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      JOSEPHINE

      The club music filling the gallery boosts my pre-show adrenaline and guides my pace as I stride past each mannequin. Everything looks perfect. Except the sheath under this window-screen ballgown. How did that get askew?

      I crouch, slip my hands under the satin-edged hem, and tug the linen into place. Now I can breathe. In theory. Before I’m fully standing, my mind hits overdrive. Again. One side of my brain whispers tales of disaster. The other weaves stories of hope: great press, big sales, enough money to launch my fashion house. A house that pays artisans well and offers a caring workplace. If I succeed tonight, that might be possible.

      My phone chimes. Fifteen minutes until showtime. I need to run the models through their spiels and check in with Kath. Connecticut’s top art gallerist and my BFF, Kath huddles over the sales desk with her assistant. I hurry past, resisting the temptation to pause and critique the film projected on the wall behind them. The video does its job: showcase how I bring my designs to life. Not make me look glamorous.

      Fourteen minutes, thirty seconds.

      I enter the back office, gather the models in a circle, give a mini pep talk, and ask for a volunteer to start the run-through. The girl with the fish-out-of-water makeup steps to the center of the circle. God, I love that look on her. Blue lip glaze, sparkling skin, glossy black hair slicked back and gelled to look like a fin.

      “The outfit I’m wearing is called Modern Mermaid.” Her husky voice raises this outfit’s sex appeal to glacier-melting. “The tuxedo board shorts and bustier feature neoprene dreadlocks.”

      My lungs seize. The other models stifle giggles. I raise my hand. “Deadstock,” I correct.

      “Huh?” she asks.

      “Dreadlocks is a hairstyle. Deadstock means fabric or garments discarded by fashion houses to keep the perceived value of their clothing high.”

      Her eyes go wide, making the biodegradable false eyelashes pop against arcs of electric blue and teal eyeshadow. Stunning. Now, if she can get the story right. She apologizes.

      I force calm into my voice. “No worries. Try again.”

      The model shakes her arms and re-starts, watching me. “…The board shorts and bustier feature neoprene deadstock with upcycled satin side panels. Ms. Stewart made the colorful buttons from bottle caps found during walks at Lighthouse Point Park here in New Haven.”

      I flash her a thumbs up. She continues. “It’s a story about the fast fashion industry polluting our oceans and rivers with microplastics and petroleum-based dyes.”

      “Perfect.” I lead a round of applause and gesture at another model. The scent of Kath’s homemade bergamot and grapefruit body oil surrounds me. She links her arm through mine, a comfort that helps me hear the other models recite their stories.

      I met Kath in drawing class twenty-five years ago. Through my struggle to pass Econ 101, my disastrous corporate wife experience, through the sublime years raising my child alone, then grieving when my daughter left home… Kath encouraged me to keep sewing, keep feeding my soul. She and her wife have bolstered me through a string of nightmare jobs at nonprofits that “improve society” while treating employees like garbage.

      Speaking of which, my phone screams—another call from my boss, probably demanding I discuss the new brochures with him now. I already reminded him my show is tonight; that I’m contracted for three days a week and Friday isn’t one of them. Still, he’s texted or called nine times in two hours. How do people stand it? I need out, which makes tonight extra important. I silence the phone in my pocket and lean into Kath.

      My garment stories shine thanks to her editing. Pride fills me as the woman in Airy Fairy, the plus-sized ballgown made from layers of upcycled tulle, shares her key fact, bringing our rehearsal to a close.

      I let out a whoop and catch each model’s gaze. “You look fantastic. I hope you’re as excited about tonight as I am.” But way more relaxed. “Let’s have fun.”

      Kath adds, “Remember, once you share the story, send the person to me or Josephine for more info.” As the models file out of her office, she turns to me and mouths, “Ready?”

      I grin, excitement kicking in.

      “I predict phenomenal success, Josie. The Register article was brilliant. Hopefully, the reporter from The New Yorker will arrive soon.”

      My heart stops. “The New Yorker,” I squeak.

      “He called to apologize. Apparently, 95’s a mess with road construction.”

      “A major magazine is sending a journalist, and you’re telling me now?”

      “This…” She waves her hand in front of me. “Trembling, hyperventilating… is why I waited. Had I told you yesterday, you would’ve spent twenty-four hours fretting. Breathe. When he interviews you, focus on your vision and the show’s theme.”

      “Right. Overconsumption must end. Fast fashion is killing us. I see a better way through transparency, accountability, and let’s stop using the term sustainable because it’s⁠—”

      “No long rants, Josie,” Kath interrupts.

      —lost all meaning. The words die on my lips. I know this. I’ve been discussing story and branding ad nauseam for years, thanks to my work in the nonprofit world. Yet when speaking of my passion, I can’t seem to rein it in. Disaster scenarios get louder in my head.

      “Why the fear in your eyes?” she asks.

      “Want the whole list?”

      “Top three. Time is short.”

      “One: What if this journalist others me and writes about my Biracial heritage instead of how I’m trying to model healing in an industry that’s literally killing people?”

      Kath growls. “You can refuse to answer questions on that topic. And if he’s fool enough to focus on your heritage: fine. He’s giving you international exposure. You follow?”

      “Press is press. Right. Two: what if my parents show up and make a scene?”

      “Oh, darling, that’s more fantasy than fear, isn’t it? When was the last time they showed up for you, even when they promised to?” Kath’s reality check simultaneously deflates me and brings a wave of relief.

      “Three: What if nothing sells?”

      She scoffs. “Please. Did I build K-gallery by coddling untalented friends? Your work sells because you’re an artist with a bold message and a master at your craft.”

      “A master.” I snort.

      She points at me. “Say it.”

      I lengthen my spine. “I am Josephine Stewart, Multi-media Artist and Fashion Designer.”

      “Confident. Serene.”

      I lift an eyebrow. If I could absorb a teaspoon of her confidence…

      Kath lowers her cat-eye glasses, gray eyes holding my gaze. “Visionary. Eloquent.”

      “Occasionally eloquent.”

