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PROLOGUE

1:
STRIKE PRICE
March, 1996
Blackwood Securities
Wall Street
New York City, New York

JACK BLACKWOOD stood at the window of his massive office high over the
East River and tied his tie in the reflection. Assistants and interns ran this
way and that, in and out of his office. As the glass doors separating the executive suit from the vast trading floor swung open and closed, the volume of
men yelling and phones ringing rose and fell.
“Jack—”
“Jack—”
“Jack—”
“Goddammit!” Jack roared at the three interns who blew in and accosted
him at the same time. “Figure the goddamn thing out for yourselves!”
“Okay, look,” said Jack’s best (relatively speaking) friend, intercepting the
brand new, painfully confused traders. He snatched the slips out of their
hands and shuffled through them, studied them, sorted them out like playing
cards, divvied them up, and handed them back with detailed instructions.
The three newbies bolted.
“Aren’t you precious,” Jack muttered, adjusting his collar.
Sebastian Taight cast him an irritated glance. “Can’t you try to be less of a
dick?”
“They have fucking MBAs!” Jack protested. “From Harvard or some
such shit. They should be able to do this job before orientation.”
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“They don’t teach this in B-school, asshole.”
“They don’t teach it in the math department, either,” he retorted.
“Do they teach you how to keep from losing eleven million of my dollars
in fifteen minutes? No. Which is why I had to drop everything at home and
get on a plane. To babysit you.”
That hit the mark and Jack snarled at Sebastian in the glass.
“Sooo,” Sebastian drawled smugly, “whereya headed?”
Jack turned and shrugged his suit coat on. “Ramona’s meeting me for
lunch and I don’t want to be late.”
“Mind if I tag along? I have to be at Juilliard at three for an audition and I
want to eat first.”
He gestured toward the door and followed Sebastian out of the office.
“What kind of an audition?”
“My cousin’s old roommate is auditioning for a teaching position and she
needs some moral support. You’re welcome to come with me. She’s a helluva
pianist. Once she gets going, that is.”
“Stage fright?”
“It’s painful. Too bad, too, because she plays Rachmaninoff like she’s
channeling the bastard.”
That meant nothing to Jack, so he brushed it off, stopping at his executive assistants’ desk for messages, various traders’ desks to check their stats,
order, demand, or kick ass, before hitting the elevator, then Wall Street.
“Where’d you pick Ramona up?” Sebastian asked as they slid into Jack’s
waiting car.
“Stewardess,” Jack grunted, then gave his driver an uptown address. “Last
month. She works the route to Hotlanta.”
“I don’t even know why I asked. You’re not tired of her yet?”
He patted his suit coat pocket. “Got the ice right here.”
Sebastian chuckled. “I can’t keep up with you.”
“Jealous.”
Sebastian snorted. “Hardly. You use women like paper towels to wipe
your dick off.”
“If you’re trying to insult me, you’re gonna have to do better than that. I
meant to break it off at lunch, but I’m not going to do it in front of you.”
“Oh, you shoulda said something.”
“No rush. Did I hear you say you were going to Europe?”

BLACK JACK | 5
“June. Have to take care of a couple of clients, check up on a cousin, drop
in on some old friends.”
“Good, ’cause I need you to scout some locations for an office in London.
You have contacts there, right?”
“Yep. Not a problem.”
With that, they discussed details of Sebastian’s impending trip until they
reached the restaurant. It wasn’t the first time Sebastian had met a woman Jack
was dating, and it wasn’t the first time Sebastian had staunchly refused to be
polite to one. Of course, Sebastian was rarely polite to anyone in business-social
or formal settings anyway. He only respected women he was doing business
with and he only fucked women he was painting.
Ramona was neither.
What Ramona was, other than Jack’s soon-to-be-ex girlfriend, was immediately hot for Sebastian.
This did not surprise Jack.
This did not amuse Sebastian.
“Oh, I love the theater!” Ramona exclaimed when Jack mentioned Sebastian’s afternoon plans. Sebastian rolled his eyes so hard they rattled in his
head. “Jack, I want to go. Take me.”
Arguing with her about it would take all fucking afternoon, so he said,
“Okay.”
Sebastian was immediately pissed off, but he kept his oh hell no to himself
when Jack kicked his leg under the table.
Ramona kept up a steady stream of chatter all the way to the Lincoln
Center and all the way from the car to the concert hall where the audition
was being held. There were a few people milling around, talking in hushed
and not-so-hushed voices. There were some already sitting in seats scattered
throughout the hall with pens, papers, and coffee.
“Sebastian!”
“Hey, Lyds,” Sebastian called and led Jack and Ramona down to the front.
Sadly, the minute Jack clapped eyes on the little concert pianist with
stage fright, he caught wood, which stymied him enough that it subsided
gracefully. But he was a professional and he thrived on pressure. Some people
knew that if Jack were calm, cool, and collected, it meant he was feeling a lot
of pressure.
Ramona didn’t know this about him.
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Sebastian did, and gave him the side-eye when Jack coolly greeted the
woman and looked into her plain old gray eyes.
“Hello,” she murmured when they shook hands, her grip perfectly firm,
looking straight at him as if she were trying to tell him something.
Jack could sense Sebastian watching this meeting as if he were waiting for
something.
“Jack Blackwood. Pleased to meet you, Ms … ?”
“Charbonneau,” she said with a quiet calm that seemed to come from her
core, a serenity Jack was a complete stranger to, a tranquility that was as fake
as Donald Trump’s net worth. Jack was immediately fascinated. “Lydia Charbonneau.”
“That,” exclaimed Ramona, “is a gorgeous outfit. You look like a Spanish
bullfighter, only a skirt and not pants.”
She smiled blankly. “Thank you. This is one of my performance outfits.”
“Purple and gold to perform in, when most people choose plain black!
And all that bling! That’s a bold choice! But your sleeve is split.”
“It’s supposed to be like that to allow full range of motion.”
And the women were suddenly talking clothes.
Actually, Ramona was doing all the talking. Ms Charbonneau looked politely bored. Her eyebrow went up when Ramona asked her how much the
outfit cost. Sebastian coughed into his hand.
Jack stepped back and studied Ms Charbonneau carefully, as if admiring
her gold-encrusted purple jacket. He didn’t give a shit about the jacket, but it
let him pretend his attention was not on the tight purple skirt that emphasized her hips and very smooth ass he was suddenly dying to touch.
“You had an interesting reaction to Lydia,” Sebastian murmured when
the three of them headed toward the middle of the auditorium, where she
had requested they sit.
“I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Jack muttered out of the side
of his mouth, watching her talk to the jurors, smile serenely, look into their
eyes, and speak calmly.
“Her eyes.”
That was not what Jack expected Sebastian to have noticed. “What
about ’em?”
“Most men kind of fall in.”
That was the dumbest thing Jack had ever heard. “What’s that mean?”
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“Look at the guy she’s talking to right now.”
“Huh,” Jack muttered after a few seconds’ observation. “He looks hypnotized.”
“Yeah. That. She has that effect on most men, including me, which is
why I never look her in the eye. You’re the only man I’ve ever met who’s
looked her in the eye and been able to act normally.”
Jack looked at Sebastian, confused. “What is she, like Love Potion
Number Nine or something?”
“No, that’s not what I mean. Men don’t fall in love with her. They just do
whatever she wants. If she lived in Salem way back in the day, she’d have been
burned at the stake, it’s that creepy.”
“You don’t like her?”
“I like her. A lot. She’s fun. Smart. I just don’t look her in the eye.”
“Jack,” Ramona pouted. “I thought you said we were going to the theater.”
“No,” Sebastian drawled, his disdain cranked to eleven, “he said we were
going to go to Juilliard to hear an audition.”
“Oh. For what?”
“A job.”
“Doing what?” she demanded.
“You do see the piano on the stage, don’t you? What do you think it’s for?”
“You have to audition for that?”
“This is Juilliard, Ramona,” Sebastian gritted out. “It is a performing arts
school. One performs here.”
“You don’t have to talk to me like I’m stupid, Sebastian.”
Jack pursed his lips to keep from laughing.
“You asked her how much her outfit cost. That was stupid. Or gauche,
which is even worse.”
“Jack,” she growled.
“Ignore him,” Jack muttered. “Artistic temperament.”
“Jack!” Sebastian snapped.
Oops. That was top secret.
She sat back with a huff and sniped, “He doesn’t look like an artist.”
Jack would’ve flung a few barbs in both directions but he didn’t have a
chance because the lights went down and all three of them settled back into
their chairs. The woman came out on stage, stood at the edge, folded her
hands in front of her and said,
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“I am Lydia Charbonneau, BME, MM, DMA, tenured professor of music theory, composition, and advanced piano studies at the University of Kansas, auditioning for the position of music theory, composition, and advanced
piano studies instructor. I will be playing Rachmaninoff, Concerto Number
Three, third movement; Beethoven, Sonata Number Fourteen Opus Twentyseven, third movement; Liszt, Rondo Fantastique.”
“Shit,” Sebastian whispered.
“What?”
“The last one. Very few people have played it or can play it. Not only
that, but nobody really likes it. It isn’t that pleasant a listening experience.”
“So she’s playing it because … ?”
“It’s considered unplayable. The other two are flashy, but people at her
level should be able to play those. She’s comfortable with those pieces so she’s
going for easy up front. She’s playing the Liszt last after she’s warmed up, to
show her virtuosity because her stage fright’s going to kill her chances if she
doesn’t have something really impressive at the back end.”
“That makes sense to somebody somewhere, right?”
“You are an uncultured swine.”
The woman sat down at the piano. Took a deep breath. Adjusted her
bench. Adjusted it again. Put her hands on the keys. Took them off. Balled
them up in her lap. Closed her eyes. Looked like she was praying. Opened her
eyes. Put her hands back on the keys and began. Hesitantly. Even Jack could
hear she was trying not to hit a wrong note. He heard it often enough with
new traders who had to be taught how to ignore their mistakes and move on
like they hadn’t screwed up.
After a few minutes of the plunking, she started to warm up, her shoulders loosened, and indeed, the slits in her sleeves did seem to be helpful.
“That is a really awful color on her.”
CRASH
Jack and Sebastian gaped at Ramona, who had clapped her hand over her
mouth, her eyes wide, and tried a penitent grimace on the row of jurors down
front who turned to glare at the three of them. “I’m sorry,” Ramona said in a
very small voice.
“What the hell is wrong with you?” Sebastian hissed.
Jack glanced up to the stage at the pianist, whose head was bowed, her
hands clenched around the edge of the bench, and the toe of one of her
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stilettos on top of the other. Her whole body was cringing.
“Jack,” Sebastian growled.
“Ramona,” Jack said, fishing his wallet out of his inside coat pocket and
giving her his credit card.
“You’re going to stay?”
Jack flicked a glance back up at the musician on stage. He didn’t know
anything about music and he knew whatever she was going to play—if she
played it—would bore him to tears and he really didn’t want to be here at all,
but now he felt compelled to stay.
“Yeh. See you tonight.”
“Thanks,” she whispered, then slid out of the row and disappeared into
the darkness.
“Please begin again, Dr. Charbonneau.”
She didn’t want to. Even Jack could see that. Whatever groove she might
have been able to find was gone.
It took a while, but finally she put her hands on the keys again. And
again she started out painfully hesitant. She hit a few wrong notes, which
Jack only knew because Sebastian winced. With every wrong note, she hit
another one, then a string of them, and then …
“Oh, fuck,” Sebastian whispered, bending over at the waist and putting
his face in his hands.
The notes abruptly stopped. Jack looked up to see her again in that
cringing pose, but her fists were against the wood under the keys. He
watched her soberly, silently begging her to pull herself together.
Finally, she put her fingers on the keyboard and—
CRASH
Again.
But this time it was because she was pounding the keyboard with gusto.
Sebastian’s head shot up. “Hm. Nice save.”
Jack said nothing, but Sebastian’s approval must mean she was doing it
right, although Jack would never be able to tell. Her fingers were going fast
and he supposed it was impressive, but he wouldn’t know this from any other
professional pianist. Sebastian, on the other hand, was, at this moment, sliding halfway down in his seat, folding his hands over his stomach, leaning his
head back, and closing his eyes with a sigh.
“What the fuck is wrong with you?” Jack whispered finally.

10 | MORIAH JOVAN
Sebastian opened his eyes and glared at him. “Uncultured swine.”
“You knew that before you dragged me here.”
He didn’t answer, but closed his eyes again and sank further into his
seat.
Jack’s gaze flicked back up to the woman on the stage doing whatever had
Sebastian in some sort of euphoria. No, she wasn’t Jack’s type. Not even
close. He didn’t know from good, bad, or indifferent dress colors, although he
did find her white shirt peeking out from her slit sleeve to be distracting. But
there was something about her …
No, he didn’t know what he was listening to nor did he care, but now she
was up and down that keyboard, pounding into it one minute, then light as a
feather the next, her fingers at turbo speed. Her face was red and in some
places, she closed her eyes, pointing her face up into the rafters and swaying
like Stevie Wonder.
It wasn’t the music.
It couldn’t be the music.
And it couldn’t be her, that short, chubby little dirty-blonde, who was
nothing like what Jack liked.
It couldn’t be Ramona because she wasn’t here.
He didn’t know what it was, but he was hard as a rock and ready to bend
Lydia Charbonneau over that fucking piano and play her.
God, he hoped she got this job, and she would even if he had to find out
whose strings to pull and how hard.
And she kept going and going and going …
She was pouring more passion into that piano than his last four girlfriends put together had shown in bed. Or ever. And she looked like she was
on the edge of orgasm.
Or about to break out in sobs, because her cheeks were wet and that
wasn’t sweat.
The concert went on for a while. The music itself was mind-numbingly
boring and he might have left, except the way she was responding to the music she was playing was surreal. That woman wasn’t a soothing spa experience
as she’d presented herself. She was a fucking carnival, which made him wonder what she’d be like in bed.
Naked.
Writhing.
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Hot, sweaty, red-faced, and sobbing from pure sensation when she came,
arching her back, panting his name, her arms up over her head like he’d tied
them there.
Shit, did everyone think of music in sexual terms?
Sebastian was still half lying in his chair as if he were basking in the sun,
which meant Jack didn’t have to hide his reaction to her. With barely a blip,
she went right into the next thing, which, apparently, Sebastian did not approve of because he opened his eyes and sat up a little.
Jack didn’t bother to ask what she’d done or why it was bad.
She did stop when she was done with that one. Then started on the next—
and hopefully last, because this one was really boring. It was fast. That was about
all Jack could discern. And there was no passion with this one. Or at least, that
was the way Jack heard it, as compared to the first two things. She was up and
down the keyboard, yes, but it was bland. Like tofu. It was just … there.
“I hate this piece,” Sebastian whispered. “Boring as hell.”
Oh, good. That gave Jack permission to hate it, too, and he did because it
just killed the hard-on he had for her. He scowled. That was probably a good
thing.
“Dr. Charbonneau.”
CRASH
Again.
There was silence in the hall.
“Yes?” came her small voice.
All that noise from the fingers of such a small woman with such a small
voice.
“Thank you. We’ve heard enough.”
Sebastian’s groan was almost silent. Jack would have groaned, too, but
Sebastian had done it for him.
Suddenly, Jack felt really, really sorry for her.
She rose, bowed slightly, said, “Thank you,” and walked off the stage
with impressive dignity.
The jurors stood up, and Jack recognized one of them. “Be right back,” he
muttered.
He slid down the row and sauntered down the aisle toward his target, a
man on Juilliard’s board who owed Jack’s father a favor. A big one.
Sorry, Dad.
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“Hey, Bobby,” Jack said with just the right amount of cheerful bluster, offering his hand.
“Oh, hey, Fourth. What brings you by?”
“Dr. Charbonneau’s audition. You know, moral support.”
Bobby stilled a little. “You know her?”
Jack shook his head. “Neh. Met her today. Friend of a friend situation.
You know.”
Bobby looked up and over Jack’s shoulder. Jack looked there too. Sebastian and Lydia stood together, their backs to the stage, his arm wrapped
around her and hugging her to him.
“Is that Taight?” Bobby asked low.
Jack turned back to him and said, “Yep. She’s his cousin. Or cousin’s
friend. Or college roommate. Something. Very protective of her. You know
how that goes.”
Bobby pursed his lips and nodded slightly. “Yeah, sure do. Nice to see
you, Fourth. Say hi to Third for me.”
“Sure will. Don’t be a stranger.”

2:
COEFFICIENT OF VARIATION
“OH, HEY, JACK,” Sebastian said the next day as he, Jack’s COO Melinda,
and her venture capitalist boyfriend were sifting through paperwork on the
conference table. “Lydia got a call-back audition for tomorrow.”
Jack, pacing the room while studying a report, said, “Yeh?” with slightly
interested nonchalance.
“Yeah,” Sebastian answered. “I noticed Bob Haleh was on the jury. Did
you say hi for me too?”
“Absolutely.”
“Excellent. Thank you.”
Jack looked up at him. “Does that thing she does with her eyes work on
women?”
Sebastian shrugged. “Maybe? Not sure. You can ask her yourself,” he
muttered, turning away with a gesture toward the hallway outside the conference room. “She’s meeting me for lunch.”
Jack thought he was about as jaded about women’s fashion as one could
get, but his jaw dropped on the floor when she stepped out of the elevator
lobby, looked left then right, and started toward them.
“Good God,” Jack whispered.
“Is that her?” Melinda asked. “The Munchkin in the biker leathers?”
Sebastian looked over his shoulder. “Aw, shit,” he muttered. “If she
thinks I’m riding bitch, she’s got another think coming.”
“That’s interesting,” Melinda’s boyfriend drawled.
Jack gulped. The only time he saw women dressed like that was during
some city-wide biker rally to “raise awareness” for something or on a film set
or on a catwalk with a designer who’d decided to be “edgy” that season.
He did not expect to see one striding confidently through a floor packed

14 | MORIAH JOVAN
with traders, a (completely fake) serene smile on her face, her dirty-blonde
curls bouncing, leaving men gaping in her wake. She was a piano teacher, for
God’s sake! They weren’t allowed to wear leathers!
Jack couldn’t say a word when she finally opened the conference room
door and strutted in.
“I hope you found somewhere to put that thing where nobody’ll steal it,”
Sebastian grumbled.
“Oh, no,” she returned calmly. “It’s just out front, although I had to tell
the security desk I’m with you. My eyes only got me fifteen minutes.”
“You’re slipping,” Sebastian said.
“No, I’m lazy. Hello again, Jack,” she said politely, turning those supposedto-be-magical eyes on him. They were no different from yesterday.
Honestly, Jack didn’t need hypnotic eyes to make him stare at her dumbfounded. She returned his look with that same blank expression, as if she
were patiently waiting for him to speak but not at all curious about what he
had to say. Finally he gestured toward her helmet. “You … rode?”
“Oh, yes,” she said amiably enough.
“You— All the way from— Where are you from?”
She smiled as if soothing a frightened child. “Kansas.”
“On a motorcycle?”
“Oh, yes,” she replied calmly. “It’s a very common thing.”
“Do you even have a car?”
“Yes,” she murmured without a shred of feeling.
“That’s getting on my nerves,” Jack snapped.
Her eyes widened a little, again as if she were trying to communicate
something. “What, precisely, is getting on your nerves?”
“Your condescension. It’s fucking annoying, and I will not be condescended to.”
Sebastian’s head snapped toward him and Jack was gratified that Ms
Charbonneau stepped back, surprised but not alarmed.
“I apologize,” she said hesitantly. “Most men are uncomfortable with me
at first, so I talk that way to put them at ease.”
“Why are they uncomfortable?” Jack demanded. “Sebastian said you do
something with your eyes.”
She blinked rapidly and her mouth fell open. “Uh … I— I don’t know
what it is. They’ve always done that and … I … don’t know,” she finished
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weakly. “A doctor said it was an idiopathic physiological anomaly, which
meant they didn’t know and didn’t care because we didn’t have enough money to run any tests.”
Jack grunted. “Of course.”
“You don’t see that?” Sebastian demanded.
“No, I don’t see it,” Jack sniped over his shoulder. “She’s got gray eyes.
There’s nothing special about them, much less mystical.”
“I’m right here,” she said dryly.
Yes, indeed, she was now here.
“Bucho will demonstrate,” Sebastian said and turned to Melinda’s boyfriend. “This is Lydia. Lydia, Danielo Bustamante, also known as Bucho.”
Jack watched Bucho do the same fucking thing the guy at the audition did
yesterday. “Madre de dios, that’s creepy,” the man breathed as he shook her
hand.
She chuckled politely and Jack wondered if he was the only person in this
room who could tell she was irritated.
“Does that work on women?” Jack asked again.
“Occasionally. I can’t detect a pattern with women, though.”
“Aaannd Melinda Newman, Chief Operations Officer.”
“Lemme see,” Melinda said as she skirted the table and came around to
shake her hand.
That was when Jack could tell Lydia had turned the corner into pissed
off.
“Hey, you know what?” Jack barked at his three cohorts. “She’s not a
fucking attraction in a fucking freak show at a fucking circus. Back off.”
Lydia cast him a look of surprise mixed with a good bit of relief and gratitude, but the other three gave him various looks of confusion and annoyance.
Jack looked at the little piano teacher in the tight leathers and muttered,
“I’m sorry about yesterday. For what it’s worth, I liked the purple.”
She gave him a soft, warm smile that nearly knocked him on his ass. He
was so shocked, he did stare at her blankly for a second or two. “Thank you,”
she murmured, her voice as sincere and warm as her smile. “I appreciate it.”
“You’re welcome,” he said gruffly, then gestured to her leathers. “We can
take you to lunch downstairs. Won’t have to ride anywhere and my black
magic’d security guard won’t lose his job.”
“We?” Sebastian drawled.
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“Yeah,” Jack returned snidely. “I gotta eat, too, yanno.”
“Sure,” she said brightly. “I wasn’t going to make Sebastian ride bitch.”
“The leathers will get you the side-eye.”
“Meh,” Sebastian said. “One look in her eyes, and they’ll welcome her
with leis and hula dancers.”
Jack snorted. “Yeah, okay. Whatever.”
“He’s not joking,” Bucho said.
But Jack slid her a glance and felt almost privileged that he was the only
person in this room she’d turned that warm, bright smile on. He winked at
her as if they were sharing a secret because fuck him if he’d ever met anyone
who was that happy to meet him. Or at all.
“Okay, let’s go,” he said and headed off toward the conference room door
ahead of her.
“Offer her your arm, dickhead,” Sebastian said with weary impatience.
“She’s got leathers on. She should be offering me her arm.”
Lydia burst out laughing and Jack grinned, watching her laugh, shaking his
head slightly in amazement that this woman was the same one who’d fallen
apart on stage yesterday. She cast a glance at Sebastian, then approached Jack
and cheekily offered her arm. He snorted. “No,” he said dryly, splaying his hand
out over her leather-covered back and gently directing her through the door.
He kept his hand on her back and pressed a little closer as they walked
down the hallway toward the elevator.
“How did you know I was mad?” she asked him.
“I’m a salesman. I can read people and it was written all over your face.”
“Well, thank you. I like to try being polite before I pull down a fully
stocked back bar.”
He laughed. “Little bit of a drama queen in you, eh?”
“More than a little. Sebastian doesn’t know that.”
“Neither does anybody else, I bet,” he said throatily.
“Score a few for you,” she cooed. “I could wear a floor-length headdress
of yellow feathers and nobody would believe it.”
“Would you? Wear yellow feathers in your hair?”
“With a dress cut down to there,” she shot back.
“All right, Lola,” he drawled, which earned him another delighted grin.
They rounded the corner and he hit the down button. “You got a Tony
stashed away somewhere?”
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She coughed into her fist, but she couldn’t hide her laugh. “Um. Sort of.
Not … exactly. Kind of.”
Fuck. “Husband, boyfriend, girlfriend, ex, stalker, or unrequited crush?”
“None of the above. In-joke.”
“Oh, good. Wanna lemme in?”
She looked at him, trying not to laugh again, and he raised an eyebrow.
“Not today,” she said, then did laugh at Jack’s you coward look. “Too much
backstory for lunch with a new friend.”
That was all Jack needed to know. “Yeah, okay, we’ll get back to that
friends thing later. I heard you got a call-back tomorrow.”
“I did,” she purred. “I don’t know who owed whom what favors, but
thank you.”
“Least I could do.”
“Yes,” she agreed with a smirk. “It was.”
“What’s up with that, though?” They stepped into the elevator. “You’re a
concert pianist who can’t concert piano?”
She smiled wryly. “It’s just one of my quirks, but it hasn’t been a professional problem because I don’t teach performance. I sent tapes, so I don’t know
why they had to have a live audition for non-performing teaching positions.”
“So how are you going to do tomorrow?”
“Terribly,” she said matter-of-factly, which Jack found sad. “I really do
appreciate the second chance, but it won’t make any difference. They interrupted me in the middle of a piece that should’ve gotten me the job just from
my tapes.”
“So what are you going to do after tomorrow?”
“I’m here for a week or so. Maybe two, depending. I like New York, so
I’ll stay and enjoy myself. Do all the touristy artsy stuff.”
“By yourself?”
“Oh, no. With Sebastian. He’s all about artsy stuff.”
Jack’s eyebrow rose. “Um … You? Sebastian?”
She waved a hand. “No. We have similar interests and we enjoy each
other’s company, but there’s no chemistry there.”
Good, because there was a whole elevator full of chemistry between Jack
and this little amusement park disguised as a piano teacher.
“Sebastian said you teach math classes at NYU, so you’re part of academia, too?”
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Jack nodded. Normally he’d leave it at that because most people had no
idea what he was talking about. “Quantitative and mathematical finance,” he
said. “I don’t have a PhD—don’t want one, either—so I’m just a lowly instructor.”
“You get paid in ego strokes.”
He laughed. “Yeah. Pretty much. So tell me more about this eye thing.”
She shrugged. “I’ve been told it’s like the aurora borealis. I don’t know
how it works, though. The doctor thought it was from a head injury I had
when I was little.”
“Can you turn it off and on?”
“Sort of,” she said, but stopped because the elevator had gotten to the executive restaurant floor, and he guided her off. “If a man looks at me long
enough,” she continued as they entered the restaurant’s lobby, “I can intensify
the effect by not blinking. It keeps me out of a lot of trouble,” she said then
stopped and turned, looking at him as if to will him to fall into her eyes the
way other men apparently did. They looked like regular eyes. No kaleidoscope. No hypnotic swirls. Just eyes.
He shook his head, totally mystified. “I wasn’t invited to the party, I
guess.”
She blinked then, rapidly, several times, then laughed. “Dries them out,
though. I go through Visine like crazy. I need some now, actually.”
“That’s what you get for trying to voodoo me.”
Her smile was broad, her ordinary gray eyes sparkling in the light from
overhead like anybody’s did when they were happy.
“Point me to the restroom?”
“I’ll escort you. They’ll never let you in in that.”
“And they’ll let me in with you?”
“My name’s on the building, sweetheart. I can do what I want.”

3:
WHO SHOT WHO?
IT HAD BEEN A LONG TIME since a man had intrigued Lydia enough to keep
company with him outside of work. Jack’s only real flaw was that he looked
uncomfortably like the Tony of her childhood. He was East Indian, dark,
about five-nine (which was still a lot taller than she was), solid, and carried his
custom-tailored suit, tie, Rolex, and cufflinks very well. His stride was long and
quick, he was thrumming with energy, he was charismatically coarse and crass,
his accent was a strange mix of Manhattan bark and Ivy League hauteur with a
hint of British, and he could look in her eyes without falling in.
He was even irritated that people insisted they saw something when he
couldn’t, so clearly everyone around him was on hallucinogenic drugs. And
the way he’d noticed she didn’t like being an exhibit and stepped in …
No, he couldn’t see the thing her eyes did. He could see her. The real
her.
“Tell me about your math classes,” she said once they were seated in a
quiet, out-of-the-way circle booth, with the waitstaff falling all over itself for
him. She shifted and her leather jacket creaked quite loudly.
“Hey, lemme help you with that,” he said, reaching for her collar and
peeling it off her with no grace whatsoever, catching her in it like a fish in a
net, making her ow when he twisted her shoulder, making her laugh, especially when he knocked over a water glass with his elbow. “Ah, shit,” he muttered, looking down at his lap. “Fucker makes as much noise as that piano
you were thunking all over yesterday,” he said absently as he freed her arms
from it and tossed it on the other end of the booth seat.
“I’d pretend to be embarrassed or insulted,” she teased while he patted his
wet lap with his napkin, “but that’s my usual performance when a discerning
audience is involved.”
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“Ouch,” he said good-naturedly as he threw the napkin to the other side
of the table. “You sure you don’t want to wait for Sebastian?”
“I believe you told Sebastian to get lost. Or did I mishear?”
He grinned. “You did not.”
She tucked a fingertip in her mouth and gave him a coy look that made
him start laughing.
“Yeh, hey,” Jack said to the waiter who brought their bread. “Go tell security that the bike out front is to stay put and be guarded like it’s the baby
Jesus. If they have to bring it in and park it in the lobby, that’s what they better fucking do—with white gloves on.”
“Yes, Mr. Blackwood.”
Lydia laughed and he leaned against her with a mischievous smile, the faint
scent of his heady but understated cologne feeling like a soft kiss. “So,” he said
as he reached for the bread and broke off a small piece, offering it to her. She
opened her mouth a little and he popped it in, his lids lowered. “If I tell you
about my classes, are you going to start dozing? Because usually, people only
ask me that if they’ve got a bad case of insomnia they want me to cure.”
She laughed again, looking into his warm brown eyes because she could.
“Do you know anything about music?”
“No. I am an uncultured swine.”
“Well, as a theorist, I teach an odd form of math. You work in base-10, no?”
He was watching her intently. Listening to her. “Most of the time. Sometimes I teach discrete math, which is binary.”
“Okay. And time is measured in base-60.”
“Right.”
“For actually playing music, we have labels. But depending on which style
of music I’m working with, it could be expressed as base-8, base-5, etc. Theory is the math, in a manner of speaking. So, I may be able to understand what
you do without needing a shot of espresso.”
His smile was beautiful, white and straight, flashing in his dark face. Yes,
he did look like Tony, but Tony had been a stud in his time. It wasn’t Jack’s
fault she had overdosed on Tony stories before she was ten, and it wasn’t her
fault that Jack was drop-dead gorgeous.
He started to launch into an explanation, but it was interrupted by this
waiter and that waiter and having to decide what to eat, but Lydia didn’t
bother to look at the menu.
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“Filet mignon. Salad, bleu cheese.” Toothbrush. Lifesavers. Condoms.
“A woman who knows what she wants,” Jack purred.
Lydia cocked an eyebrow at him.
“To eat,” he clarified.
“I always know what I want,” she said throatily.
He cast her a grin then ordered what she had. “Wine?”
“No, I’m driving. Coke’s fine. You?”
“Sprite. I don’t drink much. Messes with my head. Can’t afford it in the
daytime and keeps me up at night. Also, no caffeine after two p.m. Word to
the wise: The chocolate soufflé here is brilliant.”
“Count me in, then.”
The waiter got all that squared away, bowed a little, took their menus
and vanished.
“Math later,” he said. “It’s less interesting than a piano teacher roadtripping on a Hog or dog or scooter or whatever it is.”
She smiled, pleased he was steering the conversation in her direction
first. “Hog,” she confirmed.
“You have tenure at KU, you said? At your audition, I mean.”
She nodded.
“What made you want to change? Other than Kansas being boring as hell.”
That made her laugh, and tried for another piece of bread. He snatched
it from her, broke off a piece, and held it to her lips. “Open wide.”
“That’s what she said,” Lydia cooed, making him grin. She ate the piece,
then said, “This past year’s been a real drag. I needed a pick-me-up and
change of scenery.”
“A new job is a little more than a vacation change of scenery.”
She grimaced a little. “It was an impulse thing. As much of one as it
could be, I mean, when you put in for a sabbatical on deadline.”
“What’s been going on all year?”
Aaannnnd now she was again mired in the tar pit she’d come to New York
to shake off. “I don’t want to talk about it,” she muttered, turning to her salad.
“Oh, hey, I didn’t mean to dredge anything up,” he said around a bite.
“Forget I asked.”
Her mouth twitched not because he’d apologized, but because he’d done
it with a mouth full of food. “Thanks. For the record, it’s not because Kansas
is boring.”
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He snorted. “And the Hog?”
She looked up at the ceiling. “You know,” she mused, trying to remember, “that was an impulse thing, too, although it was on my list.” She looked
back at him. “Do you have a list of things you want to do before you die?”
He looked a little taken aback. “No. Who does that?”
That made her laugh, but their main course arrived and she said nothing
until the waiters had gone.
“You don’t want to walk the Great Wall of China or star in a movie or
something?” she asked and popped a small piece of steak in her mouth.
He shook his head. “Nope. My grand ambition was to be a multimillionaire so I could do anything I wanted and I did that, but then I realized there
wasn’t anything else I wanted to do. I like my life.”
His lack of ennui was utterly charming. “How old are you?”
“Thirty-six. You?”
“Thirty-four. And you’re not bored?”
“Nope. My life is boring by most people’s standards, but I am not bored.”
“Do you travel at all?”
“Only when forced.”
“No yacht, no Greek island, no private jet?”
He shook his head.
“You have no curiosity about the world.”
His lids shuttered a little. “Don’t try to shame me with my lack of culture,” he purred. “I can’t be shamed. I am curious about your world, though.”
“Which world?” she asked coyly.
He took a drink of Sprite then said, “I wouldn’t mind learning how to
play your piano.”
She’d met few men who were brilliant and so charmingly vulgar that they
made her want to play these games. And she’d never met a man she wanted to
have sex with as much as this one.
“I … might be able to arrange a lesson,” she returned softly, watching him
look at her mouth, then back up into her eyes. She felt a little breathless, her
heart picking up a little.
“Today’s Wednesday,” he said huskily. “Can’t book anything until Friday
night. I can think of a couple of songs to play to make you feel better before
you go home.”
No, he wasn’t the type to fall in love, but as long as she remembered that

BLACK JACK | 23
this would only be a weekend fling, everything would be just fine.
“I got the Hog,” she whispered, suddenly feeling completely free to let
loose, “to have something big and powerful between my legs.”
He groaned and half collapsed against the back of the booth and feigned
a couple of sobs. “God, I wish I could take you home right now.”
She laughed and relaxed, licking her bottom lip before taking a sip of her
Coke. Wishing she’d asked for Lifesavers. And condoms. “I know I can count
on the market to keep you on a leash for a while.”
“A fucking piano teacher,” he grumbled good-naturedly, as he sat up and
cut another piece of his own steak. “Fucking a piano teacher. That just went
on my very short list of the one thing I want to do before I die.”
“Not just any piano teacher, I hope.”
He slid her a look. “Tease.”
“I don’t flirt just to flirt,” she said airily.
“All right, Miz Culture,” he said with faux imperiousness, “where have
you been?”
She waved a hand. “Oh, all over Europe. Asia. Australia.” She paused.
“I’m thinking about going to India this weekend.”
He barked a laugh. “India certainly does want you to come this weekend.
Many times.” She grinned. “Yes, I am a walking fucking stereotype of a rich
Indian on Wall Street.”
“You look Latino from a distance.”
He looked shocked. “Really?”
She shrugged. “It’s subtle. I couldn’t describe it.”
“Huh. But nope. My dad’s pasty-white British, but at least he doesn’t
glow in the dark like you do.”
“And you have no interest in your heritage at all.”
He shook his head. “I’m an American, sweetheart. A very simple one.”
An adorable one. “And I am a walking stereotype of a corn-fed Kansas
farm girl.”
“I’ve got a cob—”
She pressed her finger against his mouth. “Too easy. I love vulgar and
clever. I hate boring and stupid.”
“I’m not stupid, but I bore everybody eventually,” he said wryly. “If I haven’t insulted or pissed them off first.”
“Mmm, okay, then. Bore me with your math classes.”
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He cast her a look, but it was more serious. “You really want to know.”
Lydia nodded. “Yes. I like listening to different disciplines.”
He opened his mouth to say the obvious, then snapped it shut again with
a chuckle.
Lydia smirked. “You learn quickly.”
“All right, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He launched into a description of the classes he taught. She interrupted with questions here and there,
which seemed to surprise him. He answered those, then went on. She asked
him what teaching method he used for that concept, which seemed to really
shock him. His answer was even more enthusiastic and he was gaining speed,
gushing over abstract concepts she only barely grasped. Every time she asked
him a question, he got more exuberant.
Then he got to quantitative finance. She couldn’t follow enough to ask
questions, but she listened: to his baritone voice, his passion, his pure joy. She
watched: his boyish expression of delight, his hands gesturing grandly, his
fingers tracing figures in the air. He wasn’t speaking of himself as the topic
related to him, wasn’t boasting, wasn’t trying to impress her at all. He was in
love with his topic.
He stopped suddenly, looked at her blankly for several seconds, then
pronounced, “I just figured out a problem I’ve been working on since grad
school.” With that, he snapped his fingers at a waiter and demanded his order pad. Once he had it and the waiter scurried off, he turned it around to
face her, scooted closer to her and began to sketch out a complex formula.
With his left hand. Lydia’s smile widened. He continued speaking as he
wrote, explaining himself as if she were a student. He’d forgotten she was
there, but it didn’t bother her at all because she was fascinated by him. His
vibrant voice was filled with the excitement of having solved a problem. His
strong hand was drawing fluid Greek symbols and numbers as fast as he
spoke, the heel of his hand and snowy white cuff turning blue as he dragged
them through the ink. His energy was coursing through his shoulders and
arms, pouring out onto the thin paper and wicking into beautiful patterns.
He tore the first sheet off and began another, only to be interrupted when the
waiters came to clear the table of their empty dishes.
“You don’t have anybody to talk math with, do you?” she asked when he
ripped the third sheet off and began a fourth.
He cast her a look of surprise. “Um, no. How’d you know that?”
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“You’re not bragging,” she said matter-of-factly. “You love it and you’re
just excited to be able talk about it to someone who’ll listen. My discipline’s
niche, too, so I get it. Not a whole lot of people you can talk shop with.”
“Well, it’s not like I can talk about this stuff with my girlfriends.”
Lydia’s delight in being in this man’s company vanished.
Her anticipation of the soufflé fled.
She wasn’t sure she could keep down what she’d already eaten.
How in the world could she have forgotten?
Somewhere in between barking at her to quit condescending to him and
telling Sebastian to get lost, she’d forgotten …
She was leaving in a week to go home. She’d known he had a girlfriend
already, one who’d completely wrecked what little edge she had at yesterday’s
audition. He’d even arranged for Lydia to have another audition tomorrow
because he knew what a huge gaffe his girlfriend had made.
Why did it hit her so hard? She’d known.
It was the plural.
With his looks and money, and as fast as he had propositioned Lydia,
she should have deduced he could and did get any woman he wanted. He was
likely juggling more than one.
Girlfriends. Plural.
She took a sip of her Coke. Another.
He went on without noticing she was now not participating in any capacity. There was no way she could endure the rest of this meal.
She looked at her watch and gasped. “Oh, my God!” she squeaked, interrupting a long explanation of the inflation-proof bond which, under other
circumstances, she would have enjoyed because, unlike the math, she did understand how the markets worked. “I am so sorry. I’m going to have to go. I
completely forgot about a meeting I had with a long-distance colleague.”
His mouth dropped open. His eyebrows rose in shock. “Uh … I—
Okay.”
She slid from the booth, stepped over to the other corner and grabbed
her jacket. Without looking at him, she struggled into it, and said, “Thank
you so much. I enjoyed talking shop with you.”
She cast a smile in his general direction and walked out.

