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For Chris, my very own (Midwestern) gentleman.

Mayra

For Mayra, my favorite co-conspirator and partner in crime.

Marie






“The difference between a lady and a flower girl is not how she behaves, but how she is treated.”

—Eliza Doolittle, My Fair Lady







The story you’re about to read is a work of fiction.

And yeah, okay, maybe it’s inspired by real places and real events. Truth, after all, is stranger than fiction.






CHAPTER 1 [image: ] Luisa


Unfortunately, newspaper deadlines don’t come with a twenty-four-hour birthday curse extension. I should’ve known my birthday would be the worst possible day of the year to turn in a story I’ve been working myself to the bone to write for months.

Abuela called me at the crack of dawn this morning, bursting into a sweet but abysmally off-key rendition of “Las Mañanitas,” after which she delivered the “auspicious news” that she’d had a vision of San Juan Bautista, which meant all my shitty birthday luck was about to be over. “This is the year you will finally shake off the mal de ojo,” she exclaimed in Spanish. “Your birthday falls on the spring equinox, mija! It’s a sign.”

Now it’s midmorning and my thighs burn as I double my stride, praying Abuelita’s right and this birthday will be different, calamity-free. I’m trying in vain to keep up with Nina, my managing editor. She’s a five-foot-one force of nature with two speeds: sprinting and catch-me-if-you-can. Which is how I find myself panting as we climb three flights of stairs from the bowels of The Georgia Times, where the printing press is located, to the newsroom on the second floor. Apparently, Nina doesn’t believe in elevators.

“Nina,” I plead for the hundredth time, “this is ready for publication.” In my hand, I’m brandishing a draft of my latest article as if it were a sword. The two of us have been going at it over this story for weeks: me pushing forward, Nina pushing back—and for no good reason. “I spoke with experts. I have multiple sources. What’s this email about standing down? This is a solid story. Did Chip even read it?”

Chip is our publisher. Harold “Chip” F. Marshall IV, to be precise. He’s the kind of guy who loves to cry out “Show me the money!” at staff meetings, repeatedly rubbing his thumb and forefinger like some hapless, middle-aged Tom Cruise wannabe.

“Oh, Chip read it all right,” she says, speed walking ahead of me, parting the newsroom in her electric-blue sheath dress, stylish short Afro, and diamond studs. This woman has mastered the busy boss lady look—laptop in the crook of her arm, eyes on her phone, thumb scrolling down the screen. No one dares interrupt her, except me.

“This family is about to lose their home, their farm—their livelihood!—over a deed that magically materialized in the clerk’s office.” My hands gesticulate wildly in front of me, trying and failing to catch up with my words. I know I’m getting worked up, but I don’t care. I refuse to “tone it down” so other people can feel more comfortable with my loud (and proud) Puerto Ricanness. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in the three years I’ve worked at The Georgia Times, it’s that my Latinidad gives me access to the kind of stories most of my colleagues can’t get on their own. Stories like this one.

Two months ago, I was working late when the crew boss for the night-cleaning service tapped me on the shoulder, scaring the bejesus out of me. In Spanish, she introduced me to her cousin, Gloria Castillo, the owner of a family-run, sustainable farm in Westlake, about forty miles east of Atlanta. Gloria explained that she and her husband were set to inherit their farm from her father-in-law, Don Luis, after he passed away from an aggressive form of cancer. But days after the funeral, the Castillos received notice of an unknown security deed placed on the property.

According to the deed documents, Don Luis had taken a six-figure loan against the property from a lender called Peachtree Holdings, LLC. Yet there was no paper trail confirming Don Luis had signed away his farm or that he’d received a transfer of funds to any of his bank accounts. And even though the deed was recorded with the clerk’s office, Peachtree Holdings turned out to be a ghost company with no working phone number or email. The address on file belongs to an empty lot owned by the city of Westlake.

The Castillos called the police, but without solid evidence of fraud, there was nothing they could do. If they wanted their property back, they’d have to repay the loan. Money they don’t have.

“What exactly is not clear about my email? Or the three others I sent previously?” Nina says, still speed walking and focused on her phone. “We’re shutting the story down. Time to move on, Luisa.”

I follow her into her office, pulling documents out of my research binder: photos of the Castillos, development plans, interviews with local officials, a copy of the security deed. I’m ready for a fight. As one of the paper’s dying breed of investigative journalists, I must be equal parts detective, historian, forensic pathologist, psychologist, and entertainer, if I’m to have any chance in hell at (a) uncovering the truth, and (b) presenting the truth in a way that will make reel-obsessed audiences actually give a fuck.

“Look,” I say, pointing to the photograph I’ve just placed on her desk. “This is the family: Gloria and Pablo, Little Mishel and Abelardo. They will be homeless soon.” I leave unsaid that Pablo’s kind eyes remind me of my late father—killed by a drunk driver during my freshman year in high school. I don’t tell her that the kids burrowed their way into my heart, just like each of my three nieces did the second they were born. And I absolutely don’t mention that after spending countless hours sharing meals over their kitchen table, there is nothing I won’t do to keep them from losing their home. Nothing.

Losing your childhood home breaks you in ways you never knew possible. Sure, you can move. Even start over. But you’ll never be the same. A part of you tears off and stays behind.

And yeah, maybe I’m breaching some objectivity rules, but my counterargument is this: anyone who works to screw over a family of dedicated, kind-hearted immigrants to build yet another golf course for rich white folks is objectively an asshole who must be taken down.

In the days and weeks that followed my first meeting with Gloria, I looked into her family’s story. “Rage” is an appropriate word to describe how I felt when I came across plans for a future multimillion-dollar housing and golf course development called The Preserve at Lake Chiaha. That’s when everything clicked into place.

I roll open the plans for the Preserve, guiding Nina’s attention with my finger. “The developer already scooped up all the land around the lake—future golf courses and clubhouses.” I trace the familiar plans until I reach the community’s main entrance. “The only way in and out is over the Castillos’ property.”

I go silent for a beat, expecting her to share in my moral outrage, but her expression remains impassive. “Nina, a bunch of rich white developers are ripping off a hard-working family—in a less-than-legal way—just to get even richer.” I throw both hands in the air in disgust. “The city council approved the development outright. No bidding war. No competition. Apparently, this GCJ Construction promised they would include low-income housing, which is total bullshit. Since when do ‘world-class’ private communities have housing for the poor?”

Nina settles into her Italian leather office chair and releases a sigh. I stand uncomfortably in front of her. There are no other chairs in Nina’s office, which I’ve been told is by design.

“Maybe they’re building living quarters for the help,” she deadpans.

“They’re set to break ground in the fall, just as the security deed expires.” My stomach sinks at the reminder of that deadline. “The developer is some guy called Griggs Johnson, out of Atlanta.”