      “A stubborn mule. Darling, from the moment you showed me that first trashion purse all those years ago, I thought: Here’s something fresh. And you’ve grown bolder with every show. You finally ripped away that caution tape you used to wrap around your dreams.”

      She places her hand on my back and prods me out of her office, down the hall into the gallery. “But you still cling to the damn wad of caution tape. Can you please free yourself?” she asks, examining the refreshment table.

      Free myself… I’ve longed to for decades, yet I always wind up tangled in other people’s expectations and restrictions. With a deep breath, I cry, “Caution tape, away,” and throw my arm out, air-tossing a roll of caution tape. Imagining yellow plastic landing in a tree makes me shiver with guilt. “Metaphorically,” I say. “I’d never really toss plastic like that.”

      “You’d never forgive yourself,” she deadpans, as the opening notes of “I Believe In A Thing Called Love” blast through the tinny speakers of her watch. “Here we go.” Kath winks at me and strides to the door, her ballgown’s stiff bustled skirt swishing behind her.

      Looking out the plate-glass windows for the first time in hours, I’m stunned by the crowd. Two scenarios rise within me again. Disaster scenes make me want to hide behind a barricade. Are people here to watch me cower? No. They want hope, fun. They’re here to discover how someone can turn garbage into beautiful garments. No more smothering my dreams. I throw caution to the wind and boldly meet the future I design.
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        * * *

      

      THEO

      I plug the car into the charger and rush toward the gallery. I have a good feeling about this artist, and I'm eager to see her show. This could be the start of an exciting partnership. If I get there in time to meet her. Twenty minutes stuck on the highway offramp. Fuck.

      And now I’m held back by a line rivaling a rock concert. Frustration churns my gut. Are this many people interested in trash fashion? I’d never heard of it until Kim handed me the article this morning with an ebullient, “Check this out, Theo.” Once again, my assistant was right. Still, I never imagined there were this many die-hard fashionistas in New Haven. Who else would brave Chapel Street on an evening like this? Slate sidewalks radiate heat absorbed from the day’s intense sun, magnifying the ambient ninety-degree temps. And the humidity… brutal. I pull the handkerchief from my pocket and wipe moisture off my head.

      At last, the line moves, bringing me close enough to read the words emblazoned on the gallery’s plate-glass window in bold script:

      
        
        The End of The Catwalk. Trashion. Transparency. Truth.

      

      

      Eager to know this artist’s truth, I check my watch. Seven-fifteen. The reception ends at eight. Will forty-five minutes be enough to see all the work and meet Ms. Stewart?

      At seven-twenty, I emerge from the bottleneck of people by the door and find a mannequin in a full-length gown made of caution tape. Interesting. The plaque on the wall by the art gives stats about construction industry waste. I snap a pic and make a note in the app Kim installed.

      She was a smart hire. Thanks to her research report and clever idea to upload it so I could listen en route from my meeting, I understand the trashion movement. Trashion differentiates itself from sustainable clothing manufacturers like Patagonia and Eileen Fisher, although those corporations also champion a triple bottom line mentality: people, planet, profit.

      I have so many questions for Ms. Stewart, starting with: Where do you see your work in relation to the art and corporate worlds? If I can find her. Too bad the article didn’t include a photo of the designer. In this crowd, trying to spot a woman I’ve never seen will make finding a #N/A error in a spreadsheet seem easy.

      In the center of the room, a mannequin sports an elegant black mini-dress. Made of rubber? I move toward it, sidestepping to avoid bumping someone. Her white and black makeup contrasts with her colorful 1950s-style dress of… what is that? She smiles wide, an invitation.

      I return the smile. “Great show. Are you Ms. Stewart?”

      “I’m one of ten live models wearing her work. Would you like to hear this dress’s story?”

      “Please.” I’ve never heard the word “story” used in relation to clothing. Intriguing.

      “I’m wearing Advertise Me, a statement about waste created by consumerism. The artist made it from a billboard she found in Tokyo.”

      “Innovative. How did she manage that?”

      “Kath has more info. See her? Steampunk gown matching mine? Sparkly cat-eye glasses?”

      Steampunk? Cat-eye? The words lose me, so I follow the model’s gesture to the woman in question, then weave and dodge people until I reach her.

      Kath’s head-to-toe scan of me is so subtle, I almost miss her glancing at my Patek Phillipe watch. Her smile reveals she knows I can buy anything here. Good salesperson.

      “Welcome to K-Gallery. I’m Kath Word, proprietress.” Her appearance and strident voice bear stunning resemblance to Katharine Hepburn, my mother’s favorite actress. There’s something else in her voice, a slight twang from somewhere in the Midwest, covered with a northeastern affectation. She extends her hand, and I take it.

      “Theo Casabella. Fantastic show. What can you tell me about these pieces?”

      “Well, Theo, Josephine Stewart is making a statement about overconsumption. As a society, we fail to consider how often we buy new clothes or the true costs of production because the fast-fashion industry⁠—”

      “Fast fashion? Wait. I read about this. Companies like Shine…”

      “Precisely. Even the high-end designer tee and trousers you’re wearing. Your casual Friday attire is a garment worker’s substandard wages and working conditions. Plus, the likelihood of their getting cancer or another killer disease caused by pollution from the factory where they work.”

      My stomach clenches. A thousand memories of Isabella flash through my mind. Her forgiveness. Her understanding. Most people would’ve reviled my family after learning our business polluted the water feeding their well. She and her parents gave me courage.

      “Have I hit a nerve?” Kath cocks her head, curious.

      “I can’t bear that people suffer needlessly, especially when others are profiting from it.”

      Her voice brightens. “I appreciate your enlightened mindset.”

      If I hadn’t met Isabella and her family, I might not be so “enlightened,” might never have felt the impact of NorEast Waste Management’s practices. Would Isabella’s parents feel better knowing I turned my family company around? With effort, I keep my voice even. “This show will certainly have me thinking twice about the clothes I buy.”

      Kath’s eyes light up behind her glittery glasses. “At heart, fashion is personal. After that superstorm in 2019 turned our lives upside down, my wife and I were struggling. Josie made this to uplift me.” She sweeps her hand over the dress, then turns to reveal hundreds of vinyl pieces that extend the back by at least a foot. The effect is an elegant and playful shape reminiscent of Georges Seurat’s A Sunday Afternoon on the Island of La Grand Jatte.