4:
SCARAMOUCHE
“HEY, ARE YOU PLANNING to go to Lydia’s audition today?” Sebastian
asked Jack the next morning.
His jaw ground. There was no way in hell he was going to go to that audition, not after the way she’d run out on him at lunch. “No,” he snapped.
“What’s your problem?”
Jack slammed his hand down on his desk and bellowed the whole thing
at Sebastian, who listened stonily without interrupting. Good man, that Sebastian. Then he was finished and Sebastian was still staring at him stonily.
“What.”
“You forgot something.”
“What.”
“Let’s see. How did Lydia phrase it? ‘It’s not like I can talk about this
stuff with my girlfriends.’”
Jack gnashed his teeth. “That was a compliment.”
“A compliment. I see. Referencing your girlfriends—plural—on a date
with a woman who thinks you’re interesting and has more letters after her
name than you and who was apparently planning to spend the weekend in
bed with you is flattering. And oh, that’s after your current girlfriend trashed
her audition, which was why you had to call in a marker owed to your dad to
get her another one. Compliment. Yep. I see it. Uh huh.”
Jack stared at him, confused. “It was that bad?”
Sebastian closed his eyes as if pained. “Yes, Jack. It was that bad. Have
you ever heard the phrase ‘A man who will cheat with you will cheat on you?’”
Jack felt a tingling of dread. “No.”
“Neither had I. I refrained from telling her you aren’t careful about making sure your girlfriends don’t overlap. You’re welcome.”
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“She knew I had a girlfriend when we started flirting!”
“That’s true, and I pointed that out to her. She was so happy to meet a
guy who didn’t see her eye thing that she forgot about Ramona. Then you got
protective of her with me and Melinda and Bucho. Touchdown with a twopoint conversion. But then you reminded her she was just the latest in probably a long line of women you were about to cheat with, so she got off your
merry-go-round. That was the word she used.”
Jack wrapped his hand over his mouth and chin and whispered, “Holy
shit.”
“You know, at some point, your little black books are going to come back
and bite you in the ass, and I’m not talking about your dad’s lectures. I wish
she’d handed you your head on a platter, but she’s not a drama queen—”
Oh, bullshit, she wasn’t.
“—or she suspected you got her another chance at—”
Jack growled low in his chest and turned away. “She knew as soon as she
got the call-back,” he muttered, pissed. At her—didn’t she know she was different? At Sebastian—for not—for, for, for pointing it out. At himself for being that rusty with nice women. “She’s different!”
“She’s no different from any other nice, intelligent, and sensitive woman,
which you wouldn’t know. Your problem is you don’t know how to act
around decent women. Frankly, you’re not worthy to be on the same planet
with her.”
Jack stood at the floor-to-ceiling wall-to-wall window overlooking East
River, one hand propped on his hip and his head down, the other hand rubbing the back of his neck. “Fuck,” he whispered. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.”
It dismayed him that she and her opinion mattered to him. She wasn’t
anything he preferred in women. She was short, chubby, wild-haired, leatherclad, fresh-faced, curvy, bold, funny, nice, interested in what he enjoyed and
analytically minded enough to follow about a third of it … Right up to the
point he reminded her she wasn’t special.
Except she was.
“How the fuck do you know about women?” he burst out. “You’re shit
with them.”
Sebastian raised an eyebrow. “I am not shit with women under the
right conditions, and you have seen me work my magic. When I am with a
woman, I never fuck up. Furthermore, you pay your women when you’re
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done with them. I wrap mine up in fantasyland for however many weeks,
then send them back out into reality with a healthy self-esteem and a killer
attitude.”
Jack snarled at him. It sounded arrogant, but every word of that was
true. Sebastian was GQ black-Irish perfect, but got laid less than Jack did
because he was shy and he could only turn on the Svengali under controlled
circumstances. But Sebastian knew what made women tick, in and out of
the board room, in and out of the bedroom and when all the conditions
were right, Sebastian turned into something so fucking surreal Jack couldn’t
describe it.
“What else did she tell you?”
“Not much. You were talking about math and then you brought other
women into the conversation. Crash and burn.”
Jack almost winced. “How pissed was she?”
“Not quite sure. She’s hard to read.”
Bullshit. She was as easy to read as a billboard on Times Square at night.
“Fine,” Jack grumbled. “What time are we leaving?”
Which was how he found himself sitting in the shadows at Juilliard again,
slouched down this time, watching her cross the stage in a red bullfighter outfit this time—
“How much does that thing cost?” he asked.
“Right around seven grand.”
—her calf muscles cut in high relief from her red stilettos. The flash of
her jacket and the stilettos were her, just like the leathers, matching the rest of
her personality. After the way she’d strutted through his trading floor yesterday and her almost immediate acceptance of his proposition, he was now
wondering if her stage fright was specific and–or had a trigger.
“This jury,” Jack whispered, leaning into Sebastian while she introduced
herself in that irritating monotone that was not her. “Can they play like she
does? I mean, are they better than she is?”
“Not sure. I don’t think any of them are performers, if that’s what you’re
asking. Why?”
“Is she expected to be perfect?”
Sebastian shrugged. “I don’t see why she would be. Lots of legendary performers make mistakes the audience can hear. Horowitz was famous for
making mistakes.”
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Jack had no idea who Horowitz was. “I can’t square her yesterday with
her on stage. Yesterday, she wanted attention. On stage, she’s—” Jack waved a
hand toward her, where she was answering questions in that same monotone.
“But she’s wearing fifteen pounds of gold thread. Flamboyant people at the
top of their profession don’t suddenly shut down in front of an audience
that’s inferior to their skills.”
Sebastian seemed to be at a loss for words. “She dresses flamboyantly,
yes, but she is not flamboyant. She’s too cute. Too quiet. Too Zen. Her Zen
smothers her flashy clothes.”
How could everyone else be so fucking blind? She wasn’t Zen. She was
bored and permanently riding the edge of irritated.
There was a fucking carnival going on inside that cute little body and
bottomless brain. And he knew that because her face couldn’t hide a thing.
Her voice was throaty, full of color, and dripping sex. Her laugh was like silk.
She was all magic, lights, and sparkles—except for her nondescript gray eyes.
And her mind— She’d acted like she hadn’t had a good mindfuck in forever,
which reminded him that he hadn’t had one in a long time, either.
Until yesterday. God, that had been fantastic and he’d solved that fucking
problem, so maybe she was magic. The only thing that would’ve made it better was if she’d made his dick come at the same time she made his brain come.
That fatal moment in their conversation looped in his head like a fly at a
picnic that wouldn’t leave him alone. Ramona—hell, any of the women he’d
dated for however long they interested him—would’ve ignored it, missed it,
faked a laugh at it, or tolerated it so as to keep him in her sphere whether she
liked it or not.
Why did this little piano teacher from Kansas matter so much? She was
going home in a week or so, whenever she felt like it, apparently, since she
was on sabbatical. Sebastian thought she was too good for Jack. She was shit
on a stage and she—
Started playing. Not as badly as she had the day before, certainly. She
was a little more relaxed, still hesitant through the first thirty seconds or so,
but picked up steam and confidence as she went along. If she hit a wrong
note, he wouldn’t know it, so he couldn’t judge that part.
He sat and listened. Bored. He hated this stuff, but here he was, hearing
her, but not listening. Watching her. It was dark everywhere but on stage, her
gold embroidery glinting in the spotlight.
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Not a drama queen, his ass.
She was gaining speed, gaining confidence, visibly starting to forget the
jury. She was building to that point where she’d hit her stride like she had
two days before when she’d filled the concert hall with noise, passionate noise:
her body invested in the keys; her fingers flying and pounding; her feet strategically pressing and stomping on the pedals; her curls bobbing while she
fucked that piano and—
He jumped halfway out of his seat when his mobile phone squawked into
the darkness.
So did everyone else.
CRASH
Again.
He scrambled for his phone, hearing Sebastian swearing at him, getting it
out of his coat pocket, fumbling it, dropping it with a loud clatter. It
squawked again before he got it turned off, but it was too late. He looked up
to see her hands hit the keyboard again so hard the lid dropped on her
knuckles. Her shriek of pain shot through him like a bullet.
She jerked her hands out from under the wood and cradled them to her
breast, her head bowed, her body rocking slowly, her back and chest heaving.
Sebastian shot out of his seat and ran down the aisle while Jack sat motionless, horrified, watching his closest—only—friend (relatively speaking)
vault himself up onto the stage and pull her up gently, turning her, guiding
her off the stage, hiding her from the audience of a dozen discerning musicians
and one uncultured swine.
He dropped his head into his palm.
“Good job, Fourth,” Bobby Helah called back to him. “Always count on
you to come through in a clutch. Tell your dad hi for me.”
He was going to put that motherfucker in the poorhouse before the
month was out.

5:
LAW OF INFERNAL DYNAMICS
“I HATE THIS PLACE,” Lydia gritted through her tears as Sebastian ran her
hands under cold water. “I hate that man. I hate these people. I hate this city.”
Sebastian didn’t say anything, his hands gentle and comforting, the cold
water soothing. They were in an out-of-the-way women’s restroom and she
hoped none of the female jurors would walk in and see more of her humiliation.
“Flex,” he murmured. “Fist.”
She did. Slowly. “Nothing’s broken,” she muttered. “It’d take an elephant
to break my fingers.”
“Good thing you don’t have to play any time soon,” he muttered.
“Why is he here?” she growled, but it lost something in the translation
when she hiccupped then coughed on it.
“My fault. I let him come with me in case you’d be willing to listen to him
grovel for yesterday.”
She blinked and looked at Sebastian, but he was blurry in her tears.
“Grovel?”
“Yeah, I had to explain that it wasn’t polite to talk about one’s girlfriends to
a woman one finds intriguing, funny, nice, hot, and, most importantly, smart.”
“What did he say?” she asked cautiously.
“He was pissed. Ran the whole thing down. I damn near put his head
through the window, but you know, Jack is who he is, and sometimes I forget
there’s a reason nobody can stand him.”
Lydia thought about that for a while as Sebastian continued to gently
massage her knuckles under the cold water. Really cold water. It felt sooo
good.
“Um. Did— Um, did he want to grovel?”
“Yes.”
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Her brow wrinkled.
“The truth is, he uses women like paper towels to wipe off his dick. Women
like you, nice ones, smart ones, ones you take home to mom, know that. They
can’t stomach him, and they shouldn’t. The only women who will are ones who
have their own agenda. It may or may not include marriage but if so, it’s not for
love. They’re not stupid. They’re opportunistic, which suits him to a T.
“But to be fair, it was over before he met you and he broke up with her
Tuesday night. He hadn’t gotten around to giving her the diamond bracelet,
which was in his pocket, and she wasn’t going to break it off before she got it.
Ramona’s no more cultured than Jack, but she came along because she wanted a shot at me. Jack knew that. He didn’t care.”
Now she was just confused. “Then why did he bring her?”
“He had a lot on his mind and he didn’t want to argue about it.”
She swallowed. Hard. “Oh.”
He paused. “Yesterday, you both made it clear that you didn’t want me at
lunch, which was fine. What you have to remember is that with him, what
you see is what you get. I honestly don’t know why a woman like you would
be attracted to him, but you’re an adult and it’s not my place to get in your
way or shove him at you. I’m giving you information anybody would need to
make an informed decision.”
Lydia sat silent for a while, letting Sebastian tend her knuckles, thinking
about that. What did she see in Jack? Or was he just the first bit of fresh air
she’d had in months?
Years.
You’re on the rebound from your grief, Buttercup.
She sighed when her late father’s voice popped up in her head, right on
cue.
Deal with it directly.
She wasn’t allowed to deal with her grief directly. The people forcing her
to wallow in it made sure she didn’t have a chance to grieve at all, much less
go through the whole process.
Fine. But having sex with that dickhead isn’t the way to do it.
So she wanted to have sex with a hot guy who made her laugh. What was
wrong with that?
I could accept that if you had ever had sex just because you wanted to and not because you were looking for love in all the wrong places.
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Once, in an adolescent fit of pique, Lydia had demanded to know where
he got off giving her relationship advice when he’d never had a relationship.
The tirade that had followed—
I am not going to be led around by the dick by some cunt who puts her ambition
over me! Fuck her if she can’t leave hers to be with me! Thinking she can top me! Who
the goddamn fuck does she think she is?!
Clearly, Mingo had not wanted to discuss that, so she’d never asked
again.
Mingo? You mad at me, Buttercup?
She’d been mad at him for the last year.
I died ten years ago.
Thirteen. But her grief and anger had surfaced again last year and had
been simmering all year long.
There was a small tapping at the door, which startled her. “Ah, Lydia,
can I come in without getting firebombed? I brought your stuff.”
Lydia cleared her head then heaved a sigh. Of what, she didn’t know.
Frustration. Anger. Humiliation. Confusion.
Cautious delight.
“Lydia?” Sebastian asked low. She nodded wearily. “Yeah,” he called.
Lydia wouldn’t look at Jack. She couldn’t. Her backpack with her change
of clothes and shoes plopped on the floor by her stockinged feet. It almost
didn’t surprise her when Sebastian stood and made way for darker hands to
caress her knuckles under the water.
“Ow!” she screeched when he pressed too hard, and jerked her hands
back, glaring up at him. “What the hell is wrong with you?” she demanded.
“Jack,” Sebastian drawled with irritation.
Jack dropped back against the wall, his head thunking back against the
old tile. “God, kill me now.”
“I think Lydia’s about to play God.”
“I’m sorry,” Jack said wearily, looking up at the ceiling, his hands in his
pockets. “For everything.”
Lydia watched him, watched the play of expression on his face. He was
embarrassed, which she suspected he didn’t feel often. He was penitent, also
something she didn’t think he had much experience with. He was uncertain,
as foreign to him as the other two. She slid a glance at Sebastian and tilted
her head a little.
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There was silence in the room when the door closed softly behind Sebastian. Lydia put her hands back under the water and watched as Jack turned
and took her hands softly, cupping one of his hands in the water and pouring
it over her knuckles.
“That feels good,” Lydia whispered. “Thank you.”
He said nothing, gently tucked her hands back into her breastbone,
turned the water off, shook his hands out and pulled paper towels from the
dispenser. He crumpled them for makeshift bandages, looked at them, then
chucked them in the trash. He loosened the knot of his tie and pulled it from
around his neck, then took her hands and wrapped her knuckles in the silk. “I
only have one tie,” he muttered. “I’m sorry it looks like I’m tying you up for a
fun night of bondage. Although I’d like to if you’re into that.”
Lydia laughed, shocked, because it had come out of his mouth so easily.
He slid a glance at her, his faint smile uncertain. “I’m a dick,” he said wryly.
“I know.”
“Let me take you to lunch? Sebastian can come this time and keep my
mouth under control.”
This was a bad idea. He looked like Tony. He acted like Rico. She didn’t
want to date a Tony. She didn’t want to date a Rico. She sure as hell didn’t
want to date a hybrid. And Sebastian, who apparently knew him better than
anybody else did, didn’t want her and Jack in the same airspace.
On the other hand, if all she really wanted was a respite from her troubles, did it matter if Jack was juggling a few girlfriends as long as he was
disease-free? He’d popped up like an oasis of fun and color and laughter in
the middle of her emotional desert and, okay, so what if she needed grief
therapy? He couldn’t be worse than any of the many therapists she’d gone
through.
“Um … okay.” She paused. “Can you, um … help me with my shoes?”
Without a word, he crouched and rummaged through her backpack.
When he pulled her Keds out, he stuffed her stilettos in the pack, then carefully put her tennies on, caressing her calves, ankles, and feet. She closed her
eyes and sighed, feeling his fingers in the curves of her Achilles tendon, the
arch of her foot, gently massaging, working the knots out.
God, just the caring touch of another human, sexually attractive or not,
was pure heaven. She didn’t realize how little of it she’d had in years, didn’t
realize how much she needed it.
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“Thank you,” she whispered after a while, opening her eyes when he finally tied her shoes.
“You’re welcome,” he said gruffly, standing, throwing the pack over his
shoulder and helping her keep her balance with her hands in front of her as
they were.
The three of them were totally silent as they rode in Jack’s car to a trendy
restaurant. None of them were going to force conversation, which was both good
and bad. The silence wasn’t pressing. It was the silence of people cooling off, sorting things out in their heads so they could begin to talk and sort it out together.
Lydia was cradling her hands in Jack’s tie. He was beside her, but not
touching her. He was looking out the window. Sebastian was on her left, also
staring out the window, his right ankle on his left knee.
It was one of the most awkward social situations Lydia had ever been in,
yet being in it meant that there was value here. Somewhere. They just had to
find it. Jack helped her out of the car when they drove up to the curb. She
unwrapped her hands and gave him the tie, because he’d need it to get into
the restaurant. It was crumpled. Ruined. It looked awful. Her mouth twisted.
He shrugged. “My fault.”
Well, yes. It was.
“How are your hands?”
“Better,” she said, which was true. “Can you ask about Tylenol or something?”
“Sure.”
He gestured for her to precede him, but didn’t touch her. He could barely look at her, in fact, and that hurt, because he couldn’t see whatever her eyes
did but now he was acting like every other man who couldn’t look in her eyes.
Jack spoke for a party of three, but the maître d’ ignored him, asked Sebastian how many people were in the party, and informed him there was a
two-hour wait. Sebastian scowled and threw his thumb at Jack. “He already
told you that, asshole, and he’s the one paying the bill and don’t give me any
bullshit about being backed up. It’s the middle of the fucking afternoon.”
Jack smirked when the man flushed and finally looked at him, although
not in his eyes. Lydia watched this byplay, shocked. This was New York. Jack
was expensively dressed.
“I’d rather go somewhere else,” Lydia said abruptly. “An Indian place.”
She hated Indian food.
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Jack, Sebastian, and the maître d’ all gaped at her. She sneered at the
maître d’ slightly. “Direct us to a restaurant with a staff that can hide its racism better than you can. If you can’t look at an expensively dressed man and
tell to the penny how much he’s worth and how that affects you, you need to
be washing dishes in Hell’s Kitchen.”
“I can make that happen,” Sebastian drawled.
It was the shortest two-hour wait in history.
The three of them were silent as they were seated less than five minutes
later, except when Jack requested Tylenol for Lydia, which was brought post
haste. Suddenly, Jack was being fawned over as lavishly as he had been in his
the executive restaurant at Blackwood Securities.
“Uh … ” Sebastian ventured finally. “You noticed that?”
“Clearly,” she muttered angrily, looking down to fix her napkin. She now
didn’t know whom or what she was mad at. “That doesn’t happen at home.
At least, not in my milieu.”
“It was a lot more subtle than it usually is.”
Lydia didn’t respond.
“Thanks,” Jack drawled, “but if it doesn’t affect my bank account, I don’t
give a fat rat’s ass.”
“It’s not about you,” she said tightly.
“Oh. Huh. I don’t know what that means, but just because I’m Indian
doesn’t mean I like Indian food.”
She looked up at him and said testily, “I wasn’t making assumptions. I
was making a point. You’re a McDonald’s guy. Cheap, fast, and easy.”
Sebastian started laughing, and Jack’s slow, delighted grin made Lydia
catch her breath.
Again.
Oh, God.
“You’re back,” he said huskily, his eyelids shuttering.
She felt herself flush and looked away. She needed to go home. Now.
“Yeah, so speaking of cheap, fast, and easy, how ’bout a chocolate soufflé?
It’s the only reason I come here, and I owe you one.”
“I’d rather have lemon.”
He blinked, surprised. “You were okay with chocolate yesterday.”
“They didn’t have lemon,” she said wryly.
“How’d you know that? You didn’t even look at the menu.”
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She began to chuckle. “I had lunch there Monday.”
“Sneaky.”
The ice was breaking. Slowly.
A waiter came around to take their order, but when he informed them
they didn’t have lemon soufflé, Jack said, “You do today.”
“Yes, Mr. Blackwood, sir.”
Lydia gaped at the waiter’s back, then caught Jack’s smirk. “It didn’t take
them long to figure that out, did it?”
She supposed she shouldn’t be surprised. “How … ?”
“I told you I come here for the chocolate soufflé. Best in town. That maître d’ is new. He’ll be fired by the time we leave.” At her surprised look, he
said, “No, I’m not going to say anything. I don’t give a shit. The head waiter
who knows me saw it, but you stepped in before he could.”
At her silence, because she had no words, he purred with a slight sneer, “I
put this place on the map.”
“Because of chocolate soufflé,” she replied softly, charmed and unable to
help her little smile.
The corner of his mouth tilted up and his sneer went away. “Yeh.”
“Say, Lyds,” Sebastian cut in with feigned nonchalance, “what are your
plans tomorrow?”
He knew very good and well what her plans were because he’d built the
itinerary. But he was trying to keep the awkward silence from taking hold
again. “The biggest thing,” she said while rearranging her napkin again, “is tickets for Show Boat. I have an appointment to see a Bösendorfer—a piano,” she
added quickly for Jack’s benefit. “I’m looking for one that’ll fit in my house.”
She could feel him watching her carefully, listening to her even though to
her ears, she was simply babbling to fill the silence.
“I like Show Boat,” he murmured. “Wouldn’t mind piano shopping. As
long as I don’t have to listen to a concert. I hate that shit.”
That made her laugh. “Okay,” she whispered as she met his gaze, this
man who could see who she was and appreciate her for it no matter how awful
he was. They stayed that way for several seconds, looking at each other
soberly, trying to negotiate a truce silently, with a mediator biased for Lydia
in case anything went wrong.
“Jack!”
Which, of course, it did.
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Lydia’s mouth tightened at the sound of Ramona’s voice coming from the
lobby of the restaurant, and she sank back into her chair, crossing her arms
over her chest.
“Aw, shit,” Sebastian muttered, throwing his napkin in his place setting
and sitting back.
Jack simply closed his eyes and massaged the bridge of his nose.
“Jack!” she called again as she closed the distance between the door and
their table. She stopped short when she saw Lydia, but then her expression
changed to one of hopeful penitence. “Um. Hi again,” she said gingerly.
“Hi,” Lydia returned, noting the diamond bracelet on her wrist.
With a cute little huff, she shooed Sebastian into the chair next to Jack and
she took Sebastian’s seat. “I am so sorry,” Ramona said, grasping her hands.
Lydia yelped and snatched her hands back.
“Um … ”
“I injured them,” she explained, struggling not to scream at Ramona just
for existing, and cautiously held them out for her to see.
They were purpling nicely and Ramona grimaced. “That looks painful.”
Lydia couldn’t look at Jack because there was no way any of this could be
salvaged now. No Show Boat, no piano shopping with a guy who hated good
music, no weekend in bed with a brilliant, hot guy who saw her, knew her,
made her laugh. “Yes.”
And that was all Ramona needed to start filling the silence with chatter
directed at anybody willing to listen about that time she also smashed her
hand and how much she empathized. It apparently escaped the woman’s notice that nobody at the table was having a good time.
Sebastian was silent. Jack was silent. Lydia had nothing to say.
Therefore, when a fifth wheel rolled up to their table, all three of them
jumped, startled. Ramona did stop chattering, but she gave the intruder—
another leggy blonde also with a diamond bracelet on her wrist—an incendiary glare.
“Oh, Ramona!” the woman cooed, glancing acidly at Ramona’s wrist. “I
didn’t know you knew Jack. Jack!”
His voice chock full of weary resignation, Jack sighed. “Ah, yeah, hi, Paula.”
“Hi Sebastian!” she said.
“Hi, Paula,” he returned tightly.
“I’m surprised to see you here.”
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“Cut the crap. You followed us in here.”
“Oh, I did not, silly,” she tittered, looking at Lydia. “Who’s your …
lovely … girlfriend, Jack?”
The contempt in Paula’s voice was thick and Lydia was way beyond her
capacity for politeness. “Could you be more of a cliché?”
Jack barked a laugh. Sebastian gaped at her. Ramona started to snicker.
Paula flushed a little.
But she recovered and sneered at Lydia. “I don’t look like a Munchkin.”
“I am adorably cute, not—” Here she swept Paula up and down. “—a
forty-nine-dollar blowup doll on clearance.” Her mouth dropped open. “Either you need to sue your surgeon for malpractice or learn how to pad a bra.
Your boobs are lopsided.”
Ramona cackled viciously. By this time, Sebastian was laughing. Jack’s
eyebrows were up to his hairline, looking at Lydia with that gorgeous grin.
“Shoo, fly,” Lydia drawled with bored hauteur and a dismissive wave of a
hand. “You’re bothering me.”
“God, you’re a bitch,” she snarled.
“An adorably cute one.”
“Bye, darling,” Ramona cooed.
Paula flounced off, leaving Lydia’s tablemates amused and looking to her
for more entertainment, but Lydia was bored, depressed, angry, and tired.
Tired of this stupid little soap opera.
“Thank you all,” Lydia said as she stood, gathering up her purse and
backpack. “I’m very tired and I need to tend my hands.”
“I’ll take you.”
Lydia and Sebastian looked at Jack, surprised. “Um … ” Lydia’s mouth
opened and closed. “I don’t want to impose. Market’s still open, right?”
“No.”
Didn’t matter. It was too late. Too many obstacles, too much history
gathered in too little time. “I know my way around New York, but thanks.
And thanks for lunch.”
That hadn’t arrived.
She left as quickly as she could, before she said something she would regret, like Yes, Jack, thank you. Stay the night?