“Some guy?” Nina scoffs, finally making eye contact. “Please tell me you know who Griggs Caldecott Johnson III is.”

“I’ve already done a deep dive into his company and assets, if that’s what you’re asking. This man’s dealings raise more red flags than a circus tent. He’s using an offshore bank in Panama for his business, which only makes sense if you’re trying to hide something.”

I drop an organizational chart on the desk. “One of the main investors in the Lake Chiaha development, Jim Wade, sits on the state’s Board of Natural Resources. And lo and behold, he also happens to hold the foundation’s purse strings.” I jab a finger over the man’s simpering face. “There’s zero oversight, Nina.”

She doesn’t react, so I press on, offering a series of spreadsheets and tax filings, everything I could find in public records. “I’m convinced this family foundation is a front. Money’s probably getting diverted straight to the development.” I leaf to the end of the company brochure, where I find a marked page containing photos of various happy families Griggs’s foundation has allegedly helped with affordable housing. “But that’s just a theory. I’ll need more time to dig on that end.”

“Oh, honey, that, right there, is your problem.” Nina points one red, manicured fingernail in my direction. “That guy called Griggs,” she says, tersely, “is a big fucking deal in this town.”

“And he’s the person who stands to win big if the Castillos lose their land,” I counter. “Given the only road access to the development is through their parcel.”

Nina shakes her head. “Chip thinks your story is one big hunk of Swiss cheese.”

“Swiss cheese?” I ask, stumped and suddenly angry at the utter lack of chairs in this office.

“The man is a sap for worn-out metaphors.” Nina waves a hand dismissively. “Look, you have no evidence of wrongdoing. For all we know, the old man signed this deed and forgot to tell his family. There’s nothing illegal here. Sad? Yes. Unfair? Yes. Criminal? You’ve got nothing.”

“So that’s it?” I ask, unable to accept what I’m hearing. “I can’t just call these people and tell them…” I trail off, suddenly overcome by the image of Little Mishel and Abelardo playing in the yard, laughing carelessly into the afternoon sun. I clear my throat, blinking away the surprising sting of tears. And, as a general rule, I don’t cry in front of people. This news business, after all, is not for wimps. “Tell them what? That we don’t care about their lives? I can’t do that.”

I think back to the first time Gloria and I met in the dead of night in the newsroom, when I asked her what she wanted me to do with the information she’d given me. Investigate, she said. Isn’t that what journalists do? Be a voice for people like us.

“Nina, just tell me what I need to do to make someone like Chip care about this family. Hell, you know I love a challenge.”

Nina exhales audibly. “I can’t keep protecting you, Luisa. I’ve been trying to get you to drop this story for weeks now and you’ve paid no heed. I’m sorry, but—” She pauses, her lips tightening into a thin line as she fixes her dark brown eyes on a point in the newsroom, past the glass walls of her office. “Chip wants you out. He says your work is not up to the newspaper’s standards. The newsroom’s attorney agreed.”

I follow her gaze, and that’s when I see him—Chip—leaning all too casually against the newsroom’s assignment desk. Watching us. Watching me.

A clammy sense of dread claws its way up my back. “And is this what you think, too? That my work isn’t up to snuff?”

Nina doesn’t say a word.

“Well, tell Chip to explain all the awards hanging above my desk, then. Or the insane number of stories I’ve broken for this paper!” I lean forward on her desk, my sweaty palms resting on the glass surface.

Silence.

“Nina?” I plead. “What’s going on?”

“Luisa, you’re fired.”






CHAPTER 2 [image: ] Holly


I wind through this posh playground for Atlanta’s multigenerational families of wealth and status. The bridge ladies convene on the flower-strewn veranda that overlooks the pool deck, shuffling cards amid the clinking of tea glasses. A lifeguard blows his whistle, signaling the start of toddler swim lessons. Society moms in tennis dresses chat amiably and head toward the courts, passing by the distinguished gentlemen who gather in carts near our world-renowned golf course, puffing on cigars while they prepare to tee off.

But it’s not just another Friday morning. It’s the morning of Anna-Byrd Johnson’s annual Baubles Brunch, where her go-to jewelry designer shares the latest shimmering trends with a select group of “girls in the know.” And so here I am—on my precious day off.

During my eighteen years working at this club, including five years managing events, I’ve successfully served countless cocktails to Coca-Cola’s founding families and organized elaborate weddings for hundreds of discerning guests. I’ve planned and executed dinners to honor governors and mayors, the sort of people who will, in fact, be here tonight, for the city’s annual Philanthropy Banquet. But still: Anna-Byrd Johnson’s Baubles Brunch for twelve sends my heart into palpitations. She is the absolute worst of this place’s prim and judgy society ladies, all bright smiles and effervescent how aaaaahhhhre yous with the other ladies at the club—until they turn their backs. Then it’s a litany of razor-sharp judgments, covering everything from their tennis skirts to where their toddlers go to preschool. No one is safe, not even her (purported) best friends. She and her lecher husband, Griggs Caldecott Johnson III, are a perfect match—made in hell. They are Atlanta’s Golden Couple, the city’s country club royalty, and crossing either one of them has extreme consequences that I’m not willing or able to endure. I have a kid to feed.

Every single detail of this brunch must go precisely as Anna-Byrd planned, or that woman will have my head. Which is why I’m storming through the double doors into the kitchen.

“Ohmygod how could I not remember this?” I desperately call out to whoever might be within earshot. “And where the hell are my notes? Do the Davis sisters drink Bollinger or Taittinger?”

“Not your fault,” Irma replies, slipping on red oven mitts. “Neptune’s swimming through your tenth house of career, making details a little murky. You’ll come through it.” For Irma, the club’s sous chef and amateur astrologer, everything’s written in our stars.

“Before or after Anna-Byrd Johnson chops her head off?” Justine replies from the walk-in. She’s not wrong. The Davis sisters are Anna-Byrd’s closest friends and partners in crime, and perennial guests at the Baubles Brunch. Their every wish must be my command.

“I’m just sayin’.” Justine shrugs, coming out of the fridge with four gallons of sweet tea balanced in her arms. “You’d better fucking get it right.” Justine—the Dogwood Hills Country Club’s head waitress and chief surliness officer—acts as sweet as tupelo honey when she’s out serving club members, but back here, she’s a drill sergeant. And I adore her.

“Taittinger,” Byron announces from the other side of the room as he casually slides on his white bartender jacket. “Loula Davis Babb hates Bollinger. She thinks it’s too bubbly.”

“Too bubbly?” Irma replies with mock horror, pulling a tray of the club’s signature crackers from the oven.

Can champagne be too bubbly? I shove the question from my mind, focusing on the task at hand. If the Davis sisters want mildly bubbly champagne, that’s exactly what they’ll get.

