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Praise for Zora Books Her Happy Ever After


“McCoy expertly crafts a well-balanced love triangle between empathetic and passionate characters—and delivers plenty of comic relief in the form of Zora’s lovable matchmaking grandmother. Readers will delight in cheering on this strong heroine.”


—Publishers Weekly, starred review


“A beautiful love letter to Washington, D.C., #BlackLove, and cozy bookstores…. Taj McCoy serves up heart, humor, and spice that romance readers have come to expect [and] an added mystery that’s sure to delight fans.”


—Charish Reid, author of The Write Escape


“Books, humor and two handsome men vying for bookstore-owner Zora’s affections, what more can you want in a story? Zora Books Her Happy Ever After is the perfect read!”


—Catherine Adel West, author of The Two Lives of Sara


“The love McCoy has for literature, D.C. and Black women winning is as authentic as the first editions Zora collects and the two fine Black men vying for her heart. Pour yourself a drink and kick your feet up with this one because McCoy delivered!”


—Lane Clarke, author of Love Times Infinity


“Taj McCoy delivers a love triangle that romance fans will go gaga for… Heartfelt, hilarious, and deliciously sexy.”


—Sarah Echavarre Smith, author of On Location


“In this mouth-watering and mysterious romance, Taj McCoy champions writers, celebrates culture, and honors womanhood…all while tempting you with the very best guilty pleasure vibes.”


—Kai Harris, author of What the Fireflies Knew


“McCoy’s snappy dialogue, witty banter, and sizzling love scenes tackle a tricky feat: a convincing love triangle…. Taj McCoy is an author to watch!”


—Danielle Jackson, author of The Accidental Pinup


“Delightful and perfectly paced. Simply put, this book is magic.”


—Allison Ashley, author of Would You Rather


“I loved Zora’s fierce commitment to her community, her family, and her friends, but what really sizzled was Zora’s chemistry with both men as she decided which path would lead to her happily ever after. A sexy, affirming rom-com!”


—Farah Heron, author of Kamila Knows Best
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1


“Well, is he attractive? You know I don’t want no ugly great-grandbabies.”


“Granny!” Zora laughed, pulling books from the stocking cart to arrange on the shelving display for the storefront window. The sun poked through the cloudy morning, threatening to scorch another early September day. Opus Northeast had been open for less than fifteen minutes, and its owner was already rolling her eyes. Silly her for making the mistake of mentioning the man who hit on her as she walked from her parked car into the store. “There’s no such thing as an ugly baby.”


Granny Marion shook a ruby-red fingernail at her granddaughter. “Now, I know I taught you better than that. Ain’t no reason to lie, baby. You know good and well that the li’l girl two doors down from you has one, bless his heart.”


Zora stifled a snort as she stacked middle-grade fantasy books next to some young-adult ones. Stories of witches, magic, and other worlds rich in cultural traditions and majesty. Running her fingers over the foiled titles of their hardcover jackets, she pictured her younger self staring into the window in awe, ready to devour each word in the safety of her cozy bedroom fort. Her parents would shake their heads in amusement before turning her loose in the children’s section. She’d beg to take home every new story that she hadn’t previously spent hours poring over, eventually convincing her parents to allow her a new armful. “That baby is cute. He just has a big head.”


“Hmmph. I think the word you’re looking for is oblong. And why are his eyes so big?” Granny Marion widened her eyes until they bulged behind her wire-rimmed glasses, her taut brown skin hugging high cheekbones and a proud forehead. Her long, salt-and-pepper hair twisted neatly into a bun at the nape of her neck—a nostalgic reminder of her past as a professional dancer turned dance teacher. Every move of her petite frame flowed with grace and intention, even when she ridiculed their neighbor’s newest family addition.


“Granny.” Zora squeezed out from the window front, smoothing her hands over her shapely figure clad in her usual skinny jeans, camisole and cardigan—today’s was hip length and plum colored. She loved a layered look, and her sweater matched her matte lipstick perfectly. “I’m sure he’ll grow into his features as he gets older.” She leaned down to kiss her grandmother on the cheek. “Remember, I had to grow into my smile—I had that awful headgear the orthodontist made me wear.”


For her entire fifth grade year, Zora had been plagued with jeers and jokes about the metal contraption affixed to her upper jaw to help with her overbite. Her only reprieve was when she ate, but even then, her classmates would tease Zora about her protruding front teeth. She’d sit with her closest friends on benches outside to avoid the meanest kids posted up at tables in the cafeteria.


Granny Marion kissed her granddaughter back, eyes sparkling. “Mmm-hmm, I remember. That gear gave you character. But there ain’t no headgear to fix a misshapen head, baby.”


“Jesus.” Zora shook her head, unable to hide her smile. She grabbed Granny’s hand, entwining their arms, and led her farther into the store. “So what are your plans for today?”


They walked past rows of bookshelves, display tables full of must-read paperbacks, and the checkout counter to a large corner filled with comfortable furniture for patrons to enjoy their purchases. Four-top tables lit with antique desk lamps were often filled with college students studying or local writers needing a change of venue. Against the farthest wall stood a coffee kiosk operated by a local Black-owned coffee shop and bakery. “I’m going to grab myself a latte and a breakfast bagel before I enjoy today’s newspaper.”


