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			Paying Her Way

			After selling her company for millions, Erin McCallister has more money than she’d ever imagined. But wealth feels like a suit that doesn’t quite fit, especially after an ex began to covet the money more than Erin herself. When she leaves an unusually generous tip for a hardworking server, Erin has no idea that she’s about to change both their lives forever.

			 

			Iris Patterson isn’t looking for a handout. A history grad student juggling bills, deadlines, and a lifetime of scraping by, she’s wary of Erin’s charm—and even more wary of Erin’s fortune. But when a critical grant falls through, Erin refuses to watch Iris’s hard-won future evaporate.

			 

			As their lives tangle and boundaries blur, they’re forced to confront what money makes possible—and what it can quietly destroy. With privilege on one side and hardship on the other, will love be enough? Or will the imbalance destroy what has only just begun…
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			Playing with Fire

			…Playing With Fire is an emotional rollercoaster that masterfully captures a journey of healing and self-discovery. This story is a testament to the author’s ability to craft a story that tugs at the heartstrings, making readers reflect on the power of resilience, love, and the human spirit.

			-Shimere A., NetGalley

			…Beautifully written…I really enjoyed this!

			-Kerrie V., NetGalley

			Training for Love

			I’m a big fan of authors who take the time to really develop their characters and both Charlie and Elizabeth were really well written. I do like slow burns and this definitely fell into that category. 

			-D Booker, NetGalley

			If you’re looking for a book with characters you can’t help but like with conflicts that are “real,” then this is the book for you. If you want a well-paced book that is also well-written, do not pass on this book.

			-Abbott F., NetGalley
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Chapter One

			Erin McCallister liked the heavy velvet draperies at Dialogue, the restaurant she went to at least once every week. They were a deep green, swallowed up sound from the tables around her, and were soft to the touch when she couldn’t resist putting her hands on the luxurious fabric. Everything at Dialogue, including the Italian-inspired food, was dialed in for maximum comfort without being ostentatious. No wonder she couldn’t stay away. Well, that and the fact that she couldn’t cook her way out of a paper bag and was still too immature to try to learn how. Why bother when the brined half chicken, herb-roasted potatoes, and sauteed shaved brussels sprouts were so delicious and enough food for two meals?

			She went out to eat a lot, but Dialogue was her favorite and in that sweet spot where entrees went for between thirty and fifty dollars. Not that money mattered to her. But at more expensive places, she didn’t feel comfortable sitting alone and reading—a magazine, the latest business bestseller, or the occasional novel. Dining alone didn’t put her off, but unstated rules were often more stringent than ones posted for everyone to see. Besides, the dress code here suited her: dark jeans and a blazer made her blend right into the scenery.

			Dialogue changed its menu regularly, and she made a point of tasting everything on offer while she could get it. Tonight it was trout in a mustard cream sauce she wanted to lick off the plate. Between bites and paragraphs in the latest issue of The Harvard Business Review, she glanced around the medium-sized dining room. It was creeping toward nine, and the second seating was proving to be smaller than the first. She liked to play witness to the ebb and flow of the tables around her, the waitstaff weaving their way around obstacles with big trays loaded with divine-looking, earthenware plates in deep jewel tones. She’d been served multiple times by everyone working tonight—everyone except a small, striking woman with dark hair in a braid as thick as Erin’s arm. She must be new, but she looked like she knew what she was doing, making the diners at her tables nod and laugh along with her.

			Erin bet she got big tips, though probably not as large as the ones Erin made a habit of leaving. Fifty percent was typical for her, and it went up from there. Why not? Since Nuvio had acquired her company almost three years ago, she felt uncomfortably made of money. Twenty-one million dollars and change the last time she looked at her accounts. The least she could do was spread it around to people working hard for a living.

			She ran her fork across the plate to catch some stray sauce and woke from her food daze long enough to see that she wasn’t going to be toting home any leftovers tonight. It was getting to be too late to hit a market on the way home, so she’d have to go scavenging tomorrow. Within a minute of her setting her silverware on her plate to signal that she was finished, her server, Greg, was there to clear it and replace it with a dessert menu. Dessert was a different story from the savory dishes; if she ordered it every time she went out for dinner, she wouldn’t be able to make it through the door of her house. She glanced at the small sheet of thick, cream paper and wistfully pushed it away, replacing it with her magazine.

			Despite the hour, she wasn’t ready to go home, and Greg took the hint, staying away except to top off her water glass. She’d sit here undisturbed until she finished this article on bias in blind hiring practices. Then she would settle up and walk the mile back to her place, taking it slow to delay the inevitable. She didn’t mind living alone, but thinking back to the tiny apartment she used to share with Catherine Wu, her best friend and former business partner, her memories were often tinged with the honeyed glow of irresistible, revisionist history. They’d hated that place while they’d lived there. They’d made do with what little they had while bootstrapping a new company just out of university. Boxed mac and cheese was a splurge back then.

