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Near Manchester, New Hampshire~

“Ms. Murray? Mr. Volley will see you now.”

Yazmyne closed her planner and returned the thick 8x5-inch book to her tote. Her view of late afternoon autumn skies was to die for beyond the window wall of The Volley Group’s executive floor.

Yaz thought of saying something to that effect. Given the tired look on her escort’s face, she refrained. Even to die for views were perhaps not all they were cracked up to be when you had to go to work to enjoy them. She pushed at the bridge of her glasses, got to her feet, and followed the other woman down the hall.

Hall. Yaz mused. The passageway was more like a room unto itself given its dimensions. She’d heard of the Volleys. She’d yet to have the pleasure of welcoming them as new clients of Yaz Plans. Still, no one lived in Manchester for long without hearing the name and learning why it was so revered.

Much of that reverence concerned the fact that the Volleys were ‘old money’. That they were a black American family made the fact even more provocative. Still, additional reverence came by way of Evan Volley, founder of the Volley’s Table charity. Evan was uncle to Kendall Volley whose brainchild Yaz presently walked the halls of. The corridor was nearly as long as it was wide with towering framed photographs mounted every few feet or so and featuring one accomplished Volley after another.

The journey eventually reached its end. Yaz received a polite smile from her escort. Then, with a flourish, the woman opened the two, wide doors they’d approached.

“Mr. Volley will be with you shortly,” the woman led the way just inside what looked to be an office suite. She moved no further than a few inches past the doors but motioned Yazmyne on through with an easy wave.

“You’ll find decaf on the credenza near the windows,” she said, “but I’m happy to bring something stronger if you prefer.”

“Oh no, thank you,” Yaz declined with an easy wave of her own.

The woman offered another polite smile, added a faint nod, and left Yaz to wait. 

If being ensconced in such devastating surroundings was a move meant to intimidate, Yaz would say the effort was successful. What there was in the way of furniture was obviously well-crafted. Yaz wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that those pieces could be acquired nowhere else. Regardless of their bespoke allure, the furnishings lent a surprising warmth to the space. The sofa and matching chairs looked quite comfortable. Nevertheless, Yaz felt far too edgy to sit or even partake of the gloriously fragrant decaf.

She strolled the space, taking comfort in the way her loafers sank into the plush navy carpeting that accented the earth-toned color scheme of the room. Ever so often, she stopped to take in one item or another that lent to the subdued decor. Walled bookshelves near the desk, featured a robust collection of fiction and nonfiction finds.

It was one of the many photos lining the space, however, that had Yaz forgetting herself and reaching out to take. A throat clearing in the distance, had the square frame tumbling from her fingers less than a minute later.

“Ooop-!” she blurted as the frame hit the carpet without making a sound. She knelt to collect it only to have it take a second tumble.

“Shit,” she hissed and stooped back to the floor. A wince followed as she acknowledged the man she was there to meet had surely overheard her swear. That, coupled with the fact that he’d found her rifling through his things should’ve been more than enough to have a hoped-for business arrangement reach a swift end. Eyes down, she began to ramble. 

“I’m so sorry, I shouldn’t have been-”

“Hey?”

With a yank on her emotions, Yaz looked up from the frame. Anything else on her mind faded into nothing when her eyes locked on the pair fixed on her face. What a pair they were, she somehow realized through the daze that was suddenly holding her captive.

Those eyes, like bottomless pools of melted chocolate, were a perfect match to the flawless shade of the face they belonged to. What a face it was. Yaz had expected someone much older. This man kneeling next to her looked closer to her own age. With a quick headshake, she directed her usually focused mind from the lustful path it seemed bent on traveling.

“I’m sorry,” she began, “your frame,” she remarked on the first thing her addled brain could conjure.

“Are you good to stand?” he asked, his free hand lightly cupping her elbow.

Yaz nodded, pushed to her feet. “I really am sorry about your frame,” she watched its owner return it to the shelf and then silently assessed the man’s towering height.

“You know,” he said, “even if this carpet weren’t a mile deep, the frame would’ve been fine.” He took it back from the shelf, tapped the front.

“Plastic,” he offered his hand then, “Noah Volley,” he said.

She accepted the gesture. “Yazmyne Murray,” she felt the minute squeeze his hand put to hers and anticipated its release, but there was none. She saw that Noah Volley’s focus was on their clasped hands. He looked as if he were somehow pondering the contact.