Granny Marion visited the store daily without fail, only deviating slightly from her routine when the Kerri’s Coffee kiosk sold holiday-inspired treats and she craved a holiday spice latte with a splash of eggnog instead of her regular skim latte. From open to close, Granny was often the one constant, greeting patrons, playing with kids, sharing her favorite reads and best cake recipes and reading her morning paper. She set her newspaper down on her favorite plush, high-backed chair in the reading corner, winking at the barista as they neared the coffee kiosk. “Hey there, young man, how you doin’ today?”


As they approached, Brian, a shy college sophomore, circled in front of the kiosk to wrap his arms around her. “Good morning, Ms. Marion. I’m doing good. How you doin’?” He waved at Zora. “Hey, Z.”


“What up, B?” Zora slapped him five and grabbed her usual from the counter—a raspberry cheese Danish and an oat milk latte. Before she could grill Brian about his upcoming calculus exam, the bell on the front door jingled. She raised her latte in thanks, and left her grandmother to chat. On Zora’s way to the front, she picked up a folded paper towel from the floor and chucked it into a waste bin. “What’s this doing here?”


Rushing in with several bags in her hands and flushed cheeks was Emma, Zora’s best friend and roommate. Her box braids were swept up into a high bun and framed by a colorful head wrap. Big hoop earrings barely skimmed the shoulders of her chambray dress shirt, which was tied at the waist over a colorful pleated skirt. “Girl. It’s already hot out there—I’m sweating! Now, don’t get mad. I know I’m late.”


Zora bit into her Danish and chewed, waiting. “I’m not mad.” Ain’t nothin’ new.


“It’s just that, I don’t even know how to tell you this…” She shoved her bags into a cabinet under the checkout counter, clenching and releasing her hands as she shuffled from one foot to the other nervously.


Zora sipped her latte, side-eyeing her friend. Nothing was new about these antics. “Rip the Band-Aid off, Em.”


She blew out a breath, grimacing. “I think I lost the inventory tablet. I couldn’t find it last night. It wasn’t in any of my bags or at home. I am so, so sorry. If we can’t find it, I promise I’ll pay for a replacement.” Emma wrung her hands. “I’m kinda hoping you can do your Zor-lock Holmes thing and help me retrace my steps.”


Emma lost everything. Back when they were college roommates, she lost her dorm keys the day she moved in. She lost her car in parking lots, lost her water bottle at yoga, and lost good wigs on multiple occasions when there was no logical reason for them to have been removed in the first place. One time she lost her date, which Zora never let Emma live down. Emma tried organizing differently, or keeping a note on her phone so that she knew where she parked, but then she’d lose her phone. Their freshman year Zora spent all of her free time retracing Emma’s steps to find her lost items, eventually printing instructions to call Zora onto adhesive labels to stick onto most of Emma’s property for the next time it went missing. They used Emma’s number originally, but she lost her phone more than anything else that she owned.


Chewing on a bit of Danish, Zora interlaced her fingers, pushing her palms out in front of her to stretch her arms before shaking them out at her sides. She tilted her head side to side, cracking her neck. “Okay, so you stayed to do inventory last night. What section were you working on?”


“Cookbooks.” Emma bit her lip.


Zora pulled her lips into her mouth, pressing them together as she nodded. “What did you eat for dinner?”


“I bought a chicken wrap from Brian, but then I wanted French fries, so I grabbed some duck fat fries from next door.” The bistro next door boasted New American cuisine with a hefty price tag.


“Ooo, I love those.” Now I want some.


“Right? They’re perfection.” Emma brought her fingertips to her mouth, kissed them and splayed them wide.


“Hmm.” Zora sipped her latte thoughtfully. This is too easy. “Did you check the bathroom? On top of the paper towel dispenser.”


Emma frowned, hugging her arms over her stomach. “Why would I check the bathroom? This isn’t like that time I ate those deep fried Oreos…”


Zora giggled. “I promise you, I wasn’t thinking of the day you blew up the bathroom. Honestly, I’d rather forget that one. Just go check.”


In a huff, her friend turned on her heel, walking back toward the coffee kiosk. “Hey, B! I’ll be right back for my coffee.” The bathroom door opened. “What the— How?” Emma rushed back, tablet in hand, mouth wide open. “How did you know it would be in the bathroom?” She plugged it into a charger hidden behind the counter and grabbed the backup, which was fully charged.


Zora sipped her latte, serving enough suspense to make her friend bounce with anticipation. “You had a chicken wrap and then ordered duck fat fries. You brought the food over to the cookbook section, but you always forget napkins, so you went to the bathroom. You carried the tablet with you, because you were worried you’d lose it. I found a paper towel on the floor next to the cookbook display.”


“So much for keeping it safe,” Emma muttered, eyeing it like the device betrayed her.


“It’s fine, we found the tablet, and now we can keep going through the inventory. Are you still on cookbooks?”


Emma nodded. “One last shelf, and then on to travel.”


“Okay, well let’s try to get through travel and self-help today? I want us to get through a full inventory sweep so that we can place our next orders and start planning out the short-story contest. We only have a couple of months left.”