			While she wouldn’t want to go back to eating ramen several times a week, she missed the closeness she’d had with Catherine then: in it together, dreamily pragmatic. And it had worked. Four years after they’d started out with nothing, TriBar was acquired for a sum remarkably close to the number Catherine had written on a sticky note hanging off her laptop the whole time. The money had been more Catherine’s aspiration than Erin’s, who had taken a detour from law school for the tantalizing prospect of making something of her own. Though her father had done that for himself with his construction business, he’d never understood what Erin had been doing at TriBar. Now here she and Catherine were, rich and validated and strangely separated from each other. After the two years they had contracted to Nuvio as part of the acquisition, Erin had left and Catherine had stayed.

			It wasn’t that Erin didn’t want to work. She just hadn’t wanted to work there anymore, where she felt alternatingly useless and stymied by the powers that be. During their partnership, roles had been clearly split, with Catherine taking the technical work and Erin accountable for everything else. Their product was a piece of middleware missing from the legal space, a ligament knitting together bones of data critical to law firms. Erin, with her prelaw degree and multiple internships at local firms, had played the domain expert while Catherine actually built the thing, eventually hiring a small technical team to assist her. Erin’s job was figuring out how to keep the lights on, at least until she’d landed a five-million-dollar investment that had left them breathing easily until their acquisition.

			Nuvio didn’t need funds, Erin’s team had come over with their hard-earned successful culture, and the product was already defined. All of which left her feeling like tits on a bull, as her father would say, even though he’d never been near a bull in his life. So she’d left.

			Running a company at such a tender age had been nauseatingly thrilling, full of bruising lessons and occasional wild victories. After that, where was there to go but down? In comparison to those early years, she was tiptoeing toward being a useless relic before she was even thirty. She told herself she had time to turn things around before she officially hit middle age. The problem was she didn’t know where to apply herself.

			Erin finished her article, closed the magazine, and glanced at Greg, who came over and delivered her bill before she could even blink. Knowing he wouldn’t grow impatient if she sat around even longer gave her a warm—but fleeting—feeling. Being a regular had its benefits beyond them always finding a table for her, no matter how busy it might be.

			When Greg came back with her change from her cash payment, she said, “The trout was unbelievable tonight. Give Suzanne my compliments if you can.”

			“It was the sauce, wasn’t it?”

			Erin smiled. “If you sold it in quart bottles, I’d buy it.”

			“I’ll let Chef know about the idea.”

			“Tell her I’m sure she could be very successful with it.” She picked up her magazine and stood. “Thanks for taking care of me tonight.”

			He gave a slight bow. “My pleasure. Have a good rest of your evening.”

			She nodded and made her way out of the restaurant to the sidewalk, where she stood for a minute, soaking in Boston’s early-summer night. The soft air caressed her skin while she rolled up her magazine and pointed herself home. Dialogue was in the South End, which made for a twenty-minute walk to her place in Beacon Hill. The path she took went past blocks of brownstones and a couple of hotels and design stores before dumping her out on the road that separated Boston Commons from the Public Gardens, both of which were quietly lit this late in the evening.

			Erin dipped into the Gardens to prolong the walk and to give her regards to her favorite tree, a sprawling weeping beech with branches that turned abruptly downward after reaching their peak, leaving exposed knobs of tree above the cascading, dark-green oval leaves. Under the skirt of branches and leaves was a clearing down to the dirt, no grass able to grow within the permanent shadow the tree cast.

			Some people thought the tree was sad looking or vaguely menacing, but it was majestic to Erin. It left everything on the table and was true to its nature. Stepping under its canopy, one was treated to leaves that turned a lighter green when kissed by the sun, and the rest of the world faded away to insignificance. It was where she went when she was chewing on a problem too big to solve or when she didn’t know quite what she felt about something. She would look at the old carved graffiti on the smooth-barked trunk and think and not think at the same time.

			Tonight, she gave it a little nod before caving to her desires and pulling out her phone to call her best friend.

			Catherine answered with, “Are you walking home from dinner?”

			“I didn’t want to wait until I got home because you might be asleep.”

			She laughed but said, “You’re probably right. Nathan and I were meandering in that general direction.”

			Catherine had been with Nathan since the second year of their startup, and they shared not only a very nice house about five miles away in Brookline but also a devotion to “Early to bed, early to rise.” Not like her. She and Catherine used to joke that they pretty much operated the company twenty-four seven, with Erin going to sleep about the time Catherine was waking up.

			“Fish tonight, in case you were wondering. At Dialogue. It would have been heart healthy if not for the luxurious sauce it was served with.”

			“I wasn’t wondering, but I’m all for a luxurious sauce. What’s up?”

			“Nothing.” Literally. “Just wanted to say hi. Even though it’s been months, it’s still weird not to talk to you every day.”

			“I doubt you miss me nagging you to find a girlfriend.”

