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	RISQUE PEACH 

	 

	

	 

	Cinthié Myesha Weston was the keeper of everyone’s secrets. One wish. If she could have one wish, it would be to mend all her hurts. She didn’t expect to see Keenan working as Security. They spoke in passing, years ago. Maybe he didn’t remember. Myesha did. Her crush on Keenan will cause consequence and sacrifice. 

	Keenan Bransen was emotionally aware of everything and everyone. It was said the men in his family fall in love fast when they find their other half. Keenan didn’t think much of the Bransen Curse until Myesha. She was intensely quiet and intoxicatingly beautiful. Being in her presence was a gift. Either she was alluring or he was being lured.  

	Chemistry happens how it does. Keenan was falling, and Myesha was experiencing feelings differently. Being with Keenan felt right until a phone call changed everything. Myesha’s carefully constructed peace was shattered, and Keenan was struggling to put the work in. He was still drawn to her, but chemistry might not be enough. 

	
 

	 

	
 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	“If this is your worst trauma, you’ve lived a very privileged life.”

	– Martha Cypress, Revival 

	 

	 

	


	 

	Mourning   


	 

	

	Wellington Hotel, Cincinnati, Ohio  

	 

	 

	 

	Cinthié Myesha Weston  

	 

	My charcoal-gray pantsuit and heels were carefully chosen. My locs were passed my waist and twisted with hints of sparkle to match my diamond watch and bangles. Mom’s three-thousand dollar black dress was made by a London designer. She wore strands of pearls above a sweetheart neckline with a wide-brim Kentucky Derby hat. Mom’s eyes were overflowing with tears. She had been crying on and off for two weeks. My emotions were surfacing. I hated that, but unrelenting stress caused it. 

	Grief was tough. That much was true, and we’ve had our share of heartbreak, not a word could be said against that, but Mom’s crying was silent suffering for us both. 

	Sleep. 

	I haven’t had much of it, lately, if ever in my life, but Mom expected High Tea twice a month, so we were in the most expensive tea room in the city, and browsing Palais de Thes menus with awful grief making it a party of three. 

	Mom sobbed into her engraved handkerchief. She gently dabbed at her eyes, but the tears kept falling. 

	“Cinthié, how are you with everything?”

	Mom used my given name, all the time, without fail. Cinthié was a smiling little girl until everything changed. Only fragmented memories stayed, but it had been a long time since she and I were the same person.

	My silence wasn’t defiance, but Mom looked visibly hurt. She loved me, and I could have decided not to be honest. Being quiet was to avoid that, but it doesn’t always work. There was no acceptable fallout. It was about respect. I was all right with her feeling, thinking, and expressing whatever she wanted. Still, Mom would worry about something being wrong because it felt wrong to her. 

	Emotional introspection was used for my anger, grief, happiness, excitement, and pain, but our current situation wasn’t about me. Mom needed support, and I needed to be mentally available. Everything was cast aside for her.

	 “Mom, all I care about is you. I understand you’re sad.” 

	“Oh, Sweetheart,” Mom sobbed again before releasing a broken sigh. “Lorenzo used to ask after you all the time. He adored you. It had been that way from the beginning.” 

	Mom wasn’t talking loud, but her words seemed to blare and collide with my carefully constructed peace. I silently listened until her rambles seemed to echo through the lavish tea room and bounce off the high tray ceiling. 

	Trauma. 

	By definition, it is a challenging emotional consequence someone has lived through. Pain is pain. Trauma is trauma. Sorting it into types won’t change the anguish. 

	Depression. 

	I hadn’t been diagnosed, but it was said to be common after trauma. Some therapists were convinced I should have been clinically depressed. Others seemed fascinated by my not showing early signs of it. Behavioral therapists used reprocessing techniques. Psychologists helped with stress, but I still have hidden grief twenty-five years later.

	Mom kept reminiscing. Plates and silverware were clanging. Tea cups were clinking, and steam from the Melding teapot kept swirling around us. A dull ached started behind my eyes. My senses were overwhelmed, but Mom speaking Italian came through clearly. She had been speaking the language for almost three decades. She learned in secret, and I wasn’t told for most of my life. 