6:
TIN MAN
JACK SURREPTITIOUSLY WATCHED Lydia walk out, her generous ass and
hips in that tight gold-encrusted red satin doing a number on his libido for
reasons he couldn’t fathom. Ramona was still laughing and asking Sebastian
where he met Lydia.
“Friend of a cousin who happened to become my friend too.”
“Oh, that’s nice! Not often you can be friends with your family’s friends.
Or friends’ friends.” And Ramona’s mouth started running again.
Jack was still reeling from his inexplicable attraction to that cute little piano teacher, coming to his defense at a tiny manifestation of disdain for his
ethnicity then slam-dunking Paula, which was not only hilarious but had
saved him from having to deal with a cat fight between two women he’d had
sex with while the one he now wanted to have sex with watched.
He should’ve told Lydia he’d broken it off with Ramona, but she knew.
She’d noted the women’s bracelets with a slight sneer and seething contempt.
For them. For him.
There was no way he could salvage this now. Lydia was too sure of herself, her place in the world, her superiority to the types of women Jack dated,
her superiority to him.
“Jack?”
“She’s funny,” Jack said vaguely, turning back to his meal when Ramona
pressed him for an opinion. Oh, he had an opinion. He just didn’t know what
it was yet.
“Adorably cute, too, but not your type.”
“Nope,” Jack affirmed firmly. He and Ramona were officially done, so
why she wanted his confirmation, he didn’t know. “Hey, look, I need to get
back to the office, but I need the walk.”
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“Oh, good. Just me and Sebastian.”
Sebastian’s mouth tightened. Jack stood.
“Bye, Jack!” Ramona trilled.
Jack didn’t bother to answer.
His hands buried in his pockets and his head down, feeling very much
like a beaten dog, he left the restaurant and shuffled down the street to walk
off some of his tension and sort out his confusion about this person he was
attracted to in spite of the fact that she wasn’t opportunistic, wasn’t beautiful
or leggy or blonde blonde—a cheap blowup doll—he smiled a little—was interested in what he had to say, a cultured college professor, and a vindictive
bitch.
Watching her display her alpha like that—twice—was almost as hot as
watching her fuck that piano.
Yesterday, she’d been thrilled to meet him in spite of the fact that he was
rude, crude, and socially unacceptable. They’d had a good time together at
lunch, talking, dancing through the sexual tension that surrounded them like
a thick fog, knowing that when Friday night came, so would they.
Until he’d fucked it up.
And continued fucking it up until now all he wanted to do was punch
something.
Jack went by boutiques selling overpriced tchotchkes and purses. He
went by a little coffee shop selling expensive coffee that was worth every penny and more. He went by a little chocolate shop selling overpriced but average chocolate.
Fuck it. He needed a shot of chocolate so badly he’d take a Hershey’s bar.
So he headed in and stopped at the case, staring down at it, his hands
still buried in his pockets, ignoring the people around him.
“Hi.”
He looked up, straight into Lydia Charbonneau’s plain gray eyes. “Hi,”
he said flatly. He hadn’t been following her, but he wasn’t completely surprised to see her. Tourists came here all the time and she had turned this direction when she left the restaurant. “The chocolate here’s not that great,” he
found himself saying, uncaring that the proprietor was right there.
“Go back to your own country!” the owner barked.
He casually flipped the guy off before Lydia could blister him. “Have you
picked anything out yet?”
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She shook her head.
He tilted his head toward the door. “C’mon. I’ll take you to get the good
stuff. They have lemon truffles for the unenlightened.”
The corner of her mouth tilted up. “Thanks.”
He lightly brushed her back as he ushered her out the door into the cool
March afternoon. He shoved his hands in his pockets again and started down
the street.
“Does that happen a lot?” she asked. “‘Go back to your own country’?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know. I don’t usually notice.”
“Cabs don’t pass you by? You don’t have problems with cops or security
or anything?”
He glanced at her in shock. “Um … no. Why would I? And even if I did,
why would you notice or care? You’re a cute little white girl.”
“Um … I— My father was a minority. Of sorts. I saw it a lot in our
community, so I’m sensitive to it.”
“Oh?”
“He was from Cuba,” she said shortly.
Jack decided not to press it. “The truth is, if it doesn’t affect my life, it’s irrelevant and if it does, it’s stupid shit like that maître d’. If I’m out with my family,
who can mostly all pass for white, people assume I’m a family friend or adopted
or my dad’s not my natural father, but I’m legit. Freak genetics. I inherited my
Indian grandfather’s skin and brains, so it’s wash. I was born knowing who I am
and on Wall Street, if you make a shit-ton of money for the bosses, nobody
cares until you start wanting to date their sisters. I wasn’t interested in anybody’s
sisters, though, so I didn’t care about that, either. Women like you who are attracted to me don’t want to be around me because I’m a dick.”
She puffed a laugh and looked down, scuffing a pebble with the toe of
her tiny tennies.
“But you’re not as nice as you look. You even fooled me and that’s hard
to do.”
She chuckled. “That sounds like a compliment.”
“It most certainly is. ‘Malpractice’ was fucking brilliant.”
She looked up at him with a smile. “I learned from the best.”
“You know, you’re a born New Yorker,” he said slyly, wondering if—
“I was auditioning for a job here,” she reminded him in that low, earthy voice.
“I can go anywhere in the world and get a prestigious position. Even India.”
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He released a long, slow breath, never breaking her gaze. “How prestigious do you need your positions to be?”
Her eyebrow rose. “They have to be satisfying and since I’m a virtuoso,
my standards are very high. I only try something once and if it’s not good
enough, I move on.”
His heart was pounding against his ribs. “I’m accustomed to meeting
high standards,” he said low.
Again she shrugged and looked away. It was her tell for when she was
flustered, turned on, or hiding something. Her other tell was that she wasn’t
walking away from him right now.
He said nothing for a half a block to goad her into speaking first. Silence
made people uncomfortable enough to start talking. It was a salesman’s tactic
he used as a last resort because, at his level, he didn’t have to use tactics. His
name was his only tactic. Even when he was just starting out, he didn’t use
silence much because he couldn’t keep his mouth shut that long.
“So,” she said finally said. He got the distinct feeling she knew what he
was doing and capitulated anyway. “It’s not just soufflés? You like chocolate
that much you know where all the good places are?”
“I might not know much about much,” he said with alacrity, “but I’m a
chocolate connoisseur. And a junkie. I needed a fix.”
“Ah. After the ex-girlfriend and current girlfriend meet up for a bitch-off.”
That made him laugh, and he rubbed his mouth, casting her a grin. “Says
Dr. Drama Queen.”
“She wasn’t clever or original. It bugged.”
“Ah, yes. I remember now. Bitchy and vulgar, but never boring.” Her
smile widened, and damned if he didn’t nearly swallow his tongue. “That was
actually a meeting of two ex-girlfriends.”
“Mmm hm. You have good taste in jewelry, I’ll give you that much.”
Jack sighed heavily. “It was over before I met you, then she caught wood
for Sebastian. She was hoping I’d facilitate.”
She laughed softly and Jack wished he were actually funny funny so he
could keep her laughing. “I’ve not heard that phrase in reference to a woman.”
“A clit’s just a microdick, right?”
Her laughter thickened. “You have a point.”
“Hold on.” With that, he stepped around her, off the curb, and hailed a
cab. He wondered if she noticed he’d had no problem getting one. He
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gestured for Lydia to get in, then he slid in beside her, giving the cabbie an
address for a tiny chocolate shop on Pine Street.
“That’s all the way downtown,” Lydia observed, and he was impressed
she knew that.
“Definitely a New Yorker,” he said.
She shrugged. “I like it here.”
“Then what’re doing in Kansas? What’s it got that New York doesn’t?”
“Cars,” she drawled disdainfully. “It’s got cars.”
“I bet your motorcycle cuts through traffic like butter.”
“It does, but I like my car too much to get rid of it or not drive it.”
“What’d you plan to do with it if you got the job?”
“Store it in Hoboken,” she drawled. “I don’t have a problem going west of
the Hudson.”
“Yeah, okay, uh huh. What’s so special about it?”
“It’s a fully restored 1966 Mustang convertible,” she said smugly.
Jack’s jaw dropped. He would never have pictured her in such a car but
he couldn’t think of one more perfect for her. “Is it purple?” he blurted.
“No.” She smirked and purred, “It’s candy-apple red with high gloss coating and white ragtop.”
Jack started to laugh.
“Do you know how to drive?”
“Yes,” he said snidely. “I even have a car. I run up to my parents’ place in
Connecticut just about every weekend and I don’t like being at the mercy of
my driver.”
Her eyebrow rose. “Mama’s boy?”
“Daddy’s,” he shot back. “Play tennis. Help around the house. I told you
my life was boring. A thirty-six-year-old man who likes hanging out with his
folks is boring and pathetic.”
Good God, she looked fucking impressed. No woman was ever impressed
by a guy who hung out with his parents.
“Your parents don’t hire that stuff out? Even I hire housekeepers and
landscapers.”
He shrugged. “My parents didn’t come into real money until I started
managing it. I’m no private prep school brat. I mean, we had a nice house in a
nice neighborhood. Better than middle class, but not anywhere in the range
of upper middle class. You know, Leave it to Beaver. By the time they could
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afford private schools, I was seventeen, I had my life mapped out, and I
wasn’t going to be yanked off track. They’re still in the same house and now
they’re the millionaire-next-door types. My brothers take care of the lawn. I
do the maintenance because I know that house like the back of my hand, and
when I do, it’s because I need to burn off some extra energy. So I keep my car.”
Her expression softened even more, and for some reason Jack didn’t understand, he liked that she wasn’t dismissive of him, didn’t find his relationship with his parents to be pathetic, and was impressed by these stupid things
he did even though he didn’t have to. He’d never cared what women thought
of these things because he didn’t go out with ones who wanted to talk.
Now he cared.
“What is it?”
“Beemer.”
She rolled her eyes and promptly stopped being impressed. “You are a
walking stereotype, aren’t you?”
He laughed. “I am, but you are not. You intrigue me more with every
word that comes out of your mouth.”
“This is a new experience for you, I take it? Talking to intriguing women?”
“Intriguing women don’t like to talk to me. Can’t figure out why you do.”
“You’re smart. Interesting. Funny.”
“Smart doesn’t count for much when the only thing you want to talk
about is math and sex—” She grinned. “—neither of which are particularly
interesting as topics of conversation. As for funny, nobody thinks I’m funny.”
“I have a sick and twisted sense of humor.” She rolled her shoulder suggestively, making all the gold in her hair glimmer in the sunlight filtering
through the cab’s open windows. Her curls were flying here and there, plastering themselves to her face before she absently swept them away.
He couldn’t help himself. He leaned into her and kissed her.
She squeaked a little into his mouth, her eyes wide, then relaxed and
kissed him back. Then she closed her eyes, sighed, tilted her head a little so
he could get deeper.
“Mmm,” she hummed, softly taking his face in her hands.
It went on and on, and if it kept going like this, they’d end up in bed tonight, which was not a bad idea at all. He immediately began rearranging his
schedule in his head.
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“Lydia,” he whispered against her mouth, “come home with me. Now.”
“Shhh,” she breathed and continued the kiss, finding his tongue, nibbling
a little on his top lip.
She was driving him fucking crazy and if this didn’t stop he’d fuck her
right here, right now. “Please.”
“Mmm hm. Shush.”
Except he couldn’t. “Is that a yes?”
“Yes. Shut—up.”
Oh, God, he was going to die before they got downtown if they kept kissing like this.
“I am so glad,” Jack murmured huskily as he pulled away from her only
far enough to say, “I am done with those bitches.”
That was the wrong thing to say. She jerked away from him, her expression shut down, her smile gone. And she—
“Fuck! Seriously?” he barked when she scrubbed her mouth on her
sleeve—the sleeve of a seven-thousand-dollar outfit!
The look she gave him was pure poison, then she knocked on the ceiling.
The cab swerved to the curb and she got out, all in a few seconds during
which Jack couldn’t form one coherent thought.
“Wait! Lydia! Shit,” he hissed as he scrambled for his clip and peeled off
God only knew how many twenties for a five-dollar ride. “Shit,” he said again
as he then scrambled out of the car and jogged to catch up to her, storming
down the sidewalk, her curls bouncing, the gold on her jacket twinkling,
taunting him.
“Hey, look,” he said when he caught up to her. “I—” What? Didn’t mean
it like that? He certainly did. Wasn’t usually that direct? He certainly was.
“I’m used to opportunists,” he blurted.
She didn’t respond. Didn’t look at him. Didn’t acknowledge his existence. Just kept walking.
Dirp.
“I was trying to reassure you that I’m not about them. They weren’t there
for me. They were there for Sebastian, which was fine with me because I was
done with ’em anyway.” He grimaced. That sounded bad even to him.
All he got for that was ignored.
“Lydia, c’mon, you know what I’m trying to say.”
Then he realized he was begging. Why was he begging? He didn’t have to
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beg anyone for anything. Especially women. He stopped cold. “Fine!” he yelled
at her back. “Fuck you, too!”
Nothing. Not even the bird.
He stood there frustrated, pissed off, at her, at himself, watching her get
farther and farther away from him. He sighed and started after her again.
She stopped and looked across the street. Then Jack heard a scream from
across and down the street. Help! Help!
Meh, this was New York. Somebody got mugged. Big deal. Stuff like
that probably didn’t happen much out in Little Piano on the Prairie, so of
course it’d get her attention.
To his shock, though, she bolted across the street, deftly dodging cars
without a hitch, getting to the other side and … disappearing into the
crowd.
“Fuck,” he whispered, taking a deep breath and heading across the
street—fucking jaywalking!—after her. She was going to get herself killed,
pulling rube touristy shit like that. They were all too nosy and do-gooding.
He knew when he’d caught up to her because there was a crowd gathered. He barged his way through it to see her, panting, with the collars of two
kids in her injured hands, holding onto the squirming children with ease,
shrugging her backpack up on her shoulder and failing. There were two beat
cops, one talking to Lydia and one talking to a late-middle-aged woman
whose arm was around an elderly gentleman.
“They’re mine,” Lydia was saying to the cop apologetically. “We’re on our
way to their therapist and they— Well. There’s a reason they’re in therapy.”
“Lydia—”
She cast Jack another poisonous glare over her shoulder.
“Lady, you gotta keep your kids under control,” the cop said threateningly. “I can take you in for this.” He looked at the kids’ clothes, then hers. “They
don’t look like yours.”
“Oh, um, they … dress this way to bug me. I’m— Look,” she said, her
voice trembling as if she were about to cry. “I’m a single mother. I was auditioning for an acting job—”
Jack rolled his eyes. Both cops snorted.
“—and my ex-husband’s going to take my kids and, officer, I swear to
you, we barely escaped with our lives.”
She was chewing the fucking scenery.
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“Hey, Precious,” Jack said, stepping forward. He held out his hand to the
cop. “Fiancé. My fault. They got away from me while she was auditioning.”
Well, she had been auditioning today. “Ex really is homicidal.” One kid was
flushed and his struggles were fading. The other kid was still squirming and
though Jack knew Lydia probably had the grip of an iron claw, she was also in
pain. Her face was pale and her knuckles were purple and swollen. They
needed to be iced.
So he grabbed the slightly bigger one by the back of the neck and
squeezed a little, surreptitiously, just to make sure the kid knew he meant
business. That was when the kid seemed to figure out they really were being
rescued, so he slowly stopped trying to get away. The little one was starting
to wilt completely.
Lydia let go and picked the little one up, let him slump against her
shoulder, rocked him a little, and rubbed his back. This seemed to convince
the cops she was telling the truth.
Jack looked at the victims. “I can pay the damages.”
“Nothing was taken,” said the woman who clutched her purse to her
chest, “but they knocked over my father.”
Yeah, the guy looked like he’d blow away in a good breeze. “Then can I
get you to the ER?” Jack asked smoothly. “Happy to pay for it.”
That shocked the woman and her father. “I … uh … ”
“I really need to get these two to their appointment,” Lydia said earnestly,
turning back to the beat cop and looking up into his eyes.
Jack shivered a little at how creepy it was that the guy stopped, stared,
blinked, then shook it off and said gruffly, “Yeah. Your boyfriend here—”
“—can get names, addresses, and phone numbers,” Jack said quickly. “Go
on, Precious,” he said through his teeth when he looked at her. Her eyes narrowed at him slightly, and just to be a dick, he leaned in and kissed her again.
He almost yelped when she bit his lip.
No one noticed.
“C’mon, kids,” she said lightly. “We’re burnin’ daylight.”
“Hicks,” muttered the woman as Lydia shuffled the kids past, through
the crowd, and down the street.
Jack gathered all the information he could. The pair declined to go to the
hospital, make a statement, or press charges, but that might have been because of a generous flash of green from Jack’s money clip.
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As soon as he could, he took off down the street, hoping he hadn’t lost
them, but he heard them before he saw them. Rather, he heard Lydia lecturing. Loudly. Angrily.
He turned into Central Park and saw them in a narrow nook, the big kid
sitting on a ledge cowering in front of her. He had no escape. There were
brambles behind them, a fence on one side, rocks on the other, and Lydia was
blocking his escape route. The small one was still in her arms, his eyes closed.
So Jack stopped and leaned against a stone pillar, crossing his arms over
his chest.
“Tell me where to find your doc!” she demanded.
Jack blinked. That wasn’t normal riot-reading conversation. She turned
and glared at Jack. “The girl’s got a fever and she might need antibiotics. She
needs medical attention now, but she can’t go to an ER.”
Jack scowled. “Why not?”
“They’ll put them in foster care, that’s why, which, for these two, is worse
than how they’re living now.” She threw her backpack at him so hard he
oofed. “Go get some Tylenol and bottles of water or something. Make yourself useful.”
Okay, that was it. It was official.
He hated her. Hated.
But he didn’t even have a chance to move before the small child—who
didn’t look like a girl—shifted and practically rolled out of her arms. Lydia
caught her just in time, but Jack strode over and plucked her out of Lydia’s
arms. Jack knew nothing about children or how hot they ran, but not only
was she bright red, she was practically steaming.
He glared at the boy—at least, he thought he was a boy—and said, “Answer the question. Now. Your sister’s burning up here.”
“Spanish Harlem,” the boy muttered.
“Where in Spanish Harlem?” Lydia demanded.
“Third and one-thirteenth.”
She turned and bolted past Jack, then he heard a sharp whistle. “Come
on!” she yelled.
Somehow all four of them managed to get into the back of a cab whose
very large driver, it seemed, was a nosy fuck. “Hospital?”
When Lydia gave the intersection, he turned around slowly and looked
at her. Then he looked at the boy, who said, “Simon.”
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The cab driver nodded and the child deflated into the seat, closing his
eyes and leaning against Lydia, who wrapped her arm around him and
hugged him close.
Jack had no idea what was going on, but he kept his mouth shut and
marveled at how fast they got from the Lower West Side to East Harlem.
They stopped in front of any one of a dozen shitty rows of shops between a hundred thirteenth and hundred fourteenth.
“Go!” Lydia barked at Jack while she dug in her purse. Jack did as he was
told, carrying the girl and letting the boy guide him. He didn’t look back for
Lydia, as she seemed to be able to handle herself well here, for a touchy rube
from Flyover, USA.
It wasn’t long before she caught up to them, her chest heaving. “If she’s
too heavy,” Lydia panted, “I can carry her.”
Jack just glared at her. “Your hands got better all of a sudden.”
“Adrenalin,” she snapped, following the boy into a dark, dank, disgusting
labyrinth of waste, sewage, and humans who all resembled trash bags.
At the end of the third turn there was a rusted-shut rollup door flanked
by high stacks of trash bags and no way out but back. Jack panicked.
“Shit, this girl’s going to die in my arms!”
But the boy stuck his hand in a rusty hole and pushed. “Simon!” he
called. “Mary’s sick.”
And where there had been what appeared to be a dead-end, there was now
an entrance to a run-down but clean apartment. “In here,” said a tall, wiry black
woman with short dreadlocks and wearing blue scrubs. Jack followed where she
was pointing, which was a small exam room that looked meticulously kept.
“Hey, is this kid contagious?” Jack demanded.
“With any luck,” the woman said, “no. Put her on the table.”
Jack carefully laid the girl on the table, a standard padded thing with the
paper covering it. It crinkled normally.
“Undress her.”
Jack grimaced. “Um. No.”
“Undress her!” Lydia barked from the other room.
“Fuck you!” he yelled as he set about undressing a little girl while the
woman—doctor? nurse?—washed her hands and put gloves on. She worked
silently, taking vitals, looking in her ears with the thing he didn’t know the
name of while he gingerly tried to get her thin tee shirt off.
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“Scissors,” said the woman calmly. “Behind you.”
Jack began to hurry when she showed him the child’s temperature: 104.5.
“How bad is that?” he asked quietly, now snipping her clothes off without hesitation.
“Bad. Towels in the second drawer down. Soak them in cold water.”
Jack was uncultured, not uneducated, stupid, or shit in a crisis, so he followed his common sense and worked with the—
“Are you a doctor or a nurse or what?”
“Doctor. Most folks just call me Simon.”
Simon says. “Jack.”
“Nice to meet you, Jack. Ear infection,” she said after further examination, which involved prying the child’s mouth open. “Possibly strep throat.
Normal kid stuff that’s fatal for street kids. I need to get some Tylenol and
antibiotics in her. Just keep keeping her cool. Jesus!” she called. The boy appeared in the door of the exam room. “How long has she been sick?”
“I don’t know.”
“What were you doing before you ran into these two?”
“Mugging an old man,” Jack muttered as he worked. “Central Park West,
Sixty-fifth.”
“Dammit!” the doc burst out, slamming her hand on the table and glaring
at the boy over her shoulder. Jack glanced up to see him cowering, which he
figured was in order. “I told you not to go down that far.”
“Somebody needed a message delivered.”
The doc sighed heavily, but didn’t respond. “How did you know to bring
them here?” she asked Jack. “That suit’s bespoke.”
“I didn’t,” he muttered. “The lady in there. Lydia. She got this ball rolling.”
“She saved this little girl’s life. Lydia!” she shouted. “Make Jell-O.”
“Okay!” Water immediately began running, and cabinets banged open
and closed.
Simon swung around to glare at the little boy again.
“Cut it out,” Jack said. “He’s a kid.”
“He’s a street kid, and he knows better. He lets Mary run roughshod
over him. That your girlfriend?”
“Oh, hell no!” came her voice from the other room. A cabinet slammed
closed.
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Simon’s eyes flickered up to Jack, her mouth twitching in amusement.
He looked away. No, not his girlfriend. Not now. Not ever. He’d screwed
that pooch, killed it, skinned it, roasted it, eaten it, and shat it back out again.
“Prep her arm.”
Jack turned, scratching his memory for what that meant, and looked for
alcohol pads by instinct. Found them. Clipped off the sleeve of her tattered
shirt, turned her arm over, and rubbed the alcohol over her skin. More alcohol. More.
“That’s good. Thanks.”
He watched her put two syringes of stuff in her arm, one after the other.
“Now,” she said, “go put her on the couch and keep her cool.”
“What’s the Jell-O for?”
“We have to keep her hydrated. Easier to get water in ’em with Jell-O
and popsicles.”
“No popsicles,” Lydia called. “Bodega?”
“Out, right, three blocks up, two over and ’cross Third.” Simon looked
up at Jack and murmured, “Your girlfriend’s sharp.”
His jaw locked.
Jack pulled the girl into his arms, took her into the tiny living room and
laid her carefully on the well-worn couch.
“No, don’t hold her. Her fever won’t go down with heat against her.”
Lydia was moving around like she’d been here before, and after opening
the refrigerator and staring, she slammed it closed and disappeared into the
exam room, coming out again in scrubs. She found her purse, took out some
cash, threw her purse at Jack, and left without a word.
“Soooo,” Simon said, handing Jack a glass of water, turning a small fan on
the girl, and sitting in a soft chair opposite to the one he’d claimed. “What’s
the story?”
He told her what he knew, which was little enough.
“And why are you two in on this together if you’re not together?”
“Wrong place, wrong time,” he muttered. “Said the wrong thing.”
“Ah.”
“We just met. Three days ago. She’s not impressed.”
She said nothing more. Neither did Jack. They both watched the little
girl, with the boy hovering on the edges. Simon made a gesture and there he
was, in her lap, snuggled up against her.
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Jack gestured around. “What is … ?”
“It’s a clinic, obviously,” she answered, half annoyed, half condescending.
“People who can’t show up in an ER come here. Lots of stuff that needs penicillin, broken bones, gunshot wounds.” She gestured to his clothes again.
“You’re pretty far away from home. You coulda told her to handle it and gone
home. No skin off your nose.”
He shrugged. “Do you need money?”
“I always need money.”
He nodded and took out his clip, then tossed it to her.
She looked at it, took the clip off, counted it, and tossed the empty clip
back to him. “Many thanks.”
He arose, took out his mobile phone and wandered into the kitchen,
although kitchen was generous. It was little more than a couple of cabinets, a
tiny sink and tiny oven. The refrigerator was normal sized—and chock full of
medicine.
“Insulin, mostly,” she said when he stood there gaping at it. “We have some
diabetic old folks around who still want to keep living, God only knows why.”
Jack called Melinda to tell her he was out for the rest of the day, and
whom he wanted to cover his clients. He rooted around in the freezer for an
ice pack after he hung up and laid it on the sleeping little girl’s forehead.
“You must be a high roller.”
“I’m the CEO of an investment bank,” he said tightly, dropping into the
chair. “I can do whatever the fuck I want.”
The slightly condescending air dissipated.
“How old are the kids?”
“Not sure. I think she’s about five, six. The boy thinks he’s eleven.”
“I have two eleven-year-old nephews. He’s nowhere near eleven.”
“He could be,” Simon said matter-of-factly. “Street kids’ bodies suffer.
His growth is stunted, but I wouldn’t know whether it’s malnutrition or genetic or hormones without labs, which I can’t get without getting busted.”
Jack’s eyebrow rose.
“I’m unlicensed. Clinic’s off the radar. I can’t sacrifice my invisibility for
treatment that isn’t life or death and if you do it, CPS will get to him.”
She was risking a lot, telling him this, especially since she didn’t know he
didn’t like people stepping across lines into unethical. And an unlicensed doctor running an unlicensed clinic was pretty fucking unethical.
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“I’m only telling you this because I don’t want a rich do-gooder with a
savior complex and faith in social services deciding what’s best for me and my
clinic and the street kids around here, and there are more than just these two.
Unfortunately, I have no choice but to trust you to keep your mouth shut,
but keep this in mind: If you turn me in, you’ll kill a few kids.” She gestured
to little Mary.
He slid in jaw back and forth in thought. “Fine,” he finally said, although
it made him very uncomfortable to let an unlicensed clinic and doc go. “You
have my word.”
“Which doesn’t mean much amongst you Wall Street types.”
She was questioning his word?! “Unlike many others of my professional
persuasion,” he growled, “I have ethics, which are spotless, and I keep my
word. Always. Everybody in corporate America trusts me to both do what’s
right and keep my word, which means everybody in corporate America wants
to do business with me so when I don’t do business with someone, everybody
else knows something’s wrong.”
Her mouth tightened. “Fine. And … thank you.”
Jack didn’t know how much time had lapsed before Lydia returned, her
arms full of grocery bags, two teenagers following her with more. She ordered
the kids to sit down and thunked a jug of orange juice between them, then
began putting the rest of the food away.
The little girl began to stir. Whether it was the noise or what, Jack didn’t
know.
“Thank you,” Simon said. “Lydia, was it?”
“Yes. How is she?”
“Fever’s gone down, but not enough.”
Lydia glanced at Jack. “Go home. Your part’s done.”
His jaw clenched and he stared up at her stonily. “I’ll go home when I
damn well please.”
Her eyebrow rose. “Don’t you have another couple of girlfriends waiting
in the wings until you’re done with them?”
It took him a few seconds to come up with something more original than
fuck you, but he watched her speculatively while he thought. “If I didn’t know
better,” he drawled, “I’d start getting the idea you’re jealous.”
She flushed a little. Good God, really? Maybe there was hope. “What I
am is insulted.”
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“Mm hm. You don’t have any reason to be jealous,” he purred. “I can
show you how jealous you don’t have to be.”
She snarled at him. “Slut.”
The two boys at the table snorted so hard orange juice came out of their
noses.
But Jack just shrugged and went back to nursing his water, watching the
little girl stir, and sensing every step Lydia made while she fussed with food.
Dishes. Faucets. She ordered Jesus to the table and gave him a juice glass too.
All four of them were speaking Spanish, but the teenagers’ snotty tone was
the same in every language. She snapped back, then faster and sharper as she
got in the boys’ faces.
They went from snotty to completely cowed in about thirty seconds.
Simon slid a shocked look toward the kitchenette and her eyebrows rose.
And then they looked Lydia in the eye. Cowed turned to terror.
Lydia plunked a plate of sandwiches down in front of them, sandwiches
Jack didn’t even notice she was making, and lectured a little more before she
gave them popsicles.
“Lawdy,” Simon whispered with awe and settled back into her chair,
looking shellshocked.
“You speak Spanish?” Jack asked.
She shrugged. “Bits and pieces.” He gestured toward the kitchen and she
shook her head. “No idea.”
Jack watched her surreptitiously, awestruck and achingly aroused by exactly how alpha she was. God, how he wanted a piece of her.
Lots of pieces.
For a long time.
“What’s wrong with the baby?” Lydia called from the kitchen.
“Ear infection,” Jack sniped. “Possibly strep throat.”
“Just waiting for the fever to break,” Simon said.
“Where is she going to stay?” Lydia asked.
“Oh, here. They crash here when they feel like it.” She paused. “How did
you know they’d have someone like me available to them?”
Lydia hesitated. “I’ve had some experience with black markets. Being underground. Invisible. They’re filthy, but their clothes aren’t completely
trashed. Neither are their shoes. They’re not too skinny. Kids like that don’t
run free without a home base.”
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“You grew up in the streets?”
She hesitated again, and her glance flickered to Jack. “In a manner of
speaking.”
“Really poor, then.”
She shrugged. “Family business didn’t take off for a while. We didn’t
waste money on nice digs and new jeans when it did. Are you hungry?”
“Actually,” Simon answered, “I am. Yes. I haven’t had a chance to get
lunch.”
With that, Lydia turned and began taking pans and food out. Jack watched
her work, dressed in those shapeless scrubs, her movements quick and efficient
as she put a skillet on the stove, lit the burner with a match, spooned some
gunk out of a tiny crock and slapped it in the skillet, cracked eggs into a bowl,
beat the shit out of them with a fork, and poured them into the skillet. Salt.
Pepper. A little lemon juice, a little butter. A few other spices.
Jack had no idea why one would have to light a stove with a match.
Mary was awakening. She was groggy. Mulish. Still feverish but not in
the danger zone. Sulking after Simon gave her a stern, growling lecture on
not going below Eighty-fifth, and staying on the east side of Central Park.
Lydia scurried to get a purple popsicle in her hand, then she brought Simon
the scrambled eggs.
“These are good,” Simon told her matter-of-factly.
“Thanks,” she said absently as she dished up Jell-O for Mary. All of it.
She put on water for another batch and began cleaning up after herself. “I’m
going back to my place,” Lydia announced after she’d put the new pan of JellO into the fridge and put away the last dish. She turned to the teenagers, said
something in Spanish, after which they got up and cleaned their dishes. Then
put them away.
Simon watched this in what looked like awe.
“Hey, Simon,” Jack said, gesturing to Lydia. “She banged up her knuckles. Can you do something for her? They’re not broken, but they do need to
be iced and obviously she’s not going to do it herself.”
Both Simon and Lydia looked at him in surprise, then Simon looked at
Lydia, who reluctantly held them out for her inspection. “And you’ve been
working like that?”
Lydia slid Jack a blistering look. “You do what you have to.”
Simon merely grunted and took Lydia back into the exam room.
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Jack watched the two women, their heads bent together, Simon taking
care of her. It seemed to him, from the way she responded to first Sebastian
then Jack taking care of her hands, Jack putting her shoes on, then Simon
bandaging her hands, that she didn’t get that much. She certainly hadn’t objected when he’d stroked her feet and ankles. What he didn’t know was if it
was a comfort or a turn-on.
Comfort, probably, judging by the way Lydia’s body was relaxing and she
was just hanging her hands out there to be swabbed and bandaged like any of
it was going to help.
After rescuing a couple of street kids. Making food. Buying and carting
groceries. Making more food. Ripping two tough-looking teenage boys a new
one. In Spanish. Then feeding them, too.
He clenched his jaw and looked away, listening to snatches of their conversation concerning logistics, getting more details of the day’s misadventure,
praising each other for their quick thinking, discussing the long-term care of
the kids, including the teenagers and whatever she’d said to them, which
made Simon chuckle.
Finally they were done, Lydia emerging with tidy bandages around her
fingers, her face looking a lot less strained and in pain.
“I’ll be back in the morning to check on her and bring your clothes back,”
she was telling Simon as she got ready to leave.
“I’ll go with you,” Jack said as he heaved himself out of the chair.
“No,” Lydia said coldly over her shoulder. “You won’t.”
“Fine,” he returned, tossing her purse and backpack at her so hard she
oofed when she caught them. “Your flamenco outfit’s gonna need extra special cleaning,” he drawled.
“It’s a traje de luces. A suit of lights, for people who are too important to
learn Spanish.” With that, she stormed out the door, the teenagers following
like trained puppies.
“She speaks Spanish?” Mary asked in wonder, looking up over the couch
at Jesus, who looked delightedly hopeful.
Jack looked at Simon, who said, “You got your work cut out for you.”
His lip curled. “I’m not working that hard for any woman.”
“I know a man in love when I see one.”
Jack’s jaw clenched. “And I know a yenta when I see one. I hate that
woman, so it’s not happening. Not now. Not ever.”