Then, he stepped back. “Thank you for meeting with me so late, Ms. Murray.”

“It was no trouble. I’m done with my other appointments. On my way home after this,” she watched him nod and saw the same pensive look that had settled on his face when he’d held onto her hand.

“I guess it's probably way too last minute for you to even consider adding this to your calendar, but we thought we’d give it a try.”

“We?” Yaz risked a look around the sleek office.

“My family,” Noah explained, “me, my older brother, and our parents. We want to have a party um...reception-showing. Something for my little brother. My mother’s a big fan of your work and said I should get you on it.”

A cross of exhilaration and confusion captured Yazmyne’s dark, exquisite face and was followed by another quick shake of her head. “I had no idea Lakia Volley even knew my name,” she said.

“I...” Now, it was Noah who looked confused. “I thought you must’ve worked on one of the many parties or lunches she’s always throwing.”

“I’ve never even met her,” something akin to awe underscored Yaz’s admission. “I’ve only ever seen her in the news or a social media post.”

“And?” Noah shook the frame he still held.

Yaz only smiled, clearly bewildered.

For the second time that afternoon, Noah tapped the picture in the plastic frame. “Lakia Volley,” he said.

Yaz’s bewilderment collided with shock and she, for the second time as well, took possession of the frame. “I didn’t realize...” she muttered.

“Yeah,” Noah laughed quietly, “this picture’s nearly forty years old. She likes to think she still looks like the girl in this photo,” he set the frame on the shelf and frowned. “But you recognized her?”

“I-I thought I did,” Yaz said with a sigh. “I’ve seen a woman who looks like her in some old albums.”

“Whose?”

“My mom’s. She’s got tons of them. Half, she keeps stored away. There’re pictures of her and my dad when they were just starting out, family, friends...”

“Doubtful it’s her,” Noah scrutinized the old photo of his mother toasting the camera with a flute of champagne. “I didn’t think she had any black friends.” He closed his eyes on the misspeak and opened them with a wince. “Sorry for assuming the parents you speak of are black.”

Yaz couldn’t resist letting her laughter bubble out. “They are! I’m sorry for assuming your mom is the woman in my mom’s albums.”

“Apology accepted,” Noah rolled his eyes playfully. “And now that we’ve proven how polite we are, should we sit and discuss why I asked you to make time in your schedule for me?”

“I think that’s a good idea,” relief fueled Yaz’s smile and she preceded Noah when he inclined his head toward the living area.

Noah didn’t immediately follow Yazmyne. Instead, he chose to watch her move across his office. She was tall. Even from a 6’5 height advantage, he could tell that. Rare, seemed such a simple word to describe her, but he’d be damned if it didn’t fit. Only a rarity could walk into his office unassuming in a sweater vest, slacks and loafers and stop his breath.

Understated attire aside, there was no downplaying how captivating she was-physically speaking. Unfortunately, he knew all too well how adept beauty was at concealing the ugliest of interiors.

Regardless, Yazmyne Murray’s beauty was undeniable. Her licorice dark skin appeared free of enhancements yet flawless, two pairs of small diamond studs adorned her ears bared by the upswept wavy mane that left a few wispy strands resting along her nape. The glasses perched on her nose tempered striking looks with a dash of cuteness.

“That coffee smells irresistible, can I get you some?” Yaz was asking.

“Only if you’re getting some for yourself,” Noah said, surprised to find himself smiling at the bounce in her step as she headed to the credenza.
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“They call that the cutscene, right?”

Noah looked pleasantly surprised by Yazmyne’s guess. “Do you game?” he asked.

“Not one bit,” she sang and helped herself to another sip of the flavorful decaf.

Yazmyne and Noah had spent the last 20 minutes discussing the jobs Yaz’s party planning business had taken during the span of its official 3-year existence. Late afternoon was sliding into early evening with the skies beyond the window wall now a rich shade of blue that threw burnished gold tree leaves into starker contrast against it. Windows of neighboring buildings and street lamps below glowed to welcome the onset of nightfall.

“Anytime I have the misfortune of visiting my brothers when they’re in the grips of a game, they always try to make me stay and watch them duke it out.”

Noah chuffed out a laugh. “Gotta love younger brothers,” he said.

Yaz shook her head pityingly. “Sad that you think they’re younger. These are my older brothers if you can believe it.”

