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To the single moms with scars… visible and invisible. Your strength, resilience, and love are truly inspiring.
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Prologue


Jemima





“Dad, can we go play some basketball?” Chad asks, bouncing his orange ball excitedly as he reaches my bedroom. Following behind him, I look over Chad's shoulder to see my husband, Butch, lying on the bed, partially covered by blankets, wearing just his black boxers and a stained white T-shirt. Lately, he hasn’t been taking care of himself. His beard is matted, and his blond hair, streaked with gray, hangs long and unruly. 

The same man who used to get up at the crack of dawn for morning gym sessions…who once cared. He started slowly, missing a workout here, canceling plans there. I told myself it was just a phase, that the stress at work would pass. But months stretched on, and the man I loved faded, replaced by someone I barely recognized. Because of that, we’ve been fighting about everything lately.

He rolls over, mumbling something incomprehensible, and my blood boils. It’s Saturday. He used to love Saturdays. Now our apartment room’s a mess, there’s clothes thrown everywhere, and it smells stale. He’s changed…become lazy, showing no care or attention toward me or Chad anymore. I’m about to say something about it, but Chad beats me to it. “Please, Dad,” Chad tries again, his voice softer this time. Hopeful.

“Just give me a minute, kid,” he slurs after another late night. I bite the inside of my cheek so hard it hurts. A minute? He’s been giving us the bare minimum for a while now. Nights out with friends instead of being here. Missing dinners, missing bedtime stories. Missing us. The distance is making it hard to want to stay together. He’s forty-five, yet for the last twelve months, he’s been acting like a twenty-one-year-old. 

I walk out, head to the kitchen, grab the bottle of Tylenol, and return to our room, tossing the bottle onto the bed next to him. “Get up and go hang out with him.” 

He doesn’t even flinch or look at me...not even for Chad. My heart breaks a little more, but I push it down. I can’t fall apart. Not now.

I grit my teeth to prevent myself from yelling at him for stumbling in at three a.m. When Chad—who’s six—woke from a nightmare, the bed was still empty. After I finally got him back to sleep and settled in bed, I heard Butch stomp through our front door. It wasn’t five minutes later and he climbed into bed, fully clothed. I have no idea when he lost his jeans, but they’re off now. Shaking my head, I go back to cleaning the house, making extra noise to fuck with his headache more.

As I scrub the counters, I think about how this can’t go on. I won’t let it. I’ve been telling myself I’ll talk to him. That I’ll sit him down and force him to see what he’s doing to us. To Chad. But every time I get close, Chad is around, or he leaves for work.

Half an hour later, he ventures out of the bedroom with red-rimmed eyes and a deep scowl. He looks ten years older today. I look away, pretending it doesn’t hurt to see him like this.

“Don’t come back for at least two hours. I’d like to finish cleaning the house,” I say through a clenched jaw, needing a moment to calm the rage inside me since Chad’s in the next room. 

“Quit nagging me, woman.”

Don’t snap in front of Chad.

I take a shaky breath, before replying, “Just go.”

They leave, and I sag against the counter. This can’t go on. Tomorrow we’re having the conversation.

When he returns a few hours later, Chad can’t stop talking about all the cool shots his dad took. I put on the biggest, fakest smile and listen as he talks. Butch retreats to our room while I move Chad to the living room to play Chutes and Ladders. Afterwards, I peek into the bedroom, finding Butch still passed out, so I head out to the store with Chad. Not wanting Chad to see his dad in his disgusting state, I make sure to take our time picking out food items, and when we return, I start baking muffins for Chad to take to school next week and then get started on dinner.

A few hours later, I hear Butch bark out, “Are you making dinner?” He’s still lying on our bed. With his mood swings out of control, I feel like I’m walking on eggshells in my own home.

“Yeah. Your favorite…pasta bake,” I call back.

The TV murmurs in the background with a cartoon our six-year-old loves to watch. Butch mumbles something I can’t hear.

“Are you going to get up?” I ask.

“Give me a fucking break, Jem,” he snaps.

“Don’t swear,” I hiss, annoyed he doesn’t care about his influence on his son.

A knock sounds at the door. “Are you expecting someone?” I ask, tossing a bottle of beer into the trash.

“No,” he replies with a huff.

Realizing Butch isn’t going to get up and answer it, I sigh. I stop preparing dinner and move to open the door, but before I can reach it, it bursts open with a crash. I scream as four police officers storm in, weapons drawn, the door now off its hinges. 

The officers move inside, and one goes straight to our bedroom. “Butch, on the ground! Hands where I can see them.”

My heart slams into my throat. “Chad!” I gasp, my eyes darting wildly around the living room. I spot him frozen near his toys.

“It’s okay. Come here.” My voice cracks as I rush to him, scooping him up, holding him so tight he’s practically molded to me. His little hands cling to my neck like a lifeline.

“Mommy, what’s happening?” Chad’s voice is high-pitched, his breaths warm and quick against my neck.

“I don’t know, honey,” I reply in a shaky voice.

There’s a loud sound of furniture breaking, followed by grunting and more yelling. I keep Chad’s face against me, shielding him from the sight. My breathing becomes shallow, each inhale a struggle against the crushing weight of panic.

I swallow my hysterical sobs, but silent tears flow down my cheeks. The officers quickly handcuff Butch, and there’s a heavy bang, likely from him being put on the ground. An officer reads him his rights.

Another officer speaks. “You’re under arrest for drug trafficking. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law…”

Drug trafficking… No. No way. Butch? This must be a mistake.