	Everyone had so many secrets. 

	Mom was talking about Lorenzo’s funeral. She kept speaking in Italian until I gently interrupted in the same. 

	“Mamma, you cannot go to his funeral. It is forbidden. We shouldn’t speak of it.” 

	Mom sobbed through her reasons. She finished with a sad sigh. “I’ve never been to Florence. Italy is beautiful.” 

	“Mourning happens when it’s needed, not only in beautiful places,” I reminded her. “Mamma, it is true.” 

	She sighed, “It is. Cinthié, you speak Italian so well.”   

	I didn’t comment on my language skills or her talking about loving a country she hadn’t ever been to. Seeing the world came with a different perspective. In my heart, I believe people are truly kind by nature, also, ignorance can be inherently passed down to younger generations. 

	Traveling came with the ability to accept new things. I had direct experience. Mom didn’t. She was extremely uncomfortable with anything that challenged her beliefs. 

	One belief was women should always display emotion. It didn’t have to be positive or even sincere. Being highly emotional was considered feminine by Mom’s standards. 

	I didn’t meet that expectation. 

	My emotions were intensely private and naturally specific to me. My identity and autonomy couldn’t be changed. Inwardly, everything was vibrant. Outwardly, everything was assessed. All of it held deep appreciation. Conscious thoughts and processes were constantly used. All the info was sorted, and the world felt less chaotic.

	Mom didn’t understand that. She admitted to not wanting to. Mom needed us to be the same. We both liked routine, but she couldn’t readily adapt to change. 

	One thing had always held true. Mom’s love was unconditional even through all the instability. Everything was for her. Every breath. Every smile. My life would be given instantly and without question if she could have her first love with her, always. An unselfish sacrifice would be my gift to her. All I wanted was to unbreak her heart. 

	Mom was loved, but our current situation couldn’t continue. I kept calmly reasoning with her in Italian. 

	 “Don Vincente forbade it. You cannot go.” 

	My solemn tone caused more tears to brim along her perfect lashes. Mom respectfully lowered her eyes.

	 “Don Vincente has forbidden it, and I won’t disrespect him by doing what he does not want. Daughter, it would’ve been good to be with Lorenzo, one last time.” 

	Mom spoke more about Lorenzo in a delicate tone. A few glances were sent our way. Black women speaking Italian fluently weren’t as rare as anyone might believe.

	“Lorenzo loved you so much.” Mom touched my hand. 

	My other hand covered hers, not denying her comfort, and my heart kept breaking for all she had been through, for all she had sacrificed. Her being distraught was understandable. My being calm and resilient was normal. 

	Honesty happened. 

	“Maybe five years wasn’t long enough to love me.” 

	Mom looked visibly hurt again. Confusion sparked in her light-brown eyes. The same confusion was shown in mine when Arturo came to my loft apartment. 

	Dante solemnly stood in the hall. Worry felt ingrained in my soul, but I looked at Arturo, not wanting the bad news he would surely bring. 

	Arturo held me. It was a familiar comfort, but it came with impending dread. Antonio had done the same a week before while talking about the events leading to Lorenzo’s death. 

	I had silently prayed. My cries weren’t answered because Antonio explained how Lorenzo died. He spoke eloquently as always, but my eyes overflowed with tears.  

	Antonio didn’t want it to hurt so much. He gently continued until I went weak in his arms. I collapsed, racked with grief, and Antonio became my strength. 

	Arturo had held me same way. My hands were clasped close to his chest. He gently rubbed them while speaking about Emory’s Emporium. Going to Camp Washington was shocking and risky. 

	Duncan, Jamar, and Cash would have made out better in the Mohawk District because it was part of Over-the-Rhine. Roman could’ve okayed everything. They were blocks away and not sanctioned.

	Dame was there, thankfully, but the situation could’ve went so wrong. Everything escalated in the English Woods until the situation ended at the Brestel House.