“And, by the way,” Byron adds, gesturing toward the prep table, “I believe your beloved tablet is hiding under that tray of canapés.”

“Bless you,” I exclaim, rushing over to retrieve it. It’s absolutely fitting that Byron has swooped in to rescue me. He is, without a doubt, the most consistent and reliable man in my life.

I tug my tablet out from under the canapés, open it, and scroll through my event notes.

Lavender hyacinths? Check.

Champagne flutes smooth, NOT cut glass? Check.

Taittinger, NOT Bollinger? Check.

“Now wish me luck,” I say, grabbing two bottles from the fridge. “I’m heading into the fray to check on the boozy ladies.”

Perfectly chilled Taittinger in hand, I make my way toward the Ivy Room, one of several small formal dining rooms that fan around the grand rotunda. These spaces, intended for such intimate gatherings as small birthday fetes, sweet sixteen luncheons, or special family dinners, have been decorated with the feminine feel of a ladies’ parlor in a well-appointed Southern home, circa 1936.

I push open the door and step inside, noticing immediately how gorgeous the hyacinths are looking in that silver vase at the center of the table. I make a mental note to call my go-to florist and shower her with praise. And the white linens, crisp and perfectly draped, are a real testament to the entire team over in housekeeping.

The women are huddled, discussing in hushed tones the latest Posted Notice: Dogwood Hills’s most arcane form of public humiliation. The husband of one of their—now spurned—friends just had his name taped to bulletin boards around the club. An announcement carefully printed on expensive ecru card stock reports the precise balance on his delinquent account.

“Holly!” Loula, the younger of the Davis sisters, says, her voice slurring just the slightest bit. “Come join us!”

I set Loula’s not-too-bubbly champagne on ice and watch from an appropriate distance. Chatter about the Posted Notice abruptly stops, and Anna-Byrd extends her dainty hand, showing off the enormous emerald tennis bracelet dangling from her slim wrist.

Seeing that bracelet reminds me of the almost identical one currently residing in a safe under my desk. The only difference? That one is sapphire, presumably to match the piercing blue eyes of Kasey Ketchum, the young third wife of banking magnate Miles Ketchum, and Griggs’s erstwhile lover. According to Janey, the club’s receptionist and resident gossip, Kasey lost the bracelet during a passionate after-hours encounter with Griggs on the squash court (gross) after which he unceremoniously dumped her. She’ll probably never retrieve the bracelet since it was a gift from Griggs, and Mr. Ketchum appears to provide her with a shiny new object every week. In the meantime, a bauble worth several thousand dollars is gathering dust in my office.

“Come sit,” Loula calls out to me, patting an empty seat beside her. “You must see this absolutely to-die-for ring.”

Loula knows, of course, that there can be no “joining them,” and I won’t be cozying up beside her, since I am staff and they’re club members. Nevertheless, she persistently invites me.

“That’s a lovely piece, Mrs. Babb,” I say, lying. I’m not really a fancy jewelry person.

“For the hundredth time,” Loula says, gesturing for me to come closer, “please call me Loula! Mrs. Babb is my mother-in-law.”

“And for the hundredth time,” I reply, my voice gently teasing, “please don’t make me call you by your first name. I could lose my job for it. And I happen to really like my job.”

All the women around the table laugh uncomfortably. All but one, that is.

“Well, well, well. Isn’t someone feeling cheeky this morning,” Anna-Byrd Johnson says, through an utterly disingenuous smile. She shakes her head slowly, sending the bright blue tassels on her earrings bobbing about. The woman is obsessed with fringe earrings. Every time I see her she’s wearing a different pair, to match whatever brightly patterned dress she’s got on.

An uncomfortable silence ensues, during which I attempt to stare thoughtfully into the distance, or, in this case, at the strange array of eighteenth-century pastoral scenes gracing the walls of the Ivy Room.

Over many years, I’ve come to realize that the design of this antiquated, slightly shabby club is meant to convey something important about the people that fill it: They are old money, not new. Theirs is multigenerational wealth. Any unseemly displays of their status are, at best, tacky and, at worst, meriting quiet expulsion from their tightly monitored social world.

I happen to know a good deal about their world. Growing up, I lived on the other side of the member-staff divide. Not here, but at a club a whole lot like this one, in Mississippi. My father basically ignored me, electing instead to play endless rounds of golf and drink bottomless scotch. My mom spent most of her time preening and gossiping with the ladies. She only cared about what I did to the extent that it reflected on her. For my mother, discretion and propriety were the most important virtues, and so discreetly raising proper children was the ultimate goal of parenting.

By the time I hit puberty, I was through pretending to have a real family. Instead, I worked my little ass off to ensure that every single action I took made my mother look like an utter and complete failure. Desperate to escape my gilded cage, I threw myself repeatedly against the bars. My teen pregnancy was, for her, both the pinnacle of my indiscretion and the final proof of my reckless irresponsibility. There was one fleeting moment, though, after I got pregnant with my son, Aidan, when I thought I might stay a part of that world—maybe even build a little family with his father, play by the rules, and make a place for us there.

Aidan’s father wasn’t like me. I rebelled; he simply belonged. He lived comfortably with his good name, his lovely family, his sterling reputation.

As it turns out, in my Mississippi town, teenage boys who want to maintain sterling reputations don’t become dads. They properly and discreetly pay to take care of the “problem.”

So I left. I escaped the gilded cage, secretly carrying away the shame both our families said the pregnancy would bring, and I boarded a bus for the big city.

Here’s the great irony: When I was utterly adrift, desperately seeking a job in Atlanta, this country club was the only place that would take me in. I landed a job here, with no family or community, and the staff made a home for us. Almost immediately, they became, for Aidan and me, the family I never had.

Marg, the older Davis sister, breaks into my memories. “Holly, be a dear and run down to the driving range. Let Chase know we’ll be a tad late to pick the boys up from their golf lesson.”

“Of course,” I say, then leave the ladies to their jewelry chatter, to deliver the news that Chase will be babysitting the Davis sisters’ little hellions for a while longer.

The heavy oak door hasn’t even had a chance to thud shut behind me when Janey enthusiastically scurries toward me, sensible black pumps shuffling across the maroon carpet. Janey’s face brightens as she calls out to me. “Holly! I didn’t expect to see you here.”

At least one of us is thrilled I’m at the club on my day off.

“You won’t believe it,” she says, somehow managing to simultaneously express deep distress and utter glee at having procured new information. “It’s Reginald.”

“Reginald, the new head of security?” He’s been at the club for almost two years, but that makes him a real spring chicken, relative to old-timers like us.

“Fired!” she cries out.

“No!” My jaw goes slack with disbelief. Reginald is a great guy—honest to a fault, but also compassionate. Last summer, he did me a huge favor, and I’ll forever be grateful to him. If it weren’t for him, I’d probably be unemployed, and my son definitely wouldn’t be out there living his best life in college.