“But the cutscenes are my favorite parts of the game,” she went on once they’d spent a few moments laughing at her brothers’ expense. “They make me feel like there’s a purpose to all the crazed activity- structure.”

“Is structure important to you?” Noah asked.

Yaz thought for a moment. “A little, maybe. Probably why I turned to party planning halfway through college. I kept it as a side hustle for way too long before I said, to heck with it. A year into grad school, I went all in.”

Noah toasted her with his coffee cup. “Looks like you made a good choice,” he said.

“Remains to be seen. I’m still waiting to land my first big conference, but to snag that I’ll need an actual staff. Right now, it’s just me and my assistant who’s my best friend and more like my partner than employee-” she emitted a tiny gasp then, realizing what she was saying. She was trying to land this guy as a client for goodness sake! Noah Volley was dangerously easy to talk to.

“But my business is well up to the task,” she piped in. “If necessary, I’m well-equipped to engage the services of trusted associates but it’s my planning and organization that sees the job through to great success I might add.”

“I believe you, Yaz.”

She smiled, glad he’d accepted the offer to use her nickname. She checked her planning book then and the notes she’d taken as they’d talked. “So will this be a surprise party for your little brother?”

“More like a support party- to let him know we’re proud of him, how far he’s gone with this- that kind of thing.”

“Right,” Yaz made another notation, recalling what Noah had said about his brother’s New York-based business being run out of the young man’s apartment. That is until the preview release of his newest game had reached one million downloads by counts taken before the offer closed. The game’s official release was slated for Christmas.

“And the cutscene showing is the featured event.” Yaz put in as she continued her notes.

“That’s right,” Noah said, his tone absent as he studied her left hand scribbling away. Who wrote things down anymore? He wondered.

For the second time that day, he found himself smiling at the way she’d surprised him. He’d managed to school his expression by the time she looked up with her next question.

“What about your guests? Are we talking about a gaming crowd or a country club crowd?”

He grinned and a dimple flashed so quickly, it could have been imagined. “And there’s your challenge, Ms. Murray. It’s a bit of both. Got a scenario for that?”

Yaz propped her chin to her palm and considered. “Have I still got a shot at the job if I say no?”

“Noah?!”

Demand flavored the chord his name suddenly carried on. Yaz’s expression held its usual polite welcome as she awaited the arrival of the shouting newcomer.

“Noah?!”

Yaz looked at Noah when he didn’t respond and found herself taken aback by the iciness of his expression. The office doors had been left ajar after Noah sent his assistant home for the evening. They flew open as his name was summoned a third time.

“Didn’t you hear me calling you, baby?”

Noah made no effort to stand. “Everybody left in the building heard you, Mama.”

Yaz had already gotten to her feet. Both welcome and a sprinkle of apprehension flavored her expression now.

“Oh!” Lakia Volley’s bejeweled right hand went to her throat in a show of surprise. Long, red nails grazed the onyx choker she wore. “I didn’t realize you’d still be in your meeting, baby.”

Lakia Volley spoke to her son, but her wide faux-lashed gaze was fixed on Yazmyne. “My, my,” her harried entry into the room gave way to a lazy stroll that brought her into the living area. “Would you look here,” she sighed.

Noah stood then as though instinct were readying him for a battle he was surprisingly happy to step into. 

“Aren’t you a vision, love?” Lakia Volley used her equally bejeweled left hand to caress Yazmyne’s cheek. “Why, you’re the spitting image of Del...gray eyes, good hair, and this flawless Beverly skin.”

Yaz blinked. “Beverly?”

Lakia Volley’s laughter filled the room like a bell. “Oh, sweetheart! It hasn’t been so long that I don’t remember your mother’s maiden name. As if I could when she’s my oldest friend. Now come give me a hug.” 
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“We were all thick as thieves back in the day.”

“But what happened? My mother has all these albums, a lot of them I never even saw the inside of. The ones I have seen, you’re on nearly every page.”

“Oh sweetie,” Lakia patted Yaz’s hand. “People grow apart when life happens. Del had her babies, I had mine, and time...responsibilities just made us drift apart.”

“I suppose,” Yaz nodded slowly.

“And here I am putting a damper on the conversation!” she squeezed Yaz’s hand inside both of hers. “I’m so glad my guy over there took the suggestion to call you. I can’t tell you how happy we are to have you on this project.”

“Consider yourself lucky, Yaz,” Noah said from the chair he’d occupied since his mother’s flashy arrival. Quietly, he’d observed the back and forth between the two women. “She only vouches like that for-well... no one.”

