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Praise for Savvy Sheldon Feels Good as Hell


“Taj McCoy has created a protagonist we can all root for: kind, determined, and perfectly imperfect. I adored Savvy’s journey and couldn’t get enough of her ride-or-die friends. This one’s a treat!”


—Mia Sosa, USA TODAY bestselling author of The Worst Best Man


“One can’t help but root for Savvy Sheldon as she comes into her own. Taj McCoy’s entertaining debut is filled with heart, humor, and loads of feel-good vibes!”


—Farrah Rochon, USA TODAY bestselling author of The Dating Playbook


“An enchanting love letter to the power of self-care. McCoy’s sparkling debut is a warm, witty, relationship-powered story that will leave you grinning and rooting for the characters. It is a perfect blend of mouthwatering food and soul-nourishing resilience.”


—Denise Williams, bestselling author of How to Fail at Flirting


“Savvy goes on one heck of a self-love journey post-breakup and I was cheering for her the whole way. Add a steamy romance into the mix and my heart sang as I tore through this book. This feel-good, empowering romcom will blow you away, guaranteed.”


—Sarah Smith, author of Simmer Down


“McCoy delivers heat and laughs in this uplifting debut. Readers are guaranteed to root for Savvy’s empowering journey towards self-love and success. Because with hilarious friends and a sexy new love interest, the destination will be well worth it.”


—Charish Reid, author of (Trust) Falling for You


“Sexy, sumptuous and superb. Funny with fantastic characters and a lot of heart. Taj McCoy takes us on Savvy’s journey full of self-realization, self-love and self-empowerment with a graceful poise, making it hard to believe this is her debut!”


—Catherine Adel West, author of Saving Ruby King
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To Ma and Pop, who taught me that hard work pays off.


To Uncle, my childhood hero.


To Chantal, because my victories are hers, too.


To Ka-Ton, for refusing to accept my excuses.


Thank you for being my village.
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“Shit!” Savvy whispered. A bubble of bacon grease popped on her arm, and she jumped back. Rubbing away the grease, she turned down the white knob on her gas stove to calm the crackling bacon, flipping the thick slices of applewood-smoked goodness with a pair of tongs. Crisper this time.


Other than her occasional muttered curses, the only sounds in the house came from the sizzling on the stove and the deep hum of a cranky old refrigerator. The kind of hum that kept you guessing whether it actually still functioned. Tugging on the door, she ducked her head in to pull out baby portobello mushrooms, fresh spinach, and a red bell pepper from the crisper. She grabbed Gruyère cheese, a carton of eggs, and a pint of fresh strawberries, closing the door slowly to avoid its signature creak.


Savvy skillfully ran her chef’s knife through mushrooms, peppers, and onion more slowly than usual. She took great care not to wake the man sleeping down the hall. She eyed the black silk camisole and lacy short set hanging nearby, and a shiver of excitement ran down her spine. She looked down at Jason’s old basketball shirt, a relic from some college intramural tournament that he and his boys played in. Not exactly a seductive look. Whoever those guys were that enjoyed women with their hair tied back and no makeup on, Jason was not one of them.


She separated egg yolks from whites and tossed the veggies into a heated omelet pan, adding handfuls of fresh spinach as they softened, then the beaten egg whites a moment later. Using a handheld cheese grater, curls of Gruyère sprinkled onto the omelet, slowly expanding and flattening into a melty pool.


Savvy had moved into her childhood home eight months ago, right after Mama moved to San Jose with her new husband, leaving it empty. Very little had changed in the house since her childhood. Carpets still covered pristine hardwood floors, and plastic runners lined the hallway leading to the bedrooms. Dingy from years of wear and tear, the edges of the runners were yellowed with age. Mama’s house, with its floral decor, took clutter to hoarding levels—she never threw anything away.


The faded yellow paint on the walls, dry and peeling, reminded Savvy of the lists of contractors Mama had given her, tucked between the milk crate and the French press. She intended to renovate the house to make it feel more like her own, but work was too busy to take on a project. The teakettle hissed hot steam, and she snatched it from the stove before whistling interrupted the morning quiet. Boiling water cascaded over finely ground Kona coffee, the aroma carrying just enough caffeine to raise her energy level.


After peeking over her shoulder, Savvy reached into the oven and grabbed a slice of chewy bacon from the tray. If it’s eaten straight from the pan, it has no calories. These are the Bacon Rules.


Sliced strawberries and cubed mangoes with a chiffonade of fresh mint joined the omelet and crispy bacon, making for a colorful, drool-worthy presentation. Savvy ran a paper towel around the rim of the plate before capturing the aesthetic for her IG Story.


She kicked off her slippers and lifted the enormous T-shirt over her head before realizing with a flash of embarrassment that the kitchen curtains were wide-open. She rushed to shut them, stubbing her toe on a loose piece of tile and yelling silently into the morning. Once she regained her composure, she slipped the camisole over her head, sucking in her breath and running her fingers over the slightly taut, black fabric. Don’t overthink it, Savvy. With her silky cream kimono robe with pale pink peonies framing her sexy new pj’s and Jason’s meal on an enameled wooden tray, she shook out her hair one last time and headed down the hall.


“Good morning, Baby, I have breakfast for you,” Savvy cooed softly as she reached the doorway.


Jason opened his eyes slowly, rolling toward her onto his side as he yawned. “How long you been up, Savs?” His beard was flattened on his left side from being pressed into the pillow. He smoothed a hand over the crown of his head, flattening the top of his fade, then grabbed his phone before turning to look at her. Jason took in her attempt at seduction, his deep voice thick from sleep. “What you got on?”