An officer stands in our way, keeping us away from Butch, and I’m grateful for the help in blocking Chad's view of the scene.

“What’s going on?” I ask, my voice breaking.

“Ma’am, please remain calm,” the officer replies gently. “We’re here as part of an ongoing investigation. We just need to do our job, and I promise everything is being handled properly.”

I nod, my thoughts a mess of fear and confusion.

“We do need to ask you a few questions, if that’s okay,” he says. “Officer Kate MacDonald will keep Chad occupied for a bit.”

“Okay.” I lower Chad to his feet. Officer MacDonald kneels to Chad’s level. She offers a kind smile, holding out one of his toy cars.

“It’s okay, honey,” I say, stroking his hair. “I’ll be right here.”

Officer MacDonald glances at me. “We’ll stay right here in the living room where he can see you,” she assures me. She knows what she’s doing, and right now, I need someone to help keep Chad safe.

I look down at Chad, giving him a reassuring nod. Brow furrowed, he lets go and walks over to his toys with Officer MacDonald.

The other officer turns his attention back to me, but I keep my eyes on Chad. “Do you know anything about Butch’s whereabouts or what he was doing last night?”

“No, I was here with Chad the whole night. I don’t know anything about this.”

He nods, writing down some notes. Then, he asks a lot more questions. Were you aware that your husband was involved in selling or using drugs? Have you ever seen your husband use drugs or have drugs in the house? Have you ever helped your husband with any of his activities, knowingly or unwillingly? And so many more…

My answer to every single one is a resounding no.

“If anything comes to mind later, anything at all, please get in touch with us.”

“Of course.”

“Jem. Chad—” Butch calls out, as Chad returns to me.

I cry again, but harder this time. What have you done? Why would you do that? I want to say, but the words are stuck in my throat.

He looks at me, but there’s no regret or pain, only defeat.

“I didn’t want you to find out like this…” he says as the police lead him out.

The officer turns to me. “Are you okay?”

I nod, unable to speak. My hands are trembling, my head spinning with too many thoughts at once.

The officer must notice my panic, because he asks, “Is there someone you can call to come stay with you tonight? Any family nearby?”

“Y—Yeah,” I manage to reply. 

When the door closes with a heavy thud, the tears come silently. I hold Chad tightly in my arms, not letting go, even as the sound of the sirens fade into the distance.

How could I not have known?

Pulling back slightly, I brush the hair from his damp cheeks. “Are you okay?”

He nods hesitantly but doesn’t speak. I cup his face, pressing a kiss to his forehead. “Everything’s going to be okay,” I promise, even though I’m not sure how. “I’ve got you.”

“But where’s Dad?” he asks, his little face wearing a confused expression. “Will he come back?”

“I don’t know, honey,” I answer honestly.

His lip quivers as he takes a deep breath, leaning back into my arms. I need to be strong for him, even if I feel like I’m falling apart. After a few minutes, I take him to the sofa and turn on his favorite show. I rub his back as he nestles into the cushions. “I’ll be right here, okay? I just need to make a quick call.” 

He nods again, his eyes already glued to the screen. He’s settled and distracted…for now, at least. I step into the kitchen, my hands shaking as I dial my mom, but she doesn’t answer. So, I call his parents. They live two and a half hours away, but I need to tell them what happened. When I finally get the words out, they’re just as shocked as I am. I try to stay calm, explaining that they’re always welcome to visit Chad, but they need to help their son because I can’t do it anymore. I share that the front door is now broken, and my father-in-law immediately offers to come fix it. I don’t refuse because I can’t sleep here until it’s done, and I need to keep Chad in the same environment until I figure out what to do next.

While I wait for them to come, I continue making dinner for Chad. I’m no longer hungry though. My mind races, trying to piece together all the little things he’s been saying and doing, trying to recall any signs of him using or selling drugs.

I feel so fucking stupid.

Two and a half hours later, my in-laws arrive. They step into the room, and an uneasy silence hangs in the air. I can see the confusion in their eyes, the way they search my face for answers I can’t give. I swallow hard. His mother hesitates before meeting my eyes, her lips quivering. I’ve known her for seventeen years, so I take a step forward, opening my arms. She falls into me, her body trembling as she cries against my shoulder. When she finally pulls back, I turn to my father-in-law. He nods stiffly, his eyes glassy, holding back tears as I embrace him too.

My mother-in-law moves away to play with Chad as my father-in-law replaces the door. I insist they stay for dinner, which Chad loves, because he gets to tell them all about his morning with his dad, making his grandma well up with tears. Once it’s late enough, they leave, and I give Chad a bath before tucking him in bed.

“Mom, where did they take Dad?” he asks again, and my heart cracks wide open.

“I’m not sure, honey, but you and I are not going anywhere. We’re going to be okay.” As I exit his room, I realize I can’t keep saying that. Eventually I’ll have to explain. But what do I say when I can’t comprehend it myself, let alone his little mind?

Ready for a hot shower, I move to the bathroom. I spot Butch’s comb, hair gel, toothbrush…all mocking me. The fact that he would bring drugs into our life and house with our son is enough for me to snap. I grab his shit and throw it all in the trash. Opening the cupboards, I clear out his aftershave, razor, and anything else that's his. There’s no way I want to look at it. I should’ve given it all to his parents, but I wasn’t thinking clearly, and I don’t want them coming all the way back for useless shit they can pick up from Target.

I sit at the edge of our unmade queen bed and feel a little better after throwing it all away. There’s a photo of us on our wedding day on the nightstand—a time when we were happy. Tears stream down my face as it hits me. I’m alone. I feel a weird numbness as if I’m empty inside.