“You got it. What are you working on today?” Emma leaned against the counter, looking surprised when Brian brought over her cinnamon-topped cappuccino. “You betta stop flirting with me, B!”


He grinned, walking back to the kiosk, as several shoppers wandered into the store.


“I’ve got social media posts, graphics for event flyers, and I’m trying to nail down this author for a book signing in two weeks.” Zora logged in to her workstation, climbing onto her black mesh-back stool at the main checkout desk of the bookstore.


Emma surveyed and greeted the guests, offering a friendly nod. “You know you could work in your office, Z. Take advantage of the peace and quiet? I can handle this out here while you get through some of that computer work.”


“I know you can, but I like it out here.” Zora shrugged.


Emma sucked her teeth. “You should be a professional people-watcher, girl.”


She chuckled in response. “It’s an addiction. I really can’t help it!” Zora watched her friend turn toward the cookbooks, but not before giving Granny Marion some sugar. Squeezing the matriarch’s hand, Emma plopped a big kiss on her cheek before leaning down to whisper something in her ear. Granny chuckled and they slapped five, as Emma strode to the cookbook display, sat cross-legged on the floor and started reviewing inventory figures on the tablet.


Z exchanged an amused look with her grandmother, who blew a kiss in her direction. Catching it, she touched the tips of her fingers to her cheek. She blew a kiss back and turned her attention to her computer monitor. After pulling up the bookstore’s calendar, she made a list of the upcoming events for the next three weeks, putting together digital flyers using templates she’d made previously. She added book covers and author photos to author event flyers, candid photos of regular customers highlighting some of their favorite reads that year, and a photo of Granny Marion reading to a group of children to publicize upcoming story time events. She dropped links to all of the graphics into her social media spreadsheet, where she scheduled out posts weeks in advance, complete with post language, hashtags, author account handles, and registration links. Such a Capricorn.


Being organized was how Zora had gotten the business running smoothly so quickly. After her father died, she’d received a generous inheritance that allowed her to purchase Opus Northeast from its previous owner, Ms. Betty. A bookseller for decades, Ms. Betty had decided to retire and move to Arizona to be closer to her grandchildren. Betty had known Zora since adolescence, and she was delighted to sell her store to someone who loved the place just as much as she did. Zora took great pride in updating Opus Northeast in a way that invited the community to come in and stay awhile.


After a couple of hours of events and social media planning, she moved on to email, deleting all of the spam before responding to emails from book distributors, patrons inquiring about upcoming releases not currently available for preorder, and local authors replying to her invitations for in-store author events. Looking down at her desk, she clicked her tongue at herself for leaving her breakfast sitting there as she worked. She had a habit of leaving food sitting next to her for hours as she zoned in on a task only to pick at it once it was cold. She popped the last of her flaky Danish into her mouth, as a new email hit her inbox. “Oh, my God.”


“What is it?” Emma asked curiously as she advanced toward the counter, setting a fresh latte in front of Zora.


“He said yes.” Her voice was barely above a whisper. She lifted the latte to her lips on autopilot, humming softly as she took in the scent. “Thanks.”


Her friend peered over her shoulder. “Is he who I think he is?”


Stunned, Zora looked up at Emma, her brows furrowed in confusion. “He said yes?”


“Are you having a stroke? I’m gonna need for you to use your words, sis.” Emma waved her hand in front of Z’s face.


She couldn’t find the words. Her mouth went dry. Helpless, Zora pointed to her computer screen.


Emma leaned forward. “‘Dear Ms. Dizon,’ blah blah blah. ‘I’ve spoken to Lawrence Michaels, and he would love to have an author event hosted at Opus Northeast! As you may know, he grew up not far from there, and he is excited for an opportunity to read an excerpt from Trial by Fire, which is also based in Northeast D.C. Following the reading, he can stay for a brief Q&A and a book signing,’ blah blah blah. Wow, are you freaking out right now?”


It was no secret that Zora had been crushing hard for years on bestselling author Lawrence Michaels, whose newest installment of his Langston Butler mystery thriller series was selling like hotcakes, and word on the street was that the first two books in the series were being optioned for film. Aside from being a local star, Lawrence’s good looks were undeniable. “I bet he’s tall,” Zora murmured, grabbing his book from a pile of new releases on the counter behind her. Opening the book to the author photo inside the back cover, she ran her fingertips over the image of his clean-shaven brown skin, a hint of a smile curving at the edge of his closed mouth. A cleft in his chin and strong jaw led down the column of his neck to broad shoulders cloaked in a dark blue blazer. “Wonder if he has dimples.”


Emma stared at her friend, pinging her eyes back and forth between Zora and the author photo. “I think you might need to break out the ol’ vibrator tonight, girl. This ‘hot for author’ thing is getting unhealthy. Look at you—you can barely string words together right now. What are you going to do when he gets here? Drool on him?”


Zora swatted her friend away. “I’m fine. It’s just… I didn’t think he’d actually be willing to come here.”


“Why? He’s too big and bad for Brookland? He’s from here!” Emma shoved her hands onto her hips.


