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He’s the one who got away!


I stood at the threshold of Ethan’s office in the prestigious Williams Towers, where he sat behind his mahogany desk with only the dim light of the desk lamp illuminating the space.


It was a wonder he didn’t hear me enter; he should certainly be more aware of his surroundings at this time of night. Although I guessed with a thirty-second-floor office in this zip code, there were no concerns about safety. And I knew how Ethan was when he focused. Without even a glimpse of his brown eyes, I imagined his expression—thoughtful—as he studied the papers on his desk. A legal brief, perhaps?


For a moment longer, I stood staring at the man I once loved. And then something stirred inside me. Once loved? Everything I felt for Ethan Thomas was supposed to be long gone, severed by the last words he’d spoken to me before he walked out of my door.


But now old emotions collided with common sense and exploded into confusion. I wasn’t sure what to feel. There was a time when something would have stirred inside Ethan, just having me in such close proximity. But now… I guessed not.


I tapped on the door. Ethan raised his head, and his shoulders straightened.


“I’m sorry,” I said when he didn’t speak. Stepping inside, I added more to my apology: “I didn’t mean to startle you.”


His eyes followed me as I sauntered toward him, but still, he said nothing, and I tried to discern what I saw in his eyes. If his complexion were lighter, I believe I would’ve seen the heat rising beneath his skin. Or maybe just the opposite; maybe I would have watched the blood drain from him, since the way his eyes widened and his brows shot up, he looked like he’d seen a ghost.


Finally, his lips moved. “Journee…” He still said my name like it was the opening notes of a love song. “What… what are you doing here?”


Slipping my shawl from my shoulders, I tossed it onto one of the high-back vintage chairs facing his desk. But I remained standing. “It’s good to see you, too, Ethan,” I said, as if he’d expected this visit.


He shook his head before he stood, then buttoned his suit jacket, always needing to look composed. He said, “I’m surprised.”


“I can understand that.”


“Security didn’t… um… call to tell me you were coming up.”


“That’s because I didn’t stop at security.” With a shrug and a half smile, I said, “You know how I do.”


I didn’t give him a chance to reply as I moved to the massive windows behind his desk. The floor-to-ceiling glass exposed the still-somewhat-heavy traffic on the 610 freeway—even if it was already well after eight. Life in Houston, especially on the Thursday night before Labor Day. My eyes made their way to the gushing fountains below. That tourist attraction was a more beautiful sight in the night’s light.


“What an amazing view.” Glancing back, I took in the expansive corner office with its wall-to-wall windows. The mahogany furniture alone—the desk, chairs, credenza—could be a down payment on a home. “I like your new office. You’ve done well.” I wanted to add a question to my compliment. Ask if he had any regrets that here, in his own law firm, was where he’d ended up instead of pursuing his political dreams.


He nodded, then gestured toward the chairs. “So, when are we going to talk about why you’re here?”


“Now is good.” I took my time rounding his desk, my hips swaying, knowing his eyes were on me. I’d dressed for this occasion. He was seeing me for the first time in almost fifteen hundred days, so I’d chosen this purple (his favorite color) Chanel (his favorite designer) wrap dress. When I sat down and crossed my legs, I watched him watch the hemline of my skirt rise. He cleared his throat before he sat down but didn’t make a move to add more light to his office. Just left us sitting there, staring at each other in the glow of the lamp on his desk. It felt almost… sensual. It seemed almost… purposeful.


He said, “So, I know you weren’t just in the neighborhood.”


“Actually, I was. I just finished a business dinner at Roka Akor.” His head tilted at the mention of that four-star restaurant, but I didn’t elaborate. There was no need for Ethan to know this was at least the twelfth dinner I’d had over the past three months as I pursued a multimillion-dollar city contract—the WestPark revitalization project—for my firm.


When I stayed silent, Ethan asked, “And so, you decided to drop by on your way home?”


“Not heading home. Not yet. I have to stop at my office, and that’s not too far from here.”


“Your office is in River Oaks, not the Galleria.”


That made me sit back a bit. “I know why I knew where you worked, but I didn’t send out announcements, the way you did, when I opened J. Alexander and Associates.” I paused. “You’ve been keeping tabs on me?” There was joviality in my tone, but I was more serious than not. It pleased me that I was still on his mind.


He shook his head, a bit too quickly for me to believe him when he said, “No, I just know someone in your building and saw your name on the directory. But I know you didn’t come here to discuss that.” He pressed the tips of his fingers together, and I recognized that stance. “So, Journee, this isn’t a social visit.”


I nodded. “It’s not.” I took a deep breath before I said, “I need your help.”


His eyebrows rose. “You need my help?”


Now the chuckle was in his tone, which annoyed me, and I half expected Ethan to launch into a lecture about how surprised he was to hear those words come from me.


I was grateful when he didn’t add anything else, and I pulled my cell from my purse, scrolled through my texts, then held the cell so Ethan could read the screen.




You’re going to spend the next twenty years in prison. Vengeance is mine.





Ethan’s eyes stayed on my phone as if he was reading the message a few times. Finally, he sat back and gestured for me to speak.


I said, “I’ve been getting messages like these for a few weeks. It’s weird. I’ll get a message like that, and then another one, like this.” Once again, I held up my cell.


This time, when Ethan leaned forward, he read the text aloud: “ ‘The prudent see danger and take refuge, but the simple keep going and pay the penalty. Vengeance is mine.’ ” He paused, raised his glance toward the ceiling as if he was thinking. “The first part is Proverbs 27:12.”


Impressive. But Ethan being a man of God was just one of the thousands of reasons I had for once loving him. Once?


“But the ‘vengeance is mine’… that’s New Testament. Romans 12:19.” He steadied his glance on me.