7:
NO GOOD DEED
MONDAY MORNING, Lydia was at the Wall Street station waiting for the
train to take her up to Spanish Harlem to check on Simon and the kids for
the third day in a row, which was the only reason she was still in New York.
She was thinking she should’ve waited until after rush hour when she heard
someone—male—yell her name. She scowled when Jack caught up to her.
He wasn’t smiling. Wasn’t penitent in the least. Was pissed off, in fact.
“I want to start over again,” he said tightly.
That shocked her, especially because he seemed to expect her to be receptive in spite of his irritation. “Why?”
“I don’t know,” he snapped.
Suddenly amused, she asked slyly, “Any new girlfriends?”
“Fuck you.”
“That’s one way to a girl’s vagina,” she drawled.
He slid her an irritated glance. “Stop trying to make me laugh. I’m busy
being mad at you.”
She started to snicker, which made his mouth twitch. He was trying so
hard not to laugh.
Trying so hard to make up for his gaffes. He squinted at her. “You don’t
seem to mind unconventional flirtation.”
“Clits and microdicks?”
That got him to laugh. “Band name. Clits and Microdicks.”
She laughed then too. “Soooo you’re mad at yourself, blame me, then
track me down to talk about vulgar band names.”
“I didn’t track you down,” he said testily. “I’m going the same place you
are.”
“For which you could call your car service.”
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He gave her a get-real look. “Like I’m going to show up in that neighborhood stepping out of a Mercedes? Let’s just put a fireworks show in front of
Simon’s labyrinth, shall we?”
“Oh.” She looked at him then. Really looked. Ratty jeans. Worn concert
tee shirt. Running shoes past their useful life. “Right.”
“Mmm hm, and you in Daisy Dukes.”
“Your fashion ignorance is showing. Khaki knee shorts are light years
away from Daisy Dukes.”
“I’m using my very vivid imagination to dress up your disappointing
vanilla-wear. Aren’t Daisy Dukes like your uniform in Kansas?”
“No,” she sneered. “We are not uncultured swine.”
“I have culture.”
“In your refrigerator.”
He grinned, and Lydia was horrified by how much she still wanted to
spend a weekend in bed with him.
Talking.
Laughing.
Making love.
Lord, she had it bad, or else she was just desperate. No, she knew exactly
what it was and hopefully it would go away when she got home.
But instead of giving him the cold shoulder as she should, she found herself asking, “How was your weekend?”
“Spent it in bed.”
Her mouth pursed. Her nostrils flared.
“Thinking about you,” he said smugly.
Her breath caught and her body tingled in all the right places.
“Not really all weekend,” he amended. “Just long enough to get myself off
a few times. Then I played tennis with my dad.”
She put her hand to her mouth and started to laugh again.
“That is not a joke.”
“I didn’t think it was. Is this why you want to start over?”
“Yes, because I’d rather have you in my hand, but it’s hard to think up an
extra super good grovel when I’m imagining you naked and on top of me.
Very, very hard. For a long, long time.”
“Condolences on your priapism.”
“Well, I didn’t have to go to the ER.” She was shocked, delighted, and he
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gave her a smug grin. “Didn’t think I’d know that word, did you?”
“No.”
“You play tennis?”
“I can hit a couple of balls when they come at me just right.”
“Is that a threat or a promise?”
“Does it matter?”
“When a woman’s pissed at you, it sure does.”
She laughed. “Smart man. So tell me. How does one be a bond trader
and a CEO? Aren’t those jobs competing for time?”
He looked surprised at the question. “Bonds are the methadone to my derivatives heroin and I am an addict. I’m the CEO because my boss pissed me off last
year and I staged a coup, then I slapped my name on the building to rub it in.”
Lydia’s eyes widened and her bottom lip fell open. He began to preen again.
“Which part of that has you shellshocked?” he cooed.
“Derivatives,” she drawled. “You really are an addict, aren’t you?”
He scowled. “You aren’t supposed to know what all that is. You’re a
fucking piano teacher.”
“I know more than you do,” she returned cheekily.
“Hrmph. I was trying to impress you with the CEO part.”
“You mean, ‘Oops, I just became supreme ruler. Now what do I do?’”
He laughed. “Oops is right. I didn’t think that through at all so I’m still
trying to learn the job.”
“Okay, since you confessed, I will too. I started watching a Canadian TV
show. Traders. They just aired an episode on a derivatives genius.”
“I saw that!” he said with the same excitement he’d had at lunch. “The
guy had three hours to make one-point-eight million dollars, and he worked
for Hershey bars.”
Lydia nodded, trying not to laugh.
“I did that. Once, although it took me four hours and as you know, I’m
picky about my chocolate, but I made two and a half million. Most intense
four hours of my life and I had to mainline caffeine and sugar to do it.”
Lydia’s jaw dropped. “Okay,” she said slowly. “If that episode was true to
life, I am most definitely impressed.” Impressed that he didn’t brag. Impressed he was that passionate about something. Impressed he was just a little boy who wanted to share his passion with someone who’d listen. It wasn’t
difficult. She liked listening to him. He wanted to share his accomplishments
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with someone he thought might acknowledge he did something well, and she
had no problem praising good work.
Especially for a guy who accepted it and went on. “And now you know
why I trade bonds. It’s a fucking vacation. Plus, I can do both jobs. Not well,
but I can do it. The board of directors doesn’t really like me—”
“I can’t imagine why.”
“—but they like my results and the shareholders would scream. My
COO, Melinda, you met her. She was one of my partners in crime. Right
now she can’t help me much because she had to take over her dad’s operation
after he went cuckoo. So she is also doing two hundred-hour-a-week jobs.
Her boyfriend—”
“Bucho.”
“Right. He’s a venture capitalist, but right now he’s like a freelance executive floating between her company and mine. Sebastian’s doing Melinda’s job
for the time being.”
“Why don’t you just hire somebody?”
“There are very few people I trust to take over so I can get my derivatives
fix. I can CEO and trade bonds, but I can’t CEO and trade derivatives.”
“If the only reason you’re CEO was to teach somebody a lesson and you
don’t like doing it, then step down. Lesson taught.”
“I like having my name on the building too much,” he said amiably.
“So it’s all about your ego.”
He slid her a glance. “Look in a mirror, sweetheart. You’ve got ‘Stroke
my ego’ tattooed on your forehead.”
She laughed, delighted.
“And I would be very happy to stroke your ego all you want.”
“With a glove.”
“Most certainly. I do not want any passengers.”
“You’re not going to get any from me. I am equally unencumbered.”
“Unencumbered? Well, aren’t you Miss Vocabulary.”
“It means—”
“I know what it means. Nobody but my dad uses words like that and he’s
also a college professor.”
“Mmm hm.”
“Okay, uncle. I concede that you are smarter than I am and you have
more letters behind your name. Happy now?”
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“Well,” she conceded in return, “quantitative finance and derivatives are
way above my pay grade. But I’m definitely better travelled.”
“If you must know, I’ve been to India and England to visit grandparents,
but the jet lag killed me. Sleeping is my third inviolable tenet right after judicious use of alcohol, caffeine, and sugar, and avoiding STDs and unwanted
pregnancies.”
“Tenet? Inviolable? You even pronounced it correctly.”
He grinned smugly.
“But can you spell ‘tenet’?”
“T-e-n-a-n-t.”
She harrumphed. “You did that on purpose.”
“If being stupid will get me in your pants faster, I’m all for spelling t-e-n-e-t
wrong.”
“If I thought you were stupid, I wouldn’t have talked to you in the first
place.”
“Oh, a compliment! I’m moving up in the world.”
“Maybe. I didn’t know Tiggers slept.”
“We do,” he said matter-of-factly. “I crash at nine p.m. on the dot. And I
do mean crash.”
“You just run out of steam and collapse into bed?” she asked in amazement.
He nodded. “Depends on where I am at nine-oh-one, in which case I’ll
sleep under a bridge. I get up at four. I like to be in the office at five.”
Lydia looked at her watch. Eight-thirty. “You’ve got almost a half a day
in already.”
“A normal person’s workday, yes. You don’t make as much money as I do
working forty hours a week.” He eyed her then. “I hardly think you work forty hours a week, either. My dad sure as hell doesn’t. At your audition, you
said you teach composition too? That’s actually writing music, right?”
She was shocked he remembered that. Thrilled. “I edit and arrange
music for a couple of publishing companies. Pop songs for different levels of
proficiency. It kind of morphed into teaching pop music composition. You
know, the chart-toppers that make you rich. Hooks, bridges, stuff like that.
It’s assembly-line music, but that and producing are where the money is if
you can get a producer or singer to listen. Royalties on hit songs are unreal.”
“Daaaaayyyyuuuum.”
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His expression and tone told her he was very impressed. Genuinely. Most
people were, but he was too bouncy to be impressed by anything.
“My hobby is arranging hit songs to be played on one piano and mimic all
the backing tracks. It’s not possible, but it’s still incredibly difficult to play, actually comparable to what I played last week, but you don’t audition with it,
even at a performing arts school. Which is another reason I’m so angry about
that audition. I sent in those arrangements with my tapes. That should’ve gotten me the job without having to audition. My grad students have to be able to
play one of my arrangements as their final. Bonus if they can sing it, too. One of
my students learned my most difficult one as part of his thesis.”
“Which one?”
“‘Bohemian Rhapsody.’ Sang it too, but he had to get a voice coach to
mimic Freddie Mercury. One song. Nine credit hours.”
His mouth dropped a little. “Something you arranged was worth nine
five-hundred-level credit hours?” When she nodded, he breathed, “Fuuuuck.”
She grinned cockily, which made him laugh. He was impressed. But not
threatened. That was new and different. And wonderful, that he thought about
what she did and expressed appreciation of it.
“I can’t play it as well as he did and I’m no Mercury. ‘Mamaaa,’” she sang,
“‘just killed a man … ’”
“Keep your day job,” he agreed. She snickered. “Well, so … have you
written any of your own hits?”
She shook her head. “I don’t want to shop it around. That’s not interesting and I don’t beg.”
His lids shuttered a little. “I could make you beg,” he purred.
He certainly could, but she wasn’t going to tell him that. “My professional
claim to fame,” she said pointedly, “is coaching highly advanced pianists, some
of whom are already virtuosos and on the concert circuit. I’m one of the
toughest coaches in the world.”
“How mean do you get, Teach?” he asked with fake innocence. “Asking
for a friend.”
She sniffed. “You don’t come from China to study with me if you aren’t
willing to get your butt handed to you.”
“Oh, that’s where you learned how to terrify teenage ruffians who are
bigger than you.”
She grinned. “They didn’t want to help me take groceries back. It made
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me mad.”
“Simon was in awe. And then you did your eye thing.”
“Just because you don’t see it doesn’t mean everybody else is tripping.”
He laughed. “I am the only sane, drug-free man on Wall Street.”
“Not even a line of coke in your formative years?”
“Noooooo. You?”
“Oh, no. My dad would’ve— Well, I actually don’t know what he’d
have done, but he put the fear of God in me if I ever so much as lit up a
doobie.”
“Good man. Good man.”
“Vodka, on the other hand … ”
He laughed. “Honestly, I don’t mind a martini now and again—”
“Oh, no. You’re an Old Fashioned kind of guy. You don’t drink it because you like it. You drink it because it’s straightforward, traditional, and
warns everyone not to mess with you.”
He was clearly pleased. “And your poison is lemon drops. Tart, colorful,
one of those evil girly drinks that’ll put you on the floor in two sips.”
Even more delighted, she said, “Yes!”
“And so as a reward for my insight, have one with me tonight? Dinner? ’Bout
seven? Remember, I turn into a pumpkin at nine so playtime would have to wait
until the weekend if you’d like to allow me to reward you for your insight.”
She smiled, because even though he was so awful, he was so cute about it.
“Sure.”
“Which one?”
She slid him a look. “Dinner, yes. Playtime depends on how well you
grovel the rest of the week.” He grinned like he’d just conquered the world,
and she laughed. “Simon turned Mary loose yesterday.”
Jack grunted. “Hurricane Mary, you mean?”
Lydia blinked and looked at him.
He returned her look with a raised eyebrow and said, “You aren’t the only
one with a savior complex around here. I was up there Saturday and yesterday, too. Just missed you. Mary whined enough to get on Simon’s nerves.
And she had a patient, so I didn’t stay long.”
That shocked the hell out of her. “Oh. Uh … Sebastian told me you had
a cold black heart.”
“I have no heart at all,” he said snidely. “Or a soul. That’s why you can’t
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voodoo me. No soul, nothing to suck out.”
“That would explain why there’s no blood test for my idiopathic physiological anomaly.”
“Mmm hm. My soullessness is also why I’m the alpha of Wall Street.”
“A soulless alpha who wants to sleep with a cute little piano teacher who
sucks men’s souls out through their eyes.”
He looked her up and down. “I’d rather you suck something else out of
me from somewhere else. Your mouth is gorgeous. You were made to suck
cock. Mine.”
She tsk’d. “You have to give me a blow job first. To my satisfaction, which
may not happen before your jaw falls off.”
“I,” he said haughtily, “am a magnificent eater-outer. My jaw is well toned.”
“Would any of your cheap blowup dolls actually tell you you suck? Or
not.”
“That hurts my feelings.” He leaned against her and purred, “I’ll let you
teach me how to suck your microdick this weekend. Tongue it. Lick it. Tie
you up first. With my silk tie. Blindfold you. Make you beg and scream all
the way into Sunday night.”
“At nine. Are you going to fall asleep with your head between my legs?”
“If there is a God in heaven.”
Try as she might, Lydia could not come up with a response to that and
he gave her a cocky grin. Any normal woman would slap him, but this was
the sort of banter that turned her on if the man himself already intrigued her
and she was very turned on. She tried not to snicker, but couldn’t stop it.
“Kiss me,” he whispered smugly. “You know you want to.”
That, like everything else about him, was irresistible. She turned her
head—
“God, you’re disgusting.”
They both jumped, and looked at the woman in front of them, overlapping Jack’s left side, glaring at him. His expression darkened. “Brenda.”
She was about the same age as Lydia, prettier, with curly black hair and
dressed in serviceable business attire. This was not one of Jack’s blowup dolls.
“Brenda here,” Jack said nastily, “thought she could get away with stealing
from her firm. I blew the whistle as soon as one of my traders brought it to
my attention. Followed the paper trail, built the case, had her arrested, and
testified against her. Seven years, only four of which have gone by. Did you
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get out on parole or did you have to munch a few carpets?”
Brenda snarled at him.
He looked her up and down. “So what are you doing now? Data entry? That
suit’s a long way from Bergdorf. You still married? How’re your kids? They’re
probably in college by now, right? Student loans? Because you can’t skim?”
“You destroyed my life,” she hissed. “I could kill you for that, and the only reason I don’t shove you in front of a train is because there are witnesses.”
“I didn’t decide to steal somebody else’s money. You deserved whatever
you got, and if you’re still blaming me, you didn’t get enough of it.”
“Did any of that affect you personally?” Lydia asked him, genuinely curious. “She didn’t work for you?”
He looked at her in shock. “No. Why would it have to? She was skimming and manipulating the market to do it.”
“You just couldn’t mind your own business, could you?” the woman barked.
Lydia’s lips pursed. Jack was furious, and it was a completely different
side of him she wouldn’t have thought he possessed if she’d thought about it
at all. He wasn’t pissed off that Brenda had stolen from him. He was pissed
off that she’d stolen at all.
That was interesting.
Because it meant any actual relationship that could have been between
them would end in a conversation like this, so it was good there wasn’t going
to be a relationship. But before she could think about that any more deeply,
she heard,
“Hi, Jack! Hi, Lydia!”
They both turned at the small voices that came from the small people
plunging through the crowd. Lydia’s mouth tightened. “Simon told you not
to go below Eighty-fifth and you’re on Wall Street?”
Mary huffed and folded her arms across her chest. “Simon’s not the boss
of me.”
“She is when you need a place to sleep and eat and get medicine,” Lydia
shot back. “Why can’t you just do what she asks you to do?”
“I let her,” Jesus said quietly, from where he stood behind Mary.
Jack’s eyebrow rose. “Let her? You mean you couldn’t stop her.”
Jesus shook his head soberly. “No. She does what I say.”
Lydia and Jack exchanged glances.
“Then tell her to stay at Simon’s,” Lydia said.
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“If I don’t want to, why should I make her?”
“Because she’s been sick and you haven’t.”
“It’s the puppy-dog eyes,” Jack said out of the side of his mouth.
Lydia puffed a laugh. “Why didn’t you make her go to Simon when she
got sick, then?”
Jesus scowled. “I didn’t know she was sick for a while, and then when I
did, we were too far away to get there fast, which was why we needed money,
to get a cab to get there. Fast.”
Well, now didn’t that make her feel stupid, especially when Jack started
laughing.
“Oh. You’re welcome.”
The boy continued to scowl at her.
There was a small ruckus behind them, cops who were looking for two
kids who’d jumped the stiles who were, apparently serial stile-jumpers.
Lydia gave the kids a stony look.
They both flushed.
“Stay close. And stop it. I’ll buy you MetroCards. And you better not sell
them.”
“Well, aren’t you a born mother,” Jack muttered, turning toward the
train tracks, ignoring Brenda. Brenda was ignoring them too. “A mean one.”
Lydia merely sniffed.
“Hey,” he said softly.
She looked at him and he leaned in again. She smiled against his lips and
opened her mouth a little. Not much. Teasing him. Watching him tease her.
Trying to kiss around their amusement.
“I knew it!” Mary crowed.
Jack laughed and turned his head to cast the child an exasperated smile.
“You haven’t been conscious long enough to know anything, little girl.”
But she giggled and even Jesus seemed smugly pleased, as if he had been
the matchmaker.
Aw, screw it.
Lydia liked him. He couldn’t see the thing her eyes did and he made
her laugh. He wasn’t a braggart in the usual sense, he was straightforward
and self-deprecating about his weaknesses, he hung out with his parents for
God’s sake, and he thought her little digs were cute. He seemed genuinely
interested in how her mind worked, enjoyed her company enough to keep

68 | MORIAH JOVAN
trying, remembered what she told him, and was professionally impressed
without feeling threatened, because he wasn’t a musician. She’d never been
approached by or gone out with a man who wasn’t a musician or one who
was as interested in her as he was himself—and men got very annoying very
quickly when they started feeling professionally threatened.
Yes, Jack had a code of honor when it came to money and her financial purity wasn’t to his standard, but he treated women like shit. Lydia and Jack were
attracted to each other, they liked talking to each other, they had shared a bizarre adventure, and he’d at least tried to make up for her botched audition, no
matter how awry it had gone. He wanted to try again in spite of everything,
including his grumpiness about it, which she found charming in itself.
“How ’bout it?” he whispered in her ear, his arm snaking around her
waist and pulling her as close as possible. “Dinner, lunch, movies, Show Boat,
chocolate, piano shopping, lemon drops and Old Fashioneds all week, then a
fun weekend at my place. We can play tennis and watch Traders and talk
about things smart people talk about while we’re making love by candlelight.”
She caught a little gasp and smiled when he nibbled on her earlobe,
thinking about how he’d look and feel naked, against her, in her.
“I’ll stay in New York this week,” she whispered back, “but you have to
earn the weekend. You’ve used up all your do-overs and then some.”
“Challenge accepted.”
The wind whipped through the tunnel and blew everyone’s hair back.
There was a wall of people in front of them and a whole lot of people behind
them. He let her go when a bunch of people shifted to the right.
“Hi, Jack,” came a purr from behind and to Jack’s left. They both looked
over their shoulders. There stood a leggy—oh, brunette this time. Lydia was
shocked. The woman was wearing a generically fashionable business suit, had
a generically fashionable haircut, and had a generically beautiful face.
“Hi, Val,” Jack muttered.
She pointed to Lydia and gave her a generically friendly smile. “Girlfriend?”
“Friend of a friend.” Jack returned impatiently.
“Oh, friends. That explains the kiss. I get it.”
He heaved a sigh.
“Isn’t he shit in bed?” the woman asked Lydia.
“I wouldn’t know,” Lydia replied gamely. “I don’t sleep with dickheads.”
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That took her aback. Jack snorted. Brenda muttered, “Yet.”
The wall of people in front of them parted a little in anticipation of the
train that was almost there, just enough for Lydia and the kids to step forward.
She slipped her arm through Jack’s and pulled him to toward her and back a
little, hoping the crowd would flow between him and the third ex-lover to show
up while she was with him, although he and his nemesis were still pressed together a little.
“Do you they follow you everywhere you go?” Lydia muttered.
“Not until you showed up,” he replied caustically. He turned to Val who
had found the same hole in the people wall, and now was standing right beside him. “What do you want, Val?”
“This,” she said sweetly, and shoved.
Lydia still had Jack’s elbow, so the shove took her, too, but she was a little
behind him and she planted her feet instinctively, pulling backward so he
wouldn’t go over the platform into the nose of the train.
Brenda …
… whom he stumbled against …
did.

8:
SLIPSTREAM
SCREAMS ERUPTED. Lydia stood dazed, the train wall flashing past a foot
from her face. Jack’s face was half that distance and he wasn’t moving at all.
Screams.
More screams.
She couldn’t move, couldn’t distinguish anything, just … the crack between the train and the concrete, and Jack’s hand splayed on it about six
inches from the train. Somewhere under there was a woman who’d just
threatened to push Jack off, but had ended up there herself by some weird
quirk of fate.
There wasn’t even any blood, nothing to mark her death except the
screech of brakes, the screams of a few people around them who’d seen …
something. Something awful.
Jack was supposed to be dead right now. Lydia would be too.
She barely felt a tug on her right hand until her still-sore knuckles were
squeezed. Hard. “Ow!” she screeched and looked down. There, a little Hispanic girl and her older brother, speaking to her as if from far away, their
arms waving wildly, and the little girl tugging on her. She had an amazing
grip for such a little thing.
Run. Run. You have to run.
The words came at her like in a dream, or in water. Slow. Muffled. It
barely registered that they were speaking Spanish.
She stumbled backward when she was jerked, and her other shoulder
protested when it resisted because her arm was still in Jack’s.
Lydia! Run! Make Jack run!
Run. From what? They hadn’t done anything. That … person … had
shoved Jack, intending him to go over the ledge and into the train.
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The screams around them grew slowly more distinct until she realized
they were all looking … at … her.
And Jack.
That’s him! Don’t let him get away!
Run! Run!
The children were tugging at both of them. The little girl on Lydia. The
little boy dragging Jack back from the yellow line. They were small. Should
they be that strong?
Then she snapped to. “Oh, God,” she whispered as she looked around.
She knew it would look bad, running. She knew the cameras would have
caught the whole incident. She knew he’d been pushed and thus had fallen
against the woman in front of him. Yes, there was a lot of bad blood between
him and Brenda, and though there were several witnesses to the argument,
that didn’t mean everybody had heard it or would draw the right conclusions
even if they had.
Somebody grab him! Don’t let him get away!
He was dark. In work clothes. On Wall Street. At rush hour.
A white woman was dead.
People were pointing at him.
Lydia! Jack! You have to run! The cops are coming!
And he didn’t know how to keep his mouth shut. He was not going to
get to an arraignment without getting his butt kicked by the cops.
COME—ON!
Or worse.
Lydia tugged on Jack, but he was on his knees now, his nose still inches
from the train. He wasn’t moving. He was barely breathing. She pulled on his
arm. He didn’t budge. She pulled harder. He still didn’t budge. She grabbed
his hair. “Get up,” she snarled and pulled until he started fighting her, turning
himself over, trying to rush her. She let go of his hair and dragged him into
the crowd behind them, who hadn’t seen what happened. They just knew
someone had taken a header into an oncoming subway train.
The children were leading the way, running at breakneck speed, but
Lydia couldn’t hope to keep up. Her legs were too short and too slow. She
was half dragging a traumatized bond trader who’d just witnessed himself
pushing a woman into a train, the train that should’ve killed him and taken
Lydia with him. There were no cops after them yet because the crowd was
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too thick and there was too much confusion, the front car of the train halfway into the tunnel.
But it wouldn’t be long before the mounted patrol would be—
Metal was striking asphalt and concrete.
Lots of it.
Rhythmically.
Getting closer.
Horseshoes.
“Oh, God,” she whispered, her father’s ME report flashing through her
brain. Jack might be cleared before his arraignment, but not before some overenthusiastic cops got their hands on him.
She stopped cold and let Jack bump into her. She slapped his face.
Slapped hard. Until he focused enough to get mad. “Jack!” she snapped when
she had his full fury directed at her. “You are in a lot of trouble. You have to
run. Please, please— Run.”
“Go!” Mary screamed, pointing to an alley. “Go there! Hide!”
Lydia did as she was told, dragging a marginally less catatonic Jack, even
though the children took off in the other direction.
Once he got his feet, he seemed sentient enough to follow her. The horses were gaining ground and shouts could be heard above the regular noise of
the city.
“There!” somebody yelled. “Catch that kid!”
Lydia made the alley entrance and jerked Jack behind a Dumpster just as
half the horses turned and half went past the alley entrance at full gallop.
They were after the children.
She had a momentary clutch of fear for them, but they were kids, they
were wily, and they were smart. They’d been living on the streets for God
only knew how long, stealing and running messages up and down Manhattan.
They had also been smart and quick enough to get two not-thinking
adults off the platform.
Instincts first.
Shock indulgence second.
Jack was stiff. Silent. Catatonic, yes. She was thirsty as hell. She wanted
to puke. They had to get somewhere to hide, but now that she was thinking,
she knew she couldn’t go back to Sebastian’s and the police would know
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Jack’s name soon enough. His place would be locked down and his accounts
frozen immediately.
They wouldn’t know who Lydia or the children were.
Where were the cameras pointed? Would they see the push? Could camera evidence trump eyewitness accounts of the heated argument? Would
there have been any witnesses to the exchange between Val and Lydia?
Would there be anything that could get past the wall of Jack’s appearance
before he could be cleared of suspicion?
She needed her bike. There was no way they could get …
Simon’s. Simon was the hub of Spanish Harlem’s underground. She
would know how to hide them until Lydia could make a plan. Her apartment
door was well camouflaged. Her exam room could be hidden with the close of
a door that looked like a wall with a crazed mirror and broken-down dresser.
Lydia was absolutely certain that apartment and likely the rest of the building
was lousy with secret rooms and passageways.
But they were downtown and Simon was a hundred blocks north. They
couldn’t take the subway. Couldn’t take the bus. Couldn’t take a cab.
Couldn’t walk out in the open. Didn’t have a change of clothes, and they were
covered in … something black and gooey.
“Oh, God,” she moaned again, dropping her face in her hand and rubbing
her forehead. “Think,” she whispered. “Think, think, think. Help me,
Daddy.”
Just keep doing what you’re doing and for God’s sake, don’t let him talk.
Her bike. She could get through traffic, go over land, and outrun horses.
She didn’t know Manhattan as well as a motorcycle cop would, but she’d
have a head start because they wouldn’t be expecting to have to chase a Harley.
She could also get off the island if she had to because they wouldn’t have time
to put down spike strips across every tunnel and every bridge.
But how could she get it? It was parked in Sebastian’s parking lot—
She had to get to a phone. Call Sebastian. He knew how to ride. He
could meet her somewhere.
Phone.
Phone.
Water.
God, water. She was so thirsty.
“Daisy,” he croaked.
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She started and twisted to look at him, leaning back against the wall,
looking to the sky, his chest heavy.
DAISY?!
“What did I just do?” he croaked.
“You just about got murdered,” she snapped.
Daisy! HA HA HA HA HA HA HA!!!!
Lydia gritted her teeth.
“No, I—”
“You were pushed. You put your dick in the wrong hole and about got
killed for it.”
“Karma,” he whispered.
“Yeah, well, if this is karma, it’s being unreasonable. Look,” she said
frantically. “I have to get to a phone. You have to stay here. Covered. Hidden. And stay here. If you’re gone when I get back, I’ll assume you got arrested.”
“But … if I didn’t push her … if it was an accident, I should just—”
“No!” she barked. “You won’t live long enough to get to a lawyer.”
He wrinkled his brow at her. “Why?” he asked, dazed.
“Okay, dying might be an exaggeration. But you just— We need to wait
this out until they look at the evidence, get all the witnesses’ statements.
They’ll have cameras on the platform and in the train cab, but you did have
an argument with her. And I doubt you know why staying silent is a right.
We have to hide and wait until they sort it all out so you don’t get yourself
beaten half to death by some cops.”
“Daisy—”
“My name is Lydia,” she snapped.
“It doesn’t suit you,” he said vaguely, still staring up into the sky.
He’s right, you know.
“Not now, Mingo,” she gritted.
“Daisy,” Jack whispered. “Daisy Dukes.”
He was punch drunk. In shock. It was pointless to argue with him no
matter how much she hated that name.
“Jack,” she said with forced calm, stroking his forehead, his cheek. “Look
at me.”
He did. Straight into her eyes. The one time she needed a man to succumb
to her sparkly eyes, he couldn’t.
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“Please. Stay here. Get under these whatever they are and hide. Do you
understand me?”
“She didn’t deserve to die. But I— Did I kill her? I killed her. I just—
She went over because I—”
“No! God, Jack, that is exactly the crap they’ll make you say. You did not
kill her. That Val person killed her. She was trying to kill you and somebody
got in the way. Promise me,” she said frantically, standing, finding the whatever it was under her feet to be filthy rags. Gross.
She picked some up, grimaced, and started rubbing at her clothes. It was
March. It was chilly. She shouldn’t be in shorts and she looked like a tourist.
“The children know where we are,” she said as she blotted, her chest heaving,
her breath short. “If they come back and I’m not here yet, tell them I said for
you to stay put. You’re bigger than they are so don’t let them push you
around. They’re going to do what they’re going to do no matter what I say.”
Thank God.

9:
NOT GOOD,
NOT NICE,
JUST RIGHT
SHIT, WHAT WAS THAT NOISE? It wasn’t normal Manhattan noise.
Shit, Jack had the worst headache. Had he drunk too much last night?
No, not possible. He couldn’t function without sleep and he couldn’t sleep if
he drank too much and he couldn’t hold his alcohol worth a damn.
Shit, that noise was getting closer and it was going to kill him. He
groaned when it got close enough he imagined he could feel heat from it. It
was deafening, echoing off the walls like that.
It died.
The ringing in his ears was almost as bad.
“Jack.”
He knew that voice. He didn’t know from where. He groaned. He didn’t
want to get up, didn’t want to get out of his nice, comfortable bed that—
God, it reeked. What had he been doing?
His eyes fluttered open to see that cute little librarian Sebastian had introduced him to. What was her name again? “Hey, Daisy,” he slurred. “What
are you doing here? Did we fuck?”
“My name is not Daisy,” she snapped. “And no, we didn’t.”
Until he could remember her name, she was Daisy and until he could
remember that he hadn’t fucked her, he would assume he had.
“It was really good, wasn’t it?”
“Not for me,” she snapped again. She was very snappy for a woman
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who’d just gotten very well laid. “I need you to get up and get un-dizzy.”
Un-dizzy. That was clever. It was exactly what he needed to do.
He felt her pulling on his arm, pulling him upright. He groaned and
clutched his head. “Oh, my God,” he groaned, closing his eyes because the
light hurt.
“Yeah, exactly.” She plopped her cute little butt down beside him. He
could see it in his mind. She stayed there with him for a while, silent. Holding his hand. She was trembling. Then he noticed her body was shaking. He
opened one eye to see her with her knees drawn up, her face buried in them,
and her shoulders quaking.
“Why are you crying?” he asked in wonder. “Was I that bad?”
She didn’t answer. Didn’t seem to hear him.
He looked around. He was in a very narrow alley, dark, mysterious. Filthy
and rank. There was a shiny ivory motorcycle in front of him that proudly proclaimed itself to be a Harley-Davidson. It had lettering and thin red lines on
the outer edges that made it look like it came out of a 1950s diner.
He looked down at himself, dressed in the clothes he wore to do chores
around his parents’ house.
This was a dream, right?
Bond traders didn’t just wake up in back alleys, sitting on— He looked
down. —yards and yards of nasty, filthy fabric, dressed in their worst clothes,
next to weeping women who were not leggy blondes, with Harley Davidsons
a foot from their faces.
Especially on a weekday.
“Oh, God,” he whispered as it all came back. The jolt of fear as he fell
toward the oncoming train, but in twisting to keep himself from going over
the edge had knocked someone else off the platform.
A someone else he despised, but who did not deserve to die.
No wonder Daisy was sobbing.
But … how did he get here?
No, that part was still a mystery. The last thing he remembered was the
look of terror on Brenda’s face and then …
Thump.
It sounded just like that. Thump. And not even that loudly. A funny little word rendered in funny ways in Saturday morning cartoons.
Thump.
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He swallowed.
Hard.
No blood. No body parts.
Thump.
He was thirsty. So thirsty.
“Daisy,” he whispered. “I need to go to the police.”
“No!” she screeched. “Right now, that is the worst place to be.”
That made no sense. “Why? They’ll know it was an accident, right? It
was an accident, right? I think? Or … ?”
“It was,” she said through her crying. “But that won’t help you between
the time you’re arrested and whenever you’re cleared and released.”
“But— The cops don’t have anything against me. What reason would
they have to beat me down?”
“You are a dark man in torn-up clothes who appears to have pushed a
white woman with whom you just had a heated argument, wherein she
threatened to push you in front of a train, in front of a train.”
The heated argument, he understood, but—
A dark man.
Torn-up clothes.
Oh, yes. Now he understood that too.
Sort of.
“But … I’m a Wall Street stud,” he said, feeling a little dazed and confused. “I don’t— I’m rich. I’m a CEO. I’m not just some random immigrant
walking around.”
“You are too! The maître d’. The guy at the chocolate shop. You might not
have had any problems getting a cab or had any issues with police, but now
you do and now you’re in crappy clothes so you don’t even look rich and now
you’re going to find out how the brown half lives.”
Yeah, okay, he got the cold shoulder sometimes. When he was a kid in a
passing-for-white family in a thoroughly white neighborhood, people said
things with varying degrees of innocent curiosity to hatefulness, but he had
important shit to do so he didn’t pay attention until it got in his way.
His paternal grandfather J.R. hated Jack because his dad had married an
Indian girl and turned out such a dark-skinned child. But J.R. lived in England and when Jack had made his contempt known in a satisfactory way, he
was done. He had important shit to do.
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His maternal grandfather Amarjeet, who was as much an asshole as J.R.,
didn’t like Jack because he hated that his daughter had married a white man.
He made the mistake of assuming Jack was as stupid as every other white
man he’d ever met. But Amarjeet lived in India and trouncing him soundly in
chess several times in a row was satisfactory. Jack had important shit to do.
It had bummed him out every time he asked a girl out and her parents forbid it because he was dark, but it hadn’t happened often and since it didn’t affect his goals or his path to them, he dealt with it. He had important shit to do.
If he had had problems getting a cab, he wouldn’t have thought about
why while he was cursing a blue streak. He had important shit to do.
Jack’s blond younger brother had gotten arrested for a DUI as a teenager.
His light-skinned youngest brother, who looked only vaguely Indian, had
been arrested for petty theft, the result of a teenage dare. Jack’s father had a
lead foot and the tickets to prove it. Jack’s only interaction with the police was
when he called them to haul out a boss or coworker or employee in handcuffs
on fraud charges. That had happened more than a few times. It was also how
his name got on a building on Wall Street. He didn’t have so much as a parking ticket. Dealing with petty red tape like that took time and energy he
didn’t have. He had important shit to do.
He’d never had a problem with his academics, never had a problem in his
sports, never had a problem getting a job. That was what racism was about,
right?
“Jack!”
“Um … ”
Now he dated women who found his looks a bonus to his bank account,
and he was partial to gorgeous leggy blondes who weren’t shy about showing
him off. He didn’t mind redheads sometimes. Occasionally he dated brunettes, but clearly, that brunette had been a bad choice. He immediately
swore off brunettes. But what had he done to her that she would kill him?
Maybe she was just psycho. Maybe that was why he’d broken up with her.
He didn’t remember.
He was with a little white piano teacher from fucking Kansas. How could
anybody mistake him for anything other than what he really was? And how
could any of that penny-ante shit be parlayed into this pathological paranoia
of the police not being fair and impartial because of his skin color, for God’s
sake?
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“No,” he said calmly, trying to explain this to her. “Maître d’s and random assholes aside, it doesn’t work that way for me.”
“You are not special!” she hissed. “They will eventually figure out who you
are, but until then you’re just a random Latino thug who killed a white woman after arguing with her. And then, when they do find out, you’ll be a rich,
arrogant, greedy Wall Street thief who had a personal vendetta, and deserves
what he gets and by the way, let’s seize his assets. Even if he didn’t kill her,
he’s probably driven people to suicide.”
“Well, of course I have,” he said as if she were thick. “I don’t put up with
thieves and cheats, and if they can’t take the heat when I call the cops, that’s
on them. But I am scrupulously honest. Everybody knows this. Also, I am
obviously Indian. Your eyesight is shit.”
She moved—quickly—until she was straddling him and had his chin in
a painful grip. “Let’s say you’re right,” she growled. “But if you stay with me,
you won’t be in an interview room or holding cell while they get all this figured out, without poking at you to get you to say something incriminating.
The worst that will happen is you’ll get your hand smacked for running from
the scene of a crime. That might or might not be a felony, I don’t know, but
it’s not going to ruin your life. Your financial integrity isn’t going to help you.
Also, you look almost exactly like my grandmother’s dead boyfriend, who was
Cuban.”
He jerked his face out of her hand and calculated the odds. Not taking
into account all that bullshit she spewed about what he looked like (an old
dead Cuban, for God’s sake) and how cops could be expected to treat him
because of it and what he did for a living, if she was right about being taken in,
he’d be booked, jailed, arraigned, and let out on bond. His assets might or
might not be frozen. If he did what Daisy wanted, he might be booked after it
was all over with for being a pain in the ass, pay a fine, and go on with his life
even if he had to sue to have his assets unfrozen.
The board of directors and shareholders and stock price were the sticking point. He explained this.
That made her pause. She sat back on her heels—she was still straddling
him—and looked up, running her tongue on the inside of her bottom lip,
thinking out loud.
“You’re arrested for murder. You’re charged. You’re cleared. How long
do you think that would take?”
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“Um … a couple of weeks?”
“That depends on if they think they can get you on it, which they do and
they would, just to say they got justice, in which case, you would be offered a
plea, which you would refuse, which means it would go to trial. It will take
months.”
“You have a very poor opinion of the police, but I’ll go with it for now.”
“If you’re a fugitive, you’ll be assumed to have done it on purpose—well,
you already are—but it will take them, at most, a week to figure out you
didn’t—”
“And who did, and why,” he offered helpfully.
“That’s irrelevant. The goal is to keep you hidden until we know that they
know you didn’t do it on purpose. The goal is to get you off without getting
you beat up between now and your arraignment.”
She was an idiot if she thought that would happen. “My goal is to get you
off.”
She ignored that. “And your board and shareholders might actually get
why you did that, and that it might have been the smart tactical move. Two
weeks. Your stock price tanks. Your board’s about to fire you and change the
name on the building. Your shareholders are out for your blood. They can’t
do anything in two weeks, especially if Melinda steps up and takes the reins.
By the time it’s over, they’ll look incompetent and disloyal for not backing
you publicly.”
At which point he could legitimately get rid of them and build a new
board, which plan he, Sebastian, Melinda, and Bucho were already setting up.
Slowly. Carefully. If Daisy was right, people would expect him to clear out
his board.
“But— Running looks so … cowardly.”
She looked at him like he was stupid. “And you think doing the perp
walk looks cool? You’re a CEO. For you, once that becomes public, running is a
big middle finger to the cops. Standing around waiting for the justice system
to do right by you while you’re in an orange jumpsuit and handcuffs makes
you look like an ignorant pussy. I wouldn’t trust you with my money if I saw
you doing the perp walk. I would think, ‘What, he wasn’t smart enough to
take off and lie low for a while? How naïve can that guy be?’”
Jack thought about that very carefully because that was, indeed, a problem. He’d had the same reaction every time he saw footage of a Big Swinging
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Dick getting marched out of a building in an expensive suit, in handcuffs,
with his head down: Pussies. I wouldn’t let myself get taken like that, even if I had
done it. Even if people were willing to give him the benefit of the doubt, he’d
still have the perp walk footage and newspaper images following him around
for the rest of his life.
“Running also makes me look guilty.”
“If you head for the Caymans, yes. But if you stay in town, people won’t
know what to think.”
That was probably true. And if he popped up to cooperate the second his
innocence was— God, was he really buying this bullshit?
If he disappeared, he could return on his terms. It wouldn’t look much
better, but without reporters and images, and with the rationale explained, a
PR team could spin his image much better than they could spin a perp walk.
He was a salesman and he knew human nature: People would remember him
longer if they had perp walk images stuck in their heads, which meant they
would consider him guilty no matter the outcome. If people only had images
of Jack being pushed in front of a train, they would remember him as a target
of murder—and people’s opinions on whether he deserved to die or not
would work in his favor. Blackwood, Blackwood … Wasn’t he involved in— No, I
don’t remember. Something … Oh, right. He got shoved into an oncoming train. Too
bad he lived to tell about it.
It was bullshit. It was all bullshit. But he might as well err on the side of
strategically advantageous public relations.
She leaned forward and got in his face, startling him. “Even if you don’t
want to do this for yourself,” she whispered harshly, “do it for me.”
He scowled immediately. “Why do you care?”
Her mouth flattened. “I care because I know what happened. I care because you almost got murdered. I care because I almost got murdered. I care
because that woman who died, that family needs to know it can’t honestly
blame you. I care because my dad was raped and killed by cops during a traffic stop!”
Jack drew back so fast he bashed his head on the wall, his eyes wide, his
mouth open.
He was from Cuba.
“I don’t want to go through this again! Get your head together so you can
ride. Hold on tight and lean into the turns.”