How could he do this to us?

I can’t seem to stop sobbing until exhaustion takes over, so I put the picture on the side table, facing down. I don’t want to look at it. Lying down in the bed, the smell of him hits me hard. I roll over, and looking at his side of the bed makes my chest tight. I imagine him there. It’s so vivid that it makes my stomach churn. I get up, grab a clean blanket from the cupboard that doesn’t stink of him, move down to the sofa, and cry myself to sleep.








  
  

Chapter 1


Jemima





Three months later 



When I open the front door, my mom walks in, full of floral perfume and sunshine. She pulls me into a warm hug, her arms wrapping around me tightly. "There's my girl," she says, her voice soft and full of love. "You look beautiful, as always."

She’s wearing a flowing, multi-colored kaftan that shimmers in the light, white oversized sunglasses on top of her head, and gold bangles that jingle with every movement. Her hair’s styled in loose waves, and she’s grinning like she’s won the lottery.

“Guess who’s finally taking life by the reins!” she announces as her eyes sparkle with excitement.

“Mom?” I blink at her, trying to make sense of what she’s saying.

She drops her purse on the counter, then spins around like she’s on a stage. “Me, darling! I’m talking about me. Your dad has been gone for a while, and I’ve decided I’m going to sell the house. I can’t sit around waiting for life to happen. Nope! Your dad and I always talked about going on a cruise to Alaska, so I booked one. I leave in four weeks!” She beams.

My smile freezes on my face as my heart sinks into my stomach. Of course I’m happy for her, but it’s like the universe decided to pile on just one more thing. “That’s… great, Mom. I’m happy for you.”

“I knew you’d understand,” she says, oblivious to the strain in my voice. She’s already pulling something from her bag. A small silver key, which she places on the counter in front of me. “But before I head off, I’ve got something for you.”

I stare at the key like it’s a puzzle I’m supposed to solve. “What’s this?” I ask slowly, glancing up at her.

“It’s for the office, silly. Recaredo Events is yours now.” She’s smiling like she’s handing me the world’s best gift. “I’ve had people sniffing around, wanting to buy it, but I thought, 'Why sell it to a stranger when my brilliant daughter’s right here?' You’ve always had a better head for business than I do.”

Mom helped with setting up events, but otherwise, it was my dad’s company. Mom and dad had been together since they were twenty-one. Forty-two years with the same man, and then suddenly he passed away a year ago from a heart attack. It’s the first time she’s been on her own. I can imagine she wants to be busy all the time and not be surrounded by reminders of Dad every day. I know that feeling well as I stand in the kitchen I once shared with my ex-husband. The night of his arrest replays in my mind daily. The only reason I haven’t left this apartment is to keep Chad's life as normal as possible, which includes our lovely landlords, Jade and Pedro, who help me with Chad. The judge decided to deny Butch bail, which is a relief because I couldn't afford to bail him out anyway. 

My stomach twists at the reminder that I was recently laid off from my in-store job at Macy’s due to restructuring. I’ve been applying for other jobs but haven’t had any call backs yet. I’ve been desperate for something. Anything. Butch didn’t just leave a broken little boy; it turns out, he also left me a mountain of credit card debt and no savings, too. 

Late notices are coming in thick and fast. I’ve been calling around and asking for a grace period until I’m back on my feet. I’ve managed to get more time, but I’m angry that he hid it all from me. What kind of marriage is that? One that’s been growing apart…

“Mom, I don’t—”

“Listen,” she cuts me off, eyes bright with that carefree energy that’s so very her. “I’m not a businesswoman. Never was. Your father was the brains. I was the heart, the one who set up the parties, decorated with balloons and flowers, and made sure the playlists were fun. People loved me, but I’m not going to pretend I’m cut out for spreadsheets and payroll. And since your dad’s been gone…well, it’s been a mess. I’ve let some of the staff go. The business is just… It’s not what it was. But you? You’ve got a mind for this stuff. I’ve seen it.” She taps her temple like she’s had some grand idea.

I haven’t set foot in the office since I met Butch. 

I’m still staring at the key, my fingers itching to pick it up, but my brain’s screaming at me not to. “Mom, this is a lot. I—I’ve never run a business.”

“So? Nobody’s born knowing how to run a business. You’ll learn. You’re smart, Jemima. Smarter than I ever was when it comes to this stuff. Your dad always said so, didn’t he?” Her eyes soften, and for a second, she’s not the larger-than-life social butterfly in neon colors, she’s just my mom, missing her husband.

Her confidence in me makes my throat tighten. “Mom, I—”

“Look, darling.” She places her hands on my shoulders, eyes locked on mine. “I’m not saying you have to do it. But it’s a chance. If you don’t want it, I’ll sell the business. But I’d rather see you make something of it. I know you can. I’ve seen you fight through so much already.”

Tears sting my eyes, but I blink them back. I’m not going to cry. Not now. “Okay,” I say softly, my voice sounding more sure than I feel. “I’ll give it a shot.”

“That’s my girl!” she says, and then she’s back to grinning, arms thrown wide. As she hugs me tightly, her bangles clink against my back. “You’re going to do great things, I just know it.”

Her eyes twinkle with excitement as she pulls back. “Now, where's my grandson?”          

“In the living room,” I answer.

Mom heads off. I watch her go, and warmth spreads through me. I hear Chad giggle as she must’ve scooped him up into her arms.  