“Every text ends with that scripture.”


He said, “So someone is sending you scriptures.”


“Scriptures and threats,” I told him.


“Who could be sending these to you?”


I half shrugged. “The first time, I called the number, and all I heard was white noise, like the number was out of service. Since then, every text comes from a different number.”


Ethan nodded. “A texting app. So, why would someone be sending these to you?”


Again I shrugged, but this time rather than meeting his eyes, I glanced at the view over his shoulder. “I don’t know… I’m not sure.”


“Journee,” he said. This time, my name didn’t sound like music at all. Sounded more like Ethan was losing patience with me.


I connected my eyes with his. “Did you hear about Simon’s arrest?”


He stared at me, and I waited for him to say something like, I told you so. But all Ethan said about the man who’d been my mentor, the man who’d taught me everything I knew about being a real estate broker, the man who’d made it so that I had the kind of lifestyle I could never have imagined when my mama had my sister and me wandering around the streets of Houston homeless, was “Yeah, I heard. A multimillion-dollar fraud investigation of one of the city’s most notable residents is hard to miss in these streets. Not to mention how his arrest was a ratings draw for the media.” His eyes narrowed. “But what does Simon’s arrest have to do with those texts?”


I wondered just how much I should say at this point. “I got the first text the day Simon was arrested. I think it’s all connected; someone is trying to link me to Simon and all his troubles.”


His gaze was steadfast. “Are you linkable?”


I squinted. Was that an accusation in his tone? “No,” I said. “I left Simon”—my voice lowered—“and all his schemes behind. I left him not too long after you left me.”


I half expected Ethan to say, You finally listened, but instead he said, “I’m glad to hear that.” Then he cocked his head. “So then, why are you here? Because from what you’ve said so far, you certainly don’t need me.”


A thousand memories of the millions of times I’d spoken those words to Ethan cascaded through my mind. But rushing in right behind the memories of the few times we fought were all the moments we loved.


Dang! I was thinking about our love again. I sighed; it was amazing that all it took was this man’s presence, and my heart was racing back to the past. Now all I could think about was that Ethan Thomas was the first man I loved—actually, the only man besides my daddy.


And Ethan had loved me, until he didn’t anymore. Or at least until he told me that he loved himself and his career more.


The heaviness of what we once were hung in the air, but finally, I responded, “I do need you.”


Ethan was stone-still, as if those four words shocked him. Four words he’d waited years for me to say. He finally said, “How do you think I can help?”


“I need to find out who’s sending these texts. I need to know what they may know so I can figure out if I’m in any true jeopardy when it comes to Simon.”


His eyes thinned. “If you left Simon, what would someone know?”


“I did… I mean… I just wonder…” I stuttered, then took a deep breath. “I’m sure this has something to do with my past business dealings. Not with how I conduct myself today.”


He nodded. “Well, if you want to find out who’s sending those texts, you need a private investigator.” He leaned forward as if he wanted his next words to make a point. “But… you don’t need me.”


Inside, I flinched. He’d been waiting a long time to punish me with words I’d always said to him. Had my words in the past slashed him with the same sharpness I just felt?


“I know what I need,” I said through my hurt. “And I know who I need. I need an attorney, a criminal defense attorney, the best criminal defense attorney in Texas.” I held up my hands to proclaim my innocence. “Just in case. You know I’m always prepared.” I paused. “And I came to you because you just handled Sara Nelson’s case.”


Sara Nelson had been a well-respected broker who’d been indicted along with two coconspirators for a false-appraisal real estate scam that could have landed her in prison for almost ten years.


“You kept her out of prison.”


He nodded. “I did, but I don’t understand what you’re talking about here. You said you’re not connected to Simon but, in a way, you think you are?”


“That explains it perfectly, and I want to make sure I’m not in a vulnerable position because of my early days with Simon. And if I need legal representation, then I’ll have you.”


He squinted, shook his head, sat back. “If you want my help, you need to tell me everything: what you really did with Simon, not just the things you told me about before. And then how you think these texts may be connected. I need to know anything and everything. And then I can decide if I want to help you.”


“Decide?” I asked, shocked that Ethan had to consider this. Why wouldn’t he just agree to help? Wasn’t I the first woman he ever loved?


“Decide whether I want to or even if I can help.”


I nodded, averted my eyes again. Studied the beautiful view once more. “Okay,” I said, finally facing him. “What do you want to know?”


Instead of answering my question, Ethan leaned back and chuckled. “Things have certainly changed. I can’t count the number of times you made it perfectly clear to me that there was nothing I could ever do to help you.”


“It wasn’t like that.” When he raised his eyebrows, I said, “Okay. Yes. I always thought I could handle everything myself. But not this.” And then, because I thought it would help, I added, “I really do need you.”


“What if I told you that saying those words now—it’s too late?”


That blow came so quickly, it was shocking. Made me almost stand up, spin around, and march out of there. I didn’t need this… I didn’t need him… I didn’t need anyone.


But all of that was a lie. It was hard for me to say, but I needed Ethan in so many ways, so I swallowed that pride. And even though it tasted like poison, I sat there ready to take more of his shots. I said, “I’m hoping you won’t tell me it’s too late.”


“It is,” he said. I sucked in air, but then he added, “At least, it’s too late tonight.” He glanced at his watch. “I have… another engagement.”


Another engagement? This late? Was he just saying this to blow me off?


He said, “Let me think about this, Journee.”