10:
SPLITTING LANES
TO LYDIA’S SURPRISE, nobody looked twice at them. Rather, nobody with a
badge looked twice at them. They were filthy, on a bike with filth-smeared tags,
a bike that might or might not be expensive because it was filthy too, and she
didn’t drive in a way that would catch anyone’s attention. She didn’t know the
helmet laws here, so she made Jack wear the helmet and she braided her hair as
tightly as she could. It’d be loose in two seconds flat, but she tried anyway.
Jack, however, was a problem.
She stopped a quarter of the way up Third Avenue and turned. “If you
lean against a turn, you will cause the back of the bike to slide out from under
us. Lean into the turn with me. If you remember anything about the laws of
physics, drag them out of your lizard brain and follow them.”
Jesus and Mary were pacing Simon’s apartment when Lydia and Jack arrived. With one gesture from Simon, Jesus dragged Lydia out and showed her
where to park her bike, which was in a storage facility two blocks over and six
blocks up that was packed with really nice furniture. It took the two of them
most of the afternoon to clear out enough space and pack it all back in again.
“You’re a better passenger than Jack,” she said stonily, almost to herself.
He didn’t say anything as they began walking back, keeping to the shadows. She wrapped her arm around him and hugged him to her. He melted
against her and hugged her, tucking his face in her ribs and taking ragged
breaths. Because he was frightened or relieved or … She didn’t know. She sat
down on the sidewalk, her back to the wall, and had him sit beside her.
“Talk to me,” she said in Spanish.
He didn’t. Not at first. And then not much. But in Spanish. He was
afraid for Jack. He didn’t want to lose them. He liked them, liked the way
they talked and communicated, sharp. Quick. Smart. Raw. That surprised
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her. Jesus liked that she spoke Spanish, that she knew his lifestyle a little, that
she could navigate it well enough to help them. And herself. And Jack.
“Why do you care about Jack?” she asked quietly.
He shrugged. “He makes me think of my father.”
“How so?”
“His looks.” Her eyebrow rose. Jack probably didn’t need to hear that.
“What he laughs at. That he takes care of people like it’s nothing.”
That was an astute thing for a kid his age.
“Where’d you come from?”
He shrugged. “Brooklyn. Stuff happened in my family. I ran away.”
“Mary’s not your sister?”
He shook his head. “I found her.” He paused. “She found me. She never
left.”
Which, Lydia took it, meant she was both a burden to him, and a help
and comfort, and he was conflicted about it. “She does what you say because
you take care of her.”
He nodded.
“And you let her do what she wants because she helps you.”
He nodded.
Now was not the time to criticize a child’s child-rearing skills, so she said
nothing and they sat there, Jesus practically in her lap, clinging to her. Lydia
didn’t know what made her his insta-mother, but she wrapped her arms
around him and petted him like Lola had petted her once upon a time. And
she hummed to him as Lola had hummed to her once upon a time, the song
she was sooooo sick of but, even with a head stuffed with music, was the only
one she could remember at the moment.
At the Copa, Copacabana …
Gradually, he settled his full weight into her and began to snore. What
to do, what to do. They couldn’t stay out here all night; it was too cold for
that and neither of them were dressed for it. He needed the sleep. He needed
to be away from Mary for a while, her demands, her tantrums, her obstinacy.
He needed comfort of his own, someone to take care of him.
“Hola.”
Lydia looked up to see a large man looming over them. Her heart started
racing immediately. The streetlamp was behind him, so he was effectively
hidden. “Hola.”
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“I’m Piri,” he said in Spanish. “The cabbie who brought you here last week.”
“Oh,” she murmured, her heart settling. “Um. Thank you.”
“My boys and I have been looking for you. Simon says to get your ass
back to her place.”
Her heart settled. “I, um—” Her voice was creaky. She cleared it. “I have
a lapful of exhausted boy.”
“I’ll carry him.”
With that, he bent down and took the boy from her, hefted him against
his large body like a toddler lying across a father’s chest, and helped Lydia up
with one big heave.
They walked together, not speaking, not rushing. Sort of alone.
“That was pretty ballsy,” he muttered after a while.
“How does it play on TV?”
“Anybody with eyes can see he fell and hit the lady in front of him and
that you caught him before he crashed into the side wall of the train. It
doesn’t show he was pushed.”
She started. “Oh, you talked to him.”
“No, Mary. I guess she was frantic when she got here. Scared. It took a
long time to get the story out of Jesus. They’ll do a lot of little things and
they’ve been around some bad people and bad things going down, but I don’t
think they’ve ever seen anybody die, much less like that.”
Lydia sighed.
“The news is playing up the fact that he had an argument with her.
They’re digging up his history with her. There’s motive. They wonder if he
staged the fall. So it sounds like he might be guilty if you’re not looking at the
tape. Most people just listen to the news while they do their business.”
“And running?”
“The reporters don’t seem to know what to think about it.”
“The kids got us out,” she muttered. “We were in shock. I’d have never
thought to run in time and he wouldn’t have at all.”
“They like you.”
Lydia shrugged. “We rescued them.”
“They’ve been rescued before. Lots of times. They’re useful so people
take care of them. Errands and such. Like tools, you know? But you rescued
them without asking anything of them. No strings. No favors owed. No
threats.”
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“I guess I knew that,” Lydia muttered.
“Manuelito and Paco—the kids you worked over and fed. They’ll help
where they can.”
“They don’t like me.”
“They don’t like you the way a teenager doesn’t like his mom when she’s
laying down the law, but knows she’s going to take care of him anyway.” He
paused. “They like being treated like kids, even if they resent it.”
Yes, she remembered that feeling. It had made her feel safe, even if it had
made her mad.
Nooooowwww you get it.
“Shut up,” she whispered.
Say it. Say the words, DAISY.
“No. And stop calling me Daisy.”
Say it or I will give you an earworm you can’t get rid of for days.
“You were right,” she muttered. She hated it when he was right.
Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!!!
“You’re Cuban,” Piri said suddenly. “Your accent’s fresh off the raft.”
“I grew up in a Cuban neighborhood.”
“Not here.”
“No.” But she didn’t want to talk about that. It hurt too much. “So Manuelito and Paco. What’s their story?”
“Their mom died a while back. Bad flu. Simon kept it from spreading,
but she couldn’t save their mom.” He paused. He paused for a long time.
“She was my wife. They’re my sons.” Lydia’s jaw dropped.
“So … thank you. I don’t know what you said to them, but they needed a
mother like you that day. Every day.”
They walked several blocks in silence and slipped into the labyrinth
without notice. At Simon’s door, the big man let Jesus slide down his body.
Jesus was awake. She wondered how long he’d been awake and how much
he’d heard.
“Thank you,” she said as Jesus opened the door.
“Anything for you,” Piri said softly as he disappeared into the shadows.
“Anything for you.”

11:
CAMP CONSPIRACY
JACK AWOKE FROM HIS DOZE when the twin bed he was on—in a closet
only big enough for one—shifted. “What the—”
“Go back to sleep,” came a soft female voice in the dark.
His eyes popped open and soon enough they adjusted to the darkness to
see the silhouette of a small curvy woman taking her shoes off. “What are you
doing in here?” he asked gruffly.
“Sleeping with you,” she drawled sarcastically. “Four days ahead of
schedule.”
It was a twin bed. Furthermore, it was fairly high up on the wall to allow
for camouflage and storage underneath it. Unless she intended to fuck him,
he wasn’t interested in sharing sleepytime in a child-sized bunk bed.
“I don’t like sleeping with people,” he muttered, not budging when she
climbed up the ladder and tried to move him over.
“After all that and you were going to make me do the walk of shame?”
She sounded hurt. “Noooo,” he drawled snidely. “But I have a king-sized
bed. You stay on your side, I stay on mine. No spooning.”
She shoved him. She was really strong. “Right now, your wishes and likes
and wants and needs are irrelevant. Welcome to the Eeyore side of life, Tigger.”
He growled and moved over, feeling her pull the covers back and settle
in. By necessity, she had to snuggle up against him, so he turned on his side
and let her burrow her back side into his front side. That was probably a mistake.
“Tell your dick to go back to sleep. My microdick is not interested in
making out.”
He snorted a laugh and slid his arm around her waist because, well, he
had nowhere else to put it.
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“I hate this,” she grumbled as she shifted around, trying to get comfortable. She didn’t have anywhere to put her arms, either.
“You can’t sleep somewhere else?”
“No. All of Simon’s space is taken, the kids are on the couch, there’s no
room on the floor, and if one of us has to sleep on the exam table it’s going to
be you.”
“Like hell. How are the kids?”
“Mary’s calmer than she was. Mad at me because I wouldn’t let her have
one of the brownies I made. She said, ‘I saved your life!’ I said, ‘And I’m saving yours because if you get any more hyper I’m going to kill you.’”
Jack started to laugh. He knew the situation was dire, but he’d take his
laughs where he could get them.
“I heard you reading to them.”
She puffed a tiny laugh. “Mary couldn’t sit still but Jesus ate it up. He
would’ve loved it if I’d read to him all night, but I—” A yawn caught her.
Caught Jack too.
“Yeah,” he sighed.
She sighed and either found a comfortable position or gave up trying.
“G’night, Daisy.”
“G’night, Jack.”
At which point, she turned over, buried her face in his chest, and began
to sob.

12:
GALE
LYDIA WENT OUT the next day despite Simon’s insistence she stay in. After
all, all they had to do was wait out the justice system and watch the news until
they knew Jack was in the clear and his assets unfrozen. But they also needed
to avoid discussing it because it was too fresh, too traumatic, too … awful.
They needed clothes. They needed cash. They needed … books. Those
kids couldn’t read, which was likely why they were the go-to kids for messages. Lydia was scraping for any task that would allow her to not think about it.
“I need to know why my fucking lawyer isn’t out there front and center,
giving a statement!” Jack bellowed.
There was that.
But Lydia had her own agenda, and for that, she needed to get to Sebastian. She couldn’t do that in stained clothes that were now ash anyway. These
old buildings still had incinerators, which was convenient in Simon’s line of
work. So Lydia was, once again, in scrubs.
Jack had curled his lip at her. “That’s fucking awful.”
“Hey, don’t talk to Daisy like that!” Mary said, pounding her little fists
into her little hips and glaring up at him.
Daisy had stuck, much as she hated it. The kids liked it. Simon liked it.
Jack liked it. The guy at the neighborhood bodega liked it. Manuelito and
Paco liked it. Piri liked it. They all agreed Lydia did not suit her.
But Lydia liked her name because it was part of her father’s family tradition: St. Lydia, his family’s patron saint. A woman unbound to a man and
rich in her own right because she was a brilliant businesswoman who sold
purple dye. At least one woman in every generation of each branch of his
family had been named Lydia, charged with carrying on the family tradition
of liberty and capitalism.
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And then came Fidel Castro.
So far as her father had ever known, she was the last one, yet even he
hadn’t referred to her as Lydia except to outsiders.
Charbonneau was a mystery. Her father would never tell her why he’d
slapped a French surname on a girl with a Cuban family.
Her middle name, on the other hand …
Daisy!!!! Ha ha ha ha ha ha ha ha!!!
And there he was again. She rolled her eyes.
Don’t fight it, doll. You are Daisy. Accept it. Embrace it. Flaunt it.
Yes, Mingo certainly had flaunted who he was.
And then died for it.
“You knew better,” she snarled.
Aw, kid, I’m sorry.
“And now this.”
You might have overreacted a bit.
“And whose fault is that?!”
I said I was sorry! Daisy.
Of all the flowers Jack could’ve picked …
“He said it because of what he wished I were wearing,” she growled,
“based on an eighties TV show about a bunch of backwoods southern rednecks, because he thinks people from Kansas are backwoods rednecks. He
can’t even find Kansas on a map!”
It doesn’t matter how he got there, just that he did. That man knows you.
Yes, he did.
Doesn’t mean he’s good for you, though.
No, he wasn’t.
She sighed and trudged on in scrubs that were so big she had to take them
in, and Keds that had been scrubbed until only traces of filth were left. And she
was not allowed to get her bike. She took the train to Sebastian’s stop, kept her
head down and tried to blend in with the businesspeople, and slipped down the
ramp to the garage. The attendants recognized her as a tenant and distracted
the beat cops stalking around the building until she was out of sight.
They were going to get a huge tip.
She called Blackwood Securities once she got up to Sebastian’s apartment, but he was not taking calls and she didn’t want to leave her name.
“Yes, please tell him to call home.” She had showered and changed, and was
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putting as much as she could in her backpack when Sebastian walked in
with another man, younger than she, blond, in a gray suit with a pink tie.
“You’re Victoria’s old roommate from KU?” he asked.
She nodded.
“That was either the dumbest or most brilliant move I’ve ever seen,” he
said calmly as he dropped his briefcase on a couch and took a seat.
She blinked, shocked.
But Sebastian was livid. “You sit your ass down right now and tell us everything.”
She gestured to the blond. “I don’t know him.”
“Oh. Knox Hilliard. My cousin. Jack’s new lawyer.”
“I know who he is,” she said testily. “Who he is not is my lawyer.”
“I am now,” he rumbled. “Talk.”
Suddenly tired, Lydia plopped into a cushy chair and began talking. Several times Sebastian interjected with questions or sarcastic observations, but
Knox never spoke. He simply listened, which made him the more sympathetic of the two. Finally she looked at Sebastian and said, “Shut up. I’m telling
this story.” Knox’s mouth twitched.
When she was finished, she expected Sebastian to start yelling at her
again, but he was silent, looking off into the distance, out to the next building
over. Knox said nothing for a while until: “I see your logic. I can’t fault it under the circumstances.”
Knowing his history, that didn’t surprise her.
“What do you know about this woman?”
“Nothing, except her name is Val and she’s a brunette.” Sebastian’s eyebrows rose and Lydia nodded sagely. “I was shocked, too.”
Sebastian laughed.
“I haven’t had a chance to ask Jack. He’s still really shaken up, feels like
he could’ve done something to keep Brenda from falling.”
“The tapes are explicit that he fell,” Knox said calmly. “The problem is
the argument he had with her, and speculation that he took the opportunity
to stage the fall. They would have to prove that.” He looked at Sebastian. “Do
you know anything about the ex?”
“No. I don’t know a fraction of his women and he purges his little black
book on a regular basis. Odds are she’s a stewardess running the Atlanta
flights.”
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She stared at him, confused. “Atlanta? What’s in Atlanta?”
“Wall Street South. Blackwood Securities has a huge office there.”
“That’s where we start,” Knox said.
“Do they know who I am?”
Knox shook his head. “They can see you and that you kept him from going over, but your back’s to the tape.”
“The kids?”
“Witnesses remember the argument, and they only remember that because it interrupted your rather, ah, colorful banter with Jack, which included
your agenda for the weekend. People were really invested in that conversation.” Lydia flushed. Sebastian groaned. “They remember that you are a music professor from Kansas and he’s a CEO who was running errands. They
remember a conversation with children, but they don’t remember seeing them.
They’re not on camera.”
“If they heard all that, then they had to have heard her threaten to shove
him off the platform.”
Knox nodded. “She’s no saint, but killing isn’t Jack’s style. He put her in
jail. He got the money back for her clients. He saved her boss’s ass because he
didn’t catch the theft.” He paused. “Jack does have friends, whether he knows
that or not, whether he wants them or not. He seems to be carelessly generous. With his time, his money.”
“He doesn’t notice.”
“He doesn’t,” Sebastian concurred. “What everyone else in the world
calls generous, he just sees it as getting a job done. Giving people the resources to get the job done.”
“His other selling point,” Knox went on, “is that he has a reputation for
being scrupulously honest.”
Jack did know that, though she doubted that would make much difference to anybody.
“His assets are frozen,” Knox said matter-of-factly, “but you probably expected that.”
Lydia nodded.
“I can’t say what effect his running will have on public opinion, but the media’s milking it for the drama and we may have to get through a jury selection.
Hopefully it won’t come to that, but I don’t know how invested they are in getting anyone on the hook for her death to say they got justice, forcing the defense
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to prove innocence. That’s caught me flat-footed before and I don’t want to deal
with it in court with my client looking at me. I also don’t want him in my way or
in my ear, telling me what to do.”
“Which he will do,” Sebastian agreed. So did Lydia.
“So I’m not going to recommend he turn himself in, even to me, and I don’t
want to know where he is.”
That was what she expected to happen, so she only nodded.
“The down side is I won’t know how to get in touch with you.”
“Our kids,” she muttered, looking out the window at the East River.
“They’re runners. If we can set up a message exchange point, they can do it.”
Knox’s eyebrow rose. “You’d pull kids into this?”
“Those kids got them off that platform,” Sebastian said sharply. “They
couldn’t have done it themselves.”
Knox’s mouth tightened. “Fine.”
Lydia watched this go back and forth, her spine tingling in dread but her
heart lightening a little at the demonstration that Jack did have friends, or at
least allies.
“Am I in trouble?” Lydia asked hesitantly.
Knox shrugged. “Depends on what happens with Jack. Fleeing the scene
of a crime, maybe, if we can prove Jack was pushed. A couple of other piddly
things that can be cured with a fine.” Knox smiled at her then. It was a nice
smile. Gentle. Warm. Comforting. “It’s not as bad as it feels like. Keep your
heads down. I want to work without him.”
“Jack’s worried about the board. About Blackwood Securities not backing him, using this as an opportunity to oust him.”
Sebastian snorted. “Melinda made her stand immediately and forced
them to appoint her CEO. Bucho and I backed her up. Jack’s uncle has a lot
of influence around town and he dropped a threat or two in the right ears.
They’re about half convinced I staged this whole thing so I could take it over.
Since we—” Here he tilted his head at Knox. “—helped take it over last year,
and I make my living restructuring or dismantling companies—” Oh. She
didn’t know that. “—it’s not an unreasonable assumption. One word from
Jack’s uncle and they’ll say and do what Melinda tells them to.”
Knox looked at her for a few seconds speculatively, then said, “I’m curious,”
he began slowly, looking at Lydia. She got a bad feeling about this. “What’s
your stake in this? You don’t have to do any of this. You’re on camera, but you
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were clearly pulling him back. Yes, they can see you dragged him off the platform, but they can’t identify you. You didn’t get the job at Juilliard. You don’t
have a hotel bill to settle early to leave. You’ve got your own transportation, so
you don’t have to worry about buying a ticket. You’ve got the cash to get you
home, and we can bring your stuff home with us.”
Lydia looked away.
No jokes now. You got him away from the cops so he can clean up his own mess.
You don’t owe him anything. He doesn’t love you and I thought you were over sleeping
with men who don’t love you. You were doing so well! Why him?
“First,” she began slowly, “because I was holding onto Jack, I almost got
pulled into the train too. That is terrifying, so it’s not just about him. Neither
one of us slept last night. I couldn’t stop crying and he needed someone to
hold onto, just two survivors trying to get through the night. So for better or
worse, we’re bonded in a way I wouldn’t wish on anybody. A way I don’t want
to be bonded because whatever could have been there isn’t there anymore and
won’t be there without being tarnished by this.”
Knox nodded.
“Second, and I know Victoria wouldn’t have told you this, but I—” How
much to say, how much to say. If she said too much, she’d be here all day telling them the story of her life, which they wouldn’t believe. Nobody did. “My
dad,” she finally said, “was pulled over for a broken taillight. He smarted off.
He was, um— A … minority. I guess you could say. There were four cops.
They raped and killed him right there.”
Sebastian’s and Knox’s jaws dropped.
“So my only concern right then was what the NYPD would do to Jack in
that time, or how long they’d make him wait until he could call a lawyer.
They’d have him confessing to assassinating JFK because he wouldn’t be able
to keep his mouth shut.” Sebastian snorted. The corner of Knox’s mouth
turned up. “The children were very conscious of what he looked like, then I
clued in. If he’d been dressed well or I’d known all those eavesdroppers understood he wasn’t just some random thug, it might have made a difference.”
“I wondered,” Knox murmured. “That logic only comes from people with
experience. I’m sorry for your loss.”
“Thank you. Third, I need to deal with what I saw, to have closure that
everybody, including that woman’s family, knows Jack didn’t kill her. I want it
to happen while the media’s attention is already on him, not months down
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the road when the media won’t be interested and when people hear ‘Blackwood,’ they’ll only think of that murder he committed and never got convicted for. Maybe he bought his way out or knew somebody.”
Sebastian and Knox traded a sober glance.
She took a deep breath. “I want this cleaned up before I leave so I can go
home and back to my nice little life, and know all the I’s are dotted and all the
T’s are crossed. That the whole thing’s been wrapped up, there are no little
details left, that nothing’s going to come back on me, that I won’t be looking
over my shoulder.”
“That’s not all,” Knox said.
Lydia was surprised he could see that.
Don’t wear your heart on your sleeve, Buttercup. People will snatch it, take a bite
out of it, and slap it in your hand dripping blood, then laugh in your face.
“I want to know Jack got his life back because then I can go home and
forget he exists.”

13:
THE POPPY FIELD
JACK HAD NEVER BEEN SO BORED in his life. He couldn’t go out because
his face was fucking everywhere and very few people knew Simon had visitors
who weren’t her usual socioeconomic class of patients. But he also couldn’t
sort out his brain and he wasn’t really awake. Time was distorting. He didn’t
know what day it was. Space was distorting. He didn’t know where he was.
The apartment he was in made him hallucinate, walls opening and closing the
way they were, but the only thing he could smell was the slight whiff of
bleach and the only thing he could really hear was the continuous hum and
thrum of a washer and dryer.
The moment he stumbled against Brenda and saw her fall into the oncoming train was engraved on his neurons and he lay in the bunkbed in a
tight but well-ventilated closet, in the dark, pressing his palms against his
eyeballs trying to get rid of it.
The guilt.
Could he have done something, anything to keep her from falling? Surely
there was something …
He had practically fallen off the motorcycle when they’d arrived yesterday, his legs unable to hold him up from the shock, the run, the ride on that
fucking motorcycle that, that, that woman made him ride. He hated her. The
exam room door had been partially open when he tripped through the front
door, and he could see Simon in there working on someone. There was blood
on her apron. He nearly passed out again.
Blood.
Shouldn’t there have been blood?
No blood.
Just thump.
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Human thump.
That was all. Thump.
That was meant to be him. Thump.
Would’ve been Daisy, too. ThumpThump.
He’d collapsed flat on the floor and waited for Simon to finish with her
current patient.
She’d ordered him to strip down and hand over his clothes, ordered him
into the shower, ordered him to dress in scrubs, ordered him to drink lots of
water and take some pills, ordered him to eat, ordered him to brush his teeth,
comb his hair, and lie on the couch.
“No, there is nothing you could’ve done to catch her or keep yourself
from falling into her. You almost hit the train head-first yourself and you’re
lucky you still have your face,” Simon kept saying, as if she could scrub his
guilt and doubt from his mind. He didn’t remember asking the question. He
just remembered hearing the answer.
She made him do stuff all day long, but he’d be damned if he could remember any of it. He did whatever she told him to do because he couldn’t
think for himself.
Thump.
His first independent thought had occurred when, around midnight,
Daisy had barged into bed with him—a twin bed!—which made him mad. He
slept alone. In a big bed. So he couldn’t be disturbed. One just didn’t invade
Jack’s sleeping space. He needed his sleep, dammit! The two of them had
argued; he didn’t remember any of it.
He did remember holding her while she sobbed, petting her hair, rubbing
her cotton-covered back, pressing kisses into her temple, whispering shhhh a
lot, and kept holding onto her after she’d dozed off.
He really really didn’t like sleeping with a woman, and, much as he wanted to get Daisy in bed, this was not how he wanted her. He liked them in and
out. He rolled his eyes at himself. There was a reason he didn’t make jokes; it
was because he wasn’t funny. He said crass things that were funny to him, but
so crass they were uncomfortable to everyone else. If they got it. He did it on
purpose to distance them so he could get his point across in as few words as
possible. He had important shit to get done.
But she laughed at things other people found gross, mean, or so blatantly
crude people weren’t sure he meant to say whatever it was he said.
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Clits and Microdicks.
Ramona, Paula, and Val would’ve faked a laugh, looked at him vacantly,
or ignored him.
Daisy not only thought it was funny, she had quick comebacks that were
just as crass but sounded better because they were coming from an adorable
little piano teacher.
That’s one way to a girl’s vagina.
She made it sound so cute.
Furthermore, she’d been so fucking thrilled to meet him, and no, he wasn’t
buying that the reason was he couldn’t see that bullshit thing everybody said
she did. “Idiopathic physiological anomaly” his ass. But there must be something to it because nobody was thrilled to meet Jack. And it wasn’t about his
money, because women who approached him were cold and calculating. He
was okay with that.
He loved knowing a woman was thrilled to meet him. Him, not his bank
account. And he knew that because she knew who he was, but hadn’t reacted
to him at all until he got rude. That was when she started to sparkle. And
then she’d listened to him talk about his classes. Really listened. And then
she’d watched him solve a formula he’d been working on for years. Suddenly
he could do it because she was there like some kind of mathematical muse?
What was wrong with this woman? She thought he was smart and interesting. He was smart, but women didn’t care enough to pay attention. Interesting? Only to old mathematicians, stodgy economists, and hungry traders.
And forget about funny. Clearly, she was mentally ill if she thought Jack was
funny. But of course she was mentally ill. She’d driven that fucking motorcycle twelve hundred miles.
Yes, he had managed to piss her off several times, but it was always when
he was making an effort not to. But here she was, having pulled him out of
death, out of jail, out of his life, and into this bizarre reality where he landed
in a twin bed with her, snuggling her, comforting her while she sobbed in his
chest and sputtered things about almost dying and then—
That, that, that woman left him to his boredom all day, daytime TV
punctuated by moments of panic or scuffle when somebody stumbled in the
door looking for the doc. At some point, he was only too willing to help
Simon in the exam room because no matter how disgusting, it wasn’t boring.
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Wednesday morning he awakened with his arm in the curve of Daisy’s
waist, his hand over her breast, her hard nipple in his palm. At some point
during the second night, she’d gotten back from wherever she went, after having abandoned him to boredom, and climbed into bed, her curvy little ass
tucked in his groin, her hands in that prayer pose under her face like adorable
children in movies. Her hair was tickling his nose and a strand or two got
caught in his mouth.
Her breathing changed a little, got deeper. Her chest expanded. She
yawned. Smacked her lips together several times. Tightened her body in a big
cat stretch.
“Aren’t you precious, sleeping with your hands under your cheek all
sweet like an angel.”
“I don’t have anywhere else to put my arms, jerkwad,” she retorted irritably.
“What time is it?”
She leaned over the bed to look at the small clock. “Six.”
“I should be at work right now.”
She sighed.
He smoothed her hair off her neck and kissed her under her ear.
He could’ve sworn she purred.
“I don’t do morning sex,” she said sleepily, then yawned. “Put your thing
away.”
He was affronted. “What’s wrong with morning sex?”
“First, my bladder is bursting. Second, I just don’t get turned on in the
morning. It’s not personal. I can’t even get myself off.”
“When do you get turned on?” he asked snidely.
“Three o’clock in the afternoon,” she said promptly.
“Shit, Daisy, do you come with an instruction manual?”
“Yes. Rule number one: Don’t call me Daisy.”
“What’s wrong with daisies? Daisies are cute. Adorably cute. Nobody ever
named a blowup doll ‘Daisy.’”
“I know! It’s so innocent. Which I am not. ‘Lydia’ means business. Almost
literally.”
“You seem innocent. You look innocent. I mean, I know you’re a drama
queen, but there is nothing you can do—not even bullfighter outfits or full
leathers—to make yourself look like a femme fatale to anybody else.”
“Oh, you know that phrase and can pronounce it correctly. I’m impressed.”
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“Is that all I have to do to impress you? Throw around a couple of German words now and again?”
“You go on with your bad German-speaking self.”
“Not German.”
“No.” She shifted until she was on her back, which required him to cling
to the wall and suffer her elbows and shoulders shoved into his chest and
stomach. “Last year I went as a witch to the department Halloween party.”
“And I bet you were an adorably cute one.”
“Yes, dammit,” she grumbled.
“I’m curious about something.”
“Oh, God.”
“I noticed that for all you claim to hate ‘Daisy,’ you started answering to
it immediately. Almost like it’s really your name.”
She growled.
“C’mon, cough it up. I smell a reason.”
She sighed. “When I was growing up, my dad and grandmother would
call me whatever flower name sounded pretty that day. I will answer to a few
flowers.”
“Awwww, how adorably cute. Which one did you get called most? No, let
me guess. Daisy.”
“No. Buttercup.”
“But … ?”
“There is no ‘but.’”
“Bullshit.”
After a few seconds, she mumbled, “Daisy is my middle name.”
Jack started to laugh. “That is so rich.”
“Shut up.”
“Still doesn’t answer the question. I wouldn’t answer to my middle name
if someone pulled it out of the air.”
“What is it?”
“You first. You know you want to tell me.”
“Ugh. Fine. My dad usually called me Buttercup. He called me Daisy
when I was being a brat. Snotty teenager. Usually after I got home after a
slumber party because I was tired and bitchy. To get me worked up so he
could laugh at me as punishment for being bitchy. Now you.”
“Amarjeet.”
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“Oh, you would too answer to it.”
He couldn’t stop laughing. “You can’t escape it, Daize. You are a daisy. I
knew I was good, but not that good.”
“Good at what?”
“Sales,” he said. “I told you I can read people.”
“But why do you care?” she blurted. “Adorably cute is not your type.”
“It has been for the last few days,” he murmured and leaned down to kiss
her. Then found her finger half up his nose.
“No. Gross. Not until you brush your teeth.”
“This is why I don’t like sleeping with people. Your breath isn’t minty
fresh, either.”
“Mm, note to self: Get Altoids.”
“And condoms. I’ll go with you.”
“No you won’t, Mr. Fugitive. Unless you promise to drag Tommy Lee
Jones behind you and then I’ll just use you for bait and ride off into the sunset with him.”
“Tommy Lee Jones?! He’s ancient.”
“I’m a fan of May-December romance.”
“You can bullshit everybody else, but not me so save your breath.”
“Okay, I’m soooo not a fan.”
“Is that bitterness I hear?” he cooed.
She huffed. “Yes. I was twenty-six, he was forty. That lasted about a year.
It was a disaster.”
He waited.
“My grad advisor,” she muttered. “After I made associate professor.”
Jack started to laugh. “You are a walking soap opera.”
“You have no idea,” she grumbled. “At least he wasn’t a manslut like you.”
“Oh, no,” Jack drawled. “Only the guy who held your professional future
in his hands.”
“Nope,” she said immediately. “I’m a better pianist than he is. Always will
be. And a theorist. He doesn’t have stage fright, though, so it’s easy to disguise. I was disillusioned when I figured out he’d topped out his skill and was
running on charisma fumes, but I broke up with him when I figured out he
told me he loved me to draft on my skill and talent.”
Jack lay there for a few seconds, then said, “So finding out your mentor
has clay feet then lied about being in love with you to get in your pants and
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piano is better than having a good time with a man who is your professional
and intellectual equal who has been completely upfront about who he is and
what he wants?”
She didn’t answer, but her breathing got faster and shorter.
“Mmm hm. ‘Manslut,’” he mused. “Interesting word. I’m all about equality, you know. You might even call me a feminist.”
Daisy snorted.
“Why are you differentiating ‘manslut’ from ‘slut’? ‘Slut’ is the pejorative
because it refers to a woman. ‘Manslut’ is a descriptor, not a pejorative, making it automatically less bad because either men have more power or men just
can’t be insulted or both. Bastard. Asshole. Whatever. Bitch—said to a woman, mind you, not to a man—might get me slapped and–or sued. Cunt definitely will. There is no word for a man that’s as bad as ‘slut’ or ‘bitch,’ to say
nothing of ‘cunt.’ Men emasculate each other by referring to them as women.
Listen up, ladies. How’s it going, girls? Don’t be such a pussy. Bitch. Cunt.”
“Do you?” she asked tightly. “Feel emasculated?”
“Shit, no,” he scoffed. “You know what it says when somebody calls me a
pussy? It says either they’re insecure and they’re trying to sharpen their alpha on
me or it means they’re pissed that I refuse to value the same things they value.
But ‘slut?’ No man on earth feels emasculated to be called a ‘slut,’ and ‘manslut’
isn’t even that strong. Tell me you think ‘manslut’ is equivalent to ‘slut.’”
Nothing.
“You can’t. I do not date stupid women. They aren’t as well educated as
you are, but they are far from stupid. And,” he continued archly after a few
seconds of silence, “if you think I’m a misogynistic pig, you might be right if
you think the women I fuck are victims, stupid, or naïve. In which case, you
assume the women aren’t equal. I would never call a woman a slut because I
know they’re equal and they have the same motives and appetites men do, so
you are the misogynist. I am hot and rich. I am not bragging. That is a fact of
life. From their standpoint, I am the mark. It doesn’t matter how dark I am
or even how good or bad in bed I am. I know exactly what they want and it’s
not a love affair. In fact, I admire them for being as opportunistic as any man
on Wall Street. And before you say, ‘They’re not sluts, they’re whores,’ listen.
When you get right down to it, everybody is a whore. Everybody has to do
something they may not like to get what they want. In my case, they get a hot
guy and a good time. Fucking me is not a hardship.”
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She was still silent for another few seconds during which he was patting
himself on the back for outwitting her. Then she said, “I’d concede most of
that, except that one of your exes just tried to kill you. Either you’re not paying
attention or some of your women really do want a love affair or marriage, and
just go away crying without letting you know how hurt they are.” She paused.
“Tell me you haven’t broken up with a woman when she started saying things
that sounded suspiciously like ‘wedding.’”
He scoffed. “You have to get married to get a divorce settlement.”
“That narrows the field, but how many of them didn’t take any of your
expensive offerings or end-of-the-affair gifts? Flowers and chocolate get a
pass.”
Oh. Hm. There were a few of those, and he’d never understood why any
woman would refuse dresses and diamonds.
“And tell me you haven’t ever wanted a woman badly enough to say
something from which she could legitimately infer that you were open to
marriage and that she could possibly maybe be The One.”
“I have never done that.” So far as he could remember.
“Oh you have, too.”
He growled.
“If you think,” she said quietly, “I don’t know what a man will tell a woman to get her in bed, or what women are willing to believe in the hope of love,
or, better yet, the love of a charismatic tomcat, a bad boy, to be The One who
wins his heart and soul, you’re mistaken. Some of us just can’t resist you and
some of you don’t even have to be handsome. My ex-parasite certainly isn’t.
You all know that. That doesn’t make us victims or naïve.”
“Which leaves stupid,” he shot back, stung, not knowing why, because he
knew women loved bad boys and he was one. He wasn’t playing at it. That
was who he was.
“You did just hear the story I told you, right?”
“You wanted a love affair with an intelligent man you admired who
would always be your professional superior, but what you got was an aging
big fish panicking because his student, a woman fourteen years younger than
he is, was superior to him in every way. So he did whatever he had to do to
keep you dazzled. What about that makes you stupid?”
“Only everything,” she sneered. “I allowed myself to be dazzled. Flashy.
Charismatic. Intelligent. Funny. I love guys like that, but the more time I
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spent with any one guy, the less intelligent he got. This one might have done
that before I realized what was happening, but I’ll never know.”
“You do too know. Even if you hadn’t found all that out, you would’ve
topped him eventually and then the stars in your eyes would have burned out.
You aren’t one to tolerate a pussy for long. I’m shocked you put up with him
for a year. Or else he was just that fantastic in bed.”
Again she was silent.
“Oh, he was, wasn’t he?”
She huffed. “He had to be. He was hung like a toddler.”
Jack thought that was hilarious. “But I am not, which you know. So that
means I have all the qualifications you’re looking for, I’m not interested in riding your talent, nor am I ever going to compete with you, and you know there is
no possibility that my very high IQ is going to tank with continued interaction.”
“You have a point. A stupidly needy college professor and a culturally illiterate college professor who depends on his dick to do all the heavy lifting.”
“I don’t know whether you just insulted me or not.”
“I don’t either.”
He hated her. Haaaaated her. But he chuckled and pressed a kiss to her
forehead. “Well, sorry to pop your Little Piano on the Prairie bubble, but my
women are too savvy to think I can be domesticated.”
“‘Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.’”
“Oh! Shakespeare!”
“No.”
The hell? Of course it was Shakespeare. Everybody knew that. “No?”
“No. Explain Val.”
“She broke up with me. Explain that.”
“She quit before she got fired. Jack, I’m serious. She tried to kill you, almost killed me, and did kill Brenda.”
Brenda.
Thump.
He took a deep, shuddering breath.
“But that wasn’t your fault,” she said quietly.
“Yeah, okay,” he snapped. “Tell the movie operator in my head to stop
replaying that.”
He felt her hand on his cheek. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I was there,
Jack. I heard and saw the whole thing. It wasn’t your fault. I can say that. But