			Erin sighed. She for sure hadn’t missed that. She stood at the light to cross Beacon Street and waited for the walk signal. Charles Street shone bright with streetlights and a healthy number of people leaving restaurants or popping into ice cream shops for dessert.

			“You don’t get it. You met Nathan well before the acquisition so you started on an equal footing. Now I’ve got this money, and you know very well how that changes things.”

			“I get it, I do. But you can’t stay alone just because of what Hayley did. Not everyone’s like her.”

			“Anyway, how’s work?” She got the light and crossed. From here she could see the side street she’d turn on to walk uphill to her place near the top.

			Catherine’s pause was as rich as that sauce had been at dinner. “Can we not do this?”

			“I’m asking how things are going for you, not whatever you think is happening.”

			“Things are okay. No fires, at least no big ones, and that’s all I’m going to say.”

			“Fine,” Erin said, frustrated. “Will you at least tell me when you’re available to get together? I know this great restaurant in the South End.”

			“Let me check.” Catherine put her phone on speaker while flipping through her digital calendar. Erin didn’t have to look at hers, because she was generally free. They made plans, she let Catherine go to Nathan and their bed, and she made her way uphill past old redbrick houses and condos, the street sometimes claustrophobically narrow. 

			That conversation had not been what she’d been looking for, though she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what she’d wanted from Catherine. How had such a short conversation been laden with so many landmines? She didn’t know which of them not to think about first.

			Definitely not the one that was Hayley, her ex, who had turned out to be more interested in her money than her. Catherine’s parry to her simple question about work came in a close second. Catherine thought Erin wanted to know all the dirt about the product road map and marketing efforts, and, well, she was right. Just because Erin had left didn’t mean she’d stopped caring about what they’d built together—the technology and their people, both. And last, but not least, there was the fact that her schedule was wide open, which riddled her with shame.

			The light by her front door offered a warm greeting, haloed with the faint humidity in the air. The three-story building she’d bought after the acquisition sat on a corner a few minutes’ walk from the State House. Because it had already been subdivided into a first-floor apartment and a unit that spanned the second and third floors (and a roof deck), she continued to rent out the apartment, using a property management company so the tenant didn’t know he was living downstairs from the owner. He and Erin passed in the night—or the front hall—every so often, but otherwise it was like he wasn’t even there.

			Her key rasped into the lock, and she opened the door into soft quiet. She took the stairs, clad in a red runner, without making a sound, like she was sneaking up on the emptiness of her apartment. If you could call 2,500 square feet in the prime of this neighborhood a mere apartment. She could have gotten a house like Catherine, but if she thought this solitude was tough to take, she couldn’t imagine having a whole house of it.

			She let herself into her space, dropped her keys on the entryway table, and started her circuit around the main floor, turning on every light and starting some low music to keep herself company. Distressed wood floors and paneling that ran up one of the walls in her living room warmed the whole space. She had worked with a designer to make the place hers, transforming it into a harmonious whole that reflected tastes Erin hadn’t even known she’d had.

			It felt both hers and not hers. She was most comfortable watching TV from the sectional in front of the wood wall and making calls and putting together presentations at her desk in the spacious office nearby. The rest was top of the line but not quite…right. When hunger forced her to, she pulled something ready-made out of the fridge, often eating it while standing at the counter instead of at the nearby dining table. 

			She perched now on a stool at the breakfast bar, her head resting on her hands, one finger stroking back and forth across her lips, and stared into the gleaming space she rarely used. Whatever was wrong with her home was entirely her fault, but she hadn’t found her way to fixing it yet. What a waste. The whole place was a waste. She was a waste.

			And this was why she was supposed to keep herself busy. 

			Officially, she was a consultant—at least that’s what her business incorporation papers said. It wasn’t completely a lie: she’d had a few short gigs since she’d hung out her shingle. Drawn by her name and track record, some people were interested in paying her good money to tell them what a healthy corporate culture looked like and how to achieve it. She’d quickly found that consulting mainly consisted of telling people what to do and just hoping that they would actually do it after you walked out the door. Engagements that were longer, where she could help them with follow-through, would maybe be more rewarding, but she’d have to actually try to find those.

			She shook her head. She could build a company out of a few packages of ramen, but she couldn’t seem to put her mind to this. She told herself she didn’t have to work, ever, but that didn’t sit well, not just with her stolid middle-class upbringing but also with her sometimes overactive brain. It didn’t cope well with stillness, but since leaving Nuvio—or, to be honest, throughout her last year there—she hadn’t been able to choose what to charge off into. Her engine was revving in neutral, but she had crippling ennui and no partner to brainstorm exciting ideas with.

			To say it was a bad combination was like saying Moby Dick was a guppy.

			She’d cut all ties to the group she and Catherine had built, relinquished responsibility for its road map and marketing, and left Nuvio to “do something important.” That’s what she’d said to Catherine, and here she was, months later, having done nothing but find a favorite restaurant and make more embarrassing money on her few consulting engagements. She used to have a ton of reasons to respect herself, but they’d evaporated with each week that peeled off the calendar. Honestly, she had a hard time looking at herself in the mirror.