“I overheard Lynn talking to Dennis, who’d just gotten off the phone with Buck Dorsey…”

I’m waiting patiently for Janey’s story to unspool, wondering what the club’s board chair has to do with any of this.

“Mr. Marshall said Mr. Johnson accused Reginald of some funny business. He insisted Reginald be fired—wouldn’t take no for an answer.”

“Griggs Johnson?” I ask, knowing the answer but still needing to hear it.

“Yes. You know, he just got elected to the board—youngest member ever,” she says, apropos of nothing. “He must have dug up some terrible scandal involving Reginald, because—poof!—Reginald’s gone. Just like that.”

Just like that, Reginald is gone. I sure hope he’s taken my secret with him. But the sick feeling in my gut suggests otherwise.






CHAPTER 3 [image: ] Luisa


By one in the afternoon, I’m hiding at the Road Queen Grill, sharing my misery with Ginny and Rhonda, the women who own and run this place. It’s a legit biker bar on a back road between Atlanta and Athens. Over the last two months, I’ve turned the barstool I’m currently occupying into my Westlake headquarters.

“Fuck ’em,” Ginny spits, pouring me a sympathy shot, because according to her biker bar gospel, There’s nothing that tequila can’t fix. I cradle the amber liquid between my fingers, my chest tight with self-pity and indignation, wishing I had one ounce of Ginny’s bravado.

After quietly packing my cubicle, I sat in The Georgia Times parking lot, trying to process Nina’s sucker punch and my bruising unemployment. A quick search confirmed what I already knew: Jobs for investigative reporters are virtually nonexistent. And even if I managed an interview somewhere, how would I explain getting fired to a prospective new employer? And what if they called Nina or Chip for a recommendation?

One glance at my banking app revealed that I can no longer afford my spacious apartment, or my season tickets to the Atlanta Opera—my one and only self-indulgent, bourgeois splurge. I will need my meager savings to pay—among other things—for the fancy SUV I just had to have because it was supposed to be my “grown-up” car. Well, there’s nothing “grown-up” about having to ask Mami for a loan or, even worse, move back into my old room.

Clearly, my birthday curse has not been lifted. Though, this birthday isn’t the worst I’ve ever had. The Worst Birthday of My Life designation belongs to my fifteenth. Days after my big Quinceañera celebration, our family gathered again for my father’s wake. There, we learned Papi had another family on the opposite side of the Island, and I had a half sister almost exactly my age. I cried a lifetime’s supply of tears that year, but whether I was crying out of grief, the discovery of a sister I didn’t know existed, or realizing I didn’t know my father at all, I’m not sure. All I know is that the man we most trusted to keep us safe, ended up wrecking our lives.

“You told the Castillos yet?” Rhonda asks, resting a heavy cardboard box against one of the coolers. Her mildly offensive T-shirt reads: You, my friend—one finger pointed at the reader—should’ve been swallowed. I’d laugh if I didn’t feel so wretched.

“I left work and drove straight to Westlake,” I tell them. “Chickened out and came here instead.” I shrug, angry at my own spinelessness. “What am I supposed to say? ‘Sucks to be you’?” I scoff, then down the shot of tequila. “Fuck, that burns.”

Rhonda lets out a low whistle, moving beer bottles from the box to the inside of the cooler. “The devil’s errand. Don’t envy you one bit.”

“Sometimes life is shit.” Ginny taps one finger on the bar’s wood surface. “I see it every fucking day.” She opens one arm, gesturing past the row of neon beer signs, where a Willie Nelson look-alike drinks alone. His leather jacket is stitched with patches that read: In memory of Chomper and Cheating Death over the image of a reaper. Her voice takes on a hard edge as she says, “Even if life gives you a shitty hand, there’s no backing out, you still gotta hedge your bet.”

“Preach,” Rhonda pipes in, beer bottles clinking in her hands.

“And then you figure out how to win with a shitty hand.” Ginny winks one kohl-rimmed eye, then cuts her gaze over my shoulder toward whoever just walked in.

“Or you learn to bluff.” Rhonda nods toward the stranger crossing the room.

Ginny moves down to chat with the new guy, a breezy familiarity between them. I know better than to stare at people in a place like this, but I can’t help myself. He’s about my age, tall and toned, with broad shoulders, a trim waist, and arm muscles that bulge slightly under his black T-shirt. An unkempt lumberjack beard and shoulder-length chestnut-brown hair cover most of his neck and face, barely revealing a pair of striking gray eyes that flicker with wolfish intensity. This man could devour me, I think hazily.

I’m so disconcerted by the bizarre thought that I forget to avert my gaze. When Lumberjack Guy’s head turns, he finds me studying him with the concentration of someone about to take the bar exam. I should break away, but I’m transfixed by the soft lines around his eyes. They lay bare a kinder side—in stark contrast to his rugged facade. But there’s also weariness in those lines. This man is tired, so very tired. Not tired as in “I worked all day at my lumberjack job,” but tired as in, “Why is life so fucking hard?”

“Hey,” he says in the low gruff voice of a country singer. I look straight ahead, my cheeks blushing in spite of every effort at self-control. I blame the alcohol. My skin feels warm and prickly. This is why drinking on an empty stomach is always a bad idea. The last thing I need today is some hairy, backwoods redneck chatting me up.

Ginny uncaps a beer bottle and passes it to Lumberjack Guy. He shows her something on his phone and her face softens, in the way people do when they’re looking at a puppy or a baby, or a puppy cuddling with a baby.

“Hey, Rhonda,” Ginny calls out. “Two burger orders to go. Extra onions and cheese for Pearl.” Rhonda signals she’s on it, then turns her attention to the open grill behind the bar, giving me a view of the raised middle finger on the back of her T-shirt. Classic Rhonda.

Ginny heads to the back room, and then it’s just Lumberjack Guy and me on this side of the bar. Suddenly, I’m an awkward mess, self-conscious of his gaze on me.

“Haven’t seen you around here before,” he observes as if we’d been carrying on a conversation. He peers down at my black suede heeled booties. “You’re a ways away from Atlanta.”

My hackles stand on edge. I’ve gone out of my way to disappear into the background—one of the many reasons I’ve excelled at my job. There’s nothing about my all-black outfit that attracts attention.

“This is a far cry from those snooty bars in Buckhead,” he presses, casually taking another sip of his beer.

“I like it here just fine,” I respond, cutting my eyes to his, boldly holding his gaze. His lips curl into a provoking, closed-lip, impish grin that transforms his expression and lifts some of the heaviness behind his eyes. The effect is striking, and because I can’t seem to stop making bad choices today, I start wondering things like: Why is he hiding that smile under all that facial hair? and What kind of face is attached to that chiseled body? and Why am I even thinking about this? Because I’m stressed, and distraction is a potent survival mechanism. And also, well, I haven’t had sex in a really long time on account of investigating country club criminals.

