” Bella hands me a postcard. “She gave it to me in the hallway.” 

The postcard has a photo of some stone elephants on a gate in New Delhi. I flip it over to read the back. “Found some friends for Patience and Fortitude—Dad.” Patience and Fortitude are the names of the lions that guard the New York Public Library Fifth Avenue branch. I sigh. That’s it. Nothing personal from my dad. 

“Have you talked to him lately?”

“No,” I say.

“You should call him. Anyway, I’m off to my stand-up gig,” Bella says. “I’m sorry I can’t make the meeting tonight.”

“Thank you for coming by the library to help me out. Break a leg. I’m sorry I won’t be there to cheer you on.”

“No worries.” Bella turns left to head to the subway downtown. “Saving the garden is more important. See you at home.”

Banter & Books is a few more blocks up on Amsterdam Avenue. I zip my large overcoat and trudge up the street past empty sheds, closed up for the winter. The glowing holiday star hanging from the lamppost provides festive cheer amid the deepening dusk. Will we be able to fight Strive Developers? I bite my lip. The only other community garden in the neighborhood was demolished a few years ago to make way for luxury housing. 

I open the door to Banter & Books, immediately enveloped by warmth. Hanging plants and shelves filled with books line the whitewashed walls. Bright book covers and green plants give such a cheerful, welcoming vibe. It feels like a cross between a café in Provence and a greenhouse. French-blue settees and armchairs scattered around form little nooks for private conversations or reading. Around each cluster of chairs is a mass cane, an Areca palm, or a peace lily, providing some additional seclusion. At the back, half of the yard has been converted into a conservatory. The books at the front are for sale, but they also have a small, free library in the back where people can exchange books.

I order a peppermint tea at the counter from Miranda, who appears to be the only one working today—and busy. She hands me a stand with a number on it, and I move to the end of the counter. 

I check the book club discussion binder. A good number of people signed up for the book club discussion for He Had No Idea, and quite a few men listed Chrissy as one of their favorite authors. Banter & Books runs a very laid-back matchmaking service where they will match you up based on reading interests. And if you’re too shy for that, you can just join a book club to discuss a particular novel. 

I scan the names. No Rupert Evans. Not a surprise. I shouldn’t even be looking for his name. He definitely doesn’t need a dating service, and he exudes a “time is money” motto. And I don’t do blind dates anymore—not since the last few dates when the men seemed disappointed to meet a librarian for a drink rather than some svelte model. Not to mention the last guy who seemed to be seeking some mythical, prim-and-proper librarian who was a wildcat underneath. 

Miranda passes by me with a tray to deliver some very full mugs. On her way back with an empty tray, she gives me a warm pat on the back.

“Do you have any copies of He Had No Idea left?” I ask. He had to have checked either this bookstore or the Strand a few blocks down.

“No. We sold out, but we’re getting more stock in tomorrow. I sent the last guy to the library. Now, he was hot. Did he stop by?”

“Because it would definitely be the same guy?”

“This guy was steaming. Are you getting a plethora of hot guys at the library?” Miranda raises an eyebrow as she puts down the tray. She re-ties her Banter & Books apron around her waist. The dark-blue apron highlights her red hair and bright-blue eyes.

“He came by. I gave him the last paperback copy. All the e-books were borrowed almost immediately.” The door opens with a whoosh of cold air, and Iris enters, unzipping her heavy parka. She’s wearing an enormous, knitted neck warmer that practically covers her entire face. She pulls it off as she joins me at the counter and shakes out her dark-brown hair. It seems like the neck warmer does double duty as a hand muff.

“He was hot, right?” Miranda asks.

“Yes,” I say. “Mr. Devi tried to set me up with him.”

Miranda snort-laughs. “Go, Mr. Devi.”

“Who was hot?” Iris shoves the hand muff into her ever-present backpack.

“This guy who came in here looking for He Had No Idea but they’re out, so Miranda sent him to the library,” I say.

“Did you get his number?” Iris asks.

“I got his address—but only so I could give him a library card,” I say.

“He didn’t have a library card?” Iris asks. “That’s insane. He’s not a good match for you, then.”

“He looked like the type who buys all his books,” Miranda says. “What can I get you?”

“Cappuccino,” Iris says. “Someone clicked on a phishing link in an email and installed malware, so I’ve still got some work ahead of me tonight.” Iris works in cybersecurity for an up-and-coming entertainment company.

“You didn’t have to come out, then,” I say. 

“It’s fine. This morning was relatively quiet, so I spent some time researching Strive Developers then.”

“I can design posters for you to publicize what they’re doing and protest it.” Miranda pulls out her pad and sketches a few lines. She just had a hugely successful art show. “And I can create a painting we can auction off to raise money.”

“That would be amazing,” I say.

Another whoosh of cold air, and Mrs. Potter enters with Maddie. 

“This place really needs one of those curtains around the entrances,” Miranda says.

“But then you can’t see who’s entering,” Iris says. She’s definitely the one focused on security. She made us all take jujitsu self-defense. 