			Tonight, unlike Catherine, she still had hours before she’d be able to sleep, so she hauled herself over to her couch, shrugged off her blazer, stretched out, and turned on the TV. She’d find something mindless to watch, a series that would lead her from one episode to the next without conscious volition, all without shutting off the music that was playing through speakers throughout her downstairs. The more she put between herself and echoing solitude the better.

			





Chapter Two

			Mugar Library at Boston University spanned seven floors, though to be honest, Iris Patterson only ever used two. Libraries were about the best thing ever—with librarians running a close second to the books shelved all around her. As a graduate student in history, she made use of the research librarians on the first floor and ranged up and down the shelves on the fourth, even though at this point the source material for her PhD research practically had to be begged, borrowed, and stolen from other locations.

			A lot of things needed to be begged, borrowed, or stolen these days, especially time. Oh, and money. Even with a partial scholarship, she had racked up a harrowing amount of debt during her undergraduate career. So far she’d been able to cover tuition in graduate school through a combination of grants, other academic awards, and multiple jobs, but when she finally finished in a few years, she would have to get a good job and fast to avoid staring down the barrel of bankruptcy.

			Mostly, she tried not to think about that. If choices were anything, they were consequences. Wasn’t that what her mother had taught her by example? Good or bad, decisions lead to a shift in the world, sometimes in a direction you hadn’t bargained for.

			Not that any of that mattered, because Iris had things under control, especially with her first week as a server at Dialogue under her belt. It was the perfect restaurant if you couldn’t break into the Michelin-starred tier. The prices ensured good tips, and the turnover meant at least two seatings at every table. It didn’t hurt that the food was delicious and she got to eat dinner there gratis a couple of times a week. At any rate, she could pay all her living expenses with what she earned there, and she’d landed a big grant that, if she could renew it, would float her through the three years she planned on for her PhD.

			It was officially summer, but graduate school knew no seasons. She wasn’t in a position to dawdle with her research and writing, so hitting the nearly empty library in the middle of June wasn’t just smart; it was a necessity. She was immersed in reading a political history of the Congo (including how the United States had messed around with the idea of Congolese sovereignty in the 1960s and beyond). This was critical background to her thesis topic, which concerned the interplay between how missionaries in the region had affected the rural population and how that, in turn, had rippled up to the different political movements in the countries in that area.

			She was interrupted when her phone buzzed a soundless ring. Usually she’d let it go to voice mail when she was in these quiet confines, but a glance at the screen showed that it was her mom. She glanced around to make sure she was alone and answered.

			“Hi, Mom. What’s up?”

			“Just wanted to see how you’re doing.”

			The tone of her soft, high voice belied the casualness of that statement. Iris pulled her phone away from her face long enough to check the time. “Are you on break?”

			“Just resting my feet before the dinner crowd. Let me guess—you’re in the library.”

			“You know me so well.” She really did, but Iris knew her mother equally well, so she spared her the burden of asking by saying, “I’ll get my first paycheck in a week, but it’ll only be a week’s worth of wages, not two. But with that and tips, I should have a decent amount out to you soon. Are you okay for now?”

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’m always okay.”

			Iris couldn’t stop a small head shake, knowing her mother suffered when Iris couldn’t send anything home for a while.

			“Tell me about what you’re reading.”

			“A political history of the Congo that covers some of the time Grandma lived there. It’s color commentary for what I’m actually going to write about. I just wish she were still around so I could interview her.”

			She could hear her mom’s sigh. “We both could have used her around much longer.”

			“Have you heard from Grandfather?” Iris couldn’t remember the last time she’d asked about him.

			Naomi laughed. “You know how busy he is with his spiritual work.” Even with no video, Iris could see her mom’s finger quotes. Iris’s grandfather had been a foreign missionary before he brought his Congolese wife back to America with him and had Iris’s mom. He’d stayed in the States until his wife died, through Iris’s mom having Iris much too young, putting a baby-sized dent in their never-close relationship.

			“We’d hear if something went wrong, so I guess no news is good news.”

			“Agreed.”

			They sat with that for a while, long enough for someone to stumble on Iris’s little hideaway and cast a disapproving glance at the phone in her hand. “Hey, Mom. I need to get going, but are you sure you’re all right for the next few weeks? I have some savings now, and I can—”

			“I’m fine. You worry too much. Go finish your reading. Call me soon, okay?”

			“I will, Mom. Love you.”

			“Love you more.”

			Iris disconnected the call and put her phone face down next to her open book. No matter what her mom said, everything wasn’t fine. Everything hadn’t been fine since her grandma had died and her grandfather had taken that opportunity to pick up where he’d left off, spreading the news of Christ in all the jungles of the world. He was somewhere in the Amazon this time, a whole different continent from where he’d saved Iris’s grandma so hard she’d ascended straight from the small, Angolan village she’d fled to from the Congo all the way to Bethlehem, Pennsylvania. Iris’s grandfather wasn’t completely the fire-and-brimstone kind, but he had strong opinions on what was right and proper and what wasn’t. Needless to say, Iris being born out of wedlock to his twenty-year-old daughter hadn’t given him the warm and fuzzies.