      “Impressive. I’d love to meet Ms. Stewart.”

      “She’s currently beside the mannequin in the pop top shift.”

      “The what?”

      “Oh, you New Englanders. The shift dress made from soda can tabs.” Kath points. 

      I scan the room until I see the silver garment. “Is that what that is?” 

      “Mm-hmm. See Josephine in the glitzy tiara? She made it from die-cut street signs. Dark curls. Beautiful skin. She’s with the reporter from The New Yorker. I’d give her a moment.”

      There’s Ms. Stewart. Stunning. High cheekbones. Full lips parted slightly as she listens to the journalist. She responds with an intensity I rarely see, animating her words with graceful gestures, like a conductor in the pit at the opera. I can almost feel her voice’s music from across the room. My body thrums in response.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Theo. You’ll excuse me, won’t you?”

      I bow my head to Kath, and she glides into the crowd. My eyes dart back to Josephine Stewart, which revs my engine again. Not good. I'm here to explore an investment opportunity. The last thing I need is a complication between my business and personal life. A ridiculous train of thought. So she’s hot. I’ve never let a sexy woman distract me from my mission before.
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        * * *

      

      JOSEPHINE

      Well, I threw something to the wind. Caution? More like all my chances for success. I press my lips together—too late—as the reporter from The New Yorker slips into the crowd. Did I even give him a chance to ask questions? I close my eyes to erase the disaster and say a silent prayer that the article will put my work in a positive light, even if I come off like a self-righteous jerk.

      Kath said, “No long rants.” Yet off I went, dominating the conversation with a tangent about sustainability becoming a bullshit term. Bitching about carbon offsets being a shell game. Did I mention why we omitted a catwalk? Did I talk about how couture needs to come off the runway, to be accessible and transparent, so people can see what goes into making their clothes? Ugh. His mouth hung open. My mouth kept moving.

      Now I fake a smile at the young couple approaching me. I pretend I didn’t just blow my dream career, explain my creative process in a sentence, and encourage them to find the models.

      Thankfully, someone who loves me no matter how badly I humiliate myself has arrived. The light of my life beams at me and squeezes her way through the crowd, totally rocking the 1970s Diane von Fürstenberg vibe. That’s my girl.

      “Hi, Mama.” She giggles as she comes to my side.

      “Muffin! Why are you laughing?”

      “You look so happy. Show adrenaline?”

      “That, and you’re here.”

      She makes a gagging sound.

      I cup her face in my palms and kiss her forehead. “Every time I see your precious face, it’s like my heart has returned.”

      “Oh, Mama.” She pulls me into a tight hug. Heaven.

      She feels thin. Has she been taking care of herself? “You look wonderful, Thalia. Is this vintage DVF?”

      “Yup. Fifteen bucks at the new thrift store near work.”

      “Nice! Hey, are you hungry?”

      Ignoring the question, Thalia steps back and assesses me. “You are having a moment. Hand beaded, right? The drop waist is a whole ass vibe, and the sheen of silk shantung on you… It hits.”

      I strike a pose. “Whole ass vibe is good?”

      She laughs. “Very. Also, the show is lit.”

      “Thanks, Muffin. How are you? How was the train? Did you eat? Kath got a wonderful selection of crudités, your favorite crackers, and that hummus you like with the beets in it.”

      “I’ll grab something in a bit. I wanna chat with you before your fans swarm again.”

      “Fans.” I snort. “Have you been eating?”

      “All the time.” Thalia takes my face in her hands, grinning as she mimics my classic move. “Stop worrying. I’ve got the adulting thing down. And you’ve got fans to satisfy.” She gestures to the crowd. “You’ve noticed it’s wall-to-wall people. Right? The line to get in goes all the way down the block, past Claire’s and around the corner onto College. Once I got through the line, it took me fifteen minutes to find you.”

      “Seriously?”

      “In fact, there’s another fan. See that guy staring at you?”

      “I see a bunch of guys, none of them staring.”

      “By the credit card dress. The old—” Thalia clamps her mouth closed as her cheeks grow pink. “Uh, I mean, the tall guy about your age. Linen tee and trousers. Expensive shoes.”

      Ignoring the “old” comment, I follow her gaze. A purr escapes me. I hope Thalia didn’t hear. But that man… well-built, forty-something, staring at me. My word. T-shirts were made for those pecs. He runs a hand across his shaved head, and his bicep peeks out of his sleeve. Thank God the a/c is on.

      “He sees us watching him, Mama. That’s my cue to get those snacks. Want anything?”

      “What? No. Stay.”

      “Smile,” she whisper-sings and abandons me.

      I smile at the guy. He takes the cue and threads his way through the crowd, his air of confidence sparking a fire in me. I’d like to run, but the crowd is so tight that even as he moves toward me, he keeps disappearing behind people. Now, he’s here, his smile revealing perfect teeth. “I hear you’re the woman of the hour.”

      His deep voice resonates in my chest. Do not bite your lip, Josie! I suck in my cheeks and try to act like a normal person whose insides aren’t fluttering in his presence. Having him this near, I find it difficult to speak.

      Maybe that’s why he looks confused. “You’re the artist, right?”

      I force my chin up and down.

      “I read about you in the New Haven Register this morning and had to see the show. It's brilliant. Did you make the shoes you’re wearing, also?”

      I babble something about reclaimed wood and artists’ canvas.

      “Fascinating. The article said you studied sustainable fashion design at Yale?”

      “Fine arts and graphics. I got the certificate in sustainable fashion online last year.” 

      “Color me impressed.” He cringes. “That was cheesy.”

      “That was nothing. You should hear me. Do social situations make you nervous?”

      “Not normally.” He extends his hand, revealing an intricate yellow spider-in-web tattoo on his forearm. “I’m Theo.” 

      “Hi, Theo.” It’s a simple handshake. Yet his touch sends frissons of energy into my heart. “I…” Like your strong hands.