“Pretty sure this bar ain’t on the map,” he says, leaning casually in my direction. “So I’m curious, what brought a girl like you here? You lost or somethin’? Need a tour guide?”

“I don’t get lost,” I say pointedly. “And, call me crazy, but why should I go anywhere with a guy who’s at a bar on a weekday, in the middle of the day?” I tip my beer bottle in his direction. “In my experience, there’s a fifty-fifty chance you’re either unemployed, an alcoholic, or on parole.” I tilt my head as if drawing a new conclusion. “Or just an unemployed alcoholic on parole.” This makes him laugh.

“Call me crazy,” he says, arching an eyebrow, “but you’re here, too.” He mimics my stance, angling his bottle in my direction. “So maybe I’m the one taking a chance on you.”

Before I can think of a pithy comeback, Rhonda breaks in to hand Lumberjack Guy his food order. He slides off the stool, grabs the bag, then drops a few dollars in the tip jar. He finishes what’s left of his beer in one drink, then sets the bottle down.

“Don’t stay too late,” he says, ready to leave. “You’ll get stuck in that nasty Atlanta traffic.”

I check the time and begrudgingly realize that he is, in fact, correct. If I don’t leave now, I’ll be late to my own birthday party.

“All right, I’ll bite.” I testily face him, further aggrieved by his amused expression and that feral streak behind his eyes. I’m reminded that wolves are known to hold their prey’s gaze as an intimidation tactic. I flaunt my own menacing glare in response. “What gave me away?”

He points toward the parking lot. “The brand-new, hoity-toity SUV,” he says as if the answer should be obvious. “Fulton County plates.” He walks out, leaving me slack-jawed and deeply annoyed. Who the hell is this guy, and where did he come from?






CHAPTER 4 [image: ] Holly


And so, once again, my day off slowly dwindles away, as I battle with a sound system likely purchased around the time I shotgunned my first beer in a sand trap at the Jackson Golf Club—which is to say, a really freaking long time ago.

Good Lord, this club could use some updates. It’s chockablock full of heavy gold-tassel curtains, dark mahogany furniture that looks like it was lifted out of the estate sale of a rich old lady, and audiovisual equipment from somewhere in the mid-twentieth century. Sure, part of the charm of Dogwood Hills is the time-warped nature of the space. Cell phone use is prohibited here, which, in this day and age, feels almost radical. I’m a fan of the “no cell phones” policy, but I simply don’t understand why the club can’t spring for a decent microphone or two.

At least I’m tangled so deep in audio cables that, mercifully, I don’t have the mental bandwidth to dwell on poor Reginald and the scandal I hope he quietly took with him.

“Untangle one mess at a time, Holly,” I whisper to myself, staring forlornly at the nest of black cords in my hand.

Most events at the club—rehearsal dinners, wedding receptions, retirement parties, debutante balls—don’t require much in the way of technology, but this is not a club event. It’s an event at the club—the annual Philanthropy Banquet, to which all of Atlanta’s political and economic elite flock to pat themselves on the back for being so very charitable.

I’ve planned every detail of this event with absolute precision, from the arrangement of high-top tables to the fresh mint sprigs in each glass of iced tea. The event staff has been here since before dawn, steaming tablecloths, polishing forks, assembling the small stage from which awards will be distributed. I refuse to let their enormous effort be overshadowed by a staticky microphone or a buzzing amp.

Fiddling with the knobs on an ancient amplifier, I finally manage to produce clean sound. This is perhaps the one life skill I learned from Aidan’s father. He was a musician—or, more precisely, the swoon-worthy frontman in his church’s praise-and-worship band.

Aidan’s father was a nice boy.

We grew up in the same neighborhood, but we didn’t exactly run in the same circles. In high school, while I was sneaking onto the golf course to smoke weed and shotgun beers with the weirdos and skaters from our neighborhood public school, he was strumming a guitar and singing to the glory of God. Some girls at my prep school went to that church for the sole purpose of watching him play. But I had no interest in him, and I’m quite certain he felt the same way about me, if he felt any way about me at all.

We both ended up at Ole Miss—I had barely slid in, with the minimum GPA and SAT scores; he probably could have gone to any school he chose, with his excellent grades and extensive extracurriculars. But—like mine—his was the sort of family that went back for generations at the school, and there was never any question we’d both go there.

Classes hadn’t even begun the first time we stumbled into each other at a frat party and ended up having sex in my dorm room. Over the next couple of months, this happened more times than I could count. Maybe he was clinging (literally) to the familiar, in an overwhelming world of new faces and different rules. After all, we had at least vaguely known each other since we were in diapers. Or maybe he considered our hookups a form of rebellion—doing what many kids from conservative families do when they show up at college.

At colleges like Ole Miss, though, nice Christian boys also got wasted on Saturday nights. Then they woke up on Sunday morning, took a hot shower, chugged a Liquid IV, put on their khakis and button-downs, and played in the praise-and-worship band. I went to see him a few times, feeling very out of place as I watched him croon for Jesus while strumming on an acoustic guitar. Honestly, we had very little in common. I don’t know why he kept finding me at parties. The real question is why I kept letting myself be found.

Looking back, I think the appeal of Aidan’s father was this: If this nice boy always came to find me at the end of the night and let me help him pack up amps after Sunday morning worship, what sort of girl did that make me?

A pregnant girl, as it turned out. Pregnant and alone.

I hear a few people gathering early—the ones giving and receiving the awards—to review the run-of-show. Before I even look up from the tangle of wires, I know that Griggs Johnson has entered the Azalea Ballroom. The room shifts with a gravity that pulls the whole world into his orbit. When the man walks into a room, people can’t help but stare. And when he opens his mouth to speak, everyone listens. He is, after all, Atlanta’s Golden Boy.

Griggs pauses after entering the ballroom, perfect smile under piercing green eyes and a thick head of dark brown hair. He’s wearing a slim-cut suit that fits him like a glove, but that appears effortlessly thrown on, with a sky-blue tie and brown loafers that suggest this award is important to him, but not really that important.

I watch as he and his golf buddies, Jim Wade and Billy Thacker, take their leave of a fourth man I’ve never seen before. Thanks to Janey’s “Daily Dirt Dump,” I know he grew up right here at the club, and he’s solidly a part of their old boy network, but he’s now working for a bank in Panama, of all places. He must be a big deal, if this threesome has deigned to spend time in his presence. Janey reports that he’ll be joining them this weekend for their Sunday morning round of golf—after which, they’ll all head to the Men’s Grill for lunch and bourbon. Yes, the Dogwood Hills Country Club, two decades into the twenty-first century, still manages to have an enormously popular all-male bar and grill on the grounds. There, I presume, they sit around toasting their world domination. I wouldn’t know. I’ve never stepped inside the Men’s Grill. As the name suggests, I’m not allowed.