Dammit. “Just something new. I thought you’d like it. I was up for maybe an hour?” she lied. More like two. “Couldn’t get back to sleep, so I thought I’d surprise you.” Setting the tray on the nightstand, she stole a quick kiss.


“I taste bacon on your lips.” He dug into his plate, shoving bacon and mango into his mouth at the same time. His hooded eyes chastised her before returning back to his meal.


How does he even taste his own food eating that fast? She sat down next to him with a bowl of fresh fruit, resting her pedicured toes on the edge of the bed frame. “What do you have going on today?”


“Need to stop by my momma’s after she gets out of church, go home and walk Ginger, and then play a couple of pickup games with the fellas. What’s on your plate today? You cookin’ tonight?” He crunched through his bacon with enthusiasm, moving half of his omelet onto a piece of toast.


“I need to check on my uncle before I go shopping for some work clothes. You could come over for dinner later.”


He grunted, looking up from his omelet on toast, cheeks threatening to burst. “What you cookin’?” he repeated.


She rolled her eyes as she fixed her mouth to give him options, but her phone pinged.


Jason hit her with a side-eye, shaking his head. His mouth bursting with food. “Is that who I think it is?” His voice peaked, like a kid three seconds away from a tantrum.


Grabbing her phone from the nightstand, Savvy eyed him carefully. “Yes, Babe, it is.” Her voice calm, she scrutinized the request from her boss. He needed data about insured millennials to present to a new insurance client, and she’d forgotten to incorporate that into her presentation slides.


“He’s interrupting quality time, Savvy.” Jason stood, bare chested in basketball shorts, his deep voice booming with displeasure. Athletic, but not overly muscular, he ran his fingers over his flat stomach, stretching his long limbs, as she pounded away on her phone’s keyboard with her thumbs. “Why am I just waking up on Sunday morning, and you’re already working?”


Shit. “Just one sec, Jay, I promise.” Biting her lip, she ran through report data in her head to pinpoint the figures her boss wanted. She’d always had a good memory for numbers. She typed her response as quickly as her thumbs allowed, noting that she would be in the office for a few hours in the afternoon if he had any additional questions. Jason didn’t need to know that last part. “There, see? Done.” Savvy smiled up at him, willing him to sit next to her.


He did. “I don’t know anyone else who is okay with their boss interrupting their weekend. He can’t just wait till tomorrow?”


“Well, I’m not working now…” Nuzzling his shoulder, she traced her fingertips down his back. “You know, Babe, I was hoping that we could…you know.” The kimono robe slipped suggestively, exposing her shoulders.


Jason avoided eye contact as he handed Savvy his empty tray. “You ain’t got time for all that, Boss Lady.” Tsking, he shook his head, making his way to the bathroom. The sound of a shower curtain being shoved aside and water raining from the showerhead followed. As steam spread across the bathroom mirror, he called out to her, “You should probably see if you can take them clothes back. Fit’s too tight.”


Savvy set the tray down on the bed next to her, then stood, wrapping the kimono tightly around her middle. Shoulders rounded, she returned to the kitchen with Jason’s empty plate, helping herself to another slice of perfect, chewy bacon. So much for quality time.


Jason left as Savvy showered, calling out to her that he’d come back for dinner. After getting ready, she pulled containers of last night’s leftovers out of the fridge and shoved them into a heavy cloth grocery bag. Baked chicken breasts with sautéed mushrooms covered in a marsala wine sauce. Parmesan and asparagus risotto. Mixed greens with grape tomatoes and a mason jar of fresh lemon and shallot vinaigrette. After grabbing her purse and a sealed envelope from her desk, she walked out into the sunshine. The sky swirled a perfect blue, a breeze ruffled through the treetops, kissing wind chimes on her neighbor’s porch. A good-looking Black man in dusty jeans, a torn T-shirt, and work boots walked by with a beautiful chocolate Lab. He raised a hand in greeting as they strolled by, and she nodded in response.


Her surroundings changed from lush greenery to concrete skyscrapers and industrial buildings as she navigated south on the 5 freeway, past Downtown LA. Spotting USC on her right, she threw a strong side-eye at the home of the Trojans. Bruin blood for life, baby.


Big brick buildings blurred into dilapidated warehouses and older residential neighborhoods. Exiting at Century Boulevard, she steered toward Uncle’s house, which he’d inherited from Savvy’s grandparents, since Granny and PopPop had already bought the Los Feliz house for Savvy, her mom, and her brothers. Mama complained that Uncle’s place was an old money pit, always needing repairs, but Unc and Savvy loved that house.


Pulling up in the driveway, she took in the dip in the roof that Uncle described on the phone. He’d sunk the last of his savings into the front porch when the steps needed replacing. The upkeep crept up faster now, but there was no letting go of Granny and PopPop’s most prized possession.


Whenever she needed money in college, Savvy’d called her uncle to avoid stressing Mama, who worked hard to put three kids through school. Unc helped whenever he could, treating her like the daughter he never had. Now, with the stability she found at work, Savvy reciprocated as often as she could, while still building a renovation fund for her own house.


Walking up the steps, Savvy looked through the screen door into the sitting room. “Unc! Where you at?”


“Now, why do you always have to holler like you ain’t got no home training?” Uncle’s husky voice rang with amusement. He leaned hard against a crutch, swinging open the screen door for her to walk through.


Savvy grinned at him, planting a big kiss on his cheek as she walked past. “Any home training I received was undone by a certain someone.” In her childhood, Unc had been her hero; he helped to raise her and her brothers when their dad took off. Ma’s older brother, Uncle Joe, always came by to check on them. When money ran short, he stepped in and made sure they were never without.


“Mmm-hmm.” His smile twitched at the corners of his mouth. “What you up to today, Baby Girl?”