I reached for my shawl and wrapped it over my shoulders, hoping that would hide the way his words made me tremble. It was hard for me to digest what had happened in these past minutes. Ethan Thomas was really thinking about leaving me out there to handle this alone. I gathered myself and pulled out my trump card. “You once told me you loved me.” I paused. Those words would move him for sure. But he said nothing. “And I’m hoping some of that love is still there,” I said, pushing harder. Another beat passed; still nothing but silence. “I hope with everything in me you’ll help me.”


He peered at me, tapped the tips of his fingers together—still remained silent.


I continued with words that were so hard for me to say: “Please, Ethan.”


Now, his silence was an insult. So I nodded, blinked back tears, then stood and spun toward the door. But before I took a step, Ethan spoke up. “I’ll text you tomorrow. One way or the other. If you still have the same number.”


A gasp pushed through my lips, but I didn’t face him. I nodded, then kept moving out the door, out of the building, and into the night air. I’d walked into this building with such confidence about what my ex would do. But Ethan had shaken me, and now I had no idea how this was going to play out.
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I rolled to my left, folding my pillow under my head. Stayed there for about ten seconds, then flipped onto my back and stared at the ceiling until it began to close in on me. Tossing aside my duvet, I grabbed my cell phone from the nightstand: 6:16. Ugh! It was against my religion to get out of bed before eight.


I tapped my messages icon, then scrolled through my texts. One from Tasha, my assistant, reminding me to check my emails for the letter she’d drafted to thank Mr. Yung for the dinner last night. That was a good idea; even though Mr. Yung all but told me that I’d won the bid when he said I was the most impressive broker he’d met over these past few months, I wanted to stay on top of his mind.


Next text: UPS informing me of a delivery—something I couldn’t remember ordering, as usual… and then:




The prayers of the righteous may availeth much, but no amount of prayer will save you now. Vengeance is mine.





“Argh!” I slammed the cell onto the duvet. Another text from my stalker but nothing from Ethan.


Wrapping myself inside my robe, I glanced at my phone’s screen. That text had been sent just a little after three in the morning. Who would stay up that late to do this to me?


I staggered into my living room, a grand loft-style space that combined my living room, dining room, and kitchen and continued the color scheme from my bedroom—everything in my apartment was heavenly white, but right now, I didn’t feel the heavenly peace that I always felt when I was home.


My legs were unsteady as I made my way to my espresso machine. Fumbling, I got what I needed onto the counter and tamped the coffee grinds; then, as the coffee brewed, I prayed that one night my eyes would stay shut for more than an hour.


A minute later, that first sip of espresso shocked and then calmed me; now I breathed, and for the first time, I appreciated the new day. The morning sun gleamed through my two walls of living room windows, shining as if it hung in the sky as my personal morning glory. I opened the balcony door, and the sounds of the early day—birds chirping, cars honking, a plane ascending—greeted me. Normalcy. What I craved.


But my life was far from normal, and I needed Ethan to help me get that normalcy back. I took another sip, leaned against the railing, and closed my eyes. “I need you, Ethan.” I spoke those words as if somehow they would travel through the ether and ensconce themselves inside Ethan’s heart.


It was surprising how easy it was to say those words now. In the past, it had been difficult to be vulnerable enough to need anyone. I knew it was all about my “mommy issues.” I was thirty-four and still carried the scars of my mother’s abandonment. Once I’d lived through that, I’d never put myself in jeopardy by needing another soul. But my pride didn’t matter when the stakes were high and my freedom was on the line.


“Ethan,” I whispered, “please reach out to me.”


I was calling out to him, as if he would hear me, or at least feel me the way he used to. The way he did from the moment we met, with the most unusual introduction I’d ever had to a man:




“Journee!” Mrs. Thomas sang my name when she opened the door to her Third Ward house. “Welcome to my new home.” She danced away, leaving me standing at the threshold.


I laughed as I stepped inside and watched the svelte fiftysomething swirl in the middle of the living room as if she were giving a performance. “Oh, Journee, I cannot believe this house is mine.”


“You better believe it.” I chuckled. “Because that mortgage payment is going to begin in about sixty days.”


She stopped spinning, pouted, and glared at me, although her eyes smiled. “Is that what you came over here to tell me?”


“No.” I laughed. “I come bearing gifts.” I held up a bottle of wine and a gold gift box that was filled with some of my favorite essential oils.


Her smile was as bright as a thousand lights. “Thank you. My real estate agent didn’t even do this. You’re something special.” She clapped. Taking the gifts, she said, “I’d offer you a seat, but…” We both looked around the empty room and laughed.


“When are the movers coming?” I asked, following her into the kitchen, where she rested the wine and box on the counter.


“Oh, Journee, you don’t put new wine into old wineskins,” she said, quoting one of the parables I remembered from Sunday school. “The new furniture will be delivered on Monday. So I’ll be staying in a hotel for a few days. But I’ll be here every day, just dancing, just because.”


Once again, the woman who’d performed with Alvin Ailey leaped across the room, then ended in an arabesque, a term she’d taught me. “Forgive me,” she finally said. “This always happens when I have so much open space. It’s a tic I have.”


“I thought I’d helped you with financing the perfect home. Who knew this would be a dance studio as well?”


“Only until I get the furniture; then I’ll be normal again.” Her smile faded a bit. “Thank you.” She took my hands into hers. “I’m so grateful.” Before I could respond, she snatched her hands away. “You know what? I’ve just thought of the most brilliant way to say thank you.”


I shook my head. “You don’t have to do anything.”


As if she didn’t hear me or didn’t care what I said, she continued, “I’m going to set you up with my son.”


“Oh, no.” When she turned to me with a glare, I added, “That’s so nice of you, but…”


“Why not?” She studied my camel-colored pantsuit with shoes that I’d had professionally dyed to match the gabardine fabric. “You got a man?”


“Actually, I’m in between relationships, but—”


“Then this is the perfect time for me to introduce you to Ethan.”