I turn away from the gathered men and rush toward the equipment closet, crossing my fingers that there’s a microphone in there that actually works.

“Holly,” Griggs Johnson’s voice comes from behind me. “I’ve been looking for you.”

“Oh, hello, Mr. Johnson,” I say, turning to face him, my voice stiff. “Do you need to discuss something with me?”

“You might say that,” he replies, stepping into the narrow service hall so that he’s inches from me. “But I don’t want to talk here.” He pauses, as if considering something important. “Why don’t you meet me for a drink at the Four Seasons tonight after the banquet?”

I flinch, stepping backward. Did he just openly proposition me?

“Relax. It’s only business,” he says. But nothing in his response, or his knowing smirk, makes me feel reassured. He steps toward me again, so close that I can smell the chemicals in his hair gel mixed with his expensive cologne. Gross.

“I don’t do business at hotel bars, Mr. Johnson,” I reply, mustering all my strength to stay calm. I’m twisting my necklace so tightly that I worry it might break, sending fake pearls flying.

A sudden anger flashes across Griggs’s face, but he quickly rearranges his features into a controlled poise. “How’s your son doin’? Aidan, right? He’s up at University of Georgia?”

“Yes,” I say curtly. As a general rule, I occasionally engage in idle chitchat about my personal life with club members, but that rule doesn’t apply to Griggs Johnson. “He’s fine.”

“Janey told me he’s earned himself a full-ride scholarship. That’s quite a feat.”

Not for the first time, I’m wishing Janey could keep her damn mouth shut. I nod, pasting a smile across my face.

“Maybe you should think about that son of yours before turning me down.” He lets his eyes rove over my chest and up to my face. “Haven’t done a whole lot of research into it, but I’m guessing a felony conviction might get that scholarship yanked right out from under him.” Feeling myself begin to shake with a strange combination of fear and rage, I pray that he doesn’t notice. “Wouldn’t that be a shame?” he asks casually.

But we both know there’s nothing casual about his words. Griggs Johnson just threatened my son because I refused to have a “business” drink with him at a hotel.

“What exactly are you saying, Mr. Johnson?” I reply, my voice shuddering.

“I’m saying people can lie—but video footage doesn’t.”

And with those simple words, my worst fears are realized. Reginald clearly did not take my secrets with him when Griggs had him fired. And I don’t know exactly what Griggs was looking for when he searched through Reginald’s office, but he found the only thing in the world that I need to hide.

He watches me, grinning, seeming to relish the game he’s playing with my life. “Think about it,” he says. But I won’t think about it, not for a moment. I’ve committed my entire life to protecting my son. And I have no intention of stopping now.

He inspects my face, clearly hoping to find weakness, fear, all the things I’m desperate not to reveal. Then, maybe because he’s not finding the evidence he seeks, Griggs leans in so close that I smell the bourbon on his breath, and then he slowly reaches around to cup my ass.

“After all,” he whispers into my ear, “it’s just a drink.”

Before I can form a word, before I can respond to the audacity of this horrible man threatening my child and then causally groping me in my place of employment, Griggs Johnson brushes past me. He nonchalantly saunters into the Azalea Room, leaving a red-hot sting where his hand touched my body and a simmering fury in my soul.






CHAPTER 5 [image: ] Luisa


The moment I step foot into Mami’s house, all the glitter, streamers, and balloons I’ve managed to avoid in the office find their way into my day.

It’s my twenty-ninth birthday, a fact that I—fortuitously—kept from everyone in the newsroom. The last thing I wanted was some well-meaning co-worker littering my cube with garish decorations, singing “Happy Birthday” in garbled Spanish, and forcing everyone to eat that too-sweet supermarket buttercream-frosting cake. Mercifully, I didn’t have to contend with said decorations as I emptied out my desk.

On the stove sits Mami’s mouthwatering paella, and beside it a bowl of sliced green plantains ready to be recast into fried tostones. The Spanish sounds of chisme and laughter glide through the patio door like the soothing notes of a favorite song. I take a deep breath and amble through the screen door and down the daffodil-lined path that connects the house with the converted barn where our family-owned beauty salon is.

This salon is the only piece of home we managed to rebuild after our first one was ripped out from under us. Like the daffodils, which come back every year, Abuela says our salon is a reminder that “la vida continúa,” and even after a tragedy, good things can happen. For Mami, this salon was a way back to her confident self.

After my dad died, the other woman—or La Otra Mujer, as we still call her—and my mom almost came to blows at the velorio over the swift claim she made on Papi’s estate. La Otra Mujer and her daughter wanted half of everything. Following the funeral, Mami decided the Island was too small for Federico Aurelio Martín’s two families, so she sold her hair salon and relinquished two decades of loyal clients. Then, she was forced to sell my childhood home, a stunning colonial in the hills of San Germán—ironically called Casa Consuelo, as in, there was no consolation to be had. Three months after Papi’s death, we collected half of his life insurance benefits and followed one of Mami’s friends to Atlanta.

It took us a long minute to find our place in this sprawling city, with its dozens of distinct neighborhoods and noodle-like highways. Eventually, we came to appreciate its rich civil rights history and progressive art scene. We ate our way up the Buford Highway corridor, bursting with international flavors from every corner of the world, and in the process discovered a little suburban enclave called Norcross. On that fateful day, we were bound for an antique store in the town’s historic center—treasure hunting being our family’s team sport. Instead, we ended up following the train tracks past a road lined with magnolia trees and white cottages. At the end of the street, we found a dilapidated Victorian home for sale, like something out of a Southern Gothic novel, sitting on a one-acre lot with its own massive red barn in the back. Mami remodeled the barn and reopened her salon, christening it The Barn Salón de Belleza. Abuela and our Spanish-speaking clients took to calling it La Barna.

This house was an unexpected gift—the ultimate antiquing project, and a much-needed distraction from our collective grief. This house brought us back from the dead. I’m just hoping the miracle will repeat. And since it looks like I’ll be forced to move back in, I’m hoping that, once again, inhabiting this house will bring me back from the bardo state I’ve landed myself in.

“La bendición,” I call out, the door to La Barna slamming shut behind me. The acrid smell of hair chemicals replaces the delicious food aroma from only a moment ago.

“Mija,” Abuela exclaims from her perch in a La-Z-Boy chair, “you’re gonna break the hinge one of these days.” She’s reading one of those trashy novels she likes. This one is called Pirata del Deseo, and it features a risqué, half-naked pirate on the cover.

I lean down and plant a kiss on her cheek.