	My grief and anger were magnified. Arturo held firm, not turning me loose even when I fiercely raged to be free. Being self-aware had its advantages. Easing into my calm happened. My tears were finished, and my eyes cleared.

	My grief was irrelevant. 

	Arturo was coping with deep heartache. Don Luciano was on his deathbed, thousands of miles away in Sicily, and Arturo was not allowed to be with him.  

	“My thoughts and prayers are for Don Luciano and all who love him. May he continue courageously and be granted favor, now and in the hereafter.” 

	I spoke of Don Luciano with great reverence. 

	My solemn prayer was said with my voice shaking and my heart breaking. 

	Arturo gently kissed my forehead. He promised his protection until his dying breath. 

	Antonio had done the same, five years ago. 

	Don Vincente’s words held true. 

	There will always be a price and a sacrifice. 

	Lorenzo Gallo was dead. Gone. He had his reasons, and most of them had been taken to his grave. 

	Much was left unsaid. 

	Second chances were over. 

	Maybe five years wasn’t long enough to love me. 

	Mom’s trembling voice broke into my thoughts. 

	“Cinthié, Lorenzo loved you so much. He loved you almost your entire life, not five years. You’ve only known him for that long. I’m partially to blame for that, but Lorenzo always looked after you. Cinthié, you were loved.” 

	My feelings were attempting to disrupt my peace. An internal battle happened to restore balance. I struggled while Mom kept crying and talking about loving Lorenzo. 

	Sadness. 

	There had been so much heartache and sadness. 

	We were still in a time of mourning. Reasoning skills shouldn’t be used for matters of the heart. Compassionate responses were more acceptable. 

	I gently rubbed Mom’s hand. “Do you want to order?”

	She nodded and dabbed her eyes again. I browsed the Palais de Thes menu with intense emotions weighing on me. 

	My memories of Lorenzo Gallo were bittersweet. Tainted. Mom’s feelings for him came from her need to survive and his availability. Lorenzo wasn’t her first love or her last, but she still felt the need to hold onto him.

	I was still questioning my connection to Lorenzo. Thinking about him prompted a calm look around. 

	Thimbe Shaunessy was being taken to a corner table. She was in the Wellington often, as was I. Thimbe and I were even on most levels, but she had the kind of pretty men turned away from because trouble would follow. 

	Thimbe was dangerously beautiful. My pretty hurt men in a subtle, defiant way. It challenged them, most of the time that happened unknowingly. 

	Men don’t always need beautiful, and they don’t mind having sex with women they aren’t attracted to. Men could build a life the same way. Maybe having someone was better than being alone. 

	Settling wouldn’t happen. 

	I didn’t, and Thimbe wouldn’t. She had been with the Ricci Family for ten years to my five. I envied her for that.

	Gareth McIntyre was waiting for Thimbe. He was an extreme gentleman. Speaking with him and Carmine on more than one occasional revealed we were alike. 

	Gareth was intellectually gifted and well-versed on so many topics. Women like me weren’t supposed to exist. Men were more accepted for having our unique traits. Still, connecting with someone like-minded was nice. 

	Gareth’s gold-rimmed glasses, expensive watch, and cufflinks sparkled and caught the light. He drew a glance or two, but all he saw was Thimbe. 

	Gareth gently held her hand until she was seated. He affectionately touched her chin to say something only she could hear. Their intimate exchange ended when Gareth rounded the table. 

	Thimbe sensed someone was watching. She glanced around the tea room. I calmly nodded to acknowledge her, and she did the same. We were on opposite sides of the same businesses. We were adored by Antonio and Don Vincente, and we were loyal to the Ricci Family. 

	My attention went back to Mom. 

	We continued speaking in Italian. Reminiscing was comforting for her, and I couldn’t fault her for it. My emotional connections were limited to the men in my life who had made positive impacts. My version of a family had been built four years after Mom and I were cast out from two different sides of our family. We were broken and bruised from two different kinds of disrespect.

	My impressionable years were affected by unspeakable acts of violence. Being stronger for it is a myth. No one can honestly say what influence trauma will truly have. 

	Two decades later, I had developed a complex skill set. Emotions were constantly controlled. It took effort, but the result was a catharsis unlike anything else. 