Zora pulled at one of her tight curls, coiling it around her finger. “You know what I mean. Folks like that set their sights higher than modest indie bookstores like this. And he’s from Petworth.”


“He’s from D.C. And he could still be a total douche. Besides, when have you ever cared about someone having too much bravado to fit their big ass head through our doors? He’s lucky to be invited, girl. Don’t gas that dude up too much.” Emma dragged her fingers across her throat, deading the subject. She really should have gone to law school.


She struggled to find the words. “I just— I’m surprised is all.”


“‘Oh, Rexy, you’re so sexy.’” Emma quoted one of their favorite movie quotes from their college days—they’d scored a box of her sister’s old DVDs and binge-watched everything, but some lines stuck forever. Emma was forever quoting Empire Records, Center Stage, and The Cutting Edge. She curled her fingers into a claw and delicately pawed in Zora’s direction as she turned toward the travel section.


Exasperated, she pursed her lips, still tugging at her curls. “I hate you.”


“I heard that, heffa.”


Zora composed herself enough to get through her emails and to order inventory for upcoming book releases before taking her grandmother home, leaving Emma to close up the store. She helped Granny into the car, placing her purse and a hardcover book on the floor near her feet. Her elder scooped the book into her hands as Zora rounded to the driver’s side door.


“My, my, he sure is handsome.” Granny Marion surveyed the photo of Lawrence Michaels. “Now, this is as fine a specimen as any to help you give me some more great-grandbabies!”


Zora groaned. “Granny, we’ve been over this already. I don’t have time for babies right now, and I don’t even know this man! Don’t you want to meet him and make sure that he’s actually worth considering for such an important role?”


Granny reached over the center console of Zora’s Honda CR-V to pat her on the hand. “Times have changed, baby. Women are so much more independent now, like you. You know some women just go to a sperm bank when they want a child. They don’t wait around for no man. At least this way, you know what the guy looks like.”


Zora smirked, keeping her eyes on the road. “Are you telling me that I shouldn’t even bother dating? I should just find some eligible sperm from a handsome donor?”


Granny patted her thigh gently as if to chide her. “Handsome and intelligent. And from good stock according to that family memoir of his. Now, baby, I’m not the one who always makes dating excuses. You’re ‘too busy with inventory’ or ‘you want to create new opportunities for young writers’ or ‘you need to improve your social media numbers.’” She made air quotes, exhaling a heaving sigh. “You, my dear, are afraid.”


Zora sucked in a breath. “What could I possibly be afraid of, Granny? I own my own business, we have strong neighborhood support, and I may be able to duplicate this store in other parts of D.C. I will have time for the partner and the family, but this is my priority right now.”


Her elder tsked. “You’re thirty-five, baby. You and I both know that you don’t have a lot of years left to have your family. It could take decades to build your empire.”


“You’ve been asking me for great-grandbabies since I graduated high school!” Zora braked at a stoplight, turning to her grandmother.


“Which means you’ve left me waiting for seventeen years.” Granny Marion reached over the console again, gripping her hand. “You know Granny won’t be here forever, right? I am seventy-two years old, baby. I know I don’t look a day over sixty, but I got a few good years left ’fore the Lord takes me home.” Her soothing voice took a gentle tone that made it impossible to be mad at her.


Zora squeezed her grandmother’s hand. “You don’t look a day over fifty-five, and I hate when you say that.” She turned onto their street in Mount Rainier, Maryland. After pulling into the long, gravel driveway, Zora turned off the car and faced Granny Marion full on. “You’ve got a lot of years left, Granny. It’s you and me.”


The elder shook her head slowly. “Don’t get too comfortable. I’m here for a season, baby.” Granny turned toward the passenger door, easing it open carefully to avoid hitting her thriving perennials. Swinging her purse over her shoulder, Granny closed the door and rounded the back of the car.


Zora watched the way her grandmother swung her legs out of the car, gingerly placing each foot on the ground, and moved to help her climb the steps to a wide porch sporting red Adirondack chairs. Opening the front door, Granny immediately stepped out of her shoes, placed them on the shoe rack, and sighed happily as she poked her feet into her favorite fuzzy slippers shaped like little booties. She walked through the living room and past the dining room table to the expansive kitchen, with its massive island and leatherback stools. Zora took off her flats and locked the front door, following her grandmother to the kitchen.


“You know, baby, it sure will be nice to see you fill this house with a family. Now, don’t get me wrong. I adore Emma, but this is a whole lot of house for two bachelorettes.” Decades ago, when Zora’s grandfather passed, Granny transferred her interest in the house to Zora, deciding that she was happy to live there but didn’t need the benefits of ownership. She renovated her mother-in-law suite and moved into that section of the house when Zora was in high school—she and her parents lived in the main house. Granny rooted around in the refrigerator. “You’ve got some nice shrimp in here. How about a fresh salad?”


“Salad sounds perfect. I can make that for us,” Zora offered, assuming her grandmother would refuse like she always did.


“Nonsense. You’ve been working hard all day. I just read a couple of picture books and my newspaper. Oh good, you have everything I wanted.” Granny pulled out heads of little gem lettuce, raw shrimp, a container of hard-boiled eggs, some fried bacon, and fresh asparagus. She set all of her ingredients on the speckled quartz countertop and began rooting around in cupboards for a skillet and some bowls. “So tell me more about this handsome author you’ve got coming to the store. Why are you so smitten with him?”