“Que la Virgencita y San Antonio te bendigan,” she says, peering at the upside-down statue of Saint Anthony behind the register. I roll my eyes. Abuela offers him a candle daily in the hopes that he’ll find me a husband, as if saints have nothing better to do these days than play matchmakers. I wonder which saint finds new jobs for the recently unemployed. I’ll light that candle myself.

“Happy birthday, hermanita,” Carola sings from behind her styling chair. With one practiced move, she unfastens the salon cape from her last client of the day, then turns to sweep me into a hug. I hug her back, inhaling the familiar scent of hair dye and essential oils lingering on the fabric of her dress. Carola followed in Mami’s footsteps: wife, mother, purveyor of all things beautifying. Which means I’m usually the third wheel in our relationship.

“There’s the birthday girl!” As if on cue, Mami steps out of the laundry room, looking ever like the Puerto Rican version of Sophia Loren in a waist-hugging dress and bright red lipstick. She kisses me on both cheeks, then drops an armful of freshly laundered towels in my hands. “Fold these, nena. Neatly, please—into squares, not rectangles. I don’t want to find them all bunched up every time I open the drawer.”

I swallow a protest and start folding, aware that my squares are nowhere near as neat as she wants them to be. The moment I step out, my loving but controlling mother will refold them herself. Today, I have no patience for her neurotic demands. “Can we talk for a minute?” I ask. “In the back room?”

“Augusto and the kids will be here in a minute,” Carola calls out from the register, where she is checking out a client. “Augusto is doing an overnight shift, so we’re eating early.”

“I’ll go get the tostones started,” Abuela says, leaving her perch on the La-Z-Boy and heading toward the house.

Mami’s fastidious gaze falls on my face, and before I can pull away, her hands are on my skin, assessing. “You need a facial.” Her fingers crawl over my cheeks. “You have to moisturize if you want any chance of getting a husband, Luisa.”

“Maybe I should go help Abuela in the kitchen,” I say, but then Carola shoves a broom in my hands, expecting me to use it. “It’s my birthday,” I cry out in mock indignation, which only makes her laugh.

“Vidalina was here this morning,” Mami prattles on as I sweep the floors. “Says her son, Juan Pablo, just broke up with his floozy of a girlfriend.” I ignore her, because who refers to women as floozies anymore, and the thought of getting set up with my very embarrassing teenage crush—who incidentally doesn’t know I exist—feels like entering the seventh circle of hell. “Maybe I should have them over for dinner.”

“Please don’t—” I bark.

Mercifully, we’re joined by my brother-in-law, Augusto, who decided from day one that his role in the family was “human buffer”—and we all love him for it. Augusto won over the family with his breezy Afro-Cuban manner, sharp wit, and shrewd intellect. His job as an Atlanta police detective earned him a special place in my heart as a fellow fact-finding geek.

“Happy birthday, hermanita,” he coos, balancing my baby niece, Sarita, in one arm.

He plants a kiss on my temple and in turn I shower my niece with little pecks. She giggles into her daddy’s chest.

“What about a makeover for your birthday weekend?” my sister squeals, eyes going wide with excitement. “Facial, blowout, nails.”

“Keratin treatment,” Mami offers. “Make that frizzy pelo malo smooth and shiny.”

“You shouldn’t say ‘pelo malo,’ Mami,” I snap, collecting hair clippings from the floor with a dustpan, then dropping them in the garbage. “It’s racist.”

“Bah.” Mami waves one hand in the air dismissively. “Everything is racist these days.”

I know I should let this go. I am too stressed and too tired for this conversation. Plus, my mother, like most people on the Island, still identifies as white every time she ticks a race checkbox on an official form. She’s brown, not permanently tanned as she likes to believe.

We finish closing the salon, then head back to the house, where Abuela busies herself beside the stove, smashing plantains on a tostonera and tossing them in hot oil. My nieces Rosita and Daniela storm past me, chasing after (i.e., terrorizing) Abuela’s cat, Chapulín. I love these girls more than life itself, but at three and five years old, they are truly little demons.

Augusto, still holding Sarita, pours me a glass of chardonnay, filling it almost to the brim. I mouth a silent thanks, and we exchange a knowing smile. We do this a lot, talk without words. Augusto is the brother I never had and never thought I needed, until he stepped into our lives.

“Augusto is Black,” Mami says abruptly, returning to our conversation in La Barna. Her eyebrows shoot up and her tone goes defensive toward me, and yet she lovingly offers a spoonful of paella to Augusto, which he eagerly accepts.

“I am?” Augusto responds with cartoonish surprise. “Oh. My. God,” he exclaims, chewing. “Another kitchen miracle.”

“See?” Mami turns to me. “How can I be racist when this man is one of the great loves of my life?” She pinches his cheek, then drops a piece of chorizo into his mouth.

“One does not beget the other, Mami. You only call it pelo malo because it’s Black hair,” I try to explain, exhaustion clawing back into my body. “Do you tell your blond, straight-haired clients that they have pelo malo? No. You don’t.”

“You think too much about these things, Luisa.” She grabs a serrated knife, then slices into a crusty baguette. “Give it a rest. That mind of yours is always thinking. Always working. Can’t you just unwind?”

Rosita and Daniela trap Chapulín in a corner and pull at his fluffy tail. He hisses at them, then releases a high-pitched yowl. “Leave that poor cat alone,” Mami shrieks.

Temporary or not, one thing is certain: Moving back home will feel like forever. I make a mental note to run to the botanica and buy one of those San Judas Tadeo veladora candles for the lost and desperate. Maybe Abuela is onto something.

We gather around the table, eager to dive in. And after Abuela offers a blessing, we pass the dishes around.

“Luisa, amor, what did you want to talk about?” Mami asks, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Is everything okay, mija?”

“Later,” I say, stuffing my mouth with a forkful of paella.

“Why?” she insists, arms open in a collective embrace. “It’s just your familia here.”

The rice and seafood go down like gravel. I set down my fork and take a long swig of wine, aware that all eyes—including the freaking cat’s—are on me.

“I was thinking,” I say hesitantly, “that maybe I should move back here with you and Abuela. Save up for a down payment. To buy my own place, you know?” The table goes quiet, so I’m forced to fill in the silence. “I’d like to put down twenty percent. Have a comfortable mortgage.”

“You’re so full of shit,” Carola blurts out, sending her fork clattering against her plate.

“Carola,” Abuela chastises. “Language. The girls.” But it’s too late. The little sponges are giggling uncontrollably, chanting in unison, “Titi Luisa’s full of shit. Titi Luisa’s full of shit.”

I’d be pissed, if they weren’t so freaking cute.

“She’s doing that thing with her upper lip.” Carola points one finger at my face. “It curls when she’s lying.”

“What thing?” I spit back.