“—I’m focusing on my career.”


“Well, you can certainly go out to dinner, can’t you? I’m not asking you to marry him… yet.” She shrugged as if all of this should make as much sense to me as it did for her.


“Mrs. Thomas”—I shook my head—“I don’t do blind dates, and I’m sure your son doesn’t either.”


“My son does whatever I ask him to do,” she said as she grabbed her telephone.


I groaned. Mrs. Thomas was very attractive, with her shoulder-length, honey-brown hair, eyebrows so perfect she had to be plucking and shaping daily, and lips so full, so flawless, that if she hadn’t been a dancer, she could have made millions modeling some giant cosmetic company’s lipstick. But her son had to look like Shrek if this was how he rolled.


“Look at this face and then tell me no again.” She held up her phone. “Check him out.”


I steeled myself, preparing to do all I could not to laugh, but then I froze when I took in the photo of Mrs. Thomas standing next to a man who could have made his own millions as a mega movie star. “Whoa,” I said, before I could stop myself.


She chuckled. “See what I’m saying? I know a piece of art when I create it.”


Well, yeah, he was fine, but still, his mother was kinda acting like his pimp. There had to be something wrong with him.


“So are you saying it’s okay to set the two of you up?”


In the three months I’d worked with Mrs. Thomas to find her the right loan for her dream home, I’d learned she was a professional dancer, she was a perfectionist, she was honest, and she was relentless—she didn’t stop until she got what she wanted. Not only that, Mrs. Thomas would be giving me a ton of referrals from her Links and sorority sisters. So I said, “Yeah, okay,” already formulating my plan. I’d take his number, then later, I’d find some excuse to explain why I never called him.


I watched Mrs. Thomas scroll through her phone, then frowned when she put the phone to her ear. “Hey, Ethan,” she said. My eyes widened. “Guess where I’m at?”


No, she is not talking to her son. No, no, no!


“I can’t wait for you to see this new place, but first”—she glanced up at me—“I have someone I want you to talk to.”


I waved my hands like I was one of those aircraft marshalers at Hobby Airport. No, I mouthed.


“Remember, I told you about Journee, my mortgage broker? Well, all I told you was that she helped me finance this home. What I didn’t mention was that she’s brilliant and beautiful. And I only put brilliant first because I know that would be most important to you. So here, say hi.” She thrust the phone in my face.


I whispered, “Mrs. Thomas—”


“Just say hello,” she hissed back.


Since I couldn’t click my heels together and disappear, I took the phone, closed my eyes, and said, “Hello, I’m sorry,” just as Ethan was saying the exact same words. My eyes popped open. Then I laughed and he laughed. Ten seconds in each other’s space and we were operating in such synchronicity.





FROM THAT PHONE call, Ethan and I had enjoyed three years of almost perfection. Except for the times when Ethan questioned my morals and my professional ethics. The sound of my doorbell echoed through my apartment, and I jumped up. Ethan! was my first thought as I sprinted inside. But then I backed up and slowed down. Even if Ethan were into surprises—which he was not—he wouldn’t have made it past my concierge.


So there was only one person ringing my doorbell. It was—


“Hey, Sissy,” Windsor said as she swept into my space. With her wild natural curls, carved wooden earrings, and wooden bangles up her arm, my sister was an Afrocentric fireball.


“Do you know what time it is?” I asked.


“Why does time matter if you’re up?” she said with the vigor of one who’d been awake for hours. This was how Windsor rolled—from the moment her feet hit the floor in the morning, she was marathon ready.


She said, “It’s going to be a beautiful day. I just finished sunrise yoga, and when I leave here, I’m going to take a Zumba class before I go in for my afternoon shift.”


I needed another shot of espresso.


“So”—she bounced onto my sofa—“I do have a reason for being here. We need to march right into your closet so that you can pick out the most fabulous outfit for me.”


I gave her a long side-eye. “Uh, didn’t we just go shopping last week?”


“We did, but I had no idea I was going to have a second interview.” Slowly, I turned to her; she grinned. “Yup,” she said. “The Odom Group called me back. All because of you!”


“Oh, Windsor.” I pulled her into a hug. “That’s terrific. But it wasn’t because of me. I just hooked you up with one of my clients.”


“Your client who just happened to be the CEO of one of Texas Monthly’s ‘Black Businesses on the Rise.’ And because of that hookup, I need you to hook me up with something fabulous to wear.” She jumped up, grabbed my hand, and then dragged me into my bedroom and master closet like she paid the mortgage on this place. “Now, I’m going to need everything, except shoes, ’cause your feet are too little.” She giggled as we entered my closet. But then she paused. “Gosh, I love this place.” Windsor sighed the way she always did when she raided my closet.


I do, too, I thought as I sat down at my vanity at the other end. My closet was the size of a bedroom… because, literally, it was. I’d bought this two-bedroom condo, and also the studio unit next door, just so I could have this closet.


Windsor combed through the rows of dresses before she pulled out one of my favorites—a fuchsia sheath. She studied it, then hung it to the side before she turned to my blouses and pants and suits. I sat back and beamed just because my sister was so happy.


Even though she’d come over here way too early and in the middle of my crisis, the person I loved spending time with more than anyone (even Ethan) was Windsor. No matter what was going on, and even with all the pressures she had, Windsor made life seem like a day at the beach.


Just watching her now, slipping from one outfit to another, made me remember how blessed I was that we’d found each other, or rather, that she’d found me. Windsor and I had spent only the first year of her life together before our mother gave me away.