Zora grabbed a bottle of chilled white Rioja from a wine fridge built into the island and poured them each a glass before sitting on a leather stool. “I don’t know if smitten is the word I would use, Granny. It’s just an innocent crush. I don’t know a ton about him outside of his books, but there’s just something about his writing that I find daring and intelligent. Plus, I like how he portrays Black women in his stories.”


Granny grabbed an array of spices from the cabinet and an empty spice jar. Using the palm of her hand instead of measuring spoons, she poured sweet and smoked paprika, cayenne, thyme, garlic powder, white pepper, salt, and onion powder into her hand one at a time, dropping the desired amounts into the jar. “Mmm-hmm. And how does he portray Black women?” After securing the lid to her spice jar, she shook it lightly until the seasonings were adequately blended together. She peeled and deveined large shrimp with deft fingers and a sharp paring knife, rinsing them with water and then blotting them dry with paper towels. In a bowl, she tossed the shrimp lightly in olive oil and then coated them with her blackening spices.


Zora watched her grandmother move around the kitchen comfortably, setting her skillet on the gas stove to sear off the shrimp. “It’s in the way that he shows the strength of a Black woman, and he doesn’t make them inferior to the men, even the main character. His famed private investigator relies on a Black woman, seen as his partner and equal, who really is the brains of the entire operation. It’s just refreshing that she doesn’t feel like a sidekick. She always ends up piecing things together for the PI.”


“Hmm.” The elder used tongs to place the shrimp into her hot pan coated in melted butter, patting dry her rinsed lettuce and tearing the leaves into two wide salad bowls. After turning the shrimp, she moved on to slicing the eggs, shallots, and asparagus. “Avocado?”


“Always.”


“So what if he looks nothing like his photo in real life? Would you still like him based on his writing?” Granny Marion pulled the seed from the avocado, peeling off the skin to neatly slice through the flesh. She made quick work of a lemon vinaigrette, setting a bowl in front of Zora before sitting next to her at the island. Grabbing hands, they lowered their heads. “Father, we thank You for this meal and for the blessings You bestow upon us daily. Bless this food, that it may nourish and sustain us, and bless our hearts that we endeavor to be more like You always. In the name of Your Son, amen.”


“Amen.” Zora’s eyes fluttered open to the sight of her grandmother staring at her. “Granny…”


“I’m waiting.” Her tone was gentle but firm.


Zora puffed out a breath. “Even if he doesn’t look exactly like his photo, yes, I’d like him because of his writing. I mean, I’ve never interacted with him, so he could be a hot mess or a complete jerk. Who knows?” She mixed the contents of her bowl to try and get all of the ingredients into a single bite. “So simple, but so delicious. I still don’t know why my vinaigrette never tastes like yours.”


The elder poked her fork around her bowl, loading it up. “I can tell you why, baby, but you’re not going to like the answer. The truth is you worry too much about precision when you should just cook the way you feel. We do this kind of cooking all the time, and you know my best ingredient is love.”


“Well, Grandma, I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about. I don’t know how to put love into my food, but I can use a recipe and follow it to have a consistent outcome.”


Granny tilted her head patiently. “You think too much. That’s always been your problem. I won’t say that I’m holding out hope for you with this author man, because I don’t know him from Adam, but I would love to see you start your family. I think that you’ll start to see that life is about more than a strict schedule and a task list. Plus—” she took a bite, then pointed her fork in her granddaughter’s direction “—I want my great-grandbabies.”


“Now, Granny, you know that the reminders don’t make this happen any faster. And now you don’t want me to do this the traditional way?”


“Traditional meaning what? I have to wait around for you to be open enough to date and be courted and then commit yourself enough to land a husband?” She leaned close to her granddaughter, looking her in the eyes. “You know I could go with you to one of those sperm banks, help you narrow down the field…”


“Granny! What are you talkin’ about right now? No! You are not coming with me to a sperm bank!” Zora tossed her head back and laughed. “I mean, yes, I am an independent woman, but I am traditional about some things. I just don’t have time to invest in a bunch of guys who aren’t going to lead me to what I want in life. Right now, I’m happy managing the bookstore and finding new ways to connect with our community. The man and the kids will come.”


“But will I still be around?” Granny stood, wrapping her arms around Zora. Holding her close, she whispered in her ear, “You know that twins and triplets run in our family, right?”


Zora burst out laughing, squeezing her grandmother’s arms as they crossed around her neck and shoulders. “What am I going to do with you?”


“Not nothing, baby.” Granny Marion smiled, heading toward the back door. She gestured toward the kitchen. “You got this?”


“Absolutely. You know, I think I figured out why you always like to cook at my place.” Zora’s eyes crinkled at the corners.


Granny smiled, tapping an index finger to her nose. “That’s right, no dishes. I’ll see you in the morning?”