Mrs. Potter’s curly, gray hair is held back by a black kerchief, and she seems to walk a bit slower than usual. I only hope I age as well as Mrs. Potter has. She could easily pass for sixty, with her barely wrinkled, brown skin. Mrs. Potter and I have worked so hard to build this garden and the community around it, staying up late for nights on end, applying for grants and organizing activities. 

We take our beverages and join Mrs. Potter and Maddie at a grouping of armchairs in the front. Miranda waves goodbye as she moves to help another customer.

I sit next to Mrs. Potter, who turns to me with a reassuring smile. I probably didn’t hide very well how shaken I was this morning when she called me.

Maddie presses her palms to her face, trying to warm it, her flushed cheeks bright against her white skin. She opens up her always-overflowing bag. We tease her that it’s like Mary Poppins’s bag, but she insists that she can find everything in it. And because she’s a reporter for The Intelligencer, she never knows when she’s going to be sent out on an assignment, so she always carries everything with her. She digs out her notepad.

The door opens one more time, and Tessa enters. Her heels click on the wooden floor as she walks over to drop off her briefcase.

“Why are you wearing a suit?” Maddie asks in her typical leave-no-question-unasked fashion.

“I had an appearance in court today,” Tessa says. “Has everyone ordered? Can I get something for anyone?” She takes orders from Maddie and Mrs. Potter and then walks over to say hello to her roommate, Miranda. 

“I still can’t believe they’re kicking you out,” Iris says. 

“And I thought I’d finally gotten rid of all the rats threatening the garden.” Mrs. Potter hands around copies of the notice for the Oasis Community Garden to “cease and discontinue its unauthorized use of the property.” 

My stomach plunges. Seeing the text in black and white is even worse than hearing Mrs. Potter’s reading it on our phone call this morning. The notice looks so official and final. 

How can we win? We’re just a ragtag bunch of volunteers up against a Goliath real estate developer.

My hands feel clammy at the thought of confronting them, and I rub them against my jeans under the table. “What can we do to stop them? We can protest outside their office building. The demonstrations for more library funding at City Hall always have some impact.” I usually create a book costume. I guess this time, I can create a garden costume.

Tessa sits down in her seat, crossing her legs. The gang—Tessa, Maddie, and Iris—is all here except for Bella. Tessa’s blonde hair is up in a bun, and she looks like the professional lawyer she is. Plus, we’ve got a reporter and a cybersecurity expert. And Mrs. Potter, with her network of community activists. We’re not a completely ragtag bunch. Tessa pulls out a legal pad.

“I pitched my editor, and I can write an article about the garden for The Intelligencer,” Maddie says. “I’ll need to interview you two. I thought I could also interview some of the families who have vegetable plots, and the fifth graders from the nearby public school who plant in the garden as part of their science class. And I put a call into Strive Developers to get their side. Maybe we’ll get some useful intel.”

“I also did some legal research, and I asked my law firm if I can represent you pro bono. We have a strong adverse possession argument.” Tessa flips over to the next page of her legal pad.  

Mrs. Potter says sadly, “I talked to some of my friends, but they weren’t that reassuring. Several community gardens have lost lately. Some are still fighting. I’m going to meet with them tomorrow to get advice. They suggested we try to get it designated as a critical environmental area. That could save it. But it might be difficult now. The Upper West Side has both Riverside Park and Central Park, so it’s not actually short on park space compared to other neighborhoods.”

“That critical environmental area designation seems key,” I say.

Maybe we do have a chance.

Iris pulls out her laptop from her backpack. “I did a little digging on Strive Developers. What you can find on the web nowadays is scary. First, it’s family-run. There’s a grandfather at the top with two sons who don’t get along after a bitter battle for who would be CEO. The first son is CEO, and the second son works in advertising for a different firm. Each one has a child, and there’s another fight for control between the two kids.” Iris takes a sip of her coffee. “The granddaughter started in business school but then switched to architecture, and the grandson has been working his way up through Strive Developers. Unfortunately for us, this garden lot is part of the project that seems to be at the heart of the power struggle. They’ve bought the adjoining three smaller buildings on the block and are planning to tear those down and build a larger, twenty-story building.”

Miranda walks over with a tray and sets down each of the coffees and teas we have ordered. Wisps of steam drift out of each mug. It smells of hazelnut coffee with a slight whiff of Earl Grey tea.

“Anyway, the grandfather’s name is Robert. Here’s a photo of the CEO, Tom Evans, and here are photos of the two grandchildren—Rowena Evans and Rupert Evans.” Iris turns the laptop to face us.

“Did you say Rupert Evans?” I ask. 

But his photo is right there, staring me in the face. I just gave the library’s last copy of He Had No Idea to Rupert Evans, the man about to destroy my garden.








  
  

Chapter two

Rupert




I open the door to my office and see the red, suede boots on my coffee table first. It’s hard to miss that splash of bright color in my otherwise two-toned room of maple wood with white chairs and white walls. Rowena has made herself comfortable, as usual. But then, her office is also my second home at Strive Developers. 
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