“That lip thing,” she says, mirroring my face by pinching and twisting her upper lip with her fingers. “Augusto, back me up.”

“I’m staying out of it,” he groans. My sister glares at him, then punches him in the left arm. I punch him in the right for not defending me. “Owww!” He rubs at his biceps, then glances at my lips, stifling a laugh.

“You suck,” I hiss.

“What’s going on, Luisa?” Mami glowers at me across the table.

“I…” I clear my throat, trying to find a way to spin my unemployment situation into something that doesn’t make me sound like a total failure. My sister beats me to the punch. She gasps, bringing her hands over her mouth, eyes wide with horror.

“You got fired,” she cries out, like some bruja mind reader. “Oh no, Luisa.” She winces.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I protest, slamming both hands hard against the table.

“Language,” Abuela scolds. “Really, mija? And on your birthday?” she adds, her voice softening with pity, because apparently all the women in my family are mind readers—except me, that is.

“Is this true?” Mami demands. “Did you get fired?” The answer must be written on my upper lip as Carola keenly observed. But it’s Mami’s next question that sends me flying straight over the edge: “What did you do?”

Because of course, to my mother, this is somehow my fault.

“I don’t know.” I huff, pushing back my chair. The legs scrape against the hardwood floors. “Apparently, I’m a hunk of Swiss cheese. I have to pee.”

My feet stumble to the bathroom, where I lock the door behind me. I pull down my jeans and sit on the toilet to pee—and think.

Why was I fired? That’s the million-dollar question.

I take out my phone and search “Griggs Caldecott Johnson III.” His company’s website comes up first. There’s an announcement for a banquet—which starts in an hour—celebrating National Philanthropy Day at Dogwood Hills Country Club. Griggs Caldecott Johnson III is receiving a Young Philanthropist award from the mayor.

I click on various links, featuring the GCJ Foundation’s work with about two dozen affordable housing and urban development organizations. Some of them I’ve heard of: Glendale Community Gardens, Homewood Village, and the new housing development near the stadium. Others aren’t familiar at all, but the list makes one thing clear: this man is everywhere.

Suddenly, I’m feeling very sorry for myself and wondering if Nina was right. Maybe I allowed my affection for the Castillos to cloud my judgment and I missed the obvious: The old man sold the farm and spent the cash. He was probably too embarrassed to tell his son. Heck, look at my own dad and how much he managed to hide from us in plain sight. Guilt and shame can make good people do terrible things—even destroy their family’s lives in the process.

“Luisa,” Carola whispers through the locked bathroom door. “What are you doing?”

“What do you think I’m doing?” I sigh, exasperated, browsing through the Dogwood Hills Facebook page, which hasn’t been updated in years. Why do they even bother keeping the thing active? Still, I select the Photos section.

“Let me in!” Carola jiggles the door handle. “Pleeeease.”

Ugh. I lean forward, unlock the door, and open it a crack. Carola squeezes inside.

“Are you done?” she asks, ignoring my question. “I need to pee.”

“Why don’t you use the bathroom upstairs?” I pull up my underwear and jeans, then move to the sink to wash my hands.

“This one’s closer.” She laughs at herself, a little tipsy, then sits on the toilet. “Why didn’t you tell us you got fired? I would’ve done your hair real nice. A little pick-me-up.”

I dry my hands, then reach for my phone to scroll through old photos of the club, mostly weddings and golf tournaments, until I find my answer.

“What the fuck?” I hear myself cry out. “What the fucking fuck? That fucker!”

“Who?” Carola demands. “Who’s a fucker?”

“My publisher,” I exclaim.

Chip, my asshole publisher, and Griggs Caldecott Johnson III are golfing buddies. Of course they are. A tournament photo shows them standing by a golf cart with their wives, chummy, toothpaste-ad smiles plastered to their faces.

Chip didn’t just pass on my story; he outright killed it. The whole damn thing stinks of rich white boy networks and underhanded cover-ups.

Fuck Chip and fuck The Georgia Times.

I pull up driving directions to the Dogwood Hills Country Club.
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Vodka soda, hold the soda,” I tell Byron.

He smiles at me, concern gathering in his dark eyes and at the corners of his mouth.

“You off the clock?” he asks, glancing around the empty Magnolia Bar—a new, “modern” addition, which, at Dogwood Hills, is a relative term. Instead of flocked wallpaper, this room has white wainscoting and walls painted hydrangea blue. Instead of heavy oak or mahogany antique tables, it’s filled with overstuffed leather sofas and armchairs, with marble cocktail tables dispersed throughout.

I nod, slumping onto a leather barstool.

“All right, then,” Byron tells me, tucking a crisp white dish towel under the string of his equally white apron. “I suppose you can sit up here and keep me company while I prep to open.”

I rushed straight here to hide, as soon as the official program began, still reeling from my encounters with Griggs. The first one—beside the equipment closet—shook me to my core. The second one, from which I’ve just run away? I think what concerned me the most about it was how unremarkable it probably appeared to everyone else in the room. Griggs had simply approached me to ask where the mayor was sitting, or more precisely to insist that I seat her next to him, at the head table. But he stood too close, watching me with roving eyes. I could almost see his mind calculating, strategizing his next move—deciding how long it would take to break me.

Is this how it will be now? Every day, when I arrive for work, will I worry that Griggs Johnson is lying in wait for me, ready to pounce?

I needed to stop spiraling, to gather myself somewhere safe before trying to walk through the crowded foyer and away from this place. And I knew that, with the Philanthropy Banquet in full swing, I’d find Byron alone here.

I watch, taking comfort as he falls into his expert rhythm, one that I’ve seen more times than I can begin to count.

When Byron tells the story of our first meeting, he says that he came around from behind the bar to introduce himself, and I confidently thrust out my little hand for a firm shake, all the while looking him directly in the eye, steady and resolved.

Needless to say, our recollections of that day differ. All I remember is that, terrified during my entire shift that I was leaking breast milk through my uniform, I compulsively stole glances at my tits. But we all need people in our lives who resolutely believe that we’re stronger than we really are. And for me, Byron is one of those people.

He pulls a crystal tumbler from the shelf behind him and fills it with ice.

“Looks like you could use a Belvedere,” he says.

I nod and drop my head into my hands.

He grabs the expensive vodka from the top shelf and pours me a double. “Wanna talk about it?”

“Nope,” I say as he slides the vodka toward me, two limes expertly balanced on the rim.

“Well, you know I’m here when you do.” He meets my gaze, his expression so kind that it physically hurts to look at him. I can’t drag Byron into this mess.

I squeeze both limes into my drink and then lift the glass and take a long swig. The Belvedere burns on its way down, and the burn feels good. But even this can’t keep my mind from obsessing over that secret—the one Reginald was keeping before he got fired. The one Griggs aims to use as a weapon of blackmail and harassment against me.
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