“Yes, ma’am.” She watched her grandmother walk out the back door to the entrance of her own private mother-in-law-style suite—an English basement previously used as a rental property, accessible from the back patio via a stone walkway. Hearing her door shut, Zora heaved a sigh as she cleared away the plates and utensils, rinsing everything off, including the pan from the stove. She loaded the dishwasher before retiring upstairs to her bedroom.


In the spacious master suite, Zora dropped her purse on a tufted velvet bench at the foot of her massive bed. From it, she grabbed her laptop, which she set on the night table to charge. She stretched her bare feet on a fluffy area rug before heading into her bathroom to turn on the water in the standing shower. She eyed her soaking tub with longing but opted for the shower since she planned to tackle more inventory at the bookstore early the next morning. After stripping down, she smoothed her thick, dark curls into a bun, wrapped a scarf around her hair, and donned a shower cap with a decorative African print in royal blue, black, white, and a mustard yellow.


Steam enveloped her as she stepped inside the glass-encased shower; the high-pressure showerhead kneaded hot water into her shoulders. Washing the day from her face and body, Zora sighed happily, grabbing her favorite products from the teak bench she used to shave her legs or sit on when she wanted to steam. Feeling relaxed and exfoliated, she turned off the water and stepped into a soft bath sheet, which she wrapped around herself tightly.


“Zo?” a female voice called from her bedroom door.


“Em? Come on in.” Zora dropped her towel and grabbed a silk robe from a hook on her bathroom door, tying it around her waist before walking back into the bedroom. “How was closing, sis?”


Emma scuttled toward the bed in her house slippers. She’d already changed into a soft knit jumpsuit. She climbed onto the bed, tucking her feet underneath her. “Girl, it was fine. Things quieted down around eight o’clock, so I consolidated the clearance display and set out the new releases.”


“Perfect.” Zora curled one leg onto the bed, letting the other hang over the side. “We stayed fairly busy today.”


“I wasn’t sure you’d noticed.” A glint in her eye. “The way you were pawing that book, you seemed pretty distracted today.”


“Not you, too,” Zora groaned. “Granny gave me grief the entire drive home.”


“To be fair, he does look like a prime specimen to father your children.” Emma’s wry smile grew until she took a pillow to the face. “Ouch! Careful of my lashes—I drove all the way to Vienna for these.”


“You drove to Vienna, Virginia, for lash extensions?”


Emma shrugged, a smug smile curving her lips. “She’s that good.” Emma didn’t wear a lot of makeup; she focused on taking good care of her skin and was constantly reminding Zora to wear more sunscreen. Lash extensions and monthly pedicures were all she needed—her thick brows arched naturally and her strong cheekbones appled perfectly without any need for contour.


“Damn.” Zora propped herself against the pillows, looking across the room to a chaise longue with a pile of books to be read next to a lamp on a side table. Craft books purchased with the intent to figure out where and how to begin a story she’d been plotting out in her head for years. Something she put off for whenever she had some free time, which was never.


Emma leaned back against the upholstered headboard, stretching out her legs as she nudged Zora with her elbow. “Tell me what’s on your mind. You’ve gone all pensive.”


She considered lying, but her best friend would see right through it. “We’ve all been hyping this guy up, and I’m just trying not to be too hopeful. It’s all about bringing the shop excellent business, and Lawrence will be a big draw. I don’t even know why I’m thinking about him in this context anyway. You know I don’t have time to date anyone, but this one—”


“You like him. I know, girl. Listen, I won’t gas him up to you, but you have to promise you’ll stop drooling on the books. Deal?” Emma raised her brows in anticipation.


Zora stood, crossing the room to her walk-in closet. “Deal.” She ran a hand over her headscarf.


“What else is wrong?” Emma’s long legs strode across the room in fewer steps.


Zora pursed her lips. “What in the hell am I going to wear?”


Emma stared into Zora’s closet, littered with cardigans, work dresses, jeans, and suits. “You’re right. We’re going to need to do some shopping.”
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Only the rustle of drying leaves tousled by the breezy morning air, and the rumbling of water beginning to boil in Zora’s kettle, disturbed the quiet of 6 a.m. When she had the energy, Zora would rise an hour or two early to hit a barre class, ride her Peloton, or read books about the craft of writing. Her love of reading had developed early, back when her family still lived in the Bay Area—Zora’s parents built her a cozy reading nook out of an old shed in the backyard and asked family and friends to include an addition to Zora’s personal library in any birthday or Christmas gift. Soon, the shed could no longer hold all of Zora’s books, so she created her own library system, loaning out copies of her prized titles to her friends and classmates.


At their local public library, she’d been notorious for requesting that the librarians order more copies of new releases she was excited about. She’d volunteered to help organize the libraries at both her middle school and high school, often reaching out to authors via social media to inquire about book donations to local schools. She put MySpace and Facebook to use in high school to create community reading challenges and literacy programs. Zora never shied away from her identity as a bibliophile, and anyone who dared to tease her for it received an immediate clap back.


Losing her mother in high school had only intensified her love for books—she used them to process her feelings and escape from loneliness, especially when they relocated to D.C. to be closer to Granny. She’d dive into different worlds and chase the characters through their discoveries and challenges; her vivid imagination helped her picture everything transpiring on the page. Books helped her grieve and reflect on special memories.