	Mom continued to reminisce, lost in her memories while all my exchanges with Lorenzo were in question. 

	My view of him was severely distorted. 

	My love for Lorenzo Gallo was betrayal.

	Confusion and hurt cycled to anger and back to grief. Getting free from the past would never be easy. I had been fighting to do it for most of my life, but being the keeper of everyone’s secrets was truly exhausting. 

	 

	


	 

	Niyeem Weston 

	 

	

	 

	 

	Myesha

	 

	Mom kept grieving, and I felt an overwhelming hurt. My past and present were clashing when the extravagant doors opened. Stillness happened in the tea room when Niyeem walked in wearing a tailored suit worth tens of thousands. He didn’t come from money. Niyeem earned his wealth from international imports and exports. He invested wisely. Niyeem said luxury goods will always be what they are, with or without labels. Quality should match the price. His advice were words to live by. 

	Niyeem quickly assessed his surroundings. His locs were pulled back, and his watch and cufflinks sparkled from chandeliers overhead. Niyeem talked to Carmine without taking his eyes off our table. Hotel Staff hurried to add a setting. Everyone stayed respectfully quiet while Niyeem crossed the tea room like it belonged to him. 

	Niyeem spoke privately with his wife, complimenting her on an intimate level. Mom angled her head for a kiss. 

	Niyeem said something only she could hear. Mom relaxed, content in knowing she was his, and his alone. 

	Our waitstaff seemed in awe by his presence. 

	Niyeem acknowledged them with a calm nod. 

	He smiled at me. “What’s up, Cinthié Mye?” 

	Niyeem shortened my name after hearing it for the first time, and I had promised to always answer to it. 

	“Hey Nye, I’m okay. Are you dining with us?” 

	“Yes. I always make time for you,” Niyeem kissed my forehead to give his love and protection for all to see.

	Staff expertly prepared Niyeem’s coffee. The luxury blend was cultivated in the shade of guava trees near Mount Baru in Panama. The coffee was kept available for obvious reasons. Mom liked spending time in the tea room, and Niyeem always made sure she felt her best.

	They were twenty years into their marriage and still going strong. A love, sure and true. No one could break what they had built. Niyeem kissed Mom’s hand, and they were in a world where only they existed. 

	My phone vibrated in my designer bag.

	A quick glance happened to read Dimeen’s text. 

	My brother sent two words. 

	He knows. 

	Niyeem was still talking to Mom. 

	I calmly replied. 

	We were expecting this. I’ll take care of it. 

	Dime: His schedule is blocked for three hours. I’ll call right after. Mye, don’t say anything. This is on me. 

	He will ask. I can’t lie. Trust me. 

	My phone was switched to silent and tucked away. It didn’t matter how Niyeem found out, only that he did.

	Dimeen was the youngest, not that it would get him spared. A memory from years ago came quickly. 

	Mom and Niyeem said they were getting married. Knowing it came with all kinds of feelings. Mom was getting a husband, and I would be getting a family.

	Brothers, well, stepbrothers. 

	I looked at the boys to see how they were handling it. Niyeem Junior and Damien seemed okay. They were nice and even showed me how to play their favorite video game. I quickly took to it. 

	 Dimeen didn’t like the game, but he wanted to play. His brothers said he would have next. Mom ordered pizza for us, and everything was the best until Dimeen started goading his brothers. They weren’t allowed to punch on him, so the boys ignored Dimeen. He moved onto me.

	 I tried using how his brothers dealt with him, but Dimeen was set on proving something. He told NJ and Damien to stop being nice. They didn’t have to pretend to like me. I would be locked up for killing my Dad anyway. 

	The boys told him to shut up. 

	Dimeen got louder. 

	He called me names. 

	Dimeen said nobody wanted me as a sister. 

	Nobody wanted me, ever. 

	I kept ignoring him. 

	NJ was about to jump across him. 

	Dimeen was putting on when Mom came in. She told him to apologize. He started yelling about her not being his mother. I tossed the controller and calmly went to where they were. 