			It had been push and pull since then, with Iris’s grandma helping to raise Iris until she died when Iris was nine. Iris’s grandfather oscillated between pretending nothing was amiss to being appalled by the state of his family, and Naomi worked two or three jobs, since there was no free ride in that house. Now, even with Iris out of the apartment, Naomi had a hard time making ends meet, there being no good opportunities for a Black woman with only a high school diploma. Then there was the pressure of her own student loans from her two years in college. She’d negotiated a thirty-year term to reduce her monthly payments, but she’d been under them her entire adult life and could never get ahead.

			Sometimes Iris felt guilty for her very existence. If her mom had given her up for adoption, she would’ve been able to move on, go back to college, and have a completely different life. But she’d made the choice to keep Iris and had managed to give her a childhood rich in love even though it was poor in other respects. If nothing else, Iris had been taught an iron work ethic and the value of a dollar.

			Speaking of which… She moved her focus back onto the book in front of her, wanting to get as much done as she could before her shift at Dialogue.

			* * *

			Iris had studied Dialogue’s menu with as much attention as she spent on her research materials. Nothing killed the urge to tip more than a server who didn’t know what they were talking about. At Dialogue, this included recommending wine pairings as well as having enough knowledge about their whole wine list to be able to describe each offering in a few succinct words. Fruit notes, tannin, oak, smoke, light, tart, and so on. She had to be helpful but not pushy, friendly but not presumptuous, efficient but not rushed. Good thing she’d been doing this kind of work for the last eight years, a chip off the old block. Iris knew her working as a server dismayed her mom, but she could make good money at it, and it was temporary.

			In the lull between seatings, Iris talked to Greg, one of Dialogue’s veterans.

			“The duck is going like hotcakes tonight.” She pushed some hairs that had strayed from her braid out of her face and behind her ear. It had a texture similar to her mom’s but a curl more lazy than kinked. “Isn’t it funny how that happens, everyone getting an itch for the same thing all at once?”

			“Too bad we’re supposed to be highlighting the trout.”

			“I’ve tried in a low-key way, but it’s been much more turf than surf so far. Maybe we’ll have better luck with the later seating.” She peeked out at her tables, trying to gauge if anyone needed anything and noticed that one of her empties was now occupied by a lone woman. “Hey, didn’t I see her last week? She was reading a magazine.”

			Greg smiled without even looking to where Iris was indicating. “That’s Erin. She’s our most regular regular. Don’t pressure or rush her. She only needs the specials menu, and even if you screw something up, she tips like you only dream of. She deserves excellent service for the tips she gives out. You’ll learn what she likes. We all have.”

			“Thanks for the tips, no pun intended.”

			“Yeah. I’ve never heard that one before.” The orders came up for one of Greg’s tables, and he said, “Duty calls,” before loading warm dishes on a large tray and hefting it to his shoulder, grabbing a stand with his free hand.

			His instructions about her new customer made her nervous for no good reason. Now she wanted to do perfectly—and not just for the tip. She bypassed the menus in favor of the water carafe, took a deep breath, and headed in the woman’s direction. She was younger than Iris had thought, no more than a handful of years older than Iris was. What Iris had thought was brown hair sparkled an obvious red in the small lights strung across the ceiling, and she blended into the rest of the diners with a starched shirt and dark slacks—more classy than casual. Then Iris was at the table, and it was too late to catalog the woman’s traits except to note that her head was bent toward a book she held open on the table with one hand.

			Iris hovered to the side of the table, waiting for Erin to clock her, but when that didn’t seem likely to happen, she said, in a near-whisper, “Would you like some water?”

			Erin’s head snapped up, revealing light-blue eyes.

			“Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.”

			She waved Iris off with her free hand. “Don’t worry about it. I just got absorbed.”

			“I can come back in a bit if you’d rather.”

			“No, really. Now’s fine.”

			Iris filled her water goblet. “Are you interested in the specials, or would you like more time to settle in?”

			Erin smiled and tilted her head a little bit. “You’re new.”

			“Yes. I’m Iris, and I have the pleasure of being your server this evening.”

			Her laugh was short but genuine. “I doubt it’s as pleasurable for you as it will be for me. Where’s my menu?”

			Iris’s heart gave a panicked thump. Was this some kind of hazing ritual? Setting her up for embarrassment? “My apologies. I’d been led to believe—Let me grab one for you right away.”

			“Iris, right? I’m sorry. I was giving you a hard time. Greg must’ve told you that I come here often enough that I don’t need a menu except when it changes. How about we start over? I’m Erin.” She held out her hand for Iris to shake, which Iris did after juggling the water carafe.