It wasn’t until college, at Georgetown, that Zora discovered a love for writing. As she balanced courses for a double major in comparative literature and African American studies, Zora had been required to take an elective course that pushed her to explore and build new worlds, new characters, new conflicts of her own. That one class had her hooked; though her goal at the time had been to eventually become a librarian at the Library of Congress, she’d decided to minor in creative writing. Just in case.


After Georgetown, Zora got a master’s in library sciences from the University of Maryland. She initially intended to complete this degree in California, to return to the West Coast sunshine, but Zora had to admit that she’d fallen in love with seasons and atmosphere she only experienced on the East Coast. Then her father’s cancer returned, and she was grateful for the opportunity to be close to him—his passing came much quicker than anyone anticipated. The access to museums, the bustle of D.C.—even the chaos of snowy winters—brought Zora comfort. Plus, there was no way that she could leave Granny Marion.


Zora spent all of her summers and evenings after classes working in Ms. Betty’s bookstore, and as Zora prepared to start applying for library jobs, Ms. Betty shared that she wanted an apprentice to eventually take over the bookstore when she retired. Betty made Zora an assistant manager, then manager. Soon, Zora ran the entire day-to-day while Betty spent time traveling to see her grandchildren in Arizona. Zora became the obvious successor of Opus Northeast, and the plans to become a librarian dissolved as she became a bookstore owner—her parents left her a trust for when they passed, which made the store purchase possible.


Zora poured the scalding water into her coffee press to steep and turned to gaze at a large family photo on the wall. Her parents, her half sister, Tessa, ten years older and from her father’s previous marriage, and young Z smiled at her. Zora’s dad had insisted on professional photos after finishing chemo, and when Zora’s mom was killed months later in a car accident, they were grateful to have captured those moments together. Zora was still staring at the photo when Granny crept in the back door.


“Hey, sugar, what are you doing up so early?” Catching her eye, Granny stepped closer to Zora, grasping her hand. “You know, they’d be so proud of you, baby,” she whispered gently, her voice catching. She leaned her head against Zora’s arm.


Granny was a firm believer that children should never die before their parents—for her it wasn’t just terrible luck, it was a crime against nature. Before Zora’s mother died, Granny had been an avid traveler; she was active in the community, pushing council members to approve initiatives that promoted equity and inclusion, and ran her own book club with her close girlfriends. She was still taking on clients for private dance lessons. After the crash, though, everything stopped. She’d fallen into a deep depression, and Zora had been the one who’d convinced Granny to seek therapy, agreeing to go together so that they could both be equipped with the tools they needed to manage the waves of grief that still found them on occasion.


After that Granny stopped giving dance lessons for good and while she started to travel again, she didn’t stray far as she had before. But she did go back to her book club friends and found solace there. She continued her work pushing local representatives to make decisions that would benefit the community as a whole, and not just those who were constantly looking to redevelop, thereby pushing out Black families. Her newfound purpose was in protecting Tessa, Zora, and the potential legacy of all of her great-grandbabies. So far Tessa had been the only one making progress in that department—Zora’s brilliant niece, Safina, was already in her first year of college at GW. Tessa and Safina lived closer to Baltimore with Tessa’s husband, Ken, and though the drive was only about forty miles, the distance and work obligations kept them apart more often than not.


Zora squeezed her grandmother’s hand. “I think they’d be proud of both of us. I got up early to read one of these craft books. I haven’t touched my writing in a while, and I thought this might help me get my creative juices flowing.”


“That’s right.” Granny climbed onto a stool at the kitchen island. “Your own mystery series. You haven’t talked about that in a few months.”


Z shrugged. “We’ve been so busy preparing for the writing contest, I haven’t had time. Emma is right. I need to go ahead and post a position for some added help.”


Zora had been toying with a premise for a mystery series—something that straddled the line between cozy mystery and romantic suspense, somewhere between Kyra Davis and Janet Evanovich—since she took ownership of Opus Northeast, but she wasn’t confident enough with her writing to draft more than some initial outlines and character descriptions. She spent hours poring over books on act structures and beat sheets, trying to discern the right way to introduce conflict and stakes into her story while keeping the reader on their toes. She longed to sign up for a writing residency or take an extended vacation as a solo writing retreat, just to allow herself the time and space to really delve into the process, but it felt indulgent when she had a store to run.


Granny considered Zora’s response. “You could hire a couple of people. Additional, capable hands would allow you to step back more and give yourself time off when you need it. The store’s been doing good business for a few years now, and it can sustain a couple more bodies. Everybody needs mental health days and vacation time now and then, baby. Even you.”


Z nodded quietly, grabbing a pair of mugs and pressing down on the filter in her coffee press. She dropped some oat milk and raw sugar into one mug and poured black coffee into the other. “What are you doing up so early?” She set a mug in front of Granny.


Granny smiled at her black coffee. “I woke up and saw the light on, figured it was you. Wanted to check on you.”


“Yeah, there’s no way Emma would be up.” Zora cracked a smile. Emma did not like to have her sleep interrupted unnecessarily. Getting up early to read or work out were unjust abominations that should never be prioritized over sleep. If she had to be up for some critical event, she’d go to bed early to ensure she got eight hours, and no one had better disturb her even a minute before her alarm.