I pick up the key, my thumb tracing its cool, smooth surface. It’s small but full of so much potential. My chest tightens with something between fear and hope. I’m not ready for this. But I can’t keep crying myself to sleep every night hoping things will change. I have to be the one to change them.


      [image: ]“Mom,” Chad calls, his voice piercing the early morning silence.

My eyes snap open, adrenaline spiking as I rise from the sofa. My feet shuffle across the creaking wooden floors as I head toward his room. As I rub the sleep from my eyes, the wall clock glares back at me. It’s only five a.m.

“Hey, honey,” I murmur, lifting his blankets and sitting beside him. “Shh, go back to sleep.” He comes closer, his small arm wrapping around my stomach, seeking comfort. I gently stroke his messy brown hair, in a soothing rhythm, and watch as he drifts back to sleep. I close my eyes and lean back against the headboard. It’s not as uncomfortable as the lumpy sofa, but I can’t seem to bring myself to sleep in the bed I shared with Butch; his betrayal hurts too much. Closing my eyes, I attempt to grab a few more hours of sleep before the day pulls me back into reality.

I’m unable to fall back asleep, so I quietly slip out and watch his little body curl up peacefully for a moment. With a soft smile, I move to the bathroom to take a shower. The persistent drip from the leaky faucet reminds me of yet another repair in my future. I can’t ask my landlords to fix it because I still owe them rent. The two-bedroom apartment in Melrose is falling apart, but it’s all I can afford. I push aside my worries, taking a quick, warm shower before heading to the kitchen to make some coffee.

Sitting on the sofa, I sip my warm coffee, cherishing the rare silence. Nights here are disrupted by my next-door neighbor, who brings home a new woman every night.

As the quiet surrounds me, memories of the last few months flood my mind. The police, drained bank accounts, credit card debt, etcetera…

Just as the image of my ex in this apartment flashes before me, Chad shuffles out of his bedroom, rubbing his sleepy eyes. I lower my coffee cup and open my arms, ready for our morning hug, the start of our new routine. I’m dressed in black pants, a black top with lace trim, and a black jacket. I prepare his breakfast and our lunches, tidy up, and choose his outfit for the day.

As he finishes breakfast, I add a touch of mascara, and some blush to my cheeks and lipstick before telling Chad to get ready, so we can head out.

In the lobby, Jade and Pedro, the apartment owners, who are both in their late sixties, warmly greet us. I smile and they wave me over.

“Morning.” The lump in my throat grows, remembering the amount of money I owe these lovely people. Not me… My ex. I thought he was paying the rent, but it seems all our money, including our savings, was used for his secret addictions. I expect them to ask me for the money but instead, they surprise me.

“We can take Chad to school, if you’d like?” Jade offers with a warm smile. “It’s your first day at the new job.”

I shake my head. “It is, but I don’t want to bother you.”

One thing I was never prepared for was how hard it was going to be as a single parent. I literally have to do everything. I don’t get hobbies or time for myself because, one, I don’t have money, but two, I have Chad all on my own. Butch wasn’t a great father, but I could at least leave Chad to head to the shops, clean the house, or get my hair colored.

“Nonsense. We love it.” Jade smiles.

Chad is smiling beside me, unfazed by our conversation.

“It’s on our way,” Pedro insists.

I contemplate the offer because it means I won’t be late meeting Mom. “If you don’t mind.”

Jade touches Chad's shoulder. “We’ll look after you. Kiss Mom goodbye so she can go to work.”

I squat and give Chad a big cuddle and kiss. He scrunches his face up as if he’s embarrassed about getting a kiss from me. Rising again, an older guy with black and grey hair approaches.

Jade's face beams as she rushes out, “Oh, Jemima, this is my son Haiden.”

The one they—including Chad—keep mentioning to me. Haiden’s expression tightens, his eyes briefly flicking to me before settling somewhere into the distance. He barely nods, lips pressed into a thin line. Disinterest radiates off him, and I’m relieved. I’m glad he isn’t interested in me either, because I couldn’t think of anything worse than trusting another man again.

At first, I was reluctant to have Haiden around Chad, but Jade assured me she’d always be there, and that it was just for basketball since it’s too much for Pedro at his age. “Could we play some basketball?” Chad asks, shoving his ball toward Haiden.

Haiden shuffles in his black work shoes and crisp gray suit. “I can’t today. I’ve got work, and you have to go to school.”

Moments like these fill me with anger. I wonder if Butch ever thought of us while he was doing God knows what, selling drugs to strangers and putting his family at risk. I doubt we ever crossed his mind. I doubt he thought about his wife and child having to watch him be taken away by the police. Our bank accounts drained. Now I’m left alone, stuck in this apartment with nothing but painful memories keeping me up all night.

I swallow the nasty words I want to call Chad’s asshole father and focus on the good times. There was a point when I loved him, and he was a good father. I just wish I knew why and when he picked up his drug habit. However, I’m not willing to waste my time looking for those answers either. He chose drugs, and I chose my family.

“I’ll play with you.” Pedro winks at him.

Chad punches the air. “Yesss.”

“Okay, I better get to work, and you need to go to school.”

Haiden is talking to his dad, and I spot a piece of paper between them. I can’t help but wonder if it has anything to do with the plans to sell the apartment complex in the next few months. Jade has been hinting at it lately.

This reminds me that I need to get to work, where I can focus on saving my parents’ business so I can afford a new place.

On the subway to Lexington Ave, I pull out my notepad and make a to-do list. I have zero experience in events, and even less running a business. Now, here I am, wrapping my head around my new business, or what I like to call my life raft. I exit the subway to a building in Carnegie, walking the steps dreaming of a new life for me and Chad. 