	Dimeen was a know-it-all so he knew what I did, and he knew what I could do to him. Dimeen’s eyes went wide, but he couldn’t hide behind his brothers. 

	Mom’s parenting skills were failing her. She had a defiant eight-year-old, and her nine-year-old daughter had plans on making good on her threat. Dimeen was gonna end up in a bad way if he yelled at Mom again.

	Niyeem Junior hauled his little brother to the sofa. Dimeen was still being disrespectful. NJ would get in trouble for hitting him. It was true, his brother would, but I wasn’t told no such thing. I was gonna jump on Dimeen and punch him and keep on punching him until someone ended it. I was set on doing that, but something changed. 

	 NJ’s attention went to their Dad. Niyeem had been watching the entire time. Mom’s embarrassment turned into shock. Damien picked up the controller. He went back to playing the game. Damien didn’t do anything wrong, so no trouble for him. 

	Dimeen was close to crying. NJ didn’t care. He ordered his brother to get up and apologize. 

	Dimeen tearfully said he was sorry. Mom smiled. She was patient with Dimeen. Mom told him she wasn’t replacing their mother. We would be a blended family.

	Mom accepted his apology and forgave him easily. 

	I didn’t. 

	She was an adult. 

	I wasn’t. 

	I forgave him, nothing.

	Dimeen went back to sulking on the sofa. He was silently praying his Dad wouldn’t lay hands on him. My emotions were close to spilling. I walked away. I didn’t need a family. It had been Mom and me. I was fine with it. 

	 Niyeem motioned for me. Calm sparks were in his eyes. Why was he trying? I wasn’t even his daughter. 

	My thoughts weren’t said, but Niyeem spoke to me.

	“Dime shouldn’t have said hurtful things to you.”  

	“I’m not hurt. I don’t care about him,” I told Niyeem with all the courage in the world. “I don’t like him.” 

	Niyeem was amused, “Dime earned that from you, but you will be my daughter. He will be your brother.”  

	“Okay, but he’s not now.” 

	“Not yet,” Niyeem agreed, “I’m not leaving you and your Mom. I’ll never leave. My family is your family.”  

	His sincere words were understood. Niyeem wasn’t abandoning us. He still loved Mom. He still wanted me as his daughter. Niyeem let my feelings be mine, but he asked. “Why did you lie to Dime? Why did you say it?” 

	“I didn’t lie. I killed my Dad. He’s dead. I killed him.”  

	Niyeem couldn’t say a word against it. People read about it and carried on like they knew things they didn’t. Some had gossiped about it. People liked knowing when someone was doing bad or worse than them. Mom lost the love of her life and any hope of support when she kept me. 

	The memories faded, and I was back in the present when our servers came. High Tea usually consisted of dinner selections, but our appetites were fluctuating with our feelings. Mom and I chose tea sandwiches. Basil and Tomato, Deviled Egg Ribbon, and Cucumber with Watercress. Buttery herb bagels were set out too. 

	Niyeem waited until we were alone. His attention was on me. “Cinthié Mye, what were you thinking about?” 

	He used the word thinking instead of feeling because Mom would get worried. I didn’t hesitate to answer.

	“I was thinking about seeing my brothers for the first time.”  

	Niyeem chuckled. 

	Mom smiled at the mention of her stepsons. “Dime was having a hard time.” 

	“He was being terrible and doing the most,” I told her. “He’s the baby, but I’m not letting him slide.” 

	Mom laughed, “Hush. Your brothers adore you.” 

	Respect equaled love to me. I spoke on my feelings. “And I them. They are appreciated. I love my brothers.” 

	Mom kept dabbing her eyes with the handkerchief. She had the classic traits most women were known for. Mom will sympathize and take on people’s issues. Her belief was the receiving person felt the way she did. Mom wasn’t wrong. It was common for people to have a shared feeling. 

	I didn’t. 

	My understanding came from respecting and appreciating different perspectives. Empathy was given even when their deep hurts were different than mine. 

	Both empathy and sympathy can be fatal flaws by causing stress on the giver. Too much increases anxiety. Severe anxiousness can cause health and mental issues. 