			“Good to meet you. Are we at the point in the evening where you want to hear the specials or am I doing something else wrong?”

			“Hey, there’s very little you can do wrong. Seriously. And I’d love to hear the specials, assuming they’re different from last week, which they usually are.” Erin sat back and gave Iris the same attention she’d been giving her book earlier.

			Iris felt both warmed and intimidated but made it through the specials recitation without any blunders. She gazed at Erin when she was done, her long, straight nose and light eyes. A smattering of freckles crossed her cheeks and nose like the footprints of tiny elves. Okay, that was a bridge too far. She got control of herself. “Let me give you some time to decide—and read another chapter. No rush.”

			Without waiting for an answer, she did a circuit of her remaining tables, facilitating payments, topping up coffee, or greeting new folks with menus, water, and introductions. When moving from here to there, she felt Erin watching her. Iris made her way back to Erin’s table a little later than she had planned. She refilled Erin’s half-drunk water, cradled the carafe against her abdomen, and said, “Anything strike your fancy?”

			“Now that I’ve had it once, I’m tempted to have the trout again, but the duck special sounds outstanding. Who can resist sour cherries?”

			“You can’t go wrong with either, as I’m sure you know. But Chef could make a fortune bottling the sauce she serves with the trout. I guess it depends if you’re in the mood for fish or fowl.”

			“I asked Greg to tell Suzanne the exact same thing about the sauce. All right. I’ll have the trout. I almost never have the same dish twice in a row, but you made a very persuasive case.”

			“Well, you won’t be disappointed.”

			Erin’s smile was wide. “Why do you think I keep coming back for more?”

			“So just the trout, then?”

			“Why? Are you recommending something to start?”

			“No. Not unless you want something. I’m just making sure you want the trout as is. No substitutions.”

			“Absolutely not.” She frowned. “Do a lot of people request substitutions?”

			“Not necessarily here, where they’re discouraged, but you’d be shocked at what people have asked for at some places I’ve worked.”

			“As you said, I’ll have my trout as is with my compliments to the chef. Nothing to start, but I never turn down an amuse-bouche if one’s on offer.”

			“I’ll see if we have anything in the back for you. Something to drink?”

			“What do you recommend?”

			Iris cast her gaze up and to the left to bring the wine list into mental focus. It would have to be by the glass and white. Something bright and easy but not too sweet. Normally that would disqualify Rieslings, but the one they had by the glass was mildly citrusy, which would cut through the sauce on the fish without clashing with it. She blinked back into the here and now. 

			“I’d say the Australian Riesling. The Perry Vineyard one? Or I could get you anything you want from the bar. Or just water, of course. Needless to say, it’s up to you.”

			Erin answered that with a quiet golf clap. “Well done on just your second week. Top of the class. I only drink every once in a while, but you sold me on the Riesling. A glass would be great.”

			“Coming right up. Anything else I can help you with?”

			She raised her book a few inches off the table. “I’m all set, thank you.”

			“I’ll leave you to it then.”

			Iris made her way out of the dining room, collecting a couple of requests from her diners on the way. When she was out of sight, she leaned her back against the closest wall and laughed at herself. She hadn’t been that thrown off guard since her first table back when she worked at the same diner as her mom. Greg had psyched her out (really, how much was this fabled tip, anyway?), and Erin unwittingly playing along had doubled down on her discomfort. Though it had turned out all right in the end, there were plenty of things she still could do to screw things up, including dropping a plate of food right in Erin’s lap as, yes, she had done once, though not recently. Serving was threading the needle between being helpful and becoming a pest. It required attention to detail to usher a party through their meal seamlessly with it feeling completely natural to the diners. Knowing Erin didn’t like to be rushed had gotten Iris all tangled up, but all it meant was that Erin was in charge of the pacing and giving Iris all the right signals to follow. Easy, right?

			Iris serviced all her tables and kept an eye out on Erin, who seemed to delight in the amuse-bouche the kitchen had come up with for her before taking her time eating her fish, engrossed in her book again. Could she even taste things properly with that level of concentration? When the plate was clean, Iris cleared it as quickly as she could, offered more wine, and when she was turned down, refilled her water glass and cleared the table of crumbs.

			Then, a slow, inexorable game of chicken commenced. How long would Iris keep her nerve and not run the check over to Erin before she’d made some sort of definite signal that she was finished? A long time, it turned out. Most of her other tables had left, and the restaurant went from a din muted by curtains and upholstery to a lush quiet that transmitted each clink of silverware against plate clearly. It was her favorite part of a shift: the rush behind her, a few tables to serve at her leisure, everything getting fuzzed and soft as dusk lingered outside the hushed lighting of the restaurant in this end to a long summer evening.

			Finally, Erin closed her book and looked for Iris in a way that made it clear she was ready. Iris brought the check over, leaving the folio to the side of Erin’s book, which was about “transformative management”—something that seemed way too dry to command Erin’s attention the way it had, though Iris supposed some of her sources would rival that text.