Inside, her uncle’s security uniform hung on the back of a chair in a plastic cover from the dry cleaner. A retired police officer, he’d taken on part-time work as a night watchman for an office building in Inglewood. On his limited retirement pay and meager income handling security, making ends meet had been a challenge, especially after he got injured on the job. At the time, Savvy had shaken her head at his explanation. “They vandalized the side of the building—of course I chased after them.” Who did he think he was, Usain Bolt? Unc sprained his ankle running after the vandals, and, under doctor’s orders, had to take time off until he could put full weight on his foot.


Savvy waved her bag of food containers at him, carrying it into the kitchen. She put the containers in the fridge and placed the sealed envelope on the Formica countertop; she had written “ROOF” on the front with a Sharpie. “I’m supposed to run an errand, but I think I’m just going to go into the office for a few hours. How was your week?”


He stood in the doorway, rolling his eyes. “I’m bored. I want to be back at work, but they want me to be off the crutches first.”


“I support that decision.”


“Yeah, well. Ain’t got much to do, other than checkin’ in on Mabel.”


Her eyebrows shot up. “Miss Mabel, huh?” Mabel Winslow lived across the street from Savvy’s grandparents’ house most of her life. Like Unc, Miss Mabel grew up in her house. She’d moved away when she married, but returned after a bad divorce to help care for her parents. When her parents passed within a month of each other, they left Mabel the house and their golden retriever, Samson. A smile curved across her lips. “You’ve been jonesing after Miss Mabel since I was in high school. Tell me you finally asked her out.”


Uncle Joe shook his head, fighting a smile, his upper lip curled slightly with amusement. “I’m a gentleman, Baby Girl.”


“Uh, gentlemen go on dates, Unc.” She winked at him, coaxing laughter.


“We ain’t there yet. I just stopped by to see how she’s doing. You know she was in that car accident a couple weeks ago. Tweaked her back.”


“Is she okay?” She leaned against the counter.


“Says she is, but I think she might need a couple rounds of physical therapy. Doesn’t hurt to make sure she’s fully recovered.”


Savvy eyed her uncle. “Sounds like somebody can dish advice he isn’t willing to take…”


He tsked, pursing his lips at her. “Thank you for the help with the roof, but listen, Baby Girl. You workin’ too much. And you should be putting this money toward your own house.”


She rolled her eyes, following him into the den, where his favorite leather recliner faced a big-screen TV. “You are forever saying I work too much. And I want to help, Unc.”


He sat gingerly, leaning his crutch against one of his armrests. “You need a vacation.”


“You know I work the way I do because of what I learned from you and Mama. It’s just what we do.”


“Nah. We worked hard so that you wouldn’t have to, Savvy. Your mama pushes you because she thinks you have to climb the corporate ladder to stay on it.” He wagged a finger at her.


She groaned, rolling her eyes. “Well, I am my mother’s daughter, and I feel most secure knowing that if either of you need me, I am in a position to help.”


Mama carried two, sometimes three jobs when Savvy and her brothers were little to make sure they were fed, that their shoes fit, and that they could participate in sports or other activities. Their dad had a wandering eye and left to be with another woman, leaving Mama to be Wonder Woman for the family. Savvy missed one first-grade field trip due to a lack of funds, and Mama worked herself ragged to avoid that ever happening again. Pops never really got his shit together, losing touch with Savvy when he started his third family.


“The roof money is from a rainy-day fund, and if you think about it, those rainy days are exactly what we need to keep out of this house. I can do my renovations anytime.” She offered Uncle a crooked smile.


He shook his head, annoyed at her humor. “I know you’re itchin’ to redo that kitchen.”


She stood, ready to leave before he could march into an assessment of her current setup. An updated kitchen was at the very top of her bucket list. “I am. But you always came through for me. Let me do that for you.”


He pursed his lips, offered his cheek, and she leaned in to kiss it.


“You’ll be back on your feet in no time. In the meantime, call me whenever you need. Got that?”


“Mmm-hmm. Love you, Baby Girl.”


“I love you more, Uncle.” Savvy winked at him and turned to leave. “Let me know when you and Miss Mabel go out on your hot date!”
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On a Sunday afternoon, the lobby lacked its typical fluorescence, lit only by the sunshine streaming in through tinted windows. After walking down the hall, past the staff lounge, Savvy stopped at a large white board where the team tracked monthly goals, upcoming deadlines, and bar charts reflecting the production numbers of each team member. So far, her monthly numbers were far ahead of the rest of the other underwriters, but she had several big deadlines coming up that would catapult her further ahead. If she could stay consistent in her output, Mama believed the boss would have no choice but to recognize that hard work with a promotion.


The space was quiet except for the hum of the copy machine. Savvy unlocked her office, surveying the room. The L-shaped desk had an in-box overflowing with file folders. Degrees hung on the wall, and a desk calendar of highlighted deadlines lay flat on top of a short bookcase with her bamboo plant. She switched her cell phone to a Do Not Disturb setting, as she did every workday. Just for a couple of hours.


After stretching her fingers, she connected her laptop to its docking station, and two oversized monitors flashed awake. She answered the most urgent emails: Savvy, can you explain the product details to this client? Can you prep our help desk team to answer questions about insurability? She received a response from her boss, Warren, thanking her for the millennial data points she’d emailed that morning—they were exactly what he needed. Relieved, she logged into the client database system, reaching for the first file in her in-box.