      Babbling, fluttering. What is this man doing to me? I haven’t felt this way since… well, ever. Not even Seth, except when I was pregnant with Thalia. Then, I couldn’t get enough of him. But that was pregnancy hormones. This is… what is this?

      “Did, uh, your certificate include business courses?”

      I stare at Theo, confused by the strange question and his chocolate brown eyes. “Kind of. We learned theory of sustainable fashion, circular business models, stuff like that.”

      “I ask because from what I see here and what I read in the paper; you seem poised to launch a business.”

      “I’ve been envisioning my thriving upcycled fashion house, but I have more to learn about running a company. It seems I need to make a crowdfunding campaign, which kinda makes me wanna vomit, and⁠—”

      “Hmm. What would you do if you didn’t have to worry about startup costs?”

      “Wow. There’s a fantasy. I guess I’d hire someone to help me figure out the details.”

      “Sounds wise.” Theo looks into my eyes. “Finding the right person can be tricky.”

      “How so?”

      “Relationships are everything. Which reminds me, I loved reading about your relationship with your late aunt and how she inspired you.”

      Memories of my aunt bring joy and sorrow. We’d pore over patterns, giggling, then she’d start coughing. Then she was wasting away. “We shared a love of sewing, but her illness… I wanted so much to make her feel better.”

      “Feeling helpless like that takes a toll.” In Theo’s gentle tone and expression, I sense understanding. Was he stuck watching someone suffer, too?

      “Aunt Mary lived decades longer than most people with Cystic Fibrosis, and seeing her struggle made me obsessed with health and wellbeing. Then I learned about pollution causing chronic illness, and my obsession took a new direction.”

      “Sounds like we share a mission to make the environment safe again.”

      “It’s the best way to help the most people thrive.”

      He rocks back on his heels, agreeing. “So you found a way to connect your love of fashion with your passion for health. Powerful. I’m blown away by the wealth of creativity here, and the article said something about additional designs. You’re still generating ideas?”

      “It's how I think. Everywhere I go, I see designs and fabric patterns.” 

      “Even now?” 

      “Mm-hmm.” In my mind, I’m transforming his long lashes and almond-shaped eyes into the lines of a delicate bracelet with brown jewels.

      “You’ll have to explain that to me some time, Ms. Stewart.”

      A date? My heart pounds. “Josephine. Please.”

      “I’d love to learn more about your work, Josephine. Maybe help plan your business.”

      “Yeah?” I bite my lip, confused. Okay, disappointed. I thought he was flirting. “What do you do, Theo?”

      “I help people start the businesses they dream about.”

      “You're kidding.” Disappointment turns to a surge of energy. This is what I need to start Josephine Stewart Designs and never work an awful day job again. Except consultants charge fees. Big fees. Reality sets in, dissolving my excitement. “I’m sorry. I don’t have money to pay a consultant.”

      Theo tilts his head, like he’s puzzled. “Pay? Oh, no. I don’t charge. Listen, if you don’t want to meet, no big deal, but—” He hands me a business card. 

      Theodore Casabella. Local phone number. Theo@TCVC.com. I’ll look it up when I get home. 

      “If you want a little free advice, please get in touch. I'd love to help.”

       “Absolutely. I’d love to stay and touch you, Theo.” Stay and touch you? I gasp.

      Theo bursts out laughing. “That wasn’t how I saw this conversation going.”

      I cover my mouth and speak through my hand. “I’d love to stay in touch with you.”
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        * * *

      

      THEO

      Damn it. She’s more than stunning. She’s brilliant, creative, socially conscious, and adorably awkward. It would be ungentlemanly to walk away now, with this disarming goddess in such clear emotional distress after her little Freudian slip. Besides, her fragrance—light and fresh like ocean waves—it’s intoxicating. I couldn’t move if I tried.

      Someone calls her name, and Josephine turns toward a couple in their early forties emerging from the crowd. Both man and woman hunch over a toddler, who holds their hands. The baby, an adorable blend of both parents, has her dad’s sea-blue eyes and mom’s creamy olive skin and curls. The woman exudes joy, though she appears exhausted in a rumpled sundress and hiking sandals. I know them from somewhere.

      “Did we interrupt something?” She looks from Josephine to me.

      Josephine flashes an embarrassed smile. “You rescued me before I could make more of an ass of myself.”

      My heart puddles in my chest. Another bad sign. First, the electric shock I got when we shook hands, then the zing to my lower half when we talked about her work. I need to get my head in the game. I’m scoping out Josephine Stewart for a business investment, not a romance. 

      The woman hugs her. “Oh, Josie, what did you say this time?” Now, she directs her attention to me and we exchange introductions. Sage and Wesley. Where have I met them? His solid, businesslike handshake helps me get my mind in the right place again.

      Wesley gestures to the dress on a nearby pedestal. “Did you drink all these sodas, Josie?”

      “Always the doctor first, huh?” She giggles. Cute. Musical. Fuck.

      “Busted.” Wesley smirks. “Truly, though, I’m impressed with how you integrated the public health hazards caused by the fashion industry.” 

      “That means a lot coming from you. And don’t worry. I bought a bin of soda can tabs at EcoWorks.” Josephine kneels by the child, stirring something long dormant in me. The toddler points to Josephine’s earrings and says something unintelligible.

      “They sparkle, don’t they?” Josephine coos. “Soon, you’ll be making art like your mommy.”

      I return my attention to Wesley. “What do you do?”

      “Epidemiological research on the health impacts of agricultural chemicals. Though recently, I formed a collaboration to explore issues affecting New Haven residents.”

      “Wait. Are you Wesley Williams?” I ask.

      He blushes. 

      “And you’re Sage DesChamps.” I motion toward the woman beside him.

      She nods.

      Oversized photos augmented with natural elements like algae and soil flip through my mind. “I attended your stunning exhibition in California two years ago. When’s the next one?”

      “I’ve been focusing on the responsibilities that come with the Brilliance Award and adjusting to parenting.” She and Wesley exchange adoring looks. “Josie, I love what you’re doing. Have you considered selling your art to a fashion house?”

      “Funny.” Josephine rises with the child in her arms. “Theo and I were discussing starting my own house.”