“Mom,” I say, hugging her.

She pulls back but keeps a firm grip on my arms, her gaze on me, searching my face. “You ready, darling?”

“More than ever.”








  
  

Chapter 2


Jemima





“This time in three weeks, you’ll be off to Alaska,” I say to Mom, forcing a smile and ignoring the way my stomach twists into knots. 

“Can you believe it,” she replies. “I’ve already packed my sequins and faux furs. You can’t cruise to Alaska without looking fabulous!”

“Probably because you gave yourself no time,” I say with a laugh, though it sounds a bit unconvincing, even to my own ears.

“Oh, darling, spontaneity is the spice of life! I’ve spent too many years planning everything down to the last napkin fold.  Now, I’m all about last-minute thrills!”

As we approach the office doors, my heart is in my throat. I haven’t been here for many years, and Mom said a lot has changed since then. The doors are large and the frosted glass panels give nothing away to what lies behind them. Mom pushes the door open with a squeak, and we step inside. The office space is sparse, with simple white walls, harsh fluorescent lighting, and basic wooden desks that have seen better days. As I take a deep breath, the air smells faintly of old paper and something I can’t put my finger on. A makeover is definitely overdue.

We continue walking, our footsteps echoing through the empty hallway, until Mom suddenly stops at the front desk. “Molly, this is my daughter Jemima,” Mom introduces me to a woman with platinum-blond hair that shines under the light, her roots a darker color. The sight pulls my attention to my own reflection in the glass nearby. I’m in need of a color, as you can now see pieces of gray peeking through my brown hair.

Molly sits in her office chair, her fingers tapping on the computer as she looks up with a curious smile. Her eyes are a bright blue and stand out against her hair. I walk around her desk, extending my hand. “Call me Jem,” I say with a smile.

“Nice to meet you,” Molly replies, slipping her hand in mine, her grip firm and her smile warm, which instantly makes my shoulders drop away from my ears.

“Molly, I'm showing Jemima around. Do you have time to help?” Mom asks.

Molly jumps up to her feet, her movements quick and eager. “Sure thing, boss.”

“Well, Molly, here’s the scoop!” Mom announces with an over-the-top sweep of her hand, like she’s a game show host. “Jemima’s the new boss! I’m finally retiring to sip mimosas and collect postcards. Isn’t it fabulous?”

Molly’s eyes light up, her lips parting wider. “This is great news.”

Her positive energy is contagious, and I can’t help the way it ignites within me.

“Let’s give Jemima the grand tour, and then you girls can bond over all the juicy office gossip,” Mom says, then struts ahead.

As we walk, Mom explains what everything is or what used to be where. So much has changed since my dad died.

The space feels familiar yet foreign. We pause in the hallway, and Molly’s hands lace together in front of her as she speaks, her fingers twisting. “I do have to explain my situation because sometimes my life is a little chaotic.”

Mom’s eyes shine with understanding, her gaze firmly on Molly. “I’m a single mom,” Molly announces.

My eyes widen, and I shift my gaze at Mom before looking back at Molly.

“What's the look for?” Molly asks, her blue eyes narrowing at me.

“I’m a single mom too.”

Her face softens, and she steps closer as her eyes search mine. “Did your husband cheat too?”

I shake my head. Her putting herself on the line in such an innocent way makes it easy to confess. “I don’t know if mine is better or worse,” I snort. “But he was arrested for drug trafficking.”

“Well, fuck,” she says, her eyes flaring wide before she quickly covers her mouth and mumbles, “Sorry.”

I laugh, a genuine, hearty laugh that feels good to do. I haven’t laughed much in the last few months…if not longer. There’s something about Molly that makes me excited about working here. “It’s okay, I was as shocked as you.”

Dropping her hand from her mouth, she asks, “How old is your kid?”

“Chad is six. How about yours?”

“Mine’s a boy too. Hugo, and he’s four.”

Talking about Chad makes my chest swell with pride. I never had a mother’s group or friends when I had Chad. We moved when he was two, and I found it harder than I had been expecting. Butch was not a very present father because he worked a lot, and I felt lonely and defeated, never really having the time to actually focus on myself.

“This is going to be fun.” Molly rubs her hands together.

I smile. “It is.”

The sound of a door opening catches my attention. Turning, I see a man in his early fifties confidently walking in.

“Here’s Danny. You remember him, don’t you, Jemima,” Mom says, and Molly mumbles something I don’t catch before returning to her seat.

Danny strides over.

“Hi, Danny. It’s been a long time,” I say, remembering his face from years ago, only he’s rougher now. Thinning slicked-back hair, deep wrinkles etched into his skin, and much slimmer, the suit seeming to swallow him up.

“Sure has, Jem,” Danny replies with a warm smile. “You’ve grown up.”

Mom takes a step forward, her bangles jingling softly as she places a hand on Danny’s shoulder. “Danny here has been my rock since your dad passed,” she says, her voice warm and full of gratitude. “I don’t know how I’d have managed without him.”

Danny waves a hand modestly. “Just doing my part.”

“I appreciate that,” I say. “Dad always spoke very highly of you.”

Danny’s expression softens at the mention of Dad, but there’s a flicker of something else… disappointment, maybe?

“Your mom keeps telling me about Chord.” Danny smiles.

“Chad,” I correct gently.

“Sorry, Chad. I’m hopeless with names,” he replies, his eyes slightly red, similar to the way Butch’s looked. I shake my head. I'm just paranoid and clearly seeing things. I can’t help but have a guard up when it comes to people, especially men.