Granny’s lips twitched. “Only someone with a death wish would wake that girl early.” She refocused her attention. “So how are you feeling?”


Zora eyed her grandmother across the island as she sipped her coffee. “I’m good, Granny… Why?”


The elder’s eyes widened as she shrugged. “I just want to make sure you feel healthy and in your prime. In case you meet that author gentleman and things go well.”


“Granny,” Zora groaned. “Did you ever consider that I might get this whole great-grandbaby thing going faster if you stopped harassing me about it?”


Granny sipped her coffee pensively. “Wouldn’t that mean that you were being purposefully defiant? I know I taught you better than that. Harassment where?” She stood and headed toward the back door. “Anyway, you get to that craft book, my darlin’. That book won’t read itself!”


Zora bit back a smile as she shook her head. “Yes, ma’am.”


“Hi, Lisa, this is Zora Dizon over at Opus Northeast, and I wanted to check in with you to see if you would like to continue your sponsorship of the D.C. Speakeasy Young Writers’ Contest? As you know, I am now spearheading the contest, and I’m hoping to expand on the foundation of the program that Ms. Betty built, increasing the number of stories published and including all of D.C. public schools—”


“Hello, Zora! Why, yes, Betty was a pillar of our community. We certainly miss her spirited discussions. So I take it that her move is official?” Lisa Mwalimu owned a local wine bar and had befriended Ms. Betty at the start of her business venture. Everyone in Brookland knew Ms. Betty.


“Yes, I miss Ms. Betty, too… Yep, she’s in Arizona now, fully retired and enjoying the sunshine with her grandchildren.”


“We’ve loved the changes that you’re making, Zora, and events like these drive people into the neighborhood. We’d be happy to support again this year. How about we increase to fifteen hundred dollars?”


Zora’s eyes widened. “What a generous donation! Thank you so much for your support. And can we count on your team to participate in our community food bank event as well?”


“Absolutely—it’s one of our favorite service events. The entire team will be present. It’s in about a month, right?”


“Yes, four Saturdays from now. Excellent! Lisa, thank you so much—this program is such a special opportunity for our young people.”


“Anytime, Zora. Stop by soon for some tapas!”


“It has been a while, so I will definitely do that! I look forward to seeing you soon. Okay, you take care. Bye, now.”


Emma stood hunched over the counter with her chin resting in her hands. “That sounded promising!”


Zora’s smile grew wide. “Lisa is one of our biggest supporters. Not only is she on board, she’s doubling her donation!” She slapped Emma five and did a little wiggle dance in her seat.


Lisa was the owner of a string of wine bars in Northeast D.C. and Maryland. She and her late husband had been childhood patrons of Ms. Betty’s store, and when Ms. Betty approached them about sponsoring the inaugural D.C. Speakeasy Young Writers’ Contest, which would allow the winner’s creative work to be included in their annual anthology of D.C. talent, the Mwalimus jumped at the chance.


The D.C. Speakeasy was a local publication only available in print in the DMV or online. The magazine had started out as a guide to local restaurants and bars, highlighting establishments with hidden lounges accessed with special passwords. The magazine expanded to include arts and culture as it gained a following, eventually collaborating with a publishing imprint in New York to invite local youths to submit their work for potential publication via the Young Writers Program. Initially, the program only included high school entrants from D.C. charter schools, but Zora understood Ms. Betty’s vision to grow. Betty kept the program going for three years before her retirement and came back to help for three more years, while Zora gained her sea legs as the bookstore owner, seeing her through the expansion. This year, with Ms. Betty relocated to Arizona, Zora had the reins and was determined to have a successful cycle.


“That’s amazing! How many more calls like this do you have to make?” Emma peered over the counter to Zora’s checklist.


Z scrunched her nose. “Lisa was just the first.” She lifted her checklist to reveal a spreadsheet of contacts underneath. “I have easily fifty more calls to make today. We just want to make sure that we’re reaching all of our previous supporters and some new ones.”


Emma chewed on her bottom lip. “Well, I’ll handle the floor, and you want to switch when you get tired of calling?”


Zora contemplated that for a moment. “You really wouldn’t mind?”


“Girl, you really think you want to make fifty phone calls in one day by yourself?” Emma grabbed a pen and marked the list near its midpoint. “Stop when you get here, or you get tired, whichever comes first. Then we’ll swap.”


Zora leaned back in her chair. “What did I do to deserve you?” she whined.


“You only employ and house me…no biggie.” Emma winked. “Plus, I may have borrowed that fly racerback maxi dress and decided it looks better in my closet.”


Zora heaved a deep sigh. “We’ll see about that.”


“I sorta already spilled something on it.” Her friend grimaced as she squeezed her thumb and forefinger together. “Just a little.”


“Emma!”


“Whatever, Zo, when were you ever going to wear it? You bought it two seasons ago, and it still had the tag on it when I lifted it from captivity.”


Zora rolled her eyes. “You better go shopping and put something nice in its place.”


Emma sucked her teeth. “Fine. Anyway, tell me when you’re ready to swap,” she called over her shoulder as she walked away.
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