Mama would have been all too happy for Savvy to become a doctor, but she was too squeamish to look at injuries and illness firsthand, so she focused her studies in public health policy. She’d gotten a paid internship her senior year, and she’d found the work so intuitive that her boss made her a job offer before graduation. Nothing made Mama prouder. Ultimately, Savvy postponed work to go to grad school, but the job offer remained secure. Over the years, she gained the trust and respect of her team, climbing from junior underwriter to underwriter within the span of a few short years. In this role, Savvy reviewed applications for life insurance to determine insurability.


Work kept her busy enough to shrug off any outside drama and she liked it that way. She never felt pressure from the team to work harder or faster. Instead, it was her mother’s voice ringing in her ear, continually nudging Savvy to set the bar higher.


She kept a framed photo of Mama on her desk, embracing Savvy at her high school graduation. Mama decided to quit her third job the same week that photo was taken, with Savvy going to college on a scholarship that included a partial living stipend, and her two brothers going into funded graduate and doctoral programs. Mama came home the night before graduation and found Savvy on the couch reading a book. “Savannah Joy, what have I told you about putting your feet up on this couch?”


She huffed in frustration, not wanting to pull herself from the world she read about. “Not to.” Setting her book down, she unfolded her legs, letting her feet skim the floor. “How was work?”


Mama reached over and tucked hair behind Savvy’s ear with spindly fingers. “No more night shifts,” she said softly.


“Really? For good?” For as long as she could remember, Mama had worked a full-time nine-to-five at the bank, a weekend part-time job in retail, and a night shift a few days a week stocking shelves at a local market. She would come home with weary shoulders, pinched high from stress and worry.


Mama nodded, eyes crinkling at the corners the same way that Uncle’s did. The only lines that ever broke through her smooth, coppery skin. “For good, Baby. You did good.” She pointed at Savvy.


“But what about the weekend job?” Mama never got enough rest.


She batted away the thought with her hand. “Now, you know you still need books and things for your dorm room. And I’ll get more rest now, so please stop worrying.” She always read the minds of her children.


Savvy sighed. “I just don’t want you to have to work so hard. I feel bad.”


“Nope, we don’t do pity parties.” She squeezed her shoulder. “Listen to me, Savvy. It takes hard work to care for yourself and the people you love. Your Granny and PopPop worked their fingers to the bone, but they were proud of what they were able to do for this family.


“Look at this house they bought us. This is going to be yours one day. Good things come from hard work, Baby. This is what we do,” she’d said.


“This is what we do.” Savvy’s office phone rang, pulling her out of her reverie. No one but Mama and Uncle knew the direct line once she transitioned from a cubicle into an office. Jason lost his privileges after he chewed out the team’s file clerk, who had been tasked with screening Savvy’s calls. “Hello?”


“Baby Girl, you really put your foot in this food.”


His voice brought a curve to her lips. “Hey, Uncle. I’m so glad you like it!”


“Is there anyone who hasn’t liked your cooking? I’m telling you, you ought to cater. Or write a cookbook.”


She laughed. “Maybe a cookbook one day. I don’t think catering is all that appealing—I just like to cook for people I love.”


“Hmm. That’s what makes it so good. That’s how your granny’s food was too. Cooked with love.”


“Yeah. And a whole lot of chili peppers.” They laughed.


“You making progress?”


“I need about two hours to knock out some files, and then I’ll head home. I promise.”


“Two hours and not a second more. It’s Sunday, young lady. Make sure you take some time to rest.”


She reached for a framed photo of her uncle next to Mama’s. “You’re right. I’ll try, Uncle.”


“Mmm-hmm. I love you, niece.”


“I love you more.”


They hung up, and Savvy opened the file in front of her, grabbing a ballpoint pen for notations. Getting into a steady rhythm, she pulled new files from the in-box on her left and made a pile of completed files on her right. When her fingertips found the bottom of her in-box, she looked up to make sure she’d reached the end, and her eyes caught the clock. Three hours had flown by. Cringing, she turned over her phone and saw a missed text from Jason. Headed back to your place. See you soon. Shit.


When Savvy pulled into her driveway, Jason’s black Explorer sat parked on the street as if keeping watch. Maybe he won’t make it a big deal this time. She glanced at herself in the rearview, fluffed her hair, and pressed her lips together, making sure her lip gloss was evenly applied. She stepped out of the car and grabbed her purse.


“Nice evening for a stroll.”


Savvy’s spine snapped straight at the deep, unfamiliar voice behind her, and she turned in its direction slowly. That same, dusty guy from the morning walked past with his chocolate Lab. The man had smooth brown skin and a bright smile. His jeans were torn at the knees and covered in dirt; a gaping hole in the seam of his white T-shirt exposed rippled flesh beneath. He stood there in those dirty work boots, back straight, arms hanging at his sides. Her mind raced to process what was happening. Is he homeless? He definitely didn’t live in this neighborhood, but now she’d seen him outside her house twice in one day.


He smiled again, curving lips framed by deep dimples. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. I just figured I’d say hi.”


Tightening the grip on her purse, she gave him a tight smile. “Hi, how you doin’?” Damn my mother and these manners! She waited for the response, expecting him to ask for cash.


He cocked his head to one side. “I’m good, thanks. You?”


She hesitated, watching his chest rise and broaden as he inhaled. “Uh, good. You have a good evening.”


He smiled once more, shaking his head as he led his dog farther down the street.


Savvy rushed up to the front door, which was unlocked. “Hello?” she called, as she locked the door behind her, kicking off her shoes.


“I’m in here,” Jason called.


She passed the kitchen and dining room, and stepped into the living room, full of warm light, noticing that the edges of pale blue paper on the accent wall were beginning to lift. Jason sat in the middle of a worn chenille love seat, legs spread wide enough to leave no space for her to sit comfortably. A Clippers game played on the flat-screen TV.