“Hush,” Lakia ordered her middle son. “I do hope you’ll take the job, Yazmyne.”

“Well, I-um,” Yaz shifted a look toward Noah. “We haven’t confirmed yet whether my business is the right fit for-”

“Oh nonsense! Nonsense. Everybody who's anybody in this town has worked with you.”

“Is that right? I can’t seem to recall you being part of that group, Mama.”

“Consider yourself hired,” Lakia didn’t bother to grace Noah with a look or word of admonishment that time. “Now, I’ve got to be going,” she smoothed a hand down one side of her straight tresses that were parted in the middle and tumbled well past her generous behind.

“We’ll talk more soon, Yaz,” Lakia stood in pricey pumps that added a full six inches to her 5’4 stature. “I’ve got some ideas about little touches to add more...splash to the event,” she made jazz hands and shook them around her walnut-brown face. “Noah and his brother Mikah are in charge of the larger plans-”

“Are we?” Noah called from his chair.

“But men have no eye for the little things,” she went on, “It was good seeing you,  sweetness. Tell your folks I asked about them the next time you speak, alright?”

“You may be able to do that yourself in a few weeks, Mrs. Volley,” Yaz said as she was drawn into another of Lakia’s tight squeezes. “They’re moving back to the area,” she said when the embrace ended.

Lakia blinked, the merest trace of a frown forming between her enhanced brows. “You don’t say? All the way back from...”

“Atlanta,” Yaz supplied while the woman searched for the location.

“That’s right,” a quiet tremor of surprise echoed in Lakia’s voice. “They’re both so successful, why would they leave all that?”

“They’re looking at retirement while they’re still young enough to enjoy it. According to my mom, they never wanted to go but my dad’s work and all...”

“Yes, yes, Twan and his research...” Lakia offered a forced smile that didn’t meet her eyes. “Well do speak to them for me. Noah,” she went to drop a kiss to the dense, closely-cropped curls adorning his head. “A good night to you both!”

She was gone moments later and the room seemed to exhale at her departure.

“Are you okay?”

It took Yaz a few seconds to realize Noah was talking to her. She gave him a curious look followed by a quirky tilt of her head.

“I’m good. Really, I-” she began when he looked wholly distrustful of her reply. “That was just...interesting.”

Noah erupted into a storm of laughter that was contagious. Yaz managed to resist at any rate.

“An appropriate word to describe my mother.”

“Oh, I’m sorry if I’ve offended-”

“Never make excuses for my mother, Yaz. She’s not a nice person,” at her horror-stricken look, he offered a sad smile. “That’s not a fun thing to admit, but there it is.”

Slowly, Yaz reclaimed her place on the sofa. “She’s your mother,” she thought it necessary to remind him.

“She’s my mother and I can’t say that she’s ever done anything that wasn’t first and foremost for her benefit. I know what I sound like, Yaz. A man is supposed to treasure the woman who gave him life. Maybe if I knew her better or...knew a better side of her. My brothers and I spent more time with our nannies.”

“Noah...I’m sorry.”

“No,” he grimaced, “I am. You’re scary easy to talk to.”

Yaz laughed softly and chose not to admit she thought the same of him.

“I shouldn’t have kept you here so late.”

“I’m not complaining- it was one of the more...interesting meetings I’ve had since starting my business.”

There was more laughter at her use of the word.

“I appreciate you letting me ramble, Ms. Murray.”

“Comes with the job,” her easy expression shadowed, “which I hope to secure,” she tacked on.

“My mother already made that decision, remember?”

More laughter livened the room and Noah stood.

“Come on, I’ll walk you down.”

“That’s not necessary,” Yaz gathered her things, “I’m not that fragile.”

“I know that. But anyone who meets Lakia Volley and doesn’t want to snatch their hair out afterward, has earned a walk to her car,” Noah gestured with a wave and soon they were leaving the room. 

*****
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“Mr. Volley.” The drowsy-looking attendant jumped to at the sight of Noah leaving the valet elevator.

“Reed.” Noah greeted and checked his watch. “Time for you to be heading home, yeah?”

The stout, balding man gave a snort. “Past time, Sir.”

“Co-workers, huh?” Noah guessed.

“Late co-workers.” Reed corrected with a begrudging chuckle. “You headed out for the night, Sir?”

“We’re here for Ms. Murray’s car.”
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