But when we were reunited about ten years ago, it was as if those seventeen years of being apart faded away. I loved her as much now as I did the day my mom brought her to me as I sat in a chair in the corner of her room at Ben Taub Hospital. When I laid eyes on the baby, my love was instant, even if she was no bigger than the puppy I begged my mom to get from the pet store in the mall. My mom had always told me no to the puppy, but then she gave me something better.




“You know what, Journee? I want you to name the baby.”


“I can give her a name like my baby doll?”


“Yes.” Mama laughed. “Just like your baby doll. But this baby is going to be with us forever, so her name has to be very special.”


I closed my eyes tight, something I always did when I was trying to concentrate real hard. Think! Think! I was just six years old, but I knew how important this was going to be.


I sat there thinking until… “I want her name to be Windsor,” I said.


“Windsor?” My mother frowned.


“You don’t like it, Mama?” I asked, thinking she was looking at me the same way she did when I wouldn’t eat those nasty lima beans.


“Oh, no,” Mama said. “It’s nice. It’s just that I never heard that name before.”


“Yesterday at school, the librarian gave me a new book about a castle and the name of the castle was Windsor. I liked that name.”


Mama was quiet, and then all the wrinkles faded from her forehead. “You’re so smart, baby. That name is perfect. Yes, her name is Windsor because she’s a little princess, just like you. And one day, all princesses grow up to be queens.”





“I LOVE THE fuchsia one, but what about this?”


My sister’s voice brought me back to my four-hundred-square-foot closet. Windsor stood in front of me in a royal blue designer wrap dress that looked great on her, even though her size 8 hips didn’t fill the dress out the way my size 12 frame did. But she more than made up for it with her cleavage. I grinned. “You better work it! You look sophisticated. Just like a new advertising account exec.”


“So…” Windsor posed to the left, then to the right.


“You know, that’s a Terez original,” I said, referring to my designer.


“Oh.” Her voice was low. “I didn’t know. Well…” She untied the sash.


But before she slipped it from her shoulders, I said, “Take that dress… and keep it!”


Her eyes were wide when she whispered, “Are you kidding me?”


“I’m not.” I grinned. “I have an appointment with Terez next week for my winter wardrobe, and I’ll have her make me another one.”


The words were hardly out of my mouth before she wrapped her arms around my neck. “You are the best! I love you, Sissy.” She held on to me. “And Mama loves you, too.”


I pulled away from her embrace and turned to my four-drawer jewelry chest. “Do you need any accessories?”


“Journee.”


I didn’t turn around, just kept my eyes on the top drawer filled with my silver necklaces and bracelets.


Windsor’s voice floated over my shoulder. “I know you don’t want to hear it, but I was just thinking, look at our lives right now: everything is going so well. You were just featured in the Houston Business Journal as a Woman on the Move, and your career… My God, I don’t think you could be doing any better.


“And now look at what’s going on with me. I’m going to get this job, and soon, I’ll be making as much money as you. Well… maybe not as much, but you won’t have to pay for my coffee at Starbucks anymore.”


I was so glad I wasn’t facing Windsor, so I could have a moment to reset my expression. While I wanted to be mad that, once again, she was acting as our family counselor, I was in a battle to keep my lips from curving into a smile.


Windsor continued, “This would be the perfect weekend to come together, Sissy. Especially since you paid for it.” She paused as if she expected me to chuckle with her. “You don’t have anything planned, do you?”


I blew out a long breath, almost wishing I hadn’t arranged for this getaway. It was more for Windsor than my mother, and it was only to San Antonio, where they’d spend a couple of nights at a hotel on the River Walk. But now Windsor wanted to change that short vacay into a therapy session with a woman I hadn’t seen in twenty-seven years.


“The more I think about it,” she continued, “the more I know it’s a good idea. You need to come with me and Mama.”


Finally, I faced her. “You can bring this up every single day, and my response will always be the same. I’m not going to San Antonio with you because I don’t want to be around Norma. I have the relationship I want with her. And she should be happy with it, too, since I haven’t turned my back on her the way she turned her back on me.”


“She didn’t do that!” Windsor objected.


I ignored my sister and continued with what I always told her: “I’ve made sure that Norma is comfortable in a very nice home and—”


“And Mama would give you back that house and return to living in that ratty-ass apartment in Greenspoint just for a relationship with you.”


“She has a relationship with me. I’m her ATM.”


“That’s not fair.” Her tone sounded as though next she’d stomp her foot. “Mama’s never asked you for anything.”


“You’re right,” I said, keeping my tone even; it was easy to do because I fought to never give my mother a single moment of my emotions. “I gave her that house, I pay her bills, I send you two on vacations,” I reminded my sister. “I don’t need to or want to see her or speak to her.”


Windsor’s shoulders slumped. “Come on, Journee.”


I shut the drawer to the jewelry case. “I guess you don’t need any accessories, and now I need to get ready for work.”


“I feel like I’m being dismissed.”


“You are, because I’m sure you still have some packing to do. When are you and Norma leaving?”


“Really early tomorrow morning. We’ll be in San Antonio by nine, so we’ll have the whole day. I didn’t want to deal with that traffic tonight.” She sighed. “All right, I guess I’ll get going.” There was so much frustration in her tone, but she knew she couldn’t pull me to her side. Whatever gene made her stubborn had been passed down to me, too. “I tried,” she added.


“You always do.”


I followed her out of my closet. But inside my bedroom, she spun around. “You know I’ll never stop trying, right? Because I don’t want you, my dear sissy, to one day wake up with regrets.”


Inside, I flinched, but I kissed her cheek in reply. “I’m going to get in the shower. Let yourself out and make sure the emergency lock is on the door.”