She leaned over the arm of the love seat, kissing his thick lips. He smelled of fresh soap and cocoa butter. He’d stopped wearing her favorite cologne a while ago. “Hey, Babe. How was your day?”


He grunted, licking his lips, as she sank into the sofa against the wall. She folded her legs under herself, ignoring her mother’s voice admonishing Savvy for having her feet on the couch.


“Where you been?” He averted his eyes from the television long enough to give her a sideways glance, his husky voice heavy with tension.


Her stomach turned, but she put on her best smile. “Remember? I had to go and see my uncle, and then I had to run errands.” She pressed her lips together. Liar.


He stared at the TV screen. “Errands, huh.”


She ignored the judgment in his tone. “Well, how was your day?”


He paused. When they first got together, he never held back what he thought. Back then, they told each other everything, and that level of openness refreshed them both—their previous relationships had ended due to poor communication. Savvy remembered sitting with him at Santa Monica Pier, talking for hours, never worried or self-conscious about sharing. Around the time that Savvy got her last promotion, they started avoiding certain subjects. “You’ve been acting different lately. You’re always so busy, even on the weekends.”


“I have a whole job, Jay—one I intend to keep. They have me working on extra client accounts to help team members, and I really want my boss to see me as reliable. He told me that there’s going to be an opportunity for promotion, and I really want it.”


“Is that why you decided to hide the fact that you went to work today?” Jason’s tone dripped with judgment.


Savvy flinched. “I…”


He leaned forward, elbows resting on his knees. “Don’t bother trying to deny it. Did you go shopping at all today? I don’t see any bags.” He eyed her, and guilt fell into the pit of her stomach.


“I was going to—I need some new slacks for work.”


“You just bought some a couple months ago.”


“Yeah, but the material between my thighs rubs and wears out. Then the seams fray and split, so they need to be replaced.” She bit her lip, embarrassed by the admission.


“So, it sounds to me like you could be putting that work energy to better use in the gym. You’re trying too hard to please your family.”


Pump the brakes. “Let’s not bring family into this. I may not have a lot of time for the gym, but I cooked us a healthy dinner last night. Remember?” Her voice took on a pleading tone that had become all too familiar; one that she never had before him. “And the salmon with roasted brussels sprouts that we’re having tonight is unhealthy? I make an effort, Babe.”


Her pleading tone calmed him slightly; he settled back into the love seat. “Fine, you know how to cook healthy food, but you still care more about a promotion than you do about anything else. You’re becoming one of those women who puts their career before their men.”


And that’s bad? “Come on, Babe. I care about you. That job gives us some benefits too, though, right? Maui?” she asked in a soothing tone. Their trip was a full week of sunshine and beaches, with a drive to the summit of the volcano and a hike to some of the most beautiful waterfalls Savvy had ever seen. I thought we’d never been happier. “With a promotion, we could go somewhere farther. You’ve always wanted to spend time in Europe, right?”


He blew out a sharp breath, running his hands over his face. “Listen, I’m trying to be supportive, but you have to give me something worth supporting.”


“You’re right, Baby. I’m sorry, I’ll make more of an effort.” Not wanting to fight, she shoved it all down. Again. She blinked hard to hold back tears. “Listen, I’ll go get dinner started.”


He turned the game back on and grunted. She moved toward the kitchen, allowing the tears to fall silently once her back was turned.


“Babe, dinner’s ready! I’m going to set it out in the dining room.”


“Be there in a second.”


Savvy basted the herb-roasted salmon with residual butter after placing four fillets on a platter with lemon wedges. In a ceramic dish, roasted brussels sprouts with caramelized edges received a drizzle of balsamic glaze. She carried the dishes to the next room and set them on the round wooden dining table her mother had left behind before returning to the kitchen for the simple arugula salad with halved cherry tomatoes and sliced shallots.


By the time she returned to the dining table, Jason was seated, pouring himself a glass of wine. Savvy pushed an empty glass toward him, hoping the sauvignon blanc would dull the tension between them. She sat, placing the salad on the table, as he handed her a glass. “Thank you.”


He grunted, and she wrung her hands nervously.


“So my uncle asked about you, said to tell you hi,” Savvy lied to break the ice.


Jason shook his head. “You know your uncle doesn’t even like me. I’m sure if he asked about me, he had something slick to say.”


Savvy’s shoulders tensed defensively. “He likes you just fine. He’s just protective. He helped raise me.”


“Mmm-hmm. He reminds me every time I see him.” Jason licked his lips, eyeing the food. The last time Jason came around the family, he’d gotten the third degree from Uncle Joe. A real estate agent working for his family’s agency, Jason had yet to make a sale on a home, but he’d sold two parking spots in a condo building and a boat slip in the marina. It took him four years to make his first sale, thanks to the coddling of his doting mother.


In college, he had been all ambition and potential, but then they’d graduated college after the subprime crash hit the housing market hard. Frustrated by the turned economy that delayed his dreams to sell million-dollar estates, all of Jason’s ambition had recessed with the market. Thanks to his mom’s success and drive, the business had stayed afloat, but any nudge Jason received to get his head back in the game was ignored or met with resistance. Uncle had told him in no uncertain terms that if he was going to be with Savvy, he needed to be about his business. It hadn’t gone over well, and it had been hanging over them ever since.


They made their plates in silence, squeezing lemon over the salmon and the salad, taking their first bites without looking at each other. As Savvy sampled the fish, she closed her eyes, tasting the unctuous texture that melted into the smoothness of the butter, the mélange of fresh herbs crisped by the oven, the brightness of the lemon. She opened her eyes to Jason staring at her. Covering her mouth as she chewed, she asked, “Everything okay? Do you need me to grab something from the kitchen?”