	 I had been a very anxious child. Fearful of not being normal enough. Mom had been through too much. I only wanted her to be happy. I had been in therapy for four years by the time Mom married Niyeem. He was a widower and raising three sons. Niyeem believed in therapy as a tool. I listened closely while he explained his need for therapists, advisors, financial and otherwise.

	Niyeem Weston was the ultimate storm. Business rivals had experienced his ruthlessness. Experience came quickly by working for Weston companies while traveling.

	Mom asked for a favor. I came back to the United States. Chrome happened. I named it. I branded it. The club was turning profit well under margin in no time. Silver Halo closed after an owner’s dispute, so Chrome was in the number one slot for nightlife in Cincy.

	Compensation was needed, and it was time to move on. Helping Duncan out changed my life in ways no one knew about. The truth came out about the Risqué Peach, and the events leading to it being purchased by Don Vincente. 

	Mom didn’t like the idea of my being involved in the Risqué Peach’s daily operations. It went up for a family vote. 

	Damien sided with Mom. High-priced or not. My brother didn’t care. He was concerned for my safety.

	Mom relaxed after Damien said that. She was content until NJ and Dimeen voted in my favor. We only knew part of the story, but that wasn’t even a fraction of what could’ve been told. They said it should be my decision.  

	Mom still didn’t want the truth to come out. Nothing would change even if it did. I had been without a community for a long time, but my brothers listened to her reasons.

	 I didn’t get a vote, so Mom was relying on Niyeem to side with her. She had all his affection, but love had no place in business. The same reason Mom wanted Niyeem to be against it was the same reason he said yes. Mom was upset, but my decision to manage the Risqué Peach held.  

	Revamped, invested, owned. The Risqué Peach came with a different kind of freedom. Well, almost. One wish. If I could have one wish, it would be to mend all my hurts. 

	


	 

	His Only Daughter    

	 

	

	Wellington’s Tea Room 

	 

	 

	Myesha

	 

	Niyeem kept sipping his coffee with genuine power radiating from him. Every movement was calculatingly calm. He spoke, “You and Dime had business recently.” 

	Niyeem’s statement was a reminder of what was expected of me. Mom wasn’t interested in business beyond knowing when she needed to be available. 

	Power quests and competing wasn’t needed. I had been earning and investing at a high level for years, but I was a Weston. Niyeem’s only daughter. Being loved wouldn’t spare me.

	And still, his eyes affectionately sparked. 

	“Cinthié Mye, speak on it. What was Dime’s ask?” 

	“He needed consultations on contracts for several distributors. Dime didn’t want to handle it in-house.” 

	“Dimeen has specialists for consults on location. He wanted London. It was given with the understanding of him putting in work. My sons only keep what they earn.” 

	“Dime’s request for my expertise is acceptable.”  

	Niyeem relaxed more in his chair, but the gesture wasn’t giving calm. “Is it acceptable? And to whom?”  

	“It should be professionally accepted by all. I am not an heiress by proxy. Constant efforts are made to support family businesses. Success is important to secure my brothers’ legacies and mine. I have earned my place.” 

	The conversation had taken a different tone. Mom felt it. She looked back and forth from me to her husband. 

	I sat, poised, ready to parry, not that Niyeem would be bested by his daughter. Niyeem Junior and Damien had to be a unified front to survive business spars with Niyeem Senior. Dimeen and I had less experience. 

	Niyeem was silently analyzing me. I met his gaze without fear. My courage would help, and my bruises would fade after our negotiations ended. 

	Niyeem seemed impressed by my challenge. 

	He calmly relaxed again to listen. “Very well. Continue.” 

	One thing we didn’t do in our family was waste time. Not ours or anyone else’s. My analysis was presented with findings, follow-up evaluations, and recommendations. 

	“Changes can be made in this quarter if Dimeen chooses to initiate them,” I tapped my phone to send the documents. “My services are considered personal. Dimeen won’t use corporate accounts for expenses. This was previously discussed prior to my agreeing to assist.” 
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