      Sage scans my face, assessing. “If you do it, Josie, I wanna photograph you for an exhibition.”

      Josephine’s mouth drops open. “You’re kidding.”

      “You know I’m all about featuring environmental heroes.”

      “I know. But me? You’d put me in a national show?”

      “Why not you? We have extra footage from the video Kath commissioned. Thanks to the Brilliance Award, I have funds to create what I want. Ooh! What if we collaborate on an installation piece?”

      “That’s a great idea, hon,” Wesley says. “I could get public health stats for you guys.”

      “Yes.” Sage’s enthusiasm is palpable. “Data plus fashion?” She beams at Josephine, who freezes like a deer caught in headlights. 

      Is that because she’s stunned and excited, or because she feels her friends are co-opting her work? I wish I could ask, but now’s not the time. I can offer helpful info, though. “A collaboration like that could give your new fashion house important media exposure, Josephine. Plus, startups have greater success rates when their founders have solid partnerships.”

      “See?” Sage says, taking the toddler from Josephine’s arms. “Let’s catch up later. Felicia, say bye-bye.”

      “Bye-bye,” little Felicia squeaks, opening and closing her fist. 

      “Bye-bye, Felicia,” Josephine and I say in unison, mimicking her wave.

      Did Josephine catch that? Felicia’s father did. Embarrassing. Wesley grins, throws an upward nod my way. “Nice to meet you, Theo.” He places a hand on his wife’s back and they disappear into the crowd. 

      I turn to Josephine. “Josephine, a pleasure. Get in touch.”

      She blushes. “Oh, I will get in touch.”

      I resist the urge to look back as I walk away. True. She’s spectacular. Hot as hell, in fact. But I’m not walking away from a date, or even a flirtation. We discussed business, though my body seems to think we were conversing on another topic. 

      Is it foolish to offer capital and business-planning assistance to a woman I find so alluring? More important, is it right to withhold an investment from a potentially impactful company because I think the founder’s hot? The truth is, I came here with no idea I’d find Josephine Stewart captivating. Is she a wise investment? Her relationship with two national Brilliance Award winners is a point in her favor. A partnership with Sage and Wesley would boost the viability of my investment and attract more backers. 

      I check my watch. Fifteen minutes before the reception ends. New strategy. This show will be on display for a while. I can return to see the mannequins, but the models won’t be here to answer questions and provide the full experience.

      I go in search of a model and find one wearing a wild dress called Airy Fairy. She’s mid-pitch about fast fashion’s contribution to global warming when Drew interrupts. “Hey.”

      “You made it.” I turn to my friend, but gesture to the model. “Listen to this.”

      She continues her spiel, holding me sway. But when she walks away, Drew’s narrow shoulders bounce with his silent laughter. “You’re not actually considering a fashion company.”

      “Why not?”

      Drew groans. “It’s fun for an evening, but come on, Casabella.”

      My neck stiffens. “I don’t think you’re giving it a chance.”

      “You called me. Right? You said you needed advice. Right? You said⁠—”

      I hate it when Drew takes on the patronizing voice. “Yes, professor, I did. And I wanna meet at least one more model before we roll.”

      Drew laughs. “Uh, huh. Meeting models. Sounds like a real investment opportunity.”

      Irritated, I press my lips together and walk away. Be patient, Theo. Drew is still grieving. In time, he’ll be his old self again. 

      In the back of the room, I find a large screen displaying a silent video of Josephine arranging plastic netting on a dress form. It’s hard to tear myself away. The way she moves as she works. So graceful. 

      A soft voice catches my attention, asks if I’m enjoying the show and whether I’d like to know about her outfit. I turn from the screen and see a ghost.

      Her mocha skin glows against the leather jumper. She says it’s called Drive and talks about upcycling upholstery from cars. I swallow.

      Isabella…
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      THEO

      The setting sun casts a romantic glow on New Haven’s skyline. Josephine would shine in this light, but I’m not with her. I'm strolling toward a restaurant with my lifelong friend, who should realize it’s unnecessary to act strong for my sake.

      “Did you see that woman in the leather outfit?” I ask.

      “No.”

      I’d swear it was Isabella. Isabella, before she became gaunt, too tired to walk, too light in my arms when I carried her to bed. Before she tied a new scarf around her head each day, flashing an appreciative smile at me for the gift, as if it wasn’t evidence of my failure to take care of her.

      I put a hand on Drew’s shoulder, both to ground myself in reality and to offer comfort. “How are you, really? You okay? The boys?”

      “Owen seems to have regressed a couple of years.”

      “How so?”

      “Six months and three days ago, he was a smart-mouthed pre-teen. Ever since—” Drew clears his throat. “It’s like he’s ten again, eager to please. Never thought I’d miss the too-cool-for-school attitude, but it worries me. Like he thinks she… it happened because he was being a brat, like fawning all over me will keep me around.”

      “Maybe he’s worried about you. You haven’t been yourself.” I scan Drew’s profile. Grief has added lines to his face and gray to his temples. He looks at me from the corner of his eye, keeps walking in silence. The pain radiating off him is almost tangible.

      Isabella tried to hide her pain, even while she lay dying. I couldn’t ease her suffering, so I promised her I’d ensure anyone made ill by my company’s mistakes would get healthcare, that I’d be damned if anyone else got sick. I changed our operations, changed the bylaws, left NorEast Waste Management in capable hands. If Isabella could see the startups I’ve funded, she’d be thrilled. As long as I’m breathing, I’ll support companies who share my mission. Nothing and no one will stop me.

      Drew says, “I think Quinn started drinking.”

      “Shit.”

      “It’s normal for fifteen-year-olds, but it’s not like when we were kids. We know the risks now. I felt shitty leaving them tonight.”

      “Man, why didn’t you tell me?” We weave through a crowd outside the modern steel and stone building housing Atticus Cafe Bookstore. “I could’ve come over instead of dragging you out.”

      “Nah, getting out helps me feel normal for a bit.”

      “Understood. Be patient with yourself. It’s only been six months.”

      “Thanks, man,” Drew says, and we mount the granite steps into the restaurant.