			Iris said, “Thanks for coming in. I hope you enjoyed your meal.”

			“I always do. Oh, except for Suzanne’s sea bream experiment.” Erin shuddered and smiled. “I hope it doesn’t sound patronizing, but you did great. Everything was perfect, down to the wine.”

			“I’m glad to hear it. I aim to please. Have an excellent night and get home safely.”

			Erin slid the check toward herself. “Thank you for taking care of me tonight.”

			Iris left to tend to someone flailing wildly for their check as if she were in the next county over and not fifteen feet away. After dealing with a couple of her tables, she looked back at Erin’s to see that she’d slipped out. Even though she had something else to do, she couldn’t help herself from taking the check folio into the back to peek at this fabled tip.

			Erin had paid in cash and, after doing some quick math, Iris’s eyes practically fell out of their sockets at the size of the tip. Two hundred percent, including the alcohol, which way more than made up for the fact that she hadn’t gotten a starter or dessert. It was easily four tables’ worth of tip. Even after it got divided with the back of house staff, Iris would be pocketing a nice sum of money that she (and her mom) needed sorely.

			Greg walked by while she was still absorbing the tip. He laughed. “You’re not seeing things. What was it, a hundred percent?”

			“More like two.” Almost exactly like two.

			His eyebrows raised. “You did something right, though as far as I know she never tips less than fifty percent—and that’s if you’ve done something wrong. Needless to say, we like her, even though she almost never orders all three courses and more than one drink.”

			“What’s her deal? Was she a server in a former life?”

			He shrugged. “I don’t know, and I don’t care. I love having her in my section, though Justin tries to switch her up among all the servers. I’ve got to get this check out so we can start closing soon.”

			Iris had a table lingering as well and was ready to get home and off her feet, but she looked at Erin’s check one more time to caress the tip with her gaze. She’d already liked Erin, but now she liked her even more.

			* * *

			When Iris got home, her roommates, Candice and Trish, were watching TV, which they must’ve been doing for a while because crusty dinner dishes were still on the trunk they used as a coffee table. She didn’t even want to know what the kitchen looked like. Their apartment was a study in entropy she tried her best to keep in check.

			She let her bag drop to the floor. “You guys will not believe the tip I got tonight.”

			Candice, hair in a perfectly formed Afro, leaned forward to grab the remote and mute the TV. Iris had known her since they’d been freshmen, and they’d shared this apartment for the last two years with Trish coming into the rotation only six months ago. “Good or bad?”

			“Very, very good.”

			Trish, her skin as pale as Erin’s, said, “Was it a pervy old man? I only get really good tips from pervy old men trying to look down my shirt. Sometimes I think about undoing another button to see how much more I might rake in.”

			“No pervy old man.”

			“Amazing. How much?”

			“Two hundred percent. An even hundred on a fifty-dollar bill.”

			Iris reveled in their expressions of surprise. Candice asked, “What did you do to earn that?”

			“Nothing. It’s this regular who’s known to be a big tipper, but another server seemed to be surprised at the amount.”

			“Sounds like he’s got a crush.”

			“Actually, it was a woman.”

			Two sets of raised eyebrows greeted that. Trish said, “An old pervy woman?”

			Iris laughed. “No. She was pretty young, actually. And perfectly nice. I think she was gay. I got the vibe.”

			“Ooh. A potential sugar momma. Did you give her vibes back? Because nothing about you screams gay.”

			It was true that Iris usually flew below the gaydar, for better or worse. Sometimes she wished everything about her was more obvious: her Blackness, her gayness. “I don’t need a sugar momma.” Though that could be up for debate. That she would never accept one was closer to the mark.

			Candice said, “We all need a sugar somebody. Was she cute? You’ve been single too long. All work and no play makes Iris a dull girl.”

			Iris walked to the couch. “Scoot over.” Candice made room, and Iris got off her tired feet. She pictured Erin. The low lighting made her hair a deep red, and it was cut chin length in a no-fuss style. Her features were well proportioned, and her smile was warm and wide. Truthfully, that smile had hooked something in Iris. “She was good-looking.”

			Trish said, “But she was with her girlfriend? Wandering eye?”

			“Nope. She ate alone. Or with a book. I guess she pretty much always comes in by herself.”

			Candice and Trish looked at each other.

			“What?” Iris said. “I see what you’re doing there.”

			Candice said, “It’s like something in a movie. You need to get her to make the first move.”

			“No one’s making a move on anyone. She was a customer. I did my job well. She always tips a lot. End of story.”

			“You’re no fun.”

			It wasn’t the first time Iris had heard that—not even the first time Candice had said it to her. She couldn’t stop herself from stiffening against it. “I don’t have time for fun.” She let her head fall back to the couch, suddenly exhausted.