He shook his head. “The food’s great.” He took a big gulp of wine and leaned toward her. “Listen, Sav, I have a lot of love for you, but I don’t really see this working out.” He took another bite gingerly, averting his eyes.


Savvy stared at him in disbelief. Was this really happening? “Say what now? You don’t see what working out, Jay?” She bit her lip, wondering if she really wanted the answer.


“I think we should just chalk it up to incompatibility. Look, let’s just finish the meal, okay?” He refused to look at her as he stabbed a brussels sprout with his fork.


“Jason, we’ve been together for six years. You don’t think I deserve more of an explanation than ‘incompatibility’?! Please just say it, whatever ‘it’ is.”


Was he cheating? Savvy chided herself. She had been working too hard and given him time to find someone else. How long had he been seeing her?


He leaned back in his chair, holding out a hand to calm her. “Just remember, you asked.” His shoulders relaxed, as if a burden had been lifted. “Now don’t take this the wrong way, but I think it’s time I start looking for an upgrade.”


An upgrade? “What is that supposed to mean, Jay? Upgrade what?” Filled with disbelief, she could only stare at his fingers fidgeting with the stem of his wineglass.


“Let’s face it, Savs. You let yourself go, and you know it. That’s why you cringe when I touch your stomach, and you got all red talking about needing pants.” Eyes focused on the ceiling; he refused to speak his mind while looking her in the eye. “I haven’t seen you work out in months. You stay home on weekends to work more hours, and the only thing that’s changed these last few years is your weight going in the wrong direction. I’m about forward progress, and you no longer fit my plan. Literally.” He sucked his teeth, dipping his head to take another bite.


She gasped, his words slapping her across the face. Her cheeks grew hot, and though anger boiled inside of her, her eyes welled with tears. Nothing is ever good enough.


He continued, mouth full. “You haven’t bothered to update anything about yourself. I mean, cut your hair, or get a makeover! You’re probably the only girl in the world who could stand to be a little more high-maintenance. I have new clients lined up at work, and my career is about to take off—I can feel it. I need someone who has time to support me and you ain’t got time unless it’s about your promotion.”


Savvy watched his face, waiting for him to fire off more ammunition, but it never came. He had nothing left to say.


“So I should put you and your career before me and mine?” Savvy tried to hold on to her calm, but her voice trembled with incredulity.


“I’m not going to bother asking you, Savvy. You can’t do it. You already put your career before yourself. Just look in the mirror.” He looked at her in the eye for the first time, venom in his eyes.


“Get the fuck out of my house.” Her voice shook, the words spilling out haltingly. How did I not see this coming?


He stood, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand, mumbling a thanks for dinner. He grabbed his keys from a table by the front door, twisted them around to remove his key to her house, and walked outside. Savvy stared after him, jumping as the front door slammed shut.


Swearing to herself, she rushed to follow him, immediately regretting what she’d said, trying to figure out a way to fix all of this, but he moved too quickly. He rounded the back of his truck and unlocked the driver’s-side door with his key fob. He didn’t even look back.


Her mouth gaped as he revved the engine and pulled away from the sidewalk. “Jason! Wait!”


Jason sped down the block, leaving Savvy hugging herself, alone on the sidewalk. Feeling the buzz of her phone in her pocket, her stomach turned as his name appeared across the screen.


I’m done, was all the message said.


She stood there, arms hanging at her sides, gulping for air. Her face grew hotter as the first tears fell. She almost jumped out of her skin when a voice behind her cut through the quiet.


“Hey, are you alright?”


She jumped. There he was again. The homeless guy with his chocolate Lab was walking back in the opposite direction. Concern creased between his furrowed brows, and he ran a hand over the day’s stubble sprouting from his chin.


“Jesus, you are everywhere!” Embarrassed, Savvy wiped tears from her cheeks. “I’m sorry, but now isn’t a good time, sir.” She started back toward the house, but turned to yell at him, pointing her phone in his direction. “And I don’t carry any cash on me!” She looked back and saw his puzzled expression, his eyes wide as she slammed the front door closed.
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“What did that moron say to you? An upgrade?” Joan bounded into the living room to find Savvy nursing a glass of bourbon on the floor, her back against the sofa. “Let me have a sip of that,” she drawled. Joanie’s Southern accent was always more pronounced when she was angry. Or drunk. She sat on the floor next to Savvy—her muscular thighs flexing in biker shorts under her favorite Braves jersey. She twisted the bill of her baseball cap from the side of her head to the back so that she could pull Savvy close.


“Moron? That fool is one stupid muthafucker!” Maggie called, striding in behind Joan. Her tall hourglass build housed the biggest voice box in Los Angeles. Thick thighs and ass, big boobs, perfect brows, volume set to loud even in the library. Maggie never cared to use her inside voice—everything about her was loud and proud. She wore hot-pink and lime-green sneakers with tight blue jeans and a black cropped T-shirt featuring the silhouette of a Black woman sporting her natural hair. She couldn’t care less if a bit of her belly poked out over her jeans—her motto was “let them look.” She perched on the arm of the love seat and gestured toward Savvy. “Spill it.”


Savvy recounted the dinner to her friends between sips of bourbon, gulping down the rest of her glass when she finished. “So, to sum up, I’ve taken a downward trajectory in the girlfriend viability category. A strong work ethic and some extra weight was enough to send him running. Somehow I found a man literally triggered by my drive for success.”


“He’s lucky I don’t have his address,” Maggie quipped, drinking bourbon straight from the bottle after refilling Savvy’s glass.


We’re all lucky.