“That’s okay.”

Mom clears her throat, commanding attention. “Well, here’s the big news. Jemima’s going to take over the business.”

Danny’s eyebrows lift slightly, though he quickly recovers. “That’s…unexpected,” he says in a neutral tone. “I thought you might be selling.”

Smiling gently, Mom shakes her head. “Oh, no, darling. This business was always meant to stay in the family. And who better than my brilliant daughter to take the reins?” 

“Of course,” Danny says after a pause. His voice is calm, but I catch the way his jaw tightens. “I’ll do whatever I can to help with the transition.”

His professionalism reassures me. “Thank you. I’ll need it.”

Mom claps her hands together, her bangles clashing and breaking the tension. “Alright, team! We’ve got loads to cover, but Danny, I just know you’ll be Jemima’s rock through it all. You’ve always been such a star!”

He nods, his gaze lingering on me for a moment before shifting to Mom. “You know where to find me if you need anything.”

As he walks away, I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. Mom gives me a reassuring pat on the back. “You’ve got this, darling,” she whispers with a wink.

I hope she’s right. The tightness in my chest eases, knowing I have their support, and that Molly and Danny will help me transition.

Mom will be here for the week to settle me in, too. Even though it sounds like she doesn’t know what’s going on. I guess there’s nothing like diving in headfirst.


      [image: ]A few days later, I’m walking along the sidewalk to meet with a potential new client. Molly is with me, because it's my first meeting on my own, and I feel more comfortable with her than Danny. Luckily, Danny had a meeting this morning anyway.

The breeze picks up, tugging at my beige coat and sending a shiver down my spine. Leaves swirl around our feet, and I tighten my grip on my notebook, hugging it closer to my chest for warmth.

The city around us buzzes with activity, a mix of cars, people and construction.

“I filed for a divorce,” Molly announces suddenly, her voice cutting through the noise.

“You did!” I beam. “I’m so happy for you.”

“Will you apply for one?” Molly glances at me.

“I have. The second he was arrested, I looked into it.”

She elbows me. “Not wasting a second.”

“I did it so I could change my name and Chad’s to Recaredo,” I explain. “I worry about any more of my ex's debts coming back to haunt me.”

It’s one of the reasons I have bags and dark circles under my eyes. I barely sleep four hours a night, worry robs me of sleep. I’m a walking zombie.

“I thought my ex cheating on me was bad, but I think your story takes the cake.”

I giggle, the sound surprising me. “It does, right?”

“Still doesn’t turn me off men,” she remarks with a wry smile, her lips curving up at the corners.

I do a double take. “You’re kidding, right?”

“No,” she says, shaking her head. “I think it was my mistake, thinking a one-night stand would be a great father to my baby.”

“That's how you met?” I ask as I picture the scene in my mind.

“And got pregnant,” she admits with a shrug, her cheeks flushing slightly.

“Sheesh,” I mutter with a shake of my head.

“Yeah, so I just need to be sober when I date.” She laughs.

I laugh too. “And have sex.”

“Definitely. Or at least know him sober before jumping into bed with him,” she adds with a grin, her eyes sparkling with mischief.

“How are you so positive?” I ask, amazed by her resilience. She's joking and laughing, even though she’s been hurt. Meanwhile, just thinking about my situation makes my stomach harden.

“Therapy,” she says simply.

The idea of therapy hasn’t crossed my mind; I’ve been so busy since Butch’s arrest three months ago.

“Have you seen one?” she asks.

I shake my head. “No.”

The glass building we need to enter comes into view. The modern skyscraper stands out against the older buildings around it. We slow our walking pace, then pause on the sidewalk to finish our conversation.

“Are you anti-therapy?” she asks, her eyes searching mine.

“Not at all.” I blow out a breath that fogs in the cold air. “I just don’t know if I’m ready.”

She reaches into her purse to pull something out. “Take my therapist’s card for when you're ready to book an appointment.”

I take the card, staring at how worn out it is. There’s no point in making an appointment now. I don't have time. Every spare moment, I’ve been pouring over the numbers, and paperwork, scrutinizing every expense and revenue stream. The deeper I dig, the clearer it becomes…this place is drowning in debt. I have to focus on making this business profitable, because it’s sinking fast into the red. 








  
  

Chapter 3


Harvey





“Harvey, let’s go again,” my latest hookup says, her voice high-pitched and echoing off the walls of her dimly lit bedroom. 

“Maybe another time.”

“Baby, come on,” she purrs. Baby? I’m older than her… The nickname is making my dick soft. I clearly drank way too much. Work has been a nightmare lately, and I thought I needed a release.

We met earlier at a bar, and I left my friends, Eriq and Gabino, to take her home.

Technically, not my home, because I don’t let anyone come to my place, especially not a hookup. So we’re at hers, while her roommates are still out partying. As soon as I came in, I noticed her room was a mess. Everything is in shades of pink, including the bedsheets we’re on. Make-up is scattered across the vanity, and clothes are thrown everywhere…draped over chairs, piles on the floor, and spilling out of drawers.

“One more round,” she begs, her voice like nails on a chalkboard.

Fuck me. I need to get the fuck out of here, and fast.

I stare up at the cracked ceiling. I’ll get up and get the hell out of here as soon as the room stops spinning.

Her hand wraps around my middle, and she snuggles into me, her naked body pressing against my side. Her skin is warm and slightly sweaty. The smell of my alcohol and her cheap perfume fills the air, making my stomach turn.