      Ten minutes later, meals ordered and drinks in hand, Drew describes six different start-ups helmed by Yale alumni. One is in New York; three in Connecticut; one in New Jersey, and one in Vermont.

      “I’m seeking hyper-local right now,” I respond. “Say more about the start-ups in Connecticut. Can any move to New Haven?”

      “Why limit yourself?” He sounds annoyed, as if it’s his money and business on the line.

      I take a deep breath, remind myself—again—to be patient. “I’ve funded companies all over the country while New Haven struggles. I have to change that.”

      “Bridgeport Food Forest might open a satellite here. Restore CT Coast intends to work on the entire coastline by 2030, including New Haven.”

      “Hmm.” I’m not thrilled with any of Drew’s suggestions. Normally, I wouldn’t balk at telling a buddy what I think. But in his current state, Drew might take me rejecting his ideas personally. Thankfully, our salads arrive, giving me an excuse to be silent for a few minutes.

      “Oh, my goodness.” A luscious voice shoots up my spine, like the opening notes of an aria. Josephine strides toward me, her smile bright, hips swaying, long shapely legs bringing her closer with each step. My heart drums a crazy rhythm. Just when I was regaining my equilibrium. She’s not here for you, fool. She’s here for dinner. Alone? No. Now I register the women at her side—her look-alike and Kath.

      I stand and we exchange introductions. “I thought you were sisters,” I tell Josephine and her daughter Thalia. Josephine rewards me with a megawatt smile, but in her eyes, I see exhaustion. “Congratulations on a fantastic opening reception, ladies! You must be ready to drop.”

      “Does it show?” Josephine asks.

      “Not at all. But I know how much work goes into putting on an event. Please don’t let us hold up your quiet dinner.”

      The relief on her face is evident, and that makes me feel good. Too good. Good in ways that have nothing to do with business. How can I work with her when she has this effect on me? Because you’re a professional, asshole. She smiles and makes a cute little wave. Luckily, the hostess leads Josephine and company to the other side of the room, where she can’t distract me. From this distance, I only see her back, which isn’t at all distracting. The way light coming through the window highlights her graceful shoulders… The way her dark curls land at her mid-back…

      “Theo.”

      “Did you say something, Drew?”
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        * * *

      

      JOSEPHINE

      “You can always tell a gentleman by the way he fibs,” Kath says, as we settle into a table in the corner where the cement wall meets the window.

      “Seriously, Aunt Kath?” Thalia rolls her eyes, playfully.

      “We look exhausted. Who wouldn’t after the day we’ve had? But he was kind to say otherwise.”

      “How’d we do?” I ask.

      “We met the goal,” Kath says, like it’s no big deal.

      My eyes widen in disbelief.

      “You didn’t see all the red dots? There were private collectors, fashionistas wanting a statement piece, and the buyer from the DeCordova.”

      “No way.” A thrill shoots through me. The DeCordova.

      “They bought four pieces. The museum is collecting trashion from around the world.”

      “Oh, my God. What did they buy?”

      “Airy Fairy. Drive. Advertise Me. Cycle. They tried to buy my dress. Of course, I declined.”

      “Mama, your work will be in a museum!”

      I shake my head, stunned. “This is way better than I hoped. All I wanted was to sell sixty percent of the work. But to sell to a museum.”

      “One of the most highly regarded small museums on the East Coast, darling,” Kath reminds me, quirking an eyebrow above her glasses.

      I do a happy dance in my seat. “Between this and meeting Theo… You know, he’s some sort of business consultant? He offered to advise me.” I pull out his card and lay it on the table.

      Kath and Thalia lean over to read it. “Funny,” Thalia says. “I thought he was hitting on you.”

      “Me, too.” Disappointment at realizing he wasn’t flirting fills me all over again. Silly. “Do you mind if I look him up? I hate to be rude, but⁠—”

      “Do it,” Kath says. “Let’s see what he’s all about.”

      I open my browser and navigate to TCVC.com, positioning my phone on the table so we can all see.

      Theo’s image pops up. My heart races looking at him, recalling his warm hand and resonant voice, his unique spider-in-web tattoo. Wow. Even in a photo, his warm, mischievous eyes draw me in. Why am I nervous? Why am I fantasizing? He offered to give me business advice, not go on a date.

      “Oooh, Josie,” Kath purrs. “He’s not a consultant. He’s an angel investor focused on eco-friendly startups. That’s exactly what you need.”

      Thalia reads aloud. “Current and previous investments include an environmentally sustainable heating and cooling company in Brooklyn, a cryptocurrency designed to support transparency in the organic food distribution chain, and a biomimetic engineering firm working in hazardous waste cleanup. Cool.”

      “He said he shared my mission. I wish the site named the companies.”

      I read the rest to myself: Prior to investing in startups, Theo worked in waste management and as a hedge fund manager. He grew up in Vermont and Connecticut, earned his undergraduate degree from Middlebury College and his MBA from Harvard.

      Color me impressed. I laugh silently until I scan his bio again. “That’s concerning.”

      “What?” Thalia asks.

      “The waste management industry has a track record of environmental violations.”

      “The bio says he did that. Past tense, Mama. Now, he invests in companies that create wellbeing.”

      “I wonder how many of the startups he invested in failed,” Kath says.

      “Good question. Since the site doesn’t name the companies, the only way to find out is to ask him when we meet again. If we meet again.”

      “Well, darling, he’s put the ball in your hands, so it’s up to you.”

      Thinking about that makes my heart pound, which stresses me out. “Maybe Theo can help me take all this sustainable business theory I learned and make it practical. I keep trying to read these business books, and they put me to sleep. And so many say crowdfund, but… ick!”

      “I’d love to see you out of that awful day job, but you need a good six months’ living expenses to quit and search for another,” Kath says. “To start your own business, you need eighteen months to two years of expenses.”

      “Why so much?” Thalia asks.

      “Starting a business costs money,” Kath says. “Marketing, websites…”

      I think about what’s in my bank account and cringe. Eighteen months of savings? Nope.