Two hours later, Joan was treating them to her best impersonation of Beyoncé singing “Upgrade U” and dancing wildly around the living room until Savvy erupted in fits of laughter. She could not have asked for better friends.


The next day, Savvy sat at her desk and shut her eyes, cursing her friends as she felt the familiar throb that came after consuming too much liquor.


I need more coffee.


The break room buzzed with Monday-morning energy. She grabbed one of her oversized mugs from a cupboard above the sink, shoving it under the spout of the Keurig machine. She turned and offered quick smiles to her coworkers hovering over a big box of warm Krispy Kreme donuts as she dropped in a K-Cup. She bit her lip, eyeing a chocolate glazed donut. Have some willpower, Savs. Jason said to look in the mirror.


She let her office door close softly behind her as she nursed the hot mug of cinnamon-flavored coffee. Files covered most flat surfaces in her office. Sitting at her desk, she immediately shoved a framed photo of her and Jason in Hawaii into a drawer.


Instead of attacking the mountain of files on her desk, Savvy stared down at the park outside. Though technically still winter, Southern California in early March offered warm sunshine without a cloud in sight. Sunlight danced on the green leaves of gently swaying trees. Her office phone rang, and she reached for the receiver before it rang a second time.


“Savannah Sheldon.”


“Savs. Kotter here. Just checking in on you. You sound so professional, girl!” Joan’s upbeat, good-natured twang offered a welcomed excuse to continue procrastinating. Named after her Big Mama in Georgia, Joan embodied the nurturing spirit and jovial temperament of her family’s matriarch. She playfully mimicked Savvy’s greeting in a high-pitched voice. “Savannah Sheldon.”


“Joanie.” Savvy eased back in her chair. “What are you up to, aside from keeping me off the ledge?”


“You know, girl, the usual. Working on an ad campaign for this new tequila brand that’s supposed to replace the need for light margaritas. All you need are a couple of limes, and a salted rim.” Exasperation weighed heavily in her voice, and Savvy pictured her sitting on the edge of her desk staring at a bottle of this new tequila. “I always thought if you were going to drink your lunch, you wouldn’t really worry so much about calories.”


“For real, some margaritas have more calories than the meal. I do love good tequila, though. Any good lines for the ad yet?”


“Nope, I’m at a standstill. The ones I’ve got so far are complete shit. Figured it was the perfect time to give you a call. How’s the office?”


Savvy surveyed the mountains around her desk and rolled her shoulders back away from her ears. “I’m swamped. I haven’t read a single file or email yet. Barely got a cup of coffee and just started staring out the window.”


Kotter didn’t say anything. Just listened, waiting for more. Savvy loved that she knew when to do that.


“How about Korean BBQ tonight? I’ll be here until at least seven, but that means we should miss the crowd. Honey Pig?”


“You do know my weakness, Savs.” Joanie’s voice held her smile, her accent drawing out her words, even though she tried to hide it. “Sounds good, let’s meet at 7:30? Here, tell me what you think: Perfect 10 Tequila—Atkins approved.”


Savvy scrunched her nose. “It’s already rivaling light margaritas, can’t you at least try to make it seem appetizing? No one will want it if it tastes like a diet in a glass. Bring in some sexy people with great abs and make a signature cocktail. Then I might actually try it.” Even though it sounds terrible.


She laughed. “Fair enough. I’ll bring you a bottle tonight with a bag of limes. Not a bad idea to bring in the guy, though. Perfect 10 Tequila cocktails are like hot guys in a bottle. They may be lean, but they’ll still get you into plenty of trouble.”


“See, go with that! I’m into it. If I’m drinking tequila, I’m definitely looking for trouble. You remember what happened last time.”


“Who could forget?” she joked.


Savvy laughed. Memories flooded back of their drunken girls’ night in San Diego. Something about a bartender licking salt from the palm of her hand made her shiver. “Okay, love, I’ve got to hit these files. I’ll see you at the restaurant.”


“Bet. Kotter out!”


Joanie’s dad, a retired Atlanta cop, had left his mark. She was forever using police jargon when she called, and she was not the friend to watch a Law & Order marathon with—she’d ruin the suspense by telling you everything procedurally wrong with the arrests.


The line disconnected, and Savvy poked her head out the door to see Lina, the file coordinator she shared with two other underwriters. A petite Chicana with a mane of thick brown hair, Lina ran circles around other coordinators with her keen attention to detail. “Good morning!” she answered brightly. “I saw you walk by earlier, and wow, your makeup looks great today!”


“Long story,” Savvy grumbled, tapping fingertips against the dark circles and puffiness below her eyes that she’d carefully covered with concealer. “Listen, which files have the Friday deadline? I know I still have a bunch out there in my file bin, but I have to plow through what I have in here first.”


Lina took a bite of her morning pastry as she answered, “Red ones first. I’ll weed out any in your in-box. Finish what you’ve got in there, and I’ll give you any remaining ones tomorrow. You can catch up on the rest Friday. No worries!”


Savvy sipped her coffee, looking around the L-shaped desk at four full file organizers that Lina had brought in that morning, along with an extra pile centered on the round conference table. Easily two hundred files, nearly half of them red. She felt sick as she thought about the paper waste. Though parts of the system were digital, the senior team could not agree on a plan for moving forward with a completely paperless process, so Lina kept massive file bins behind her cubicle, and Savvy purposefully avoided looking at its constant state of overflow. “Okay, sounds good. Can you handle my calls?”


“No problem, Savvy. Let me know if you need anything. I’ll make sure you’re not disturbed, and I’ll check in with you later to see about a lunch order.”


“Thanks, Lina, I appreciate it.”