“Feel better?” I ask, not because I care, but because it’s the right thing to do.

“Yeah, that was amazing. You're amazing,” she purrs, her heavy lashes fluttering against her cheeks.

“Thanks.” I make the mistake of looking at her again. She’s staring at me, clearly waiting for me to say something nice. I force myself to say the next few words. “You were great.” The words taste bitter. That’s what I get for lying.

“Did you want to lie on the couch?” she asks, her expression hopeful.

I’m about to say maybe, but then she adds, “Also, are you free tomorrow? Maybe you could meet my parents.”

Is she fucking kidding?

I barely know her. She doesn’t know a single thing about me, other than I work in an office because I was wearing a suit. At the bar, our conversation was me asking, “What’s your name?” and her offering, “Let's get out of here.”

She was perfect for a night of distraction. A quick fuck to help relieve some stress, and then I can walk away. But now she’s giving me stage-five-clinger vibes, so I need to rush out of here quicker than normal.

“Sorry, I’m busy.” I get out of bed and grab my clothes. This time, I don’t lie. I need to see my dad about my inheritance tomorrow. I didn’t want help starting my business, but now I have my heart set on growing. One taste of entrepreneurship has me thirsty for more.

I pull on my pants and shirt, making quick work of my buttons. Her eyes follow my movements as she whines. “Can’t you stay for a little longer?”

I don’t look back as I head for the door, “Maybe some other time,” I say over my shoulder, not bothering to wait for her response. I need to get out of here and get some sleep. Tomorrow, I’ll get back to focusing on my future.


      [image: ]It’s Monday morning and I’m looking for my father. When I get to my parents’ place, Mom tells me he’s at Gram’s.

They live around the corner from her since she lives alone and is battling breast cancer. You wouldn’t know it though because she doesn’t act differently, and if you dared to show her sympathy, she’d tell you off.

Dad spends a lot of time with her, especially since Grams is his mom. He and I are close, but not as close as he is with my older brother, Evan. I often feel like I have to prove myself even more because of it. Being the youngest means my family sees me as the kid who needs to grow up.

I step into Grams’s living room, which is quiet, and spot him lounging on the sofa by himself. “Where’s Grams?” I ask, scanning the room for her familiar figure.

Dad’s head lifts from the TV show he’s watching, revealing the aging and tired lines on his face. “She went to take a nap.”

I nod and settle onto the opposite sofa. The cushions sag under the weight of me.

“What brings you here?” he asks, his eyes narrowing slightly as he studies me. I can tell he’s wondering why I’m not at the office.

I adjust the tie around my neck, the fabric suddenly feeling too tight. I loosen it with a tug to try to ease the pressure, then I pull a folder from my briefcase. “I need to talk to you about my inheritance.”

Dad shifts, leaning forward on the edge of the sofa. Setting the TV remote down, he gives me his full attention. “What about it?”

“How can I access it?”

His eyebrows pinch, and he leans back, crossing his arms. “What’s changed your mind?”

“I’m happy with where my acquisitions business is, but I want to start a new company.”

He raises an eyebrow. “What kind of company?”

“A consulting firm.” I hand him the folder, which contains a detailed business plan, market analysis, and projections.

The corners of my dad's lips move, but he holds back from grinning as he flips through the pages. The little bit of a smile means he approves.

“And why would you need the money?”

“I want to keep my current assets intact for the acquisitions to keep growing. But expanding to include a firm will need its own building and staff.”

He nods thoughtfully, his gaze steady. “I like the idea.”

“So, I can have my inheritance?”

“I’m not going to hand it over without seeing that you deserve it,” he says firmly. “Evan worked with me for years before he got his share. Oliver was the same with your mom, and Jeremy donated it to the hospital for taking care of Nova.”

I run my hand through my hair, pushing it out of my face. “What do I need to do to prove myself?”

Leaning back, Dad rubs his jaw in thought. The silence stretches, broken only by the soft hum of the TV in the background. I watch as his gaze drifts to the papers.

“I want to help you,” he finally says. “But I need to be sure you’re ready.”

“I am,” I insist, sitting forward.

With his eyes narrowed, he taps his index finger on the armrest. “You know, when I started out, it wasn’t easy. I had to take risks, make sacrifices. It wasn’t just about money; it was about strategy and grit.”

I nod, sensing where this is going, but wait for him to continue.

“You want your inheritance?” he asks, his voice firm now. “Here’s what I propose.” A slow smile forms on his face as he pauses again. “Take a failing business and turn it around by your thirty-fifth birthday.”

I blink, processing the challenge. Six months. That sounds easy enough… But before I can let his words sink in, he continues.

“But no cash injections,” he adds. “Work with what’s there. Get your hands dirty. Understand the day-to-day.”

I take a deep breath, steadying myself. “And if I fail?”

“You can try again,” he says. “When you turn forty.”

Forty. That feels like a lifetime away.

“Your brothers are successful. I know you're smart, and I want you to understand what it was like for me when I started. It’s tough, and without money, it’s even rougher.”

“Can I choose any business to help?”

“How about one you’ve been pitching to acquire anyway?” Dad suggests.

I mentally go through the list of businesses I’ve been considering for acquisition, the names and details flashing through my mind. Which one could I help save instead?

“One that you don’t really want,” he adds.

I tap my chin, thinking of the businesses I’m struggling to acquire. “Like an event planning business?”

“Perfect!”

I think about the woman who owns it. Jemima. Her avoidance of my calls makes it clear she won’t sell me the business.