      Kath continues. “Space, licenses, employees, legal fees…”

      Six months if I live lean. If I stretch every penny, only buy absolute necessities, and give up social outings that cost money.

      Kath interrupts my thoughts. “Of course, if Theo invests, you could have the money you need to move forward without savings.”

      I imagine having what I need to bring my vision to life. A storefront with fitting rooms and a sewing floor in the back. A team. Money to pay people a fair wage. An assistant to help me stay organized. My exhaustion morphs into empowerment. “And if that happens, I will launch this business, stride into Mark’s office, lay the key on his desk and leave without a word.”

      “That’s how you’ll quit?” Thalia asks.

      “I want him to know in no uncertain terms, I don’t consider him worth the words I quit.”

      “I love it!” Kath says.

      Excited, I can’t help releasing a tiny squeal as Thalia squeezes my hand under the table.

      Kath looks wistful. “I knew as soon as I saw Theo, he was there for a purpose, and it wasn’t to shop or entertain himself.”

      The sound of two men in strained conversation wafts across the restaurant, putting me on alert. Thalia has always hated arguing. Seeing her clench and unclench her hands worries me more. “You okay?” I rub her back.

      She closes her eyes, withdrawing. “It makes me feel trapped, but I’ll be fine.”

      “Should we go?” I ask, as the waiter brings our food. My stomach grumbles.

      “This is your evening, Mama.” Thalia drops her arms by her sides and rolls her shoulders, then forces a quick smile. “I’m gonna take some deep calming breaths, then dive into my fries and salad.”

      “Okay, Muffin.” Thalia felt thin when we hugged earlier. I’m probably being overprotective again, but I can’t help it. I eye her. “Let me know if you need to go.”

      “I’ve got this.”

      I watch the slow rise and fall of Thalia’s chest as she inhales, holds her breath, and exhales, as we learned in yoga class when she was struggling with dyslexia. I join her in the calming exercise. It only takes a minute to quiet my nerves. When I open my eyes and look at her, she sends a more relaxed smile my way, then reaches for her food. Relieved to see my daughter eating, I savor the first bite of crisp lettuce with champagne vinaigrette. Delicious.

      “Theo,” the man’s voice says sternly. “Of all things⁠—”

      “Is that Theo and his friend?” Thalia asks. “How are we hearing them over here?”

      My mouth goes dry. “This place has weird acoustics. I’ve overheard so many private conversations from across the room.”

      Theo’s friend continues. “Why waste your money and time on something as frivolous as trashion?”

      The words stab me, sucking the air from my lungs. It’s not the first time people have dismissed the relevance of my work. But usually, people are gentler with their criticism.

      Kath reaches across the table. “Don’t listen to it, darling. Don’t take it in,” she whispers, her light touch on my hand reassuring.

      “I’m not an idiot, Drew. For Christ's sake, I ran a Fortune 500 company for years. You wanna tell me after only five minutes in that gallery, you understand the work?”

      “I’ve seen the work. I’ve seen the artist. It’s clear you’re not using your MBA to make this decision.”

      Kath’s eyes widen and her mouth sets in a hard line.

      Theo’s strained voice reverberates. “Usually, I appreciate your input, but I’m not gonna listen to you attack me and a woman you don’t even know. It’s not helpful.”

      “All I’m saying is, if you invest in this, you’ll be throwing money away. Why not support the startups I recommended?”

      “They don’t meet my criteria.”

      “These are projects my PhD students ideated at Yale School of the Environment. They all meet your criteria. But don’t listen to me. Talk to Eric. He’ll agree.”

      Theo growls low, as if he’s speaking through gritted teeth. “I can’t drive through this town and keep ignoring the suffering while I help an entrepreneur in fucking Brooklyn. I need someone local and innovative.”

      Drew laughs. “Or local and hot?”

      “That’s it.” Kath slams down her napkin and fork and stands.

      “Oh, Kath.” I know what’s coming. Equal parts excitement and dread flood me.

      “I am so tired of these entitled white men dictating what women can do in the world.”

      “I’m not sure it’s about that.” I try to sound soothing.

      “Of course it is. Most men dismiss fashion because women care about it.”

      “You have a point there, Aunt Kath,” Thalia notes.

      Theo growls. “Man, knock it off. This isn’t you.”

      “Go ahead. Invest in the fashion designer. I’m sure all New Haven’s problems will dissolve while you screw her in the boardroom.”

      “I will not tolerate this.” Kath turns on her heel, knocking her chair off balance with the stiff skirt of her dress.

      Excitement overtakes my worry. “I’m flashing back to Sophomore year when you gave those Whiffenpoofs a piece of your mind in the dining hall.”

      Kath flashes her warrior grin at me, bared teeth, narrowed eyes, head held high. “Damn right.”

      Heads turn as Kath marches across the restaurant in her steampunk, billboard ballgown, oblivious to the stiff vinyl knocking purses off of chairs and a tray of dirty dishes off its pedestal. A busboy scrambles to clean up the mess. But most of the waitstaff stare in stunned silence.

      “Oh, snap!” Thalia grins, eyes wide. We rise to watch the disaster unfold.
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        * * *

      

      THEO

      Drew is pissing me the hell off. In fact, my heart is thudding so loudly, the sound of stomping feet and clattering dishes doesn’t register until the noise stops and I feel a presence looming. Kath. Standing by our table, hands on her trashion-covered hips, glowering.

      “Gentlemen, sound carries in this restaurant. We can hear you at our table.”

      Mortifying. “Oh, my God, Kath, I’m so sorry.” Josephine heard Drew? I look past Kath and see Josephine and her daughter standing by their table, watching. “Is Josephine okay?”

      “She’s strong,” Kath says, then focuses, laser-like, on my companion, as if waiting.

      Drew meets her silent gaze. Are they just going to stare at each other? I clear my throat, glare at Drew, willing him to apologize. Normally, he would. No. Normally, Drew would never be such a dick. Come on, buddy. Snap out of it. Another excruciating ten seconds pass while my friend and Josephine’s stare at each other. I glance from one to the other. Dread churns my stomach as the fury intensifies in Kath’s eyes.

      At last, she says, “Drew, is it? How on earth can you teach environmentalism when you are ignorant about the relevance of fashion in the world?”