I sauntered into the bathroom and waited until I heard my front door close before I turned off the light and moved back to my bed. Windsor had been a blessing when she arrived; I needed her energy. But she’d dumped more burdens onto my shoulders. I didn’t need to think about my mother. Now, though, because of Windsor, I couldn’t stop thinking about Norma and how I had spent the early years of my life loving her. Then, from the time I was seven, how my heart had just longed for her. But when she returned to my life ten years ago by way of Windsor, from that day, my yearning had morphed into disdain and contempt; I spent few hours thinking about Norma Alexander.


But now, because my sister always made me remember, all I wanted to do was cry.
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Too much time had been spent wallowing this morning, but I’d finally pulled myself together. It was almost noon, and I was going to do what I knew how to do—hustle. There were projects and contracts piled high on my desk. And then there was the greatest task before me—I had to get ready for the call from Mr. Yung, congratulating me for landing the city contract. In preparation, I needed to add new brokers—five or six, doubling my team. Then I had to plan our celebration to reward my current team for the long days and longer nights of effort that had been put in to win this bid. Three months of grueling work, but in a few days—the payoff.


Just as I moved toward my front door, my cell phone vibrated. I sighed with relief when I saw the text from Ethan:




If you have time now, I can meet you at the Starbucks next to your condo or I can drive over to a coffee shop near your office.





Thank God! I’m home, I texted. Come here.




Great, I’ll meet you at Starbucks.





“No!” I shouted, and then typed the same thing. But I quickly deleted that and texted: Let’s just meet at my apartment because—


Then I rolled back and deleted that as well. Leaning against the wall, I closed my eyes. I couldn’t do anything to give Ethan room to change his mind. Knowing him, this could be a test. Maybe Ethan was trying to determine if we could work together. Maybe he wanted to make sure I wasn’t going to be difficult. Maybe he was trying to see if I would listen to him this time. So many maybes.


So I inhaled, then texted: Okay, heading down now. See you soon. I rushed into the hallway, and conflicting emotions stirred inside me: relief, but still some anxiety. It had taken so much for me to ask for Ethan’s help. And if he denied me, there was no one else for me to turn to.


Inside the Starbucks, I sat at a table in the corner, facing the door, and a memory washed over me—this was where I’d sat the first time Ethan and I met in person seven years ago. On that day, Ethan was the one waiting when I walked in; I said hello, he said hello, and within minutes, I knew this “quick get-together over coffee” was going to be so much more. It was the comfort I felt being in his space, and letting him into mine. Our conversation was easy; we talked about our careers with passion, and shared the same ambition for our futures. We laughed over the new Chris Rock movie, but minutes later became serious when we discussed the state of our country.


I’d been so impressed, especially when Ethan told me he had political aspirations and how he’d planned his whole life to make sure he could fulfill them one day. He’d been in awe when I said I wanted to be the most important player in real estate in Houston.


It was no surprise that we couldn’t wait to see each other again. So we met the next night for dinner. And then the next. And the next. Within a few weeks, we were inseparable. Within a few months, he’d moved in.


I gave my heart to Ethan quickly, something that was surprising and perplexing. Although I’d dated, I’d never let anyone in—the remnants of my mother’s abandonment, I’d supposed. But Ethan had found the key to open me; we just fit together. It was the way he was there, every day, supporting me, encouraging me, and loving me unconditionally.


Until that day when I first came to realize that no matter what a man (or a woman, for that matter) said, all love came with some conditions:




“Baby,” I said the moment Ethan came through the door, “look!”


He was already grinning, even before I held the check up for him to see. He studied it, then turned to me with a slight frown. “Twenty-one thousand dollars.” After a pause, he added, “That’s nice,” and handed the check back to me.


“No, you don’t understand,” I said, knowing Ethan was confused. We’d celebrated much bigger checks I received whenever I closed on a loan on the high-end homes that had become my specialty. “This isn’t a commission check. This is my first bonus for working on a special project with Vivian and Simon.”


Ethan was fine at the mention of my best friend’s name, but the light in his eyes dimmed when I said “Simon.” From the moment Ethan had met my boss and shaken his hand, he’d told me, “That guy is off.” He said Simon was shady by the way he wouldn’t look him directly in his eyes and didn’t give him a firm handshake. He loosened his tie, then plopped onto the sofa.


“I know how you feel about him,” I said, easing down next to Ethan. “But this isn’t about Simon; this is about me. I could be getting checks like this every month. With bonuses alone, I could earn over two hundred thousand dollars this year.”


He took the check from me once again, this time staring at the front before he turned it over and studied the other side. “Okay, I’ll bite. What kind of project can bring in this much in bonuses?”


For the year we’d been together, I’d discussed every one of my real estate dealings with Ethan. But this one I had not, because of the way Ethan felt about Simon. I wanted to make sure this manifested first.


“Vivian came up with an idea, and Simon put together an amazing program that is close to my heart. I got this bonus by helping homeless people.” The lines in his forehead deepened as I continued, “I recruit people who are down on their luck and introduce them to Simon. He interviews them, and then if they have all the information he needs, Simon gives them $1,000. In cash!”


Ethan shifted so his whole body faced me, and his cadence slowed when he asked, “He gives them $1,000 for what?”


“For their information,” I said, still feeling as excited as I had this morning when Simon had given me this bonus for the seven homeless people I’d introduced him to over the past few months.


But Ethan wasn’t sharing my enthusiasm. “And, Journee,” he said, sounding as if he were talking to a child, “what is he doing with their information?”


“He’s buying houses,” I told him, surprised he hadn’t figured out that part yet.


“He’s buying houses in their names?”


There was so much incredulity in his tone that the excitement I’d felt began to wane. “Yes,” I finally said. “Simon uses their information to buy homes in their names. But,” I added quickly, “remember, he pays them.”