BLACK JACK | 105
I also know that no matter how many times I say ‘It wasn’t your fault,’ you
won’t believe me.”
His breathing got a little more ragged, with her soft palm against his face,
feeling her sympathy. He turned his head and pressed a kiss there. “Thanks
for trying,” he muttered. “If you really want to make me feel better, you can
take your clothes off and climb on top of me.”
“It’s not three p.m. yet. My body is very stubborn about timing.”
He couldn’t get it up right now if he tried, with that movie in his head and
her sympathy seeping through his cheek. “Another physiological anomaly?”
“No, that’s a common thing about women, but you wouldn’t know that,
would you?”
“Was that a good-natured jab or a catty one?”
“Meee. Ow.”
He smiled into the darkness, stroking her ribs through the cotton scrubs,
cupping her breast, caressing her belly.
She sighed and caressed the back of his hand with a finger.
“You gonna be around at three?” he asked huskily.
She hesitated, but all he had to do was talk to her about derivatives and
he’d have her wet. Her reaction to that also thrilled him to death.
“You got a motorcycle because you wanted one,” he whispered in her ear.
“Why do you need an excuse to fuck a guy who makes you laugh?”
“Oh, honestly. Having chrome between my legs is entirely different from
having a human between them. And in case you’re wondering, riding a motorcycle is far from orgasm-inducing. It’s hot and itchy. I ride with an ice pack
between my legs.”
“Oh,” he said, surprised.
“Besides, I need to think about this. Things have changed and what’s between us here, now, is different from what was there at lunch. You know,
before you shot your mouth off about your girlfriends.”
He grimaced. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. I’m not used to nice girls.”
“We’re both still in shock. We have to wait it out, and—” She stopped.
“I’m glad I didn’t get that job because right now, I just want to go home and
forget this ever happened.”
Jack’s throat tightened immediately. She could do that. “Would you take
me with you?”
“No,” she said immediately. “I don’t want you in my spaces.”
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Fuck. Fuckfuckfuck. “I was joking.”
“I know.”
She sounded sad and Jack didn’t know what to say, then realized he was
manufacturing this conversation to keep the movie from replaying in his head.
“Tell me about Val,” she said. Commanded, actually.
He shifted onto his back, too. She moved. A little. There was a rail there,
as if they were children who couldn’t be trusted not to roll out of bed in their
sleep. No, they were adults who couldn’t fit in the fucking bed together. Of
course they needed a rail.
“Valentina Ghidella,” he sighed. “September to November 1990.”
“That was six years ago. I’m going to assume she wanted a love affair or
marriage.”
“Daize, honestly, I don’t know. She wasn’t making noises about permanence of any kind, and she wouldn’t use my credit card. No, she didn’t take
the gifts I bought her.”
“Where did she live?”
He snorted. “You plan on hunting her down?”
“I have to get the information to your new lawyer.”
“Huh?”
“Sebastian’s cousin Knox, which is why your lawyer wasn’t on TV by the
evening news.”
“Thank God,” he breathed. “Is that where you went yesterday?”
“Met up with Sebastian and he tagged along, yes. Your right hand is now
the big kahuna, so her daddy’s biz got put on hold and Bucho’s now more than
a floating exec. The board is going to back you whether they want to or not,
under threat of another coup by her, Sebastian, Knox, and your uncle … ?”
“Yep. Real estate. He’s one of my major shareholders, owns my building,
has a lot of pull in and out of New York, and generally finds me the most
trustworthy person he’s ever met. I wouldn’t have been able to pull that coup
off without him. I also introduced him to my aunt, and he’s eternally grateful.
My crew and Sebastian’s intimidate the board. My uncle terrifies them.”
“You know,” she mused, “for a guy who doesn’t have friends, you sure
have a lot of them.”
“No,” he drawled, “I have allies. That’s totally different.”
“If you say so,” she said vaguely. “Anyway. I have cash and an agenda.
Knox doesn’t know where we are. He is of the opinion we did the logical
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thing at that moment, particularly with my experience in the mix, and will
not offer to turn you over. But since we are in hiding, he wants us to stay out
of the way while he’s working because he doesn’t trust you to keep your
mouth shut. Part of that is he needs to have everything you can remember
about the chick who pushed you.”
Jack felt a glimmer of hope. He didn’t kid himself; none of those people
were his friends. They were allies with whom he shared a great mutual respect.
He would go to bat for Melinda and those guys because they worked clean.
Sebastian had a few questionable habits and Knox had his own shadows, but
Knox considered Jack’s sex life not only unethical but immoral. He wasn’t shy
about saying it and Jack didn’t want to hear it from his dad, much less an outsider almost ten years younger than Jack. Jack tolerated it because he knew
he’d never have to choose between his allies and the ethical thing to do. Sebastian tolerated his habits because he wasn’t exposed to a regular manifestation of them, and even then he had his limits.
Jack’s uncle was the only person in his family who understood him and
his place in the world and respected him for it. None of the rest of them
knew what he did nor were they interested. If it didn’t involve a honey-do list,
a tennis racket or a catcher’s mitt, or his sex life, it was irrelevant. And God
knew, his parents had plenty to say about his sex life—none of it good—and
they said it quite often.
He’d brought one of his women to a family picnic.
Once.
He could imagine what his dad would say about this predicament: Told
you so.
“Val had an apartment in Queens, close to LaGuardia,” Jack said finally.
Wearily.
“Do you remember the address?”
“No, but get me a map while you’re out and I can find it.”
“Anything else?”
“She seemed normal. No relationship drama. Good sex. Good cocktail
party date.” He paused. Laughed. “Uncultured swine.”
That made her laugh too. It mattered to him that she laughed at things he
found ridiculous or stupid or funny.
“Honestly, Daize, if I could remember anything weird about her, I’d tell
you.”
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She was silent for a few seconds. “Jack, I hate how fast you go through
women. How many there are. That’s one reason I got so mad every time you
reminded me or one showed up. I don’t want to be one of them.”
He closed his eyes with a groan and let his body sink back into the bed,
his head into the pillow. “I don’t notch my bedpost,” he grumbled, resenting
her inability or refusal to see she was different.
“You don’t keep track of how many peanuts you eat at a bar, either, do
you?”
He barked a laugh. “Um … ”
“God, I’m an idiot,” she moaned, rubbing her hands on her face.
“Your tone of voice suggests that even though you don’t like me, don’t
like the way I treat women, don’t respect my lack of culture or anything else
about me, and don’t find me admirable in any way whatsoever, you’re still
going to fuck me.”
“You teach upper-level math. I can respect that. A little.”
“Oh, speaking of that. I never did get to finish my explanation of the
inflation-proof bond. You ran out on me.”
“Mmm, okay. Tell me again.”
He was surprised she called his bluff, but maybe she really did just want
to go back to sleep. So … he did. And after about ten minutes, she stopped
him and asked a pertinent question. He explained. “Go on,” she said. He did,
a little more slowly, but now it was because he was dazed. She was listening to
him. Again. He never talked about this stuff because most people weren’t interested and the ones who were just wanted to argue about it. Then she asked
him to backtrack and explain a concept. He did. “Go on,” she said when he
was finished with that. When he concluded his lecture, she asked, “Well, if it
works, how come you’re the only one who does it?”
“Favors,” he replied. “Politics. Most people have to balance their relationships with their fiduciary responsibilities, and some people’s people don’t like
my method, so loyalties get divided and loyalty makes you vulnerable to bad
judgment and corruption. I don’t owe anybody any favors and I have a reputation for making lots of money very quickly, which, in my case—because I
am special—” She laughed. “—gives me a lot more freedom than they have. I
don’t have any relationships to violate, and I choose my allies very wisely. Background checks, the works. And if they violated my ethics anyway, I wouldn’t
have any problem turning on them.”
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“Is that why you choose the women you do?” she asked softly. “Because
you won’t have to choose between a woman and something else you value?”
“No. I’m a simple guy. I like meaningless sex, McDonald’s, and whatever’s on the radio right now. Note the ‘meaningless sex’ part.”
“Which means either you think having sex with me will be meaningless,
which is why I won’t have sex with you, or you won’t be having sex with me
because it’ll mean something to you. Which begs the question: Why did you
keep trying?”
Because you’re different!
He felt like he’d been ambushed. No, he had been ambushed. “I hate
you,” he muttered, fondling her bruised knuckles, hearing her chuckles.
“Hate.”
“You are so easy,” she drawled as she slid out of bed and slowly eased the
door open, then disappeared into the quiet apartment.
He lay there and stared up into the blackness. I hate you, something any
of his girlfriends would have tittered at nervously, given him the side-eye, or
walked away. Daisy thought it was funny. Why, he didn’t know. Nothing he
said deliberately to insult or shock her fazed her. Nothing he said when trying to display a nonexistent decency and humanity made her happy.
He slid off the bed and went out into the blinding light, which wasn’t
that blinding since it was six a.m. and there was only one small window, but
he’d just been in a pitch black room for hours upon hours. The children were
asleep on the couch, one head at each end. Simon— Well, he didn’t know
where Simon’s bedroom was. He did know where the bathroom was, and
there she was, brushing her teeth in front of the mirror. She smirked when
she saw him behind her, and he snarled at her.
“Hate,” he hissed right before he wrapped his arms around her waist and
pressed a kiss into her shoulder.
“If it doesn’t involve a toilet,” came Simon’s voice from the tiny hallway,
“do your post-coital bonding somewhere else.”
“No coitus,” Daisy trilled.
“Yet,” Jack drawled.
“Your pitching woo, then. One bathroom, seven people.”
Jack met Daisy’s gaze in the mirror, then they both turned. “Seven?”
“One gunshot wound,” she said wearily, dragging into the bathroom with
them. “One woman needing a place to hide from her man.”
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“Have you not been to bed?” Daisy demanded.
“No. Get out.”
They did, but instead of picking up where they left off, Daisy headed into the kitchen and started to cook. “Jack,” she said over her shoulder, “go get
instructions about the patient and then put Simon to bed. The last thing she
needs is two healthy adults lazing around while she works her butt off.”
Jack rolled his eyes and turned around to do what she told him to do because no matter how much he sparred with her, he couldn’t get that fucking
movie out of his head.
Thump.

14:
WITCHES CAN BE RIGHT
LYDIA COOKED BREAKFAST for the kid with a gunshot wound in his thigh;
the woman who was hiding out in terror of a man before her sister picked her
up; Jesus and Mary; and Manuelito and Paco, whom she wasn’t too surprised
to see. She and Jack would eat after all but the patient had left. Simon was
still sleeping.
Jack was bouncing off the walls because he had nothing to do, nowhere
he could go, and no one on the outside he could talk to. He started pacing
and shoving his hands through his hair, mumbling and grumbling, occasionally ranting especially after Knox had appeared all over the morning news and
talk shows, getting far more coverage than any other lawyer in that situation
would’ve.
Because he was young and hot.
“That is a fine specimen of a man,” Simon said matter-of-factly from
across the room on a replay around noon.
“You should see him in person,” Lydia offered over her shoulder. “Oh—
My—God. And I don’t even like blonds.”
“What the fuck?!” Jack demanded of her, who raised her eyebrow.
“Who propositioned me before he broke up with his current girlfriend?”
“Hilliard’s a fucking prude.”
“You say that like it’s a bad thing. Hot and respectful.”
Jack snarled at her. “He’s into cougars.”
“How old is he? Thirty?”
“Not quite.”
Lydia looked at Simon. “I’ve got at least five years on him.”
“Fifteen here. He’s fair game and I do like blonds.”
“I saw him first, so I get dibs.”
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“Oh, you do not!” Jack snapped.
She and Simon both snickered at him.
“AAAUUUUGHHH!”
“Ladies and gentlemen, good morning. My name is Knox Hilliard. I have
been retained by Blackwood Securities to represent Jack Blackwood regarding the incident at the Wall Street station two days ago. As you can see from
the security tapes, it’s clear that Jack fell and had some forward momentum,
which leads us to believe he was deliberately shoved, making him the intended victim. Ms Koskella was an innocent bystander. We extend our heartfelt
condolences to Ms Koskella and her loved ones and friends.”
Do you have evidence he was pushed?
“No. The police department has been talking to witnesses as they can. It
is their job to look at the evidence they have to determine whether they can
make a case as to whether the fall was staged. I don’t think they can.”
He and the victim had a heated argument that several witnesses have confirmed. If
it was an accident, and especially if he was the intended victim, why did he run?
“Regarding the argument, the reason for the animosity between Jack and
Ms Koskella is well documented. Jack’s actions in Ms Koskella’s case six years
ago were aboveboard and per strict protocol through the justice system. He’s
known in corporate America as having spotless ethics, so any action beyond
that would be completely out of character for him. Ms Koskella served her sentence and had resumed a normal life with gainful employment. Yes, she threatened to push him off the platform, which several witnesses have corroborated,
but we’re only human and sometimes we let our passions get away with us. We
have no reason to believe her threat was anything but pure frustration.
“As for why he ran, I can only speculate. As a prosecutor with my own
jurisdiction, I am in a position to see how minorities are treated by law enforcement officers regardless of their status as suspects or victims. I am not in
a position to comment on the NYPD’s arrest protocols or its reputation for
the gentle handling of people who are clearly in the wrong place at the wrong
time. However, since Jack is a minority—”
“Fuck you, Hilliard!” Jack yelled at the TV, sick of his entire identity being reduced to his skin color. “I’m a fucking AMERICAN!”
“—and he wasn’t dressed in a manner that would suggest he was a normal commuter at rush hour in the financial district, he may have felt he
wouldn’t get fair treatment at the scene. It is unfortunate that occasionally,
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fine, upstanding officers will be overzealous in their pursuit of justice, especially when minorities are involved.”
Simon snorted. Manny and Paco cackled.
“Minorities are, naturally, more sensitive to this possibility than nonminorities. In fact, it is usually at the forefront of their minds in any encounter with law enforcement. As the prosecutor in my home county, I can speak
from a position of authority. It’s not speculation on my part.”
You’re from Missouri! Are you admitted in New York?
“I’m admitted in seventeen states, including New York.”
“Whoa,” Lydia said in awe.
“He has a photographic memory and reads at the speed of light,” Jack
said absently.
“Even better,” Simon purred.
“Oh, yessssss.”
“CUT IT THE FUCK OUT!”
“I have, in fact, argued here, so I’m not unknown.”
Are you going to turn him in?
“As I don’t know where he is or how to find him, I can’t. I, like everyone
else, will depend on the NYPD to find him and, hopefully, treat him as the
victim he is instead of the criminal the media are trying to make him. At best,
he fell, and a bystander was killed. At worst, he was the intended target and
was pushed, and a bystander was killed. I have faith that the good men and
women of the NYPD will give him the benefit of the doubt as they would
any other victim of a horrendous crime.”
“Drop-dead gorgeous or not, that boy’s got no credibility,” Simon said.
“Why not?” Lydia asked, alarmed.
“He’s young, he’s from out of town, and he just dared the NYPD to find
Jack and beat him down. They’ll do it, too. That act might play in Kansas
City, but it doesn’t here.”
Lydia looked at Jack, who was too busy glaring at them both to look concerned.
Are you going to call for him to turn himself in?
“If he’s seeing this press conference, he will know what I would advise
him to do.”
“Since you’re still here,” Simon said, “I suppose we know what he wants
you to do. No credibility, but he skirts the edges nicely.”
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Jack’s mouth flattened. “‘Skirt’ is not what I would call it.”
Lydia looked at him sharply. “You need to get over your precious obsessive ethics,” she snapped. “You might have a moral luxury nobody else has—
especially your peers and colleagues—but if you expect to have someone to
look after you in your old age or live that long, you are going to have to accept
the fact that your experience has been unique and in no way universal. And
now you don’t have that luxury, either.”
“Bravo,” Simon said matter-of-factly.
… have a tarnished reputation in your home county. Weren’t you investigated in
the execution-style murder of a man the day after he was found not guilty on nineteen
counts of homicide two years ago? A case you tried and lost?
“Oh, my God,” Simon breathed and moved closer to the TV.
Lydia had expected that question. One couldn’t live in the Kansas City
metro area without knowing that rumor.
Jack grunted. “Like I said, skirting is not what I’d call it.”
Knox nodded matter-of-factly. “I was put on a month’s leave without pay
while I was investigated. Then I was cleared. It’s really no more sensational
than that, except I had a hard time paying my mortgage that month. Almost
had to pick up a night shift at QuikTrip.”
Light laughter went around.
“But as you note, I am the prosecutor, so apparently the county that reelected me in a landslide thinks I’m a fairly decent one. No more questions.
You’ll have to wait for the rest of the story from Paul Harvey, ’cause that’s all
I got.”
“Jack,” Simon drawled.
“Don’t know if he did it,” Jack gritted out. “Don’t wanna know.”
Lydia looked at him. “Friends,” she said quietly. “Relationships.”
Jack turned and stalked into the bathroom, slamming the door behind
him.
“He’s a lot more complicated than he seems,” Simon muttered as she
flipped off the TV.
But Lydia was staring at the bathroom door. “He doesn’t want friends.
They might turn out to be Brendas.”
“Everybody in this world’s a Brenda some way or another.”
“He doesn’t want to find that out.”

15:

IT WAS AFTER DINNER when Lydia got back to Simon’s place with toiletries
and thrift-store clothes. Lots of them. Some for Jack, some for the kids, some
for Simon, and some for herself. She was shocked when she walked in to see
Jack in one of Simon’s old broken-down club chairs with Mary on one of the
wide arms of the chair and Jesus on the other while he read to them.
His foot was thumping like a rabbit’s so his knee was bouncing. His voice
was a little herky-jerky although he was trying to put some color into it. He
kept running his hand through his hair. His jaw was grinding a little. He
looked up when she came in and glared at her.
It was a meaningful glare, meaning, Get me out of this. Now.
She ignored him and went to find Simon, who was on her bed, doing a
little light reading. Of medical journals. “Has he been out at all?”
“No, and he’s driving me crazy, but I’m not comfortable letting him go out.”
“I’ll get Manuelito and Paco to take him out and run some of that off.”
As soon as she got the teenagers to the door with a basketball, Jack was
gone like a shot. Jesus and Mary were upset that he’d abandoned them, but
were much happier when, after making them shower and brush their teeth,
Lydia took up reading duties until they couldn’t hold their eyes open and she
put them to bed on the couch.
It was one o’clock in the morning when Jack climbed into bed with her,
damp, smelling like soap and chocolate, totally exhausted.
“I brought clothes for you, but you vamoosed,” she said lightly, helping
him get settled and smiling at his moans and groans.
“Condoms?”
She sighed heavily. “Yes.”
“Not getting used tonight, though. Those kids beat my ass.”
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“Well, you are twenty years older than they are.”
“I,” he returned haughtily, “still have more stamina. They rounded up all
their friends and kept me in the game while they switched out. I wore them
out, but I’m paying the price for it. What did you say to them when we
brought Mary here? Besides turn on the guilt and look in their eyes, I mean.”
Lydia turned onto her side and propped her temple in her palm, putting
her other hand on Jack’s cotton-covered chest because she had nowhere else
to put it. “If they kept going the way they were, they’d be bottoming in a
high-security prison, wearing pink satin panties and calling their top ‘honey’
and ‘baby’ and saying ‘yes, sweetie’ a lot, handing over their singles, and getting passed around like money to any dick who can pay for them. They’d
never get to put their dicks in any woman ever again because their large intestines would be hanging out their butts like a tail, which is not sexy. That was
the G-rated version.”
Jack burst out laughing.
“And if they thought they’d be able to top on the inside, they were delusional.”
He laughed until he groaned and put his hand to his head.
“Headache?”
“Caused by—” He started laughing again. “You’re hilarious.”
“I also told them that it’s the little things that make a difference, like …
helping someone carry groceries to feed someone who’s helped them so
much. Minding their own business. Hanging out with good kids from good
families. And that’s when I turned on the guilt.”
“Made them look you in the eye.”
“Of course I did. I figured they’d rather play hours of pickup basketball
with a glorified door-to-door salesman than do whatever stupid thing they
had planned for the night. Then I told them to go to school tomorrow.”
“Is that your freshman pep talk?”
She laughed. “A variation. How’d you know?”
“I get one or two of ’em every once in a while. They didn’t get it as freshmen. Or sophomores. They’re struggling. I can see something’s there, but I
can’t dig through the insecurity to get to it unless they’re ready for somebody
to start digging.”
“Oh, that’s a nice way of putting it. I got one of those. Turned my life
around.”
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“Oh yeah?”
“My first advanced piano teacher, who told me I was in no way advanced
and I needed to start at the bottom.”
He started. “As a college freshman? Didn’t you have to audition?”
“Not only that, but I got a full-ride scholarship! So I was shocked. Devastated. My technique was all wrong. My classical music repertoire was almost nonexistent. I was hot stuff at home and then I got there and I was
barely average. My classmates were so far ahead of me I couldn’t hope to
catch up. What if I was never going to be that good? My roommate—
Sebastian and Knox’s cousin Victoria—gave me the pep talk. Her minor was
opera, but she sang jazz in a nightclub. She said they required two separate
techniques, so between class and her gig, she just flipped a switch. My pop
music technique was right, but since I didn’t have a frame of reference for classical technique, I should look at it like I was learning a new instrument, not
like something I had to correct. All I had to do was put my back into it. I was
back in advanced piano by my third semester. The problem is, I never really
stopped thinking I was special, which was why I kept thinking I could be the
one to tame the bad boy.”
“You are special.”
“In my world, yes, but it’s very tiny.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
She ignored that. “The rest of the world is filled with you and you are
heroin to me.”
He didn’t say anything, but he dragged his finger lightly over the back of
her hand. “I don’t know anything about where you are in the music world,” he
muttered, surprised he didn’t follow up on her confession. “I feel kind of bad
about that, since you sort of understand my work.”
“Only from TV and what you just pick up along the way,” she said, then
went silent because she was too busy feeling warmth and tenderness trickling
through her. Then she sighed because she didn’t know if they’d have ever gotten to this without Val. “The thing is,” she mused, “lots of people understand
what I play and that it’s difficult and that I am a virtuoso. People do come from
China to study with me. But I just want to entertain people. Make them feel
good. Pianists like me don’t play classical music to make people feel good and
discerning audiences don’t drop three hundred dollars on a ticket for one pianist to feel good. They go to listen to music they like, yes, but to be able to say
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they saw that person. This pianist, brilliant. That pianist, a virtuoso. This soprano, perfection. That ballerina, divine. This sculptor— Well, it goes on.”
He didn’t say anything for a long time, but she knew he was awake, because he was still caressing her hand. “So making people feel good means
they’re not discerning?”
“No, that’s not what I mean. You go see Pearl Jam, right? You go to see
them. If they screw up, no problem. The audience probably can’t even hear it.
People are discerning about Pearl Jam and that genre, but they still love them.
They’re there to rock out with Pearl Jam, not wallow in their mistakes. Pearl
Jam has the power in that relationship. A concert pianist doesn’t have any
power at all. The only thing I can control is my level of perfection, which
triggers a Catch-22 for me. Used to be, mistakes were forgiven. Expected,
even. ‘Nobody’s perfect.’ ‘Well, they can do it better than I can.’ Audiences
don’t tolerate mistakes from a virtuoso anymore, especially a woman.”
“That’s interesting,” he drawled like she’d revealed some deep, dark secret. “But your logic falls apart when you throw lip syncing into the equation.
I don’t go see anybody live if they don’t lip sync. I want to hear what’s on the
radio, which is all the backing tracks they can’t do live. The big flashy shows
with lasers and fireworks. Janet Jackson. She can’t dance like she does and
sing radio-perfect for two hours. Not physically possible. That’s what I go
for, the same music I hear on the radio with a flawless two-hour dance routine and a flashy show. So if discerning audiences won’t tolerate virtuosos making mistakes, it means they’re just like me. They’re used to hearing it on their
state-of-the-art sound systems and they want what they hear at home. Live
and with better acoustics.”
Lydia thought about that, half amazed Jack brought something to her
experience she’d never considered. “Oh,” she said in a small voice. “I— Um,
hm. I’ve always performed in small venues. Behind the orchestra or stage show,
which means it doesn’t matter if the audience is discerning or not. They won’t
be judging me, individually. They’re only there to have a good time.”
“Then why do you wear such a flashy outfit when you’re auditioning or
performing alone?”
She hesitated. “That’s … complicated.”
“Well, it would be a lot less complicated if your white shirt underneath
that slit in your sleeve weren’t so distracting.”
Her eyes popped open. “Really?”
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“Seven grand, right down the toilet.”
She puffed a laugh. “You wanted to know, too?”
“I didn’t until Ramona asked, because I wasn’t checking out your bling.”
Lydia grinned into the pitch black of their little hideaway. “You know
she sabotaged me on purpose, don’t you?”
He growled. “She let me know when I broke up with her. I was so pissed.
How did you know?”
“I didn’t think anything of how you were looking at me because men do
that after looking in my eyes. I noticed how she was looking at you looking at
me, not knowing that’s a normal reaction when men meet me. There was
something in her face. I can’t describe it. That little split second when your
opponent knows they lost and they’re pissed.”
He snorted. “And your prize is a twin bed in a closet in Spanish Harlem
with a guy who may or may not be wanted for murder and almost got murdered himself.”
“You’re right,” she drawled. “I could do better on the midway at a carnival.”
“What’s your game, honey?” he cooed.
“Skeeball.”
He laughed. “You kill me.”
“Too soon.”
“Ah, right. Have you ever played a full concert hall by yourself?”
“Yes.” It was an awful memory. “Once. I puked for days before. I did another, with a full orchestra behind me. That wasn’t quite as bad, and the conductor was very understanding.” She chuckled. “I kind of want to puke now,
just remembering it. I’m fine in the pit, though, playing for a ballet or an
opera. I’m featured on the playbill, but I’m not the main attraction.”
“Barbra Streisand. Carly Simon. Rod Stewart. Stage fright. Crippling.”
Her brow wrinkled. “How do you know?”
“I did some research. You can’t be the only high-level musician with stage
fright. I was going to beg for dinner again and talk to you about it, but then
we ended up on the same platform and almost murdered together. It slipped
my mind.”
She gaped at him, at the darkness where his voice came from. “You researched that? For me?”
“Yep.”
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And for no reason she could discern, she dipped her head and kissed
him.
“Mmm, now that’s what I like to come home to,” he whispered against
her mouth.
“Stop talking.”
He chuckled against her mouth but went with the kiss, soft, slow, deep,
light. He caressed her curls while they kissed, there in the dark, unable to
anything but taste and feel and smell and hear.
“Don’t start something I can’t finish,” he whispered when she pulled
away to catch her breath. “I’m beat.”
She smiled. “That’s okay. I’m tired too.”
He yawned. “Can’t remember the last time I saw two a.m.”
“I’m a night owl. I only know five-thirty from the back side.”
“Naturally.”
“Which reminds me: In the interest of full disclosure, though I have never stolen anything from anyone, I am adept at cooking books and fudging tax
returns and following other shady financial rabbit trails you wouldn’t approve
of.”
He laughed harshly and she felt him run his hand down his face. “Of
course you are. This just couldn’t be easy, could it?”
She sighed. “Maybe the universe is trying to tell us something.”
“The universe can go fuck itself.”