But this plan gives me what I want, and I can offer her what she needs.

I rub my hands together. It will be a challenge to get her to agree…but surely, she’ll take the help. I won’t stop until she does.

“Keep me updated.”

I sense he wants to keep tabs on me.

Maybe due to a lack of trust, or just to ensure I follow his rules. The pressure of it weighs on me like I’m constantly living under the shadow of his expectations, having to prove myself. It’s frustrating, but I’ve learned to accept it, for now.

“Do you want to watch the basketball game with me?” he asks, shifting on the sofa.

“I’ll watch the first quarter, but then I need to get to work. I’ve got a business to save.”

Dad chuckles. “Your cocky attitude reminds me of myself. I was the same at your age; nothing would stand in my way.”

I grin at that piece of knowledge. It feels like a small but significant shift in how I see my dad. Until now, I’ve always viewed him through the lens of his success, thinking I could never quite measure up. But in this moment, it’s like he’s seeing me in the same light he once saw himself in. Hungry and driven.

He grabs the remote and changes the channel, and I ease back into the sofa. We don’t usually spend time together like this, but since he retired and handed over Lincoln Media to Evan so he could travel with Mom and care for Grams, our relationship is shifting for the better.

I look over at him. I’m glad I came today. I can’t wait to show him how I transform Recaredo Events. I imagine how proud he’ll feel, knowing I’ve earned my inheritance through hard work.








  
  

Chapter 4


Jemima





“Harvey Lincoln is on the line,” my mom calls out from the office, her voice calm yet urgent. 

She’s helping me out this morning because Molly’s running late.

I frown, not recognizing the name. “Who’s that?”

“He owns Lincoln Acquisitions,” she replies, her tone suggesting that I should be familiar with the name.

“Am I supposed to know what that is?” I mutter under my breath, pulling out my phone and quickly typing his name into Google. The search results load, and my frown deepens. Pictures of a handsome, young, rich, and sleek-suited man appear alongside articles with headlines talking about corporate takeovers and aggressive business tactics. Molly usually handles phone calls like this. I’m trying to figure out what to do when Mom rushes out, “Can I transfer him? There’s another call coming through.” 

“Sure,” I sigh, even though I don’t like the sound or look of him. Google makes him look like a jerk, all smirks and perfectly tailored designer suits.

“Mrs. Recaredo,” comes a smooth, rehearsed voice on the line, dripping with false charm.

I bite my tongue, but I can’t stop myself. “Ms. Recaredo,” I correct sharply, emphasizing the “Ms.” I’m no longer married, and I want to make it clear I’m not tied to Butch in any way. 

“Sorry, Ms. Recaredo.”

Better. “What can I do for you?” I ask, my voice cool and businesslike.

Assuming he wants to book an event, I find some paper and start looking around my messy desk for a pen. But I have no luck. I’ll have to get one from Molly when she finally arrives.

“I want to talk to you about Recaredo Events,” he continues, his tone dropping the charm to now all business. “I’ve spoken to your mother.”

I freeze, my fingers curling into a fist. No need to get a pen now. “It’s not for sale,” I bark out, my pulse quickening.

“I’ve done some research, and I can see the business is struggling. I want to help,” he retorts bluntly.

Asshole.

“That’s none of your business. It’s not for sale. Don’t call me again,” I snap, then slam the phone down. My hands tremble with a mix of anger and anxiety.

A minute later, there’s a soft knock on the door. Molly pokes her head in, her cheeks flushed from hurrying. “What was that about?”

I shake off the exchange and force a smile. “Hey. Just someone wanting to buy the business.”

A wrinkle forms between her eyebrows, and she steps into the room. 

Her expression makes me ask. “What?”

“You could, you know,” she says softly, taking a seat across from me.

“I don’t want to.”

“I’ll be fine, and Danny will too. Don’t think about us,” she reassures me, her voice gentle but unconvincing. I appreciate how selfless she’s being.

“I want this business, so unless you quit, you’re stuck with me.”

A large smile stretches across her face. “Single moms for the win.”

“Well, that depends on how your date goes,” I tease, wiggling my eyebrows at her.

Molly has been excitedly talking about a guy she met on a dating app for the past few days. She’s been my co-worker for about two weeks now and we are getting closer by the second.

“I’m not planning to settle down,” she insists, though a blush tints her cheeks.

“Oh, I know.” I’ve read their messages, and even now, thinking about them, I can’t help blushing. He’s so descriptive about how much he wants her and what he wants to do with her. Even if it’s a hookup, I’m happy for her if that’s what she wants. As for me, I could never. It’s just not in me to do that. I’ll happily be her cheerleader.

“What if he’s catfishing me?” She chuckles, trying to sound nonchalant, but I can hear the underlying worry.

“What makes you say that?”

“He looks too good to be true. What if he’s photoshopped all his pictures?”

“I don’t think guys do that shit,” I reply with a shake of my head.

“You don’t think so?”

“No, they’re not that smart,” I say with a wink, watching as she heads back to her desk. But even as I turn back to my computer, I can’t shake the thoughts of Mr. Lincoln’s offer. The money would be great. I could move out of the apartment and find something better, a place with no memories of my ex. But I need more than money. I have a goal to make something of myself, to prove I’m worth something, and that even as a single mom, I can succeed without a man.


      [image: ]Five hours later, I’m opening my front door, and my breath catches at the sight before me. Molly stands there, model-like in a tight, long-sleeved black dress that hugs her hourglass figure perfectly. Her hips are the kind I’ve always dreamed of having. “Molly. Wow.”
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