Ethan sprang up from the sofa so fast, he gave me whiplash. “Journee, what in the hell are you doing?” he shouted.


“What?” I asked, feeling discombobulated. In all of our time together, Ethan had never raised his voice.


“I told you that guy was shady. This is illegal.”


“Why?”


His eyes widened when he said, “You had to pass an exam to get your brokerage license, and I still have to break this down for you? Simon is buying homes in other people’s names. That’s fraud.”


I shook my head, not understanding why Ethan was so upset about this. “If it is, it’s a victimless crime. No one is getting hurt, so why would that matter?”


His stare was intense as he peered down at me. “You cannot be this naïve.”


“I’m not naïve at all. I’m thinking about the people on the streets who are receiving more money than they’ve ever seen. That’s what’s most important. And then Simon is legitimately buying the homes and not hurting anyone.”


“He’s not legitimately buying anything. The applications are fraudulent,” he said, not taking his volume down. “He’s faking information, probably forging signatures—all of that is enough to put you behind bars for decades.”


“I think you’re making a big deal out of this because you don’t like Simon.”


“I’m making a big deal out of this because it’s a crime.”


“I can’t really tell you everything Simon is doing with the paperwork because I haven’t asked him. But what does it matter when this is a win-win situation? From what Simon has told me, he can’t buy twenty homes under his name, but he can help twenty people who are living on the street. And then he wins by buying these homes in their names, flipping them, and making a profit. No one is getting hurt.”


“And no matter how many times you say that, hurt or no hurt, it’s still illegal!” Ethan raised his hands in exasperation. “Honestly, Journee, with what I know about Simon, I doubt he’s really flipping the homes. I’ve seen this scam before. He’s probably using their information to buy those homes, sets up fake bank accounts, and then takes the equity out before he ever makes a payment. Once he takes the money, he lets the property go into foreclosure. What does he care? None of the homes are in his name, and the bank will never find the person whose name was on the application.”


“That’s not what he’s doing.”


“How do you know?” he challenged me. “You said you don’t know what he’s doing with the paperwork.”


I pressed my lips together, folded my arms, and glared at Ethan, shocked that in just a few minutes, he’d snatched all my joy away.


“This is the kind of stuff that will land you in prison for years. And you’re in the middle of this mess.”


“I’m not.” Now I jumped up from the sofa and faced him. “All I do is recruit the people and I’m happy to do that because I once lived on those same streets, remember? And my mother would have given anything to receive that kind of money. Maybe if she’d had that kind of money, she wouldn’t have given me away!”


He pushed the tips of his fingers against his temples, massaged them for a moment, then stepped closer to me. He took my hands into his. His voice was lowered when he said, “I know what happened to you is sometimes a trigger.”


“It’s not a trigger,” I growled. “It was my life.”


“I get that,” he said, his voice softer and more even now. “And that’s why I’m so upset: because Simon is using you.”


“This was Vivian’s idea.”


“I don’t care who thought of it. This is Simon’s company, and he’s playing on the fact that you and Vivian are young and because of your background, you will look past the crime. But no matter the lens, this is not positive. I’m not making this up because I don’t like Simon. I’m an officer of the court. I know a crime when I see one. You have to stop this now.” When I said nothing, he kept on: “I can’t save Simon, but I can save you.”


I snatched my hands from his. “How many times do I have to tell you, Ethan? I don’t need you to be my savior. I’ve been saving myself since I was seven years old. I don’t need you or anybody to step in now.”


“Maybe my choice of words could have been better,” he said, his voice remaining low and steady. “But I’m just telling you what I know because I don’t ever want to see you in the kind of trouble that will be waiting for you if you continue this. I know what I’m talking about.”


Ethan didn’t know squat. He didn’t know anything about being homeless, he didn’t know anything about real estate, he didn’t know anything about making big money. Yeah, he made about $90,000 a year, but last year I doubled that, and with this plan with Simon, along with my commissions, I could quadruple that.


Seemed to me that I was the expert, and he was the lowly DA. There was no kind of advice he could give me that could equate to what I already knew.


Gently, he touched my chin with his fingertips and nudged me to face him. “I love you, baby. I just want what’s best for you.”


His words were meant to soften me, and then, when he pulled me into his arms, I guessed I was supposed to acquiesce.


“We good?” he whispered in my ear.


I nodded because I didn’t want to speak the lie out loud. We weren’t good, but we would be. Because, from this point, I wouldn’t share my business with Ethan. There was no need if this was how he was going to respond to me making major moves.





I BLEW OUT a long breath at that memory. I hadn’t realized it then, but that was the beginning of our end.


It was interesting that I was thinking about that now. In the years since we’d broken up, I hadn’t spent a single moment wishing to have Ethan back. Instead, I’d thrown myself into my work, wanting to prove to everyone that I didn’t need Ethan; I didn’t need anybody. The only partner I wanted was success.


But after seeing Ethan last night, after feeling those emotions again, I wondered, was there anything I could have done to save us? And the more important question… was there anything I could do now to put us back together?


I wondered… and I waited.





I WAITED FOR twenty-two minutes. I knew the exact time because I’d checked my watch every two minutes, and in between, I searched my texts. But finally, twenty-two minutes after I asked myself if I wanted Ethan and me to be a couple again, he entered the coffee shop. As he strolled toward me, I held his gaze and answered the question I’d been asking since last night—I did want this opportunity to get back with Ethan. Perhaps this was God’s way of giving us another chance.


“Hey, you.”


Those two words brought a tsunami of new memories—of all the times I had walked into my condo and Ethan met me at the door with those words and a kiss.


“Hey. Thank you for coming.” I took in his white golf shirt and khaki pants. It seemed Ethan’s holiday weekend had begun.