16:
HEGEL OF WALL STREET
HE WAS NUZZLING the back of her neck, but it seemed unintentional, as if
he were asleep and she was his teddy bear. Somehow they’d changed positions without his falling out of bed, and now she was facing the wall and he
was spooned behind her. He hummed a little against her skin and still she
couldn’t tell if he was asleep or not. Everybody slept differently and she had
very rarely slept with any man.
“Jack?” she whispered.
“You smell good,” he breathed in her ear.
Yeah, he looked like Tony, or at least, the picture of him she’d seen every
day of her childhood. She wasn’t averse to Tony. She was just sick of looking
at him and listening to Lola go on and on about how he was going to walk
through the front door and take her away somewhere, like Rico never existed.
Tony story number four hundred and sixty-two.
She breathed a soft laugh.
“You laughing at me?” he asked softly before licking her earlobe.
“This isn’t a good idea.” She wanted it to be. God knew, she wanted it to be.
“Why not?”
“Last week, I didn’t want to be one of many. This week, I don’t want battlefield survivor bonding sex.”
He slid his hand down her body, caressing her over and back again, her
ribs, her belly, her hips, down until he was between her legs, tickling the inside of her thigh just under the hem of her shorts, his thumb brushing her
just right.
She sighed and closed her eyes, exhaling with pleasure when his fingers
slid up her shorts, past her panties, and caressed her right there in the folds,
tauntingly, teasingly.
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“This was already on tap, so it’s not survivor comfort. We were standing
there in the middle of rush hour setting an hour-by-hour agenda for a weekend in bed.”
She puffed a small laugh. “Fine. You got me.”
“I didn’t expect to get you in a twin bunkbed.”
She wanted to be close, yes. Not this close.
“You’re wet.”
She’d been wet since she’d started kissing him and went to sleep wet.
“And I’m hard.”
Yes, she knew. All too well.
He moved a little backward and she missed the warmth of his body even
with only an inch of space between them. But she knew what he wanted her
to do. She wanted to, too. So she rolled with him a little, scooted until she
was lying on her back and Jack was on his side.
He wasted no time kissing her, unbuttoning her shorts, tucking his hand
down her pants, then sweeping up again, under her tank, to her bra, which he
popped without hesitation. She moaned into his mouth when he cupped one
breast, pulled his thumb teasingly over her hard nipple.
His tongue was all smooth chocolatey goodness. “Mmmm,” she breathed
low in her throat, from her chest, raising her hand to lay along his jaw and
caress his cheek with her thumb.
“You gonna teach me how to play your keys?”
“No talking,” she whispered back.
She didn’t hear his chuckle. She felt it.
“Is it because I can’t see your magic trick?”
“Among other things,” she murmured absently around his lips and
tongue. “Shut up.”
“Too bad the bed’s too small for me to show off my eating-outing skills.”
“Stop talking.”
“I like talking to you,” he countered. “We like talking, remember? We
can do that. We’re smart. The derivatives turned you on. They turn me on,
too.”
She broke the kiss and pulled away a little. “Do you want to talk or make
love? Because I can’t do both.”
His roving hand stilled. “You can’t?”
“No.”
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“Huh. That’s interesting. I’ve never a met a woman who didn’t talk during sex.”
Now she was irritated. “Maybe they just talked because you wanted them
to.”
He began caressing her belly again, stroking up to her breasts again.
“Nah,” he muttered, kissing her again. “Women just like to talk.”
“Well, I don’t,” she snapped against his mouth. “I am officially not in the
mood anymore, so now we can chat.”
“You’re serious?!” he demanded.
“Check and see,” she retorted.
He did, tucking his hand down her panties again. Where he had met no
resistance before, now he did.
“Ouch. Be careful.”
“Aw, shit,” he spat and rolled away to flop on the bed beside her. “Daisy—”
“Shut up,” she snapped. “This is the second time you have talked me dry.”
“Second?!”
“The day we found the kids? In the cab? We were kissing? You asked me
to go home with you? Right then? I said yes? I told you to stop talking? Twice?
But you kept talking?”
“Wait a minute. You mean you weren’t pissed about what I said about
being done with Ramona et al?”
“Both. I was ready and more than willing to hit the sheets, but you just
couldn’t keep your fat trap shut after I told you to stop talking. The ‘I was
done with them’ was a cooler full of ice water getting dumped on me. Why
can’t you just do what I tell you to do?”
“I don’t follow anybody’s orders,” he hit back.
“Right, because you’re unique and special. You’re not going to get laid,
but—” She dropped her hand on his denim-covered crotch and rubbed his
hard-on, making him sigh. “—your pride and ethics are still intact! So it’s all
good.”
“God, you can be such a bitch.”
That she wouldn’t tolerate, and she sat up to crawl over him to the little
ladder.
“What the hell—?”
Hurt, she snarled, “Your mouth is going to get you killed one of these
days. Hopefully tomorrow. Ramona and Paula and Val might put up with
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your bullshit, but I’m not. Oh, wait. No, Val is not going to put up with your
bullshit. She’s going to murder you for your bullshit.” She dropped to the
floor and patted it, looking for her shoes.
“Where are you going?” he demanded.
“Home,” she snapped, plopping on the meager spot of floor and started
to struggle with the knot in her shoestring.
“Home? To Kansas?”
“That is where my home is, yes.”
“And leave me here?”
She barked a laugh. “Why, yes. Because it’s you—you—you and how
pure you are if it involves money. But you’re a complete sociopath when it
involves women—”
“Sociopath?! What the fuck?!”
“Get yourself out of your own mess, Mr. Big Swinging Dick. The mess
you made because you swung your dick too many places.”
“And you think you can get out of the city now?” he demanded. The bed
swayed as he shifted and hung over the rail.
She rolled her eyes, but gnashed her teeth at the knot that would not
come undone. The one in her shoestring. And soul. “Do you honestly think I
can’t get off this provincial little island without being caught? Not only don’t
they know what I look like except for my adorably cute butt, they don’t know
what I’m driving. I have my purse, my toothbrush, and a couple of changes of
clothes in my saddlebags. I can leave now and Sebastian will bring my stuff
home.”
“I can see how a Harley with Kansas tags would be inconspicuous. What
the fuck is up your ass? Beside the fact that I killed your hard-on?”
“Normally, I take ‘bitch’ as a compliment, especially when we’re on equal
ground, but I’m not going to tolerate it from a bottom who can’t be bothered
to think up something more à propos—”
“Bottom?!” he nearly bellowed.
“—like, ‘Anything you say, Dr. Charbonneau. Ma’am.’”
She could hear his teeth gnashing.
“Further disclosure, and only to make my point: Not only am I adept at
cooking books and falsifying my tax returns, I also helped my dad build and
run a very illegal underground operation. Family business. I will give you a
hint: The only thing it did not involve was drugs.”
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Silence.
“The financial equivalent of what you do to women would be selling
shares in what you know is a Ponzi scheme.”
“That is not true,” he hissed.
“That requires a certain level of naïveté and–or stupidity, right? Men so
vulnerable or desperate to believe in the promise of hitting the lottery. You
get your commission. They lose their retirement and take their families with
them to sleep under a bridge and eat cat food.”
“I would never do that.” His voice thrummed with rage, but she knew
he’d think about it for a while.
“Whatever you feel about what Brenda did? Put my sins up against
yours, and I’ve been playing T-ball. You’re in the major leagues, using women
like a paper towel to wipe your dick off.”
“Oh, you know what? Fuck Sebastian!”
“I would,” she said airily, “but he’s not my type. He’s a nice guy.”
Jack hissed at her.
“And he wasn’t going to stand by and let you fuck over a friend without
warning her what she was getting into. So here I am, finding out he wasn’t exaggerating what a shit you are. God, I can’t believe I was going to— I didn’t know
I was that desperate, that I’d have sex with you like one of your cheap whores.”
Finally he spoke. Softly. “Is that what you think?”
“That your women are cheap whores? Yes.”
“No, that I think you’re like Ramona or Paula or Val.”
“Well, I haven’t given you much reason to think I’m not, now have I?”
“I never thought of you in that way, from the moment I first saw you.
You’re not an opportunistic viper, for one. You’re a nice girl.” He said that as if
he had always wanted one of those. “Smart. Funny. Piano shopping, for
God’s sake. Who does this?”
“Virtuosos, jerkwad.”
“Yeah, that’s another thing.”
“What do you care? You hate what I play.”
“So what? I like that you do it. Also, I spend a lot of money on my girlfriends, so everything being equal, they’re not cheap. I would’ve bought your
piano for you.”
“There is no amount of money that would make them not-cheap and I
would never take a gift from a guy I’d had sex with.”
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More silence.
“What, now you’re speechless?”
She felt his fingers brushing her curls, swirling through them, soft, slow.
“I’m sorry,” he muttered, and she could hear in his voice what a difficult thing
that had been for him to say.
But now she didn’t know what she was supposed to say because he
hadn’t reacted to her confession the way he’d reacted to Brenda. “I’m not having sex with you,” she muttered. “You screwed the pooch—again—and I
don’t want bitch-in-heat all up inside me.”
He sighed heavily, but he cupped her cheek and caressed her cheekbone
with his thumb, which felt so, so good. The touch of another human, warm,
gentle, caring … She dropped her shoe, and her head, bracing her torso with
her elbows on her knees.
“I wouldn’t blame you if you left,” he murmured.
“That was almost convincing.”
He took his hand away. “Is there anything I can say right now that you’ll
believe?” he asked wearily.
She hooted. “You’re a salesman! Salesmen lie. You have an abundance of
salesman’s charisma you use like a knife.”
“My charisma,” he drawled sarcastically. “Like your eyes.”
She ignored that. “And, unlike everybody else, I have no vested interest
in believing you, whereas you have a vested interest in keeping me around.”
“And what’s been your vested interest in sticking around?” he shot back.
“Besides my pretty face, gutter mouth, and talented dick?”
She gulped and was glad for the darkness so he couldn’t see her flush.
Yes, he had an over-the-top charisma that attracted her, but there was more.
I hate you.
It was the cracks in his ego showing through because he liked her and he
didn’t want to, especially because of her financial impurity. But they talked.
He enjoyed her company. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been sexually attracted to a smart, clever, charismatic man who could think and simply
enjoyed her company. Every time he fell on his face with her, he came back
again.
She didn’t know if he was stubborn, challenged, or narcissistic, but that
had never happened before, and she wanted him to not fall on his face again.
She wanted him to—
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“Tell me,” she said low, “you would be able to tell if I faked an orgasm.”
Silence.
“And then tell me you would care if I came or not.”
“I would care,” he said immediately, softly, as if that were true and he was
shocked and dismayed that it was true.
She believed him. For whatever reason, she could hear the truth in the
things that came out of his mouth. The same way he could see that her eyes
were plain gray.
“But … ?”
“No, I wouldn’t be able to tell,” he admitted reluctantly.
“You wouldn’t know how to get me there if you could tell.”
He sighed in what sounded like resignation. “No.”
It was when he confessed the truth she loved him the most.
She closed her eyes and shook her head at herself. How many times had
she thought she was in love? How many times was it because she was desperate, because he was a charismatic man, or because she just wanted to hear a
sincere I love you, Lydia?
Once.
Just once.
She was too old for that now. How old, she didn’t know, but she’d kept
herself away from men for the last few years because she was tired of being
unable to tell if she were being conned. She continued working at the knot.
“Daisy, come back. Hate me all you want, but get some sleep. I’ll … sleep
on the floor.”
“Fine.” He tensed and she laughed harshly. “You didn’t expect that, did
you? You wanted me to be all, ‘Oh, no, it’s okay.’” She said it in a bright
chirpy voice. “‘You can sleep with me. Or I’ll sleep on the floor, no problem!’
Like that’s gonna happen.”
He growled and slipped off the bunk, patted around to find a piece of
floor he could fit on. She stood and climbed the ladder. “The whole bed to
myself. Yahoo.”
“I have never met anyone like you,” he grumbled, still pushing things
around. “Male, female. Sebastian has my number, but it suits his purpose to
humor me.”
“Sebastian’s the alpha in your relationship.”
“Bullshit,” he snapped.
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That stung. She could hear it in his voice. “Look, Jack. I’d like to have sex
with you, but—”
“No kidding,” he snarled, “which is why I’m so pissed about your hot and
cold.”
“—you have to earn it and every time I think maybe you have, you do
something so assholey even I can’t deal and you know how high my tolerance
for assholes is. Honestly, I have no idea how women put up with you. That
they do makes them cheap.”
“So wanting to fuck me means you think you’re not?”
Exasperated, she sighed heavily. “I am the top in this relationship.”
“That is bullshit!”
She ignored that, too. “I don’t have to put out to get something out of
you because you don’t have anything to give me. Not even an orgasm. You are
the bottom because you want your life back and I may be the only one who
can give it to you.”
“All I have to do is walk out the door,” he snapped. “You don’t run my
life.”
“Would you rather sit here and be bored or sit in an interview room with
a carafe of coffee peeing your pants because they won’t let you go to the bathroom because you’re telling them about how you concocted an elaborate plan
to kill Brenda?”
“You’re paranoid,” he said flatly. “I’m going along with it because almost
getting killed was a little traumatic and I’d rather decompress with the person
who was almost killed with me than have to think about and endlessly relay
details.”
She ignored that. “And on top of it all, I just told you I don’t have any
problem participating in an underground economy and cheating the government, and you haven’t given me a lecture, much less told me to get the eff out.
And I certainly am not stupid or naïve or desperate enough to buy into a
Ponzi scheme.”
“I think I’m falling in love with you,” he blurted.
She snorted. “Hear that?”
“What?”
“My eyes rolling.” Her heart thundering. Her blood racing. Her lungs
struggling for air. He wasn’t lying. He believed he was telling the truth, but he
didn’t really understand what falling in love really meant. Well, neither did she.
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Still, the words were out there in the open. I think I’m falling in love with
you.
He started to chuckle. “You win. Hand me my pillow and a blanket, willya?”
Without a word—because she couldn’t speak—because she was breathless—she swung the pillow over and smacked him in the head as hard she
could.
“Dammit,” he muttered.
Then she dropped one of the knotted-up blankets on top of his head.
Then she laid down on her side facing away from him, snuggled up with her
linens and pillow, and went to sleep.
And woke up with Jack against her, his ribs to her back. His breathing
was slight except for a soft snore here and there.
She smiled sleepily and let her eyelids drift closed again.

17:
Even Flowers
Have Their Dangers
HE WAS SO FUCKING PISSED he could barely stand it, watching Daisy
come out of the bathroom the next morning all damp, her antique gold curls
dark and barely wavy, looking at Simon, laughing and smiling. Joking. She
was clever and street savvy. The doc loved having someone cultured and educated around to trade jokes and match wits with. Their quips went right over
Jack’s head, which bugged him, but not enough to ask them to explain because it would take forfuckingever to get through the backstory on whatever
high literature or music or movies they were referencing.
He knew. He’d made the mistake of asking. Once.
And she had his number, had had it from the second she met him. She
liked him because he couldn’t see her magic trick. She’d fuck him, but she
could take him or leave him. She knew exactly where she was in the pecking
order and, much as he hated that it was true, he liked that she knew it and
had no problem shoving his face in it.
What bugged him most was that he liked it that she shoved his face in it.
He’d taken down more than a few people who’d had the chutzpah to assert
their power over Jack, even if they were right. You think you’re the alpha? I’ll let
you think that … right before I send you to the poorhouse.
No, Sebastian wasn’t the alpha in his and Jack’s relationship because they
had different packs and sometimes they hunted together as a team. She knew
that. She’d said it to poke at him.
It had worked because right now it was true, with Melinda dropping her
own concerns to do Jack’s job, Bucho dropping his to cover Jack’s ass, Sebastian
calling in his cousin on a second’s notice to defend him, Knox abandoning his
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job to be here to take care of Jack, and Daisy dragging Jack all the way up from
downtown to Spanish Harlem and keeping him hidden. Yeah, so what if she
was up to her eyeballs in paranoia. It was the thought that counted.
He wasn’t lying when he told her he needed to decompress, but he didn’t
know where that had come from. It wasn’t like he’d thought about it. What
he knew he didn’t want to think about was that she was as shady as Sebastian
could get, the same way he didn’t want to think about what his lawyer might
have—fuck it, did do—execution-style murder, for God’s sake!
He was in a position to have to be protected by people he’d rather not
know at all. Because he liked them and dammit this was why he kept people
away from him. Everybody was like this.
Even a little piano teacher from Kansas who looked like butter wouldn’t
melt in her mouth. Piano teachers were supposed to be pure! They also
weren’t supposed to wear tight leathers and ride motorcycles! Why couldn’t
she have been a fucking librarian?! A shady piano teacher who thought he was
running a romantic Ponzi scheme.
That hurt. In his gut, deep down where his ethics lived.
He headed into the bathroom pissed off, unable to stay because he wanted to watch her and listen to her, which would cement her place in this relationship. God, he hated that so much. It wasn’t even that she was a woman.
He liked alphas, period—as long as they worked for, with, or against him or
had a different pack. He just wasn’t going to be anybody’s beta.
And now he was. To a chubby little piano player from fucking Kansas
who had made it clear she thought New Yorkers were provincial. How in
God’s name anybody from Flyover, USA could consider New Yorkers provincial was beyond him, but this person from Nowheresville, Kansas knew Jack’s
own city better than Jack did and was giving him the grand tour.
On a motorcycle.
Where Jack was “riding bitch.”
He snarled at the faucet.
He hated her. Hated her with every cell in his body. Hated every luscious
curve and millimeter of smooth skin and strand of curl and—
God, he was going to come, the way he’d been taking care of his hard-on
since he met her, while he thought about how much he hated her and her
deconstruction of his personality and her questionable accounting and her
soft lips and hard nipples and wet pussy and cushy ass—
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He moaned when he came, wishing he could have done it in that, that,
that person he hated.
And wanted.
And was falling in love with.
At least, he thought he was. He didn’t know.
She was so not his type.
She was shady.
He hated her.
“Daisy,” he said when he finally left the bathroom to see her sitting at the
table with the kids, whose faces lit up when they saw him. They scrambled
off their seats to throw themselves at him.
Daisy tried to hide her smile when he mouthed I hate you at her over their
heads. She smirked and nodded, then went back to her breakfast, dismissing him.
Hated her.
“Pick me up, Jack!” Mary demanded.
He rolled his eyes and did, hugging the child to him when she wrapped
herself around him. He hated her too. And Jesus.
“Howya doin’, kid?” he asked, ruffling the boy’s hair.
“Good,” he said shyly.
Jack had no idea how such a shy kid could get and be so tough on the
streets, control Hurricane Mary, and run messages for gangsters without getting killed.
“Daisy’s taking us to the library today!” Mary blurted. Right in Jack’s ear.
He slid a glance at Daisy, who had arisen to get a card from Simon. A
New York Public Library card.
“God, really?” he demanded. “I got a price on my head and you’re going to
the library?”
Daisy and Simon both turned to look at him as if he were an impertinent
child. “Yes,” Daisy said coolly. “The children and I need a break. From you.”
That needled him. “We’ve only been together three days,” he said testily.
“Maybe you should think about that,” she said archly, and Simon
laughed.
Hated her.
“I need your help again today, Jack,” Simon said as she turned away.
“Other than the exam room, I mean.”
That shocked him, and he put Mary on her feet. “Doing what?”
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“I need to go run errands only I can do, and I need you to stay here and
make sure nobody gets in. Then you’ll help me rearrange and fetch and carry.”
“Are you serious?” he sniped, pissed off at being demoted to security
guard and forklift.
“If someone comes for treatment,” Simon continued, ignoring him, “let
them in, make them as comfortable as possible. We have a lot to do today.
That’s why I let you sleep so long and there’s coffee.”
“If you know how to make it,” Daisy said slyly.
“Fuck you,” he mumbled. It made her chuckle, but it made the kids give
him a disapproving side-eye.
“You don’t say that to people you love,” Mary said haughtily.
Jack’s eyebrows arched. “And you would know this … how?”
She folded her arms across her chest and harrumphed. “Just because no
one loves me—”
“Or me,” Jesus said quietly.
Jack’s chest hurt.
“—doesn’t mean I don’t know what a family’s supposed to do and not.”
“She’s got a point,” Simon called.
“We aren’t a family,” Jack said as calmly as he could, considering he was
holding himself together by a cheap cotton thread. “And I don’t love her.”
“We could be,” she shot back. “You and me and Jesus and Daisy. A real
family. And you do too love her.”
Jack’s jaw dropped on the floor and he was vaguely gratified that Daisy
looked just as shocked.
“That’s not gonna happen, sweetcheeks,” Daisy said abruptly. “No, we
don’t love each other. We can barely tolerate each other. And I have a home a
thousand miles away. A pretty little house I love. A job I love.”
Both children gasped. “But your accent is from here,” Jesus protested. “In
Spanish.”
“I have a Cuban accent,” she corrected. “So do you. Sort of. I’m in New
York to interview for a job I didn’t get and then this happened.”
“Oh,” Mary said in a tiny voice. “Soooo … you’re gonna just … leave?
When Jack can go home?”
Her gaze flicked up to Jack and she said, “I have no reason to stay.”
God, that hurt.
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“But you were kissing,” Mary argued almost desperately. “And you’re
sleeping together.”
“Love doesn’t have much to do with that, which you should know by now,
so forget your happy-family fantasies. I’m going home. Jack’ll go back to Wall
Street and forget about us in a month. I thought you knew better than that.”
Mary and Jesus deflated while Jack’s head spun. Did she really think he
could forget about her? Or the children?
But … he couldn’t leave them here. Let two kids in single digits stay on the
street with no … anything? It was only because Daisy had thought of it that
they had better clothes and food, made them take showers, brush their teeth,
and read to them. Yes, Simon’s floor or couch was available to them, her fridge
and bathroom, too, but they didn’t always take advantage of it nor did they do
anything Simon told them to do. They didn’t have to. Somebody in the neighborhood would feed them if they were hungry, let them crash, but what they did
was their business. Everyone treated them like adults—except Daisy. And Jack.
Because they weren’t adults. They were children.
“Jack?” Mary whispered, looking up at him, her heart in her eyes.
He looked back helplessly. “I— Look. When we get out of this mess,
you two are coming home with me. To stay.”
Daisy and Simon snorted at the same time, but the kids— They looked
shellshocked, and then they did the damnedest thing.
They clamped their mouths shut and went back to the table to eat their
breakfast.
“What?!” Jack demanded.
The kids slid him a disparaging look, then continued to eat.
“They’ve heard it before,” Daisy said airily. “You aren’t the first, won’t be
the last. Take the kids home and try family-hood on for size. Send ’em back out
when the novelty’s worn off. Or offer a forever home until they get out of hand
and then decide they don’t have time for high-maintenance kids who need
therapy and medication, lots of love and attention, and are suddenly going to
understand that a home and a family means rules and boundaries, which they’ve
never had. Take ’em home, they’ll be crawling out the windows in two weeks.”
Okay, maybe he’d been a little hasty and maybe he was a tad (a lot) relieved they didn’t believe him. But he just couldn’t leave them here.
Could he?
Jack was a dick. He knew this. He didn’t care.
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Jack ignored other people’s feelings, needs, and desires. He knew this. He
didn’t care.
Jack was unacquainted with poor people and if he thought about them at
all, he thought about them as a collective, some giant ant colony. He knew
this. He didn’t—
Care.
He didn’t know what would happen when they got out of this mess. The
best case scenario was that they all went back to whatever they were doing, but
life didn’t work that way. Or, he didn’t think it did. For most people. Did it?
“They just said they wanted us to be a family.”
“With Daisy!” Mary wailed. “Can’t you make her wanna stay? Where you
marry her and, and, and everything! A mommy and a daddy!”
Marriage?! Was she serious? He said the only thing he could think of.
“Daisy’ll be a mean mommy.”
“She’s not mean,” Jesus growled.
Jack’s brow rose. Maybe this was a conversation he really didn’t want to
have. But he couldn’t keep his mouth shut. “She gets on your case.”
“She likes to read to us and she can do it in Spanish.”
Low blow.
“Good cop, bad cop,” Daisy said airily. “You might take them home, but
when you’re done playing daddy and the ego strokes don’t scratch your itch,
you’ll throw them to half a dozen nannies who are paid to put up with them.
Mean mommy enforces boundaries then snuggles. Nice daddy backs her up,
goes off to provide for the family, comes home at night, and sits down to family dinner. The daddy and mommy love each other. The children know
they’re loved and protected and safe and cared for by people who aren’t going
to see them as warts. That is what they mean by a family, and neither one of us
is capable of giving them that. They want us, you and me, together, mommy
and daddy, lovers in love, parents at the dinner table, bedtime routine with
kisses and glasses of water and stories, and that’s not ever going to happen.
They’d rather stay here than set up shop with either of us.”
“I’d go with you, Daisy,” Jesus said low.
“Me too!” Mary said. “And a nice little house with a mommy who loves
us and’ll take care of us.”
Jack looked at her, her expression one of shock. She’d just backed herself into the same corner he’d put himself in, only he had wiggle room be-
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cause he had no credibility. She had no wiggle room because she had all the
credibility.
Mary looked at Jesus. “But maybe Jack’d move in with us at Daisy’s house.”
“That would be okay, too,” Jesus said matter-of-factly.
“Hold up,” Jack said abruptly. “For the record, I am never getting married.
We don’t have time to get into this right now, but this discussion’s not over.”
The kids rolled their eyes and wouldn’t talk to him when he got to the
table and sat down, expecting breakfast—
“Get off your butt and get it yourself,” Daisy snapped. “It’s been three
days. Haven’t you figured out nobody’s here to serve you personally?”
Jack opened his mouth to bark at her, but clicked it shut when he saw the
kids’ expressions. Don’t talk to Daisy like that.
He sighed and got up, got a dish out of the cabinet—
“For heaven’s sake, Jack! There’s a dish in the rack. Use it and clean it after you’re finished eating! I swear, you’re such a spoiled brat.”
He slid her a look that would’ve withered anyone within ten yards of him
downtown.
She looked straight back at him, an eyebrow arched, just waiting for him
to say something she could pounce on.
God, she was gorgeous, standing there with the sun blazing in behind
her, giving her a halo over those golden curls that had tightened up and lightened as they dried. He took her in slowly, from the top of her head to the
ordinary gray eyes to the pouty mouth—
That she licked.
On purpose.
Fuck you, he mouthed.
She smirked and shook her head.
And he continued with his perusal. The breasts he’d held last night, full
but firm, the hard nipple he wanted so badly to suck. The waist that nipped
in too far for her hips and tits, and belly that pooched out, stretching her
hippie blouse a little. The hips that widened too far out. The V between her
legs where she could get wet and dry in a snap. The short but strong white
legs and dainty feet with nails painted neon green.
“That’s an ugly color,” he said, pointing to her toes.
“I painted them especially for you,” she cooed.
Mary giggled. Jesus snorted then ducked his head.
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Jack didn’t know what was happening to him and he wasn’t sure he liked
it, but he shot closer to her, shoved his hand in her curls, and kissed her.
He was vaguely aware of the children hooting and catcalling, but he was
very aware of the fact that, after the initial shock wore off, Daisy was kissing
him back.
And kissing.
And kissing.
“I could kiss you all day,” he whispered, still kissing her.
“No talking.”
Right. He’d talked himself right out of sex last night.
And last week.
Which meant … they wouldn’t be in this predicament at all if he’d kept
his mouth shut.
That was a mistake he wasn’t going to repeat.
“Yeah, okay, Mommy and Daddy,” Simon said testily from across the
room. “I have things to do today. I need you three—” She waggled her finger
amongst Daisy and the kids. “—gone, and him here to do some heavy lifting.”
She looked at Jack. “You can eat after they leave.”
Jack was so stunned, the only thing he could do was stand there like an
idiot and watch them dart out the door. Daisy was last after putting on her
innocent little white tennies and putting her hair up in a topknot. She just
breezed out the door without looking at him, without acknowledging his existence.
“Eat,” Simon said gruffly. “I wasn’t kidding about working your ass off
today. Can’t get any help around here so when I get some, I take it.”
Jack decided to keep his mouth shut.