      “Relevance?” Drew snorts.

      I wince. He’s gonna make this worse.

      Kath’s strident voice takes an even harsher tone. “You think you’re above understanding fashion, Mister Environment?”

      “It’s Doctor Environment, actually,” Drew mutters.

      Way to miss the point, man.

      “You think fashion doesn’t matter?” Kath looks down her nose at Drew, blatantly scanning him from head to toe. “It’s plain to see you don’t begin to comprehend it! Apparently, you don’t even recognize you’re wearing… Well, fashion is a bit of a stretch. I mean, honestly. White tube socks? With sandals?” She waves a finger in front of him. “Clearly, you have no visual sense whatsoever, but you are still wearing clothes.”

      I bite my lip to avoid laughing out loud.

      “News flash, Professor Environmentalism.” Kath weaves her head side to side. “Clothes are the fashion industry, and to ignore the industry’s major contribution to climate change is simply asinine. Your pathetic outfit is partly responsible for the deaths and suffering of countless people around the world.”

      “So I’m a murderer?” Drew asks.

      If looks could kill. Kath rolls her head as if to say Oh, no you didn’t. I swallow hard.

      Kath growls low, enunciating every word. “When anyone. Has the verve. To stand up and do what Josephine Stewart is doing. You should applaud that. Celebrate it. And proclaim her brilliance from the rooftops. If you can’t grasp the impact that the fashion industry has on the environment, then you, Sir, have no business teaching at Yale, or even in kindergarten.”

      “You’re delusional if you think one little trashion company can stop climate change.”

      “As opposed to watching from the sidelines and criticizing? Please. You of all people should know it’s collective effort that matters.”

      “Collective useful effort.”

      “Exactly. But you’re stagnant, Professor.” Kath points at Drew. I look at Josephine again. She’s still watching this train wreck. I wish I could read her facial expression better. Is she cringing? Laughing silently? Crying? No. She and her daughter are walking. Toward us. And the way they both cross their arms over their chest tells me they are not happy. Fuuuuuuck.

      I slip out of my seat to meet them, as Kath continues. “While you avoid taking productive action and debate theory in your ivory tower, I will deliver the pieces that Josephine sold to the DeCordova.”

      “I don’t know what that is.”

      Their arguing voices fade to the back of my awareness as I approach Josephine and her daughter, my heart pounding. The women hold their heads high, but Thalia is shaking. Poor thing. “Are you two okay?”

      “Fine,” Josephine forces a half-smile. “Thanks for standing up for my work.”

      “Of course. I’m so sorry.”

      “What’s happening?” Kath asks. When did she sneak up on us?

      “We’re just going to the restroom.” Josephine flashes a genuine smile at her friend. “Wanna join us?”

      “I need a moment outside to cool down,” Kath says. “You know how I get after a good fight.”

      “Oh, I know.” Josephine smirks, amused. “The Whiffenpoofs, the football team, the Chi Beta whatever fraternity, the city council meeting when you told the president of Yale where to stick the University’s tax-exempt status and forty-three-billion-dollar endowment.”

      I grin at the images that flash through my mind, but now I need to get this situation back under control. “Ladies.” I try to keep my voice extra quiet. “I’m sorry about Drew. He’s not… in a good space right now. He’s really a kind person.”

      All three women lift their eyebrows in a show of unanimous disbelief. My neck stiffens.

      A server approaches. “Everything okay here, Ms. Word?”

      “I made a mess, I’m afraid.” Kath says, frowning an apology.

      “No worries. We’re already cleaning it. Just making sure everyone’s alright.”

      We four respond at once, assuring the waiter we’re fine. Inwardly, I flinch at Kath’s tone and intense focus.

      I apologize to the server and watch him leave before continuing. “Drew is someone I’ve always been able to count on for advice.”

      “That’s nice,” Josephine says, her voice laden with skepticism.

      How can I make this right? “We’ve been friends since birth. Drew was the kid who stopped our backyard soccer game to move a frog out of harm’s way.”

      “So he’s not a people person,” Kath says.

      “Drew was the guy at prom, comforting that girl whose date went off with someone else. That girl became his wife.”

      “Lucky woman,” Kath deadpans.

      “But she died in an accident in January, and grief has turned my friend into someone unrecognizable.”

      The triumph fades from Kath’s expression. “Oh, dear. I’m sorry.”

      Josephine and Thalia make matching sympathetic sounds.

      “I know he’s being a dick. And the only reason I didn’t shut him down completely is because I’m afraid… well, that’s not your problem. The point is⁠—”

      “Hurt people hurt people.” Josephine’s voice exudes compassion.

      An arrow to my heart. The woman understands. If only she would look at me. “Still, I’m deeply sorry, and when Drew’s in a better space, I’m sure he will be too.”

      “Thank you, Theo.” Josephine’s eyes soften, yet remain fixed on the exit.

      “Josephine, I see you making a difference, and I want to help. Not sure how yet, but I see the value in your work.” I extend my hand to her. “Please get in touch.”

      She shakes my hand, more businesslike than earlier, meets my eyes for the first time during this conversation, and sidesteps around me. Ouch.

      While Josephine, her daughter, and their Warrior Queen stride away, I find the waiter. I hand him my credit card to cover the ladies’ food and drinks, plus the cost of any dishes broken when Kath swept through the restaurant. “Also, please charge the meals of everyone here now, including staff, to my card with my apologies for the disruption.”

      The waiter swallows, stunned. “Yes, sir.”

      I hope that’s enough to make up for this embarrassing debacle. I hope Josephine isn’t the type to judge a man by his friends’ behavior. I’m not thinking with my cock. I’m assessing the situation and the work with complete rationality. Sure, I’m attracted to her, but so what? I’m a man, and she’s gorgeous. That doesn’t make her endeavor a poor investment.

      But I’m done trying to explain that to Drew. To salvage this dinner, I’ll steer the conversation to other topics. I return to the fashion-challenged hot mess that is my best friend, chuckling as Kath’s words repeat in my mind. “Seriously, dude. She’s right about the socks and sandals.”
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