He nodded as he slipped into the chair across from me. “I owe it to you to at least hear the whole story. So, do you want me to grab an espresso for you?”


First his greeting, and now I remembered how he’d brought me espresso in bed every morning. “Sure,” I said. But then I glanced around at the packed café. “You know what?” I began. “I’m not sure we should do this here.”


“Why not?”


“Well”—I leaned forward and lowered my voice—“the things we’ll be talking about…”


I shrugged, and Ethan nodded. “Good point,” he said.


“We can just go upstairs to my condo.”


The ends of his lips dipped just a bit, and he hesitated. Why? Then all at once, I got it. Seeing Ethan had stirred all of these feelings inside me. Of course it had to be the same for him. And now he was uncertain about going upstairs because that condo held so many of our wonderful memories. A few minutes up there and who knew what would happen?


But then he said, “Okay,” and stood. And my heart palpitated.


All kinds of hope rolled through my mind as I moved from the back of the coffee shop to the front door. As I’d waited for Ethan, I’d been thinking about the beginning of our end. But now here we were at what could be the start of a new beginning.


Ethan pushed open the door for me, but when I crossed the threshold and moved to the right, he went left. “This way,” he said.


“My place is—”


“Let’s talk in my car.”


I stopped walking and crossed my arms. “Really, Ethan?” Having a meeting inside a car was beyond ridiculous when I had a perfectly comfortable condo upstairs.


He didn’t even look back when he said, “Really, Journee!” He kept walking and his message was in his pace—either we’d do this in his car or there wouldn’t be any discussion. With a grunt, I followed him, trotting to catch up. “I parked right over there.”


When we rounded the corner, the scowl I wore gave way to my chuckle. Ethan’s car was nice enough; it was a top-of-the-line BMW 5 Series. But I had talked him into buying this car a year before we broke up, which meant it was five years old now. At least he kept it so clean, it looked brand-new, but this said so much about Ethan… or maybe it said more about me, since I’d had two new vehicles since he’d purchased this one.


With his fob, he unlocked and then opened the door for me. My eyes followed him as he made his way to the driver’s side. Was I on point about why Ethan didn’t want to be alone in my condo? Was he afraid because he still loved me? I pressed my hand against my chest, thinking about his vulnerability. We wanted the same thing. We wanted us.


By the time Ethan opened the driver’s door, I made up my mind. Yes, we needed to talk about my situation, but we needed to discuss our relationship now. Ethan had to know that I’d grown so much in the years we’d been apart. I wouldn’t do anything to put him or his career at risk.


He slid into the driver’s seat. “Excuse me for a moment.” He tapped on his cell as if he was sending a text. I wanted to glance over, see who was important enough to interrupt this moment between us. But I kept my eyes forward.


“Okay.” He glanced up with a smile that reminded me of old times. “I can’t say I’ve had many meetings in my car.”


“It’s certainly unconventional.”


“Agreed, but it will get the job done, because all I want to do right now is hear you out and talk this through.” He shifted in his seat, and now his eyes were only on me. “So let’s do this.” His smile was gone, and his voice was filled with that business-only tone I’d heard him use through the years with clients. “Why do you think you’re linked to Simon’s case?” But before I could answer, he held up his hand. “And tell me everything, Journee.” There was a warning in his tone. “If you want me to work with you, I need to know the complete picture, so be totally honest.”


I understood his concern. After that first conversation Ethan and I had about my bonus check from Simon, I never told him the truth again—until I had to. And he’d caught me in more than a few lies. But this time, I would tell him everything—at least what he needed to know. “Okay, I guess I should begin with the specifics, at least the little that I know, of why Simon was indicted.”


“I know all about that.” Ethan waved his hand. “After we talked last night, I read up on everything. This indictment came after a two-year investigation. Apparently, they have proof that he falsified information on hundreds of applications, and then transferred millions of dollars in mortgage refinancing proceeds to his personal account.” He paused. “So when exactly did you leave his company?”


“Right after you left me,” I said, repeating what I had told him last night. When he raised his eyebrows, I continued, “That’s no judgment; that’s the truth. Right after we broke up, something happened…” I paused. Did I really want Ethan to know why I’d left Simon? I redirected my words. “When we broke up, I was forced to think about everything you said. I thought about what I was doing, and although I believed that helping the homeless was right, I asked myself, did I really want to build my business with questionable tactics? I wasn’t falsifying records, but what I was doing was still wrong.” I lowered my voice when I added, “Still illegal.”


Not a beat passed before Ethan said, “Well, I’m glad you finally saw the error of your ways.”


He’d been waiting a long time to say that, and I wanted to protest. Tell Ethan again that my focus the whole time was on helping homeless people. But we’d had that discussion ad nauseam, and right now, my goal wasn’t to win a debate. I had only two objectives: to make sure there was no connection between me and Simon and to put Ethan and me back together again.


I said, “I finally agreed with you.” Then I paused and added, “You were right,” because I wanted Ethan to know that I’d been changed. “I’m sure Simon stopped that homeless scheme once I was gone. There was no way he was recruiting homeless people himself, although he could have trained another broker to work with him.” I shook my head. “But I don’t think that’s what happened. After I left, I think he got into something else,” I said, leaving off what I knew for sure. Simon had ended the homeless scheme well before I left his firm because he’d found something more lucrative for both of us.


He nodded. “Well, whatever he was doing, Simon is in real deep. He’s facing twenty years for real estate, wire, and bank fraud.”


“Wow!” I exclaimed. “Twenty years. That’s exactly what was in the first text I received.”


Ethan nodded as if he found that interesting, but while he said nothing, now I knew for sure that these texts and Simon’s case were connected.
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