Returning to the open file on her desk, she flipped through the insurance application, reading about the applicant’s medical history, then logged into the company’s database. She accessed an electronic version of the applicant’s medical records file, along with an in-person assessment report. This particular applicant was young, healthy, and in great shape. She signed off on a plus rating and tossed the file in an “outgoing” bin for Lina to pick up later.


Savvy turned back to stare out the window at the sunny day continuing without her. Impulsively, she opened the bottom drawer of her desk and looked down at the happy faces smiling up at her from Maui. Their tans made them darker than their typical matching golden brown, an aura of light surrounding them, her arms around Jason’s waist.


Look in the mirror.


Savvy’s bouncy curls were lighter in the sunlight, which reflected off her wire-rimmed glasses. The halter strap of her one-piece bathing suit showed above the neckline of a baggy Bruins T-shirt, which hung over a long sarong tied around her waist. One dimpled thigh protruded through a slit in the material. Because she’d turned and held on to Jason for the photo, her face was angled to show her profile, emphasizing her round double chin.


Jason stood proudly in board shorts. His strong arms and flat stomach reddened from his attempt at surfing the day before. Deep dimples and a sprinkling of dark brown freckles across the bridge of his nose accented his full lips.


Savvy’s fingers itched to reach for her phone, but she closed the desk drawer and looked back out the office window. Women pushed strollers, a couple of people walked their dogs, and a handful of joggers made their way around the park. She imagined herself down there jogging with them, pictured her face beet red, sweaty, and gasping for air. A trainer wouldn’t be a terrible idea…


While Jason surfed in Maui, she’d sat on the beach watching. She refused to take off her sarong, wading only a couple of feet into the water before retreating to her towel. Eventually, she took off the T-shirt, but she was too self-conscious about her belly, her breasts spilling over the top of her halter. If she’d had her college figure, solid and smooth, she still would have been nervous to show it off, but the threat of a little extra jiggle wouldn’t have stopped her from surfing and snorkeling. Maybe Jason was right. Her shyness about her body had turned into ignoring it completely until she was forced to buy new clothes.


Savvy picked up the office line, tempted to call him, but she heard Mags and Kotter screaming at her to stop. Setting down the receiver, she reached for another red file.


The sunshine outside the window faded, turning fluffy clouds vivid shades of orange and pink. Her nose buried in another file, Savvy jumped when the phone rang. Without thinking or checking the caller ID, she picked up the phone, still concentrating on the medical records in front of her.


“Savannah Sheldon.”


“Good, you’re at work. You can’t have your employer thinking that you don’t value the opportunity that you have. And sit up straight, you know I hate it when you slouch over your desk.”


Savvy’s back snapped straight on cue, her chin lifted, and she started to roll her eyes, but Mama always knew. She didn’t dare sigh, still believing that her mother could pop her through the telephone. “Hey, Ma. Yes, I’m at work. Thank you for calling to check on me.”


“Savannah Joy, you know damn well I called to do more than check on you.”


“You talked to Uncle.” She groaned internally.


“Yes, I spoke with Joseph. You cannot keep wasting your savings on that house! Yes, your grandparents lived there. Yes, you have memories. And where are your memories now?” Her accent grew stronger when she raised her voice. Born in Bangkok and raised in South Central, Mama had a powerful demeanor that made up for her small stature. Her no-nonsense approach and incessant rule following at the bank made her the regional manager’s favorite—she was offered the branch manager role several times, but she preferred to remain assistant manager to work more closely with the tellers. Patrons all over South LA were terrified of Savvy’s five-foot-nothing mother. “Savannah Joy?”


Damn. She’s middle-naming me. “In my head,” she muttered.


“That’s right. So if memories are in your head, why the hell do you keep dumping money into that rickety old house?”


She leaned forward, elbows propped on the desk, holding her chin in her hand. “Come on, you know that Granny and PopPop’s house means a lot to me. It means something to Uncle too.”


“Yes, well if Joseph hadn’t spent his savings on those silly instruments, he could be repairing the house. It’s his house to do with as he pleases. You should be saving that money to renovate your house.” Her stern voice took Savvy back to all the times she got in trouble as a kid. “And I thought I told you to sit up,” Mama snapped.


She leaned back, straightening each vertebra one at a time. “Okay, Ma. I’m sitting up.”


“Maggie told me that you and Jason broke up. Good. Now where are you on that promotion?” Savvy had been best friends with Maggie and Joanie since sixth grade. They met at a tennis summer camp and had been thick as thieves ever since. Mama had become a second mother to both of them, and she started checking in on Maggie regularly after her mom died two years ago.


She always hated Jason. “Mom, it’s not that easy. More than half of the team are vying for that spot, and I’m one of the most junior people on the underwriting staff.”


“So? Don’t you work hard the way I taught you? We’re talking about your security here, Savannah.”


She exhaled softly. Since she was six years old, her mom had lectured on how she needed to be financially independent and never have to depend on a man. And, of course, it stemmed from Savvy’s dad leaving. The boy Mama met from around the way when she was fifteen.


Being the youngest child, and only daughter, Savvy was always in awe of her mom. She saw how tired she was working three jobs to make ends meet; her brothers were always too busy with sports or their friends to notice. “My savings are doing fine, Ma. All of my bills are paid, my car is paid off, and I increased my retirement withholdings. You taught me well.”


She harrumphed and continued. “How much money did you give Joseph?”


“Mom…”


“I asked you a question, Savannah Joy.”


Shit. “Yes, ma’am. I gave him $900. That’s not a terrible amount of money for a roof repair.”


“Okay, first, it is a lot of money. Second, where do you think this ends? You already helped repair the front steps. Next is the porch, or the water heater, or another hole in the roof. That house needs a complete overhaul. Better to tear it down and start over.”
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