			“Hey,” Candice said, serious now. “We’re kidding around with you. We just don’t want you to burn out. We practically never see you, and you’re not even TA’ing this summer. Besides, it’s fun to fantasize.”

			Iris had been so blinded by the amount of the tip that she hadn’t even gotten far enough to wonder if Erin were fantasy-worthy. She reviewed their interactions, the way Erin looked when she was concentrating on her book, the frequent smiles she’d bestowed. Her smile really was swoon-worthy in its clear genuineness.

			She said, “Would you guys really want a sugar daddy?”

			Candice said, “No,” while Trish said, “Yeah.”

			Iris and Candice looked at her.

			“What?” she said. “I can admit that I wouldn’t mind being taken out to a nice dinner every once in a while instead of just serving them up. I’m not saying I want to be a kept woman or anything.”

			Iris said, “Money always comes with strings.”

			“Seeing as your mystery benefactor is the closest any of us are going to get to a sugar anybody, I think it’s safe to fantasize.”

			They talked for a while about nothing until Iris started to yawn and excused herself to the orderly haven of her room. In bed, waiting for sleep to overtake her, she thought of Erin again. She admitted that with any other person on any other day, she would have been at least a little put off by the exorbitant tip, no matter how much it benefited her. Someone throwing their money around like that was distasteful, but something about Erin felt different. Genuine.

			Iris closed her eyes and felt the warmth of Erin’s gaze again. Okay, maybe she was fantasy-worthy. Some other time, when she wasn’t so tired.

			





Chapter Three

			Just because Erin wasn’t doing much consulting didn’t mean she wasn’t doing any. She might not know exactly where her life was heading right now, but occasionally being able to play “culture doctor” to a few companies at least gave her temporary satisfaction. Today’s client was having a huge retention problem across multiple departments, and she’d spent weeks interviewing people both in management and in the trenches. To put it in medical terms, she had taken the patient’s vital signs and health history and was now in the diagnostic and treatment phases.

			If she was known for anything, it was leading a high-performing team, though that wasn’t the only thing she’d done at TriBar. Had she done everything well? Not necessarily. There’d been a couple of notable disasters over the four years she’d run things, but she guessed it all turned out well in the end—and left her with at least moderately bankable credentials. If only she could feel the same deep certainty that she’d felt when starting out with Catherine, maybe her life would make sense again. Back then, coming up for the idea of the software gave her the opportunity to have something of her own, which had caught her by the throat. Both her older brother and sister were involved in the family contracting business, leaving Erin adrift on her own path. She’d thought it would be law school, but building something from scratch was so much better.

			Her current client was mired in a world of hurt and was at least paying lip service to making changes in the guise of improvement. Her approach and techniques were based on the latest research, but she’d always worked to make it (and herself) as approachable as possible. Really, it boiled down to just a few fundamentals: empathy, respect, honesty, and communication. Easy, right? Yet so many of the companies she’d seen over the years weren’t even near the road to corporate nirvana, let alone making any headway down that long, winding path. She just wished she was as excited when educating these companies about what to do as she’d been actually doing it with Catherine.

			Regardless, she had to deliver a diagnosis and treatment plan this afternoon, which always brought on a case of the nerves despite being confident in her findings and recommendations. She was new to consulting, and it was pleasant—though in the same way she imagined those Nordic saunas were where you were beaten with tree branches.

			She sat in the back of an Uber on the ride out to the company’s suburban office. During the interview process, she’d dressed in well-worn jeans and knit tops a step above T-shirts when meeting with individual contributors and in one of her three suits, tailored and coordinated and with slick, cool, satiny linings in bright colors when meeting with executives. Today, she’d landed somewhere in the vast middle, wearing dark jeans with a navy blazer over a deep-green blouse that reminded her of Dialogue. Chunky black wingtips rounded out the ensemble.

			She smiled at the thought. Dialogue really was her home away from home, even more comfortable than eating at her kitchen bar. That new server had been delightful, competent, and nervous all at once, at least in the beginning. Iris had rich, tawny-beige skin and a broad, striking face. Her smile was an easy benediction, pulling her large, shapely lips wide. It wasn’t hard to like her, even with the beginning awkwardness.

			What was the staff saying about Erin outside the dining room? Yes, she was a little particular but only in the pacing of the meal—and her tips—but that was a good thing or should be, at least. Iris had checked on her partway through the meal the way the other servers had stopped doing, and Erin had been charmed instead of annoyed at the interruption. Was she so starved for human interaction that the briefest of chats with a server meant so much? With a grimace, Erin guessed the answer was in the question.

			Before the acquisition, work and her social life had been inextricably entwined, partly because of the hours they’d kept and partly because she’d genuinely liked the people that they’d hired. Working and playing with them was easy despite the difficulty of what they were doing. In ways, it felt like an extension of college, only with bigger stakes. Then came the acquisition and the colder, impersonal conglomeration they were suddenly part of, and Erin, the one who supposedly knew how to talk and make connections, felt uncomfortably alone.
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