18:
TOP
“DAISY,” MARY WHINED on their way to catch the train. “Why can’t we be
a family? You like Jack a whole lot and he likes you, too, and you can move
here. It’d be easy.”
“Stop it,” Lydia said brusquely, still dizzy from the way they’d dropped
that on her head.
Mary huffed and stopped cold, crossing her little arms over her little
chest, as she did when she was pouting. Honestly, Lydia didn’t know how
she’d lasted as long as she had on the streets acting like a spoiled brat.
“Mary,” Jesus crooned at her, rubbing her back.
That was how.
“Jesus,” Lydia said with as much calm and patience as she could muster.
You just wait until you have kids, Buttercup. Then you’ll see how easy it is.
“You were right, Mingo,” Lydia muttered, then turned her back on them
both and continued walking down the street.
You’ve been saying that a lot this week. I like it. Say it again.
“It again.”
Brat.
She wouldn’t get on the train without the children but they could damn
well catch up to her by the time she did feel like getting on the train.
Why wasn’t her dad here with her? she thought resentfully as she
trudged along, losing herself in a sea of people who were a lot more notable
than she was. “What do I do?” she whispered.
You know exactly what I want you to do.
Go home and take the kids with her.
She wasn’t surprised when she felt two smaller bodies snuggle up against
hers while she walked.
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“I’m sorry, Daisy,” Mary said in a small voice, slipping her hand into Lydia’s.
“I am not going to put up with your temper tantrums. This is serious.”
She looked at Jesus and said, “Stop coddling her.”
He looked cowed. “Coddling?”
“Pampering. Giving in. Trying to talk her out of her pouts. Spoiling her.
How do you two manage to get through a day without getting yourselves in a
peck of trouble?”
He shrugged. He really didn’t know, and probably couldn’t explain it if
he did. She held her hand out and Jesus took it.
Taking the children home with her was also the most moral thing she
could do and for whatever reason, the universe decided to make her responsible for the well-being of people who were powerless.
I raised you to make moral choices, Buttercup.
“Daddy, this is permanent. I’m still dealing with the fallout from the last
moral choice I made to protect someone.”
But your conscience is clear.
That was true. Mingo had always stressed the value of a clear conscience.
Any other negative fallout was just crap one had to put up with.
“We’re talking the rest of my life here.”
Leaving them on the streets is immoral. Putting them in the system is immoral.
Letting that dickhead take up hobby parenting is immoral.
It wasn’t that she didn’t want to take them home with her. It was that
she would rather …
You’re really going to fall for that ‘I think I’m falling in love with you’ bullshit?
Again? You aren’t going to get the family you want out of that dick.
They clipped down the subway stairs hand in hand, and she barely
caught the two before they hopped the stile. She finished buying their MetroCards, then, on the platform she knocked the two of them together in front
of her and squatted. “Do not ever do that again,” she growled. “I have money.
We will pay like normal people and we will pass for normal people, not criminals. Do you understand me?”
Their eyes wide, their mouths turned down, they nodded.
She was surprised when they still wanted to hold her hand as they waited
for the train. They didn’t stand out here at all. There were tourists with their
children. There were children by themselves, albeit a little older than Jesus
might be, who were horsing around a little, but well away from the train.
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Lydia was adorably cute. Adorably ordinary. Adorably forgettable. The kids
blended in as well as she did.
Once they were on the train, she squished herself in beside a man whose
knees were spread out while he bent and read his paper. He protested.
She looked at him and smiled a little. “I didn’t mean to almost sit on
you,” she said breathily as she pulled Mary onto her lap.
The man looked at her, shocked, then mumbled something about “no
problem” and dragged his eyes away from hers. He didn’t move his knees, but
now it was because he wanted to touch her. She quelled a smile. Sometimes
her eyes did that, made men want to touch her as if she were a magic lamp
and if they rubbed enough a genie would pop out and grant three wishes.
Jack didn’t see it.
And his idea of sweet nothings was “I hate you” and “fuck you.” The
“bitch,” though— Jack appreciated clever vindictive bitchiness, but delivered
the way he had last night, it was the insult of last resort for a man who felt
powerless. Powerless men were not interesting, so she’d poked and prodded
at him to see how much he’d take, which was …
Not much.
She touched her lips.
He asserted his alpha whenever she tried to distance herself from him.
Aaaaand she … liked it.
“Daisy?” Mary whispered.
“What, baby?” Lydia asked quietly, again startled out of her bittersweet
musings.
“Are you mad at me?”
“No.”
Mary didn’t believe her, but it didn’t matter. She trusted Lydia, which
was all either child needed. Lydia pressed the child’s head gently down in the
crook of her neck and rubbed her shoulders. Jesus stood at the pole, stoic as
usual, unwilling to sit anywhere that would take him any farther away from
Lydia than he had to be because of that stupid man sitting next to her. Lydia
spread her own legs and gestured for Jesus to come sit on her lap too. He did.
Too eagerly for a street kid.
That kid was a mess. He needed her more than Mary did. He needed
more of everything than Mary did, and he kept giving her what little he had.
“Jesus,” Mary whined.
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“Stop it,” Lydia said sharply, settling Jesus into her body, stifling a smile
when he shifted and squirmed until the man next to them got up with a glare.
But Lydia looked up at him. “Thank you so much,” she murmured with a smile.
“No problem,” he said, irritated but what else could he say?
“Mary,” she said, “sit here.”
With a huff, Mary got off her lap and plopped down in the vacated seat.
“Mean mommy,” she muttered, folding her arms across her chest.
Lydia snorted and had Jesus move to her other leg where she could cradle
him against her shoulder. He wasn’t much bigger than Mary.
He needed so much.
She wrapped her other arm around Mary and pressed her close too.
“I miss you so much, Mingo.”
Mingo? Still? C’mon. You know I hate it when you’re mad at me.
“I have been mad at you since you got yourself killed because you just
couldn’t keep your mouth shut. What is it with me and men who invariably
shoot their mouths off at the wrong time?”
I am in no way like that dick.
“Little bit too close to home, huh? Mingo.”
Silence.
“You guys hungry?” she asked quietly.
They both nodded, which surprised her until she saw they were both
falling asleep. So much for the library. She didn’t know where they’d spent
the night, but it wasn’t at Simon’s. By the time they got to their stop, both
kids were zonked, and Lydia’s leg was going to fall off. She managed to shift
them around to a bench seat where they flanked her. Somehow Jesus managed to stretch out, his head in her lap, and Mary was once again in her arms,
dead to the world, her thumb in her mouth.
Lydia drew some annoyed glances. Some sympathetic ones. Some wry
ones. Some disdainful ones. Some ridiculing ones. They rode all the way to
Brooklyn, then all the way back to the Bronx. And a couple more times after
that until rush hour. She awakened them a few stops from Wall Street because she was starving. The children were disoriented and frightened, snapping to attention and looking to bolt. She barely kept hold of them long
enough to explain and get them off the train without losing them.
“I don’t like it here,” Mary whispered as dusk fell and they got mixed up
with businesspeople going this way and that, but now Lydia had a plan.
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“I know, doll. We’re going to go see my friend. He’ll get dinner for us.”
She hoped.
She had no idea if Sebastian would be at Blackwood Securities or his
apartment, nor could she guess which one the police would be watching
more, but she had to get to him somehow. There was a flash of a clock in a
window of a pub. Six-thirty. Sebastian was a night owl like Lydia, so he
might still be at work.
They were walking against the tide, but too many people were too involved with their trade books and getting to their trains on time to pay attention to a down-market woman with two down-market kids, even when they
slipped in through a door an after-hours worker was exiting.
“Excuse me,” she said sweetly to a security guard. “I’m here to see Mr.
Taight.”
“He’s out of the office,” the woman said disdainfully, looking Lydia up
and down. “It’s after hours. How’d you get in here?”
“Could you please tell him Lydia is here? Please?”
The woman hesitated. She was a New Yorker. They were rude because
they were so closely packed in they had to set some boundaries somehow. But
sincere courtesy shocked them into doing what she wanted. Lydia was good
at faking sincerity.
She leaned forward and feigned confession. “It’s about Mr. Blackwood,”
she whispered.
The guard pursed her lips and squinted at her, studying her for a few
seconds. “Fine.”
“Mr. Taight, please … Yes, hi, Mr. Taight. A woman named Lydia is
here—”
“Send her up.” That bark was so loud even Lydia could hear it. “Private
elevator. Now.”
“Yes, sir.”
Lydia gave the guard an understanding smile when she flushed, taking her
keys and leaving the desk to guide them to the elevator that went straight to the
top. “Bless your heart,” Lydia breathed gratefully. “Can you … maybe … forget
we were here? I’m sure I can tell Mr. Taight how much of a help you’ve been.”
“Um … yes. Of course.”
The elevator shot up so fast, Jesus plopped on the floor and tucked his
face in his drawn-up knees. Mary, of course, thought it was awesome.
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Sebastian met them at the elevator, but he did stall out when he saw the
kids.
“I’ll explain later. Meantime, we’re famished.”
“Um, okay then.” Then he surprised Lydia by taking Mary and hefting
her up in his arms. She was even more shocked when Mary sighed happily
and melted against him. The girl seemed to have a knack for knowing whom
to trust. “Better get him to the bathroom. He looks like he just ate bad fish.”
Lydia looked down and gasped. “Jesus, baby, c’mon. Up you go.” Jesus
groaned. Sebastian disappeared for a second then shoved a trashcan in her
hand.
Jesus promptly used it.
Except there was absolutely nothing in his stomach. Lydia sighed and
waved to Sebastian to go. They were in Jack’s private office and his private
elevator that wasn’t going anywhere, so she sat with Jesus and rubbed his
back while they waited for Mary to come back with water.
“C’mon, take a sip. That’s right. Crackers?”
“Can we go down the regular way?” he asked miserably.
“Nope.”
It didn’t take as long for the executive restaurant to send up food as it did
to get Jesus off the elevator floor and less green. Mary had made herself comfortable on top of an enormous desk overlooking Manhattan, which was now
lit up against the darkness. But she wasn’t looking at Manhattan. She was
looking at Knox Hilliard, who was sitting at the desk covered in open law
books, legal pads, and fountain pens, grilling him about what he was doing,
where he was from, if he was Jack’s friend. Knox was trying to be patient, but
he looked beat to death, his young face looking much younger but also haggard, his perfectly coiffed hair from the press conference in tousled spikes. He
was wearing a Rush hoodie.
“Mary,” Lydia said with gentle firmness. “Mr. Hilliard is Jack’s friend and
lawyer. But he’s been working very hard and he’s very tired. Please let him do
his job.”
She was okay with that, but she held her hands out for Lydia to pick her
up. The longer she was with Lydia and Jack, the more she regressed. Lydia had
no idea how old Mary really was, but she was starting to act like she was four.
She needs to be a child, Buttercup. No matter how hard you worked, you were still
a child, still had a home and a family, still went to school and did things children do.
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Lydia sighed.
“Get some sleep, pal,” Sebastian said quietly to Knox, whose eyes, Lydia
now saw, were red and bleary. She dug in her purse and pulled out her everpresent bottle of Visine and tossed it at him.
“Thanks,” he croaked as he arose and stumbled a little against the desk.
Lydia looked at him warily, wondering where the suave and self-possessed
lawyer had gone, if he was drunk or …
“You sure you don’t want to sleep here?” Knox gave him a killing look,
but Sebastian shrugged. “Maybe you shouldn’t be such a prude. He’s got insomnia,” Sebastian explained as Knox dragged himself out of the office. “But
his brain stops working after about thirty-six hours. He’s right around fortyeight hours.”
“He’s been awake since he got here?”
Sebastian nodded. “We’re waiting for our people to find Val. Until Jack
pops up, it’s really the only thing we can do.” She gestured to the cluttered
desk. “That’s his caseload from back home.”
Lydia’s mouth dropped open a little. “He’s—”
“Working long-distance, yes. He’s got a trial starting next week. Right
now, he needs a few hours of whatever z’s he can get.”
“Oh,” she said in a small voice, humbled at the sacrifice, ashamed that
Jack was upset with something Knox might have done. “Relationships,” Lydia
whispered.
“What?”
“Um … ” She shook her head and looked at Sebastian. “Later. Val?”
“I’ll tell you while we eat,” Sebastian said while he stood at a table coaxing
Jesus into crackers and Sprite. Once the rest of the food was laid out and all
four of them were at the table and eating, Sebastian gestured to the kids and
said, “These are your runners?”
“Yeah, but I need cash and I don’t trust them to bring all of it back.” Jesus had the good grace to look guilty. “I’ve been buying food and clothes for
us and the people we’re staying with. They need a lot of resources, and I’m
about tapped out. I can pay you back, but I don’t want to hit the ATM.”
“Don’t worry about it,” he muttered and dug in his back pocket for his
wallet. Jesus’s eyes went wide when he saw the hundred-dollar bills fan out.
Sebastian didn’t notice, but Lydia did, watching all that money like it was a
hunk of beef.
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“Jesus,” Lydia said sternly.
He looked at her, startled, then flushed and took a cautious bite of loaded baked potato.
“You don’t have to eat it now. We can take it when we go.” She looked at
Sebastian. “But if you can order more and doggie bags, I’d like to take it to
the people we’re staying with.”
Sebastian handed her the bills and headed to the phone to do just that.
Finally, Lydia felt like she could relax after a day of forcing herself to be
hyperaware of everything and everyone, letting the kids sleep without fear,
being rocked by the rhythm of the trains.
“News on your end?”
“Jack’s uncle dropped a few words in the right ears. Melinda’s handling
the board of directors. They’re not unhappy Bucho and I are pulling so much
weight so long as neither of us have nefarious intentions. But since Jack is
either in trouble or a target for murder, they don’t know if they want to get in
the middle of that. Generally, money trumps fraud, but not murder.”
“Don’t tell me that hasn’t happened.”
“They don’t do it themselves,” he said testily.
“Does that make me an accomplice?”
Sebastian shrugged. “It could be argued that you were duped. So the
cops have been crawling all over the last two days, but nobody’s been here
today. I can’t rule out the possibility they’ll show up tonight, but we’ll have
warning so you can get in Jack’s private bedroom.”
Lydia’s lip curled, and Sebastian laughed. “Already tired of him, are you?”
“They’re sleeping together,” Mary volunteered. Sebastian’s eyebrow shot
into his hairline and Lydia’s mouth flattened while shaking her head wearily.
“And you should’ve seen ’em kissing this morning!”
Lydia rolled her eyes and she slumped when Sebastian grinned. “Remind me, next time I’m falling on my face with a woman, to get almostmurdered in front of her and then go on the lam with her. That’ll get me
laid, for sure.”
Lydia shrugged and continued to eat. Then she sat up and blurted, “He
will not shut his fat mouth.”
Sebastian burst out laughing.
She slammed her fork down on the table because now that she and the
kids were safe, they were marginally rested, and had some good food in their
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bellies, she could indulge her mad. “Get me some duct tape tomorrow, and
that’s not a joke. Jerk can’t stand not being the center of attention.”
Sebastian was still laughing, leaning back in his chair, his hand over his
mouth. He couldn’t stop laughing, which also annoyed her.
“He said we could go live with him when we got everything okay again,”
Mary announced.
That shut Sebastian right up. “Come again?”
“He said me and Jesus could go live with him when he went back home.
All of us. Daisy, too. And we can be a family. Please, Daisy?”
Sebastian looked at Jesus, who nodded soberly, then at Lydia, who
shrugged. “He also said he would never get married—”
“That’s the truth.”
That hurt. The whole situation hurt. “And living together without the
piece of paper, but still acting like we are is the same thing. They know better
than to believe that. I hope,” she added pointedly.
“I was just saying,” Mary muttered sulkily.
“Did he really say that?” Sebastian asked quietly.
“He’s confused,” Lydia said, her comments directed mostly at the children.
“Disoriented. Pissed off. Talking to hear himself. I don’t know if that’s just
him or a nervous tic.”
“Ah.”
“Um … ” Lydia hesitated to make this request because it would be a huge
pain in the butt for Sebastian and his crew, but … “You said Jack has a bedroom here?”
“He can’t stay here,” Sebastian said sharply. “Yes, it’s well camouflaged,
but I don’t want to take any chances.”
“I didn’t mean him. I meant them.” She tilted her head toward Jesus,
then Mary. “They’ve done well, but Jack and I want them off the streets. It’d
be nice if they had a safe place to stay while we get this all sorted out.”
Sebastian pursed his lips and worried them with his fingers while he
looked between them. “I’ll take them back to my apartment tomorrow,” he
said thoughtfully.
Mary’s legs started pumping. “We get to go home with you?”
“I don’t live here. It’s temporary.”
Jesus and Mary exchanged sober glances.
“I’ll get a temp nanny or something.”
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That was when they deflated.
“Get a kind grandmotherly type, you know, one who’ll read to them.
They like that.” Lydia watched them, wishing she could just … leave.
New York.
Roll back a week, before she’d met Jack.
Roll back three weeks, before she’d left home.
Roll back a year, before a powerless person had turned Lydia’s life upside
down and forced her to make a moral choice that would haunt her for the rest
of her life.
The children were looking back at her soberly. “Sebastian’s place is really
nice,” she said as kindly as possible, but she knew: No matter how much they
might like Sebastian, no matter how safe they’d be, how good the food, how
wonderful their lives would be from here on out, leaving them was the most
cruel thing she could do to them. They thought she was punishing them for
making their wishes known.
“Don’t you want us, Daisy?” Mary asked softly.
“I do,” she answered immediately, just as softly. “But right now the biggest thing is to get Jack out of trouble.”
“Why?” Jesus asked quietly “You keep saying you don’t like him.”
“That’s a good question,” Sebastian murmured.
Mary slapped Jesus’s arm. “She does too like him.”
Lydia was about to reprimand Mary, but Jesus swung around and got in
her face with an ugly snarl that shocked the hell out of Lydia. Mary quailed,
her eyes wide, her mouth trembling. “I’m sorry, Jesus,” she whispered, half
terrified.
Yeah. Motherhood. These kids.
They are a little more messed up than you were, I’ll admit.
A lot more. And there were two of them.
That’s true.
And Lydia lived alone with no backup.
They can take care of themselves. You couldn’t.
Good point.
“Okay, then,” Sebastian said with fake enthusiasm when Jesus had resumed calmly eating his dinner. Mary was quiet, withdrawn. Scared.
So that was how he did it.
Lydia wondered what he’d done that put the fear of God in her like that.
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“You two aren’t going back out on the street to live,” Sebastian continued, “and you’re not going to foster care. Somehow, some way, you’ll have a
permanent home with one of us. Understood?”
They both looked at him with wary hope that didn’t make Lydia’s heart
hurt because she knew they would get taken care of, if not by Lydia, then by
Sebastian.
Oh, hey, that’s a good idea. Why can’t you hook up with that guy?
But they had given her the ultimatum. What to do, what to do.
“They’ll need therapy,” Lydia said low.
“That went without saying.”
“Neither one of them knows how to read. They know streets. Numbers.
Stations. Or they may just have a map of Manhattan in their heads; I don’t
know. They can add on their fingers.”
“Okay.”
There was no more conversation as Lydia and the children ate their fill,
and Lydia packed up the rest of the food for her return trip. She meant to
leave before eight, but the children didn’t want to let her go, so Sebastian
opened a camouflaged door and let the children loose in what seemed to be a
stark but very masculine bedroom. Mari squealed in delight when he told
them they could spend the night there, and Sebastian would sleep on the office couch. Even Jesus seemed to be bouncing around.
From where she stood looking out on Manhattan with a good beer in her
hand, her back to the bedroom door, she could hear the kids’ excited chatter.
“What are these for?”
“Um, games.”
“What kind of games, Sebastian?”
“Uh … ”
“Oooh, fuzzy bracelets and feathers and pretty ribbons and—what’s this?”
“A … riding crop.”
Which was probably why Knox didn’t want to sleep there and exactly
why Lydia didn’t want to see it, why she wasn’t in there helping Sebastian get
them through a bedtime ritual that didn’t exist—for any of them.
“What do you do with it?”
“It’s for … um. Horses.”
“Jack has horses?”
Lydia almost snorted beer out her nose.
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“Oh, hey, you guys need to brush your teeth and take showers. I’ll get
you soap and toothpaste, and find some shirts for you to sleep in.”
“But—”
“Now.”
Lydia looked at the reflection of Sebastian herding them, being a benevolent tyrant and getting them to obey without much fuss, and she was a little
surprised. Good cop and bad cop rolled into one. She’d never have guessed
Victoria’s cousin would turn out to be a natural dad.
When he was done, the kids were clean, swamped in Jack’s tee shirts, in
the king size bed, and already snoring. Sebastian closed the door except for an
unobtrusive crack then joined her at the window with a glass of Scotch.
Two.
She took hers and knocked it back, grimacing against the heat.
“That bad?” Sebastian said quietly.
“I’m in love,” she said baldly.
“Why?”
She shrugged. “He’s funny.”
“Ummm … Jack? Are we talking about the same person?”
“Yep,” she said with a sad sigh. “He’s not trying to be funny. But his personality is just so … over the top. His mind is so quick.”
“Sleeping together?”
“Necessity. The deed has not been done. His mouth ran a little too far
last night.”
Sebastian laughed. “Again.”
“No man deserves as many chances as I give him and yet … ” She trailed
off. “I can almost predict everything that’s going to come out of his mouth
and it’s still funny.”
“Huh. And he can’t see the thing you do, so he can let his mouth run off
without getting his soul sucked out.”
That made Lydia laugh. “We already came to the conclusion that men
with no soul can’t see it. He considers himself special, having no soul.”
“What about his promise to the kids?”
“He means it. For now. He’s grateful. He doesn’t know how to show it.
He doesn’t even know what it is, and it’s making him pissy. He likes them,
has a protective streak. He’ll take them, I have no doubt, but he’ll have them
with nannies in two weeks and then he’ll think he’s done this wonderful thing
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by plopping them in a gilded paradise with people who are paid to put up
with them. Jesus is walking around with a permanent case of shellshock,
whatever they call that now, and he’s abnormally small for his age. Mary’s—
She’s just like Jack.”
He threw his thumb over his shoulder. “And that little tussle at dinner?”
“Jesus coddles her. Spoils her rotten. Hangs back, lets her have the first
pick of anything. Takes care of her. I thought he was, well, henpecked, for
lack of a better word. Jack and I were wondering how he controls her, how
they stay out of trouble. I guess I know now.”
“How do they feel about Jack?”
Lydia bit her lip. “They love him,” she whispered, then wiped the corner
of her eye with a knuckle. “Trust him. But not that far.” She told him the
whole conversation, to which he replied,
“So you’re going to take them home with you?”
“Yeah. I was a foundling and—”
He started. “Really?”
She nodded. “My father would expect me to take them in because he
took me in. He would consider it immoral for me to leave them in less than
ideal circumstances and Jack is less than ideal.”
“Leave aside what your dad would think. Do you want to?”
She gulped. “I … want … ” She took a deep breath and puffed her cheeks
out when she exhaled.
“You want what they want. All four of you.”
Her mouth twisted.
“In general or with Jack?”
She pulled her lips between her teeth.
“Shit. Well, you’re not going to get it,” he said bluntly.
She was silent for a long time. “He said he was falling in love with me.”
Sebastian said nothing, but in the reflection she could see his mouth
purse. “Do you believe him?” he asked slowly.
“Yes.”
He slid a look down at her.
“I can tell when he’s lying. I can tell when he doesn’t understand a concept or understands it superficially. I can tell when he pops off just to hear
himself talk. What I can’t tell is when he’s lying to himself.”
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“He doesn’t lie to himself so much as he mislabels things because he
doesn’t have the time or patience to think about it, but it has the same result.”
“I think he truly believes he’s falling in love with me because I’m a novelty
and, at the moment, the alpha.” Sebastian snorted. “He truly believes he can
take care of the kids when this is all over with. I also think he’s lying to himself—yes, he does—by believing he can maintain those feelings over time and
do what it takes to follow through. The drudgery of everyday life with kids.”
Sebastian nodded slowly. “I can see why you would think that, but one
thing: He has excellent followup if it’s important to him. He’s still juggling balls
he put in the air twenty years ago that don’t add to his bottom line at all.”
“Which doesn’t say anything about me or the kids.” She paused. “He’s
just your run-of-the-mill narcissist.”
“No, he’s not. He’s hyperactive.”
That gave her a bit of pause. “What?”
“He’s not a narcissist. He’s trying to protect the storage space in his
brain.”
This was a new concept for her. She could stuff a lot of music in her
brain and her curriculum. Yet … there was that moment a few nights ago
when she could only remember one song to sing to Jesus.
“I’m not twitchy like he is, but my mind goes a thousand miles a minute.
I’m sympathetic. The—what you’re calling narcissism—at least for me—is a
wall to protect my mind from having more stuff being forced into it by other
people. My mind is a suitcase you have to sit on to close, but it’s so packed
you can’t. You said his mind is quick. It’s not quick. It’s a centrifuge running
at max, spinning too fast to put more in it and expect it not to fly out.” He
paused. “It runs in my family. I can deal with Jack because he’s so much like
my family. Me. I have coping mechanisms. I know how and when to take
time to unpack my mind so I can go on. Jack has no coping mechanisms because he is the way he is and doesn’t think about it. I know when to back off.
I know when to get others to back off. I also know when to step in and get
him to a place of hyperfocus so he can work well. Cleanly.”
“What do you mean by cleanly? He prides himself on working cleanly
already. He thinks the justice system will treat him fairly because he’s the
alpha of Wall Street because he works cleanly. He doesn’t want special
treatment, just fair treatment. He doesn’t believe that his skin color makes
any difference whatsoever even though he has proof it does. He thinks his

152 | MORIAH JOVAN
financial standards will grant him the benefit of the doubt because his ethics are the highest virtue of man and that everyone else shares that opinion.”
“His standards are unreasonable and he’s not pure. He calls the people he
cares about allies so he doesn’t feel like he got in the middle of something the
way the rest of us do. When I say ‘cleanly,’ I mean without making mistakes.
You can tell how nervous he is by how calm he gets. His mouth stops running, his body stops twitching. The quieter he gets, he’s feeling the pressure.
Thing is, he does his best work like that. He’s clear-headed. Focused on one
thing. Most of the time, his mouth runs and he’s bouncing around because
he’s got so much extra energy that it has nowhere to go. When he’s on, it all
gets poured into the thing he’s concentrating on.”
Lydia remained silent to think about that, about the way he’d returned
from an hours-long pickup game with half a dozen teenagers after running
them all into the ground. “That makes a lot more sense,” she said slowly. “It
sounds like hell, though. How do you not go crazy?”
He shrugged. “What makes you think we don’t?”
Lydia looked up at him. “How do you know when Jack is?”
“When he needs a fix, he’ll switch over from bonds to derivatives, but
when he goes over the edge, he starts making bad trades. Lots of them. In
quick succession.” Sebastian hesitated. “He starts fucking questionable women. Lots of them. Which is why he’s in this mess.”
She pursed her lips and looked out at Manhattan. “He’s gone over the
edge,” she whispered.
“He went over it before he met you. That’s why I’m here, to get him back
from the edge and keep him there until he works through the hangover.” He
paused. “It’s like he’s looking for something other than a gambling fix and he
starts panicking because he knows he needs to get back to business quickly,
but he’s obsessed with the brass ring, whatever that is.”
Lydia blinked. She knew that feeling. All too well. “An unfinished
sneeze.” Orgasm.
Sebastian’s brown wrinkled. “Yeah,” he drawled thoughtfully. “Yeah,
kinda like that. He didn’t go off the edge before his coup last year. He could
get his fix in a couple of days once a month or so and never lose money, make
millions of dollars in a few hours. Now he’s trying to do two hundred-houra-week jobs and he’s torn in about a thousand directions. That’s when he
started losing money and taking him a week or more to do it. This time, it
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was two weeks. Honestly, nobody else would be able to juggle as many balls
as he can, so I’m impressed. Melinda can keep him level for a while, but she
doesn’t really understand how it works, so she can’t get him where he needs
to be. That’s when she calls me.”
“You’re his coping mechanism.”
Sebastian nodded. “I can help you try to pull him back, but you’re pretty
much on your own if you’re going to stick with him. Why you would want to
is beyond me.”
“I’m stupid. Desperate. Wanting to feel special and loved by guys exactly
like Jack. That appeals to me, the flashy charm, the vulgar humor, the quick
repartee. In my mind, I know those guys don’t feel love, especially the way a
woman needs it, but I keep trying, keep thinking I can be The One.
“It’s just … he’s brilliant and I need that in a man. The sex is a perq. His
looks— I wouldn’t care if he looked like Freddy Krueger. It’s the conversation I crave with a brilliant guy who’s also outrageous and over the top. That’s
the kernel of my attraction. Like he’s a window display at Christmastime,
filled with pretty sparkly things put together by a brilliant designer. I want to
crawl inside him and play with all his sparkly things.”
“That’s interesting. Not healthy, but interesting.”
“And he’s any healthier.”
Sebastian laughed. “Touché.”
“Just talking to him,” Lydia said softly, “is a treat. I … If I thought he
would call me when I went home, or … um … Anyway, I haven’t been that
entertained in, well—since Victoria moved to Spain. I could listen to him
talk about math forever, even though I don’t understand anything more complicated than a-squared plus b-squared equals c-squared.”
Sebastian was quiet for a long time, a melancholy little smile on his face.
“If you want to fuck him, fuck him. But don’t think you’re going to be the one
he lets inside his display. There’s no room for anybody but him.” Lydia
looked away, her eyes burning. “If you think you or anything about this mess
is going to change the way he treats women, you’re sadly mistaken. You may
save his soul, but you aren’t going to get a piece of it.”
Lydia turned away from the window and went to sit on the couch. Sebastian
stayed at the window. “But now I feel like I have to see this through, no matter
how much I want to go home and pick up my life. I came here to audition for a
job I shouldn’t have had to audition for and somehow acquired two broken kids.”
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“I’m sorry,” he said quietly.
She shrugged. “You said you had news about Val?”
“Oh, yes. We know her history now, but we don’t know where she is.
The address you gave us is no good. She hasn’t worked for an airline since
before she dumped Jack.”
“Why is she upset if she dumped him?”
“She met a guy—way older than her. High roller, which Jack wasn’t then.
Married him. From what we understand, she really did love him. There were
no problems in the marriage. She was pregnant. Happy. Then her husband got
stung when he was found to have been embezzling from his company.”
Lydia sighed. She could almost predict the rest of the story. “Jack was the
one who blew the whistle.”
“Dude ate a gun before his trial started.”
“So we’re dealing with a grieving widow, not an ex-lover.”
“Mmm hm, one who lost her baby just after the memorial service.”
“Oh, God,” she groaned. Lydia had never been pregnant, but she could
abstractly understand losing a child. She had once considered having a hysterectomy, but having her ability to have a child completely removed from her
had sent her into a panic. Then she’d sworn off men, so it wasn’t an issue.
Until now.
“Finding her will be the easy part. Proving she pushed Jack is the hard
part. Relatively speaking, of course.”
“You know what he’s going to say when I tell him.”
“Yep.”
“You know,” she mused looking down into her glass, “it would be easy to
throw yourself in front of a train if you’re feeling hopeless. Even if it’s not
hopeless, you don’t give yourself a chance to find out. It’s like right there. You
don’t have to plan, don’t have to get the tools, don’t have to anything. It’s just
so easy.”
The glass mirrored his concerned expression. “You have those thoughts?”
She shook her head. “No. I like my life, although the last year has
sucked. Vicarious drama from my students. My colorful window display
from my house and my car and my motorcycle and my wardrobe. Just one
of many stories I hear when my students decide to unload on me. For some
reason, I attract people like that. A lot of them think about it, freshmen
mostly. They have time between deciding to do it and planning it to change
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their minds. But here … I can see these kids, standing there, looking at the
yellow line, being scared of falling in, and then suddenly it occurs to them
that falling in is their ticket to ride. The burden of planning is gone. One
step and your problems are solved. If they think removing themselves will
solve their loved ones’ problems too, it’s a no-brainer.”
Sebastian said nothing, letting her sit there for quite a long while, nursing
her whiskey, tempted to lie down and sleep right there not because she was
sleepy but because she was weary. She couldn’t go back to Sebastian’s because
Knox was probably using the guest bedroom now that Lydia wasn’t there. So
she sighed and arose, put the glass on the table, picked up the huge bag of
takeout boxes, and plodded toward the door.
“Thanks, Sebastian.”
“No problem. Don’t be a stranger because I don’t know how to get in
touch with you.”
She nodded and turned to the elevator. He gave her directions how to
get out of the building unseen, which turned out to be right by a subway stair.
She clipped down it, refusing to think about having left the children with
Sebastian and how Jack would feel about that.
Wondering why he’d even care.
Wondering why.
It wasn’t her problem. None of it was. She’d inserted herself into it because …
Why?
Was it, she wondered as she lounged in an empty car on her way uptown, because he couldn’t see her aurora borealis?
Was it, she wondered as she looked out into the darkness and back again
at her reflection and worrying her lips, because he was so over the top?
Was it, she wondered as she glanced at a man coming through the door
of the car ahead of hers, because he amused her so much she couldn’t resist all
his shiny, sparkly IQ points and dirty quips?
She didn’t know.
Was it, she wondered, that she was really that cynical about and afraid of
cops?
That she could answer: Yes, she was definitely that cynical about and
afraid of cops, especially since Jack couldn’t keep his mouth shut any more
than her father could. Her grief about Mingo’s murder had resurfaced so
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hard and fast last year, it was taking up a third of her brain and it made her
do stupid stuff.
Her new carmate shifted in his seat, recalling her attention, but he
didn’t bother her. He sat slumped over, wringing his hands. Lydia tilted her
head, her attention caught by something, the same something that told her
Ramona sabotaged her on purpose and that someone at Juilliard had a
grudge. The same something any troubled student displayed when they
were about to say Dr. Charbonneau, can I talk to you?
He was in plain jeans and tee shirt, and a tan patchwork shearling jacket
from the seventies. She started to wonder about his story, but then remembered what city she was in and shook it off just in time. She’d been at KU too
long, that Midwestern helpfulness having taken firm root.
Now she was wondering why she was even here. She had a perfectly
good position at home where her stage fright was a non-starter because performance wasn’t her value to anyone in the music world. She had tenure at …
thirty-something. Her forged birth certificate said she was thirty-four.
Was Juilliard a real goal or was it because she was … bored?
Bored with Kansas, her very prestigious lifestyle that she liked because it
was packed with fun things, but missing the sparkle of her youth—and
knowing she could approximate it in New York. All the sparkle without any
of the relationship drama?
Or did she just want to know if she could do it?
None of the above. You’re here because you’re running away from the people who
are making your life hell.
“Daddy, please.”
That’s not a bad thing. Just don’t lie to yourself. There is no dishonor in retreat if
your only other option is losing, but that’s not your only option. You can fight or you can
run, but pick one and commit to it.
She had never wanted her dad back so badly as she had since she’d
come to New York. They’d had their share of arguments, especially as she
got older and snottier, with a firm grasp of where she was in the family
business. She saw now, with time and experience, that snotty teenagers
were hell, but ones who were brilliant and indispensable were their own
special kind of hell.
But college had knocked her on her face soon enough, where she was far
from indispensable, where drawing an adoring crowd with disco hits wasn’t
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valued, where lazy playing wasn’t tolerated, where freshmen hotshots came to
get weeded out. The faster the better. She hadn’t dared flunk out and have to
bear Mingo’s disappointment—anger—that she’d wasted her only real
chance to get a good college education.
She might have quit just out of a crushed self-esteem had she not been put
in the freshman dorm with a strange girl from forty miles away whose parents
had her on a very tight leash. Lydia could see why: She was barely sixteen, two
years younger than most freshmen, looked like a runway model and dressed like
one, too, had a French accent when she wanted one, an IQ in the stratosphere,
and a knack for dating men twice her age and never getting herself in a jam.
Victoria was a gift.
She was as egotistical and outrageous as Jack, but she was carelessly kind
even if she was unintentionally cruel about it. She wasn’t hyper and she was
quiet, so she could sit still and listen. Even when it didn’t seem like she was
listening she was listening. Thinking. Drawing conclusions, usually correct.
She was a wise, experienced thirty-year-old trapped in a sixteen-year-old’s
body and seething with resentment at her parents. Not only could Victoria
gave Lydia all the sparkle she needed, she made college seem like a pebble she
just had to step over.
Lydia, Victoria had reminded her, was a professional musician in a business she had helped to build. Lydia had been hiring people and supervising
them since she was thirteen. So what if Lydia hadn’t come to college as a classical pianist? She could play by ear, improvise, and play in a band on a moment’s notice, putting on a professional show without ever having played with
the others.
With a change of thinking and some hard work, she could graduate as a
virtuoso. Her classmates would graduate as virtuosos but they still wouldn’t
be able to do anything Lydia had been doing for years, and would continue
doing once she graduated. She didn’t have to waste the rest of her life chasing
stardom or teaching piano. She had marketable skills, both in business and
music because at the very least, she could make a living wage as a session musician. The odds were, none of her classmates would ever be able to make a
living as a performing musician of any sort and they didn’t have a businessoriented brain cell in their heads.
Lydia had left home at the top of the food chain of life.
It was odd to hear her place in life articulated so precisely.
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And thoroughly empowering.
Lydia had never doubted her place in the classical music world again.
At a stop fairly close to hers, the stranger got up, startling her. She was
distressed to see how long she’d been spacing out, that she’d allowed herself
to space out on a New York subway alone, late at night.
He turned toward her, his head bowed, but she looked closer and saw he
was crying. Screw it. He needed some serious Midwestern TLC. Simon’s was
only ten blocks away, so Lydia got off the train behind him and followed him
across the platform to the return train which was coming.
“Sir?”
He kept walking.
“Sir, can you stop a minute? Please?”
Kept walking. At the same sedate pace he’d entered her car and exited. If
he kept going— He wasn’t slowing down— There was the yellow line right
there and—
“No!” she screamed and darted across the wide platform that he was just
about to step off—
She cried out when the train hit him.
Stared in horror at what happened when one missed the nose of the train.
And then she ran.

19:
SWITCH
JACK WAS LYING IN BED, utterly and completely exhausted. He didn’t
think he’d ever worked that hard in his life, not even when his dad gave him
the weekend honey-do list. Not even eight teenagers and a couple of days
serving as Simon’s nurse had managed to wear him down like that. She must
have saved up all those chores just for him because she’d kept him lifting and
hauling and rearranging all day. She had a plan and she’d been waiting for the
first opportunity to rearrange everyfuckingthing she owned.
She owned a lot. It was all over Harlem. He knew. His dogs were barking
from all the trips he made in the back alleys to get what she needed, disguised in
jeans, a hoodie, and two teenaged bodyguards in case anybody recognized him.
And she wasn’t finished.
The door opened and the light hit Jack’s eyeballs like a bullet.
“Daisy’s back,” Simon said low, “but she’s a basketcase. Come see.”
Jack bolted off the bed and out the door to see her curled up on the raggedy couch in a fetal position, rocking and sobbing, blubbering and choking,
dribbling out words he couldn’t understand. He panicked. What was he supposed to do with a hysterical woman? He looked to Simon questioningly, but
she shrugged. “Won’t talk to me. Thought maybe you could do … something.”
“You’re a doctor.”
“Not a psychiatrist. Salesmen are a lot closer to the insane asylum than an
E.R. doc.”
“Aw, shit,” he whispered as he squatted in front of Daisy until his face
was almost level with hers. Her eyes were squeezed shut and tears were pouring from them. Her skin was flushed and she was hyperventilating, the brown
paper bag Simon had given her on the floor.
What the fuck was he supposed to do?
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He took the bag, opened it up a little more, and put it to her face. She
knocked it away. He did it again and held onto the back of her head to force
her nose and mouth into the opening. It took a while until she could draw a
decent breath.
He smoothed her hair away from her face, stuck there by the salt from
her dried tears and sweat. He couldn’t find anything to say that would penetrate those sobs and all that babbling nonsense. He just stroked her hair,
soaked and dark, moisture leaching all the gold out of it.
“Daisy,” he murmured, getting right in her face. “Daisy, sweetheart.”
She stuttered and stammered his name. He thought. He wasn’t sure. But
she didn’t open her eyes and her sobs didn’t abate.
“Daize, you need some water and some sleep.” And he needed to get up
from this crouch and in a more comfortable position if this trauma was going
to be an all-nighter.
“Oh, I think I know what our problem is,” Simon drawled vaguely from
behind him where the TV news was on.
He twisted and turned. “Our?”
“Our.”
She clicked the remote so the volume went up. “ … stepped off the platform to his death. The only witness was a Caucasian woman, blonde, approximately five feet, five inches tall, wearing shorts and a red-and-white checked
blouse.” Jack’s jaw dropped. “She is sought by police for a statement but is not
a suspect. Please be advised that the following footage is graphic.” The security video rolled.
“Oh, my God,” Jack breathed. Unlike Brenda, who’d been shoved all the
way in, this man had hit the side of the nose. His body had been cleanly
sheared at the waist, his legs flying into the darkness in front of the train and
his torso caught between the edge of the concrete and the speeding train. He
was turning at the waist like a tumbleweed as the train slowed to a stop.
When the train finally did stop, he was still alive, his face a mask of horror, his arms moving, his mouth moving. He was breathing.
And there was Daisy, having followed him off the train, dropping the bag
she was carrying when she realized what he meant to do, running after him,
her arms waving, reaching for him, tripping and falling on her knees, watching the train hit him, staring at him when he said something to her. She
scrambled to her feet and ran like hell.
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Then came back and picked up a bag she’d dropped.
And ran like hell.
Jack turned to see Daisy still sobbing, but not as hard. She was winding
down only because she was clearly exhausted. “Where’d that happen?”
“Hundred third,” Simon answered as she moved about the apartment.
“God,” he whispered again, running his hand down his face and looking
at her. “Ten blocks. And she went back for the bag? What’s in it?”
“Food.”
An ice pack appeared over his shoulder and he took it with a nod of
thanks. He touched it carefully to Daisy’s face, pressing a little here and there
to let the cool seep through the towel. Now, a pitcher of ice water and a glass
set next to his knees.
“Daisy,” he crooned as he toyed with her hair with one hand and patted
her face with the other hand. “Help me a little, willya? I need you to sit up for
me. Can you do that?”
Her eyelids didn’t open, but her body moved. A little.
“Heh—heh—he’p,” she blubbered, “me.”
Jack stood immediately and maneuvered her little body upright. Or tried.
She was nowhere near five-foot-five, but she was no lightweight, so Simon
helped. He plopped on the couch beside her and she promptly fell over into
his lap. “Yeah, okay, this isn’t going to work. I need you to drink some water
for me, sweetheart. C’mon, gimme some love here.”
She tried. She really did. And she managed, but it was slow and Jack had
to bite his tongue to keep from hounding her about being a pussy when push
came to shove. “C’mon, sweetheart.” Simon handed him a glass of ice water
and he pushed Daisy up enough to get some in her mouth without spilling it,
but she grabbed it and chugged it in three gulps.
She stopped, gasped for air, and reached for the pitcher.
She chugged that, too.
“Hydration’s not going to be a problem, thank God,” Jack said wryly.
“Yes, it is. Puking’s next,” Simon said from behind them and handed Jack
a pail.
There it was, right on cue.
He didn’t know where she’d been or when she’d last eaten, but there was
nothing but water and bile.
“Daize, you wanna take a shower? Nice cold one.”
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“She’s in shock. A cold shower’s the last thing she needs. Here.” An afghan hit him in the back of the head. “Wrap her up in that, get her warm, put
her in a warm shower if she doesn’t have a fever.”
He did what he was told, had her stretch out on the couch with her head
in his lap, and caressed her hair until she went to sleep, still hiccupping and
occasionally crying out.
“Shit, that’d be hard on anybody, seeing that,” Simon said as she handed
Jack a beer and knelt to dress Daisy’s scraped knees. “The hell of it is, that
man’s going to live for a while yet.”
Jack’s head snapped up. “Seriously?”
Simon nodded. “He was cauterized at the waist. His heart, lungs, and
brains are still there, doing their jobs.”
Jack could barely make his throat work. “That’s— Me? Daisy?”
“From what I could see on the video,” Simon said matter-of-factly, “Brenda, was it? got pushed all the way in. She probably went quick. You’d have been
worse off if you’d hit the train. Gotten your face scraped off at best.”
Jack looked down at the woman in his lap and knew that if it hadn’t been
for her— No, he couldn’t think about what might have been, so he struggled
to find a logical question to ask. Any question would do.
“Why was she getting off on a hundred and third? There’s a stop on
hundred tenth.”
Simon pointed the remote at the TV. “Look how she came off the train.
She was following him. She’s looking at him like she wants to see what he’s
going to do.”
“And then he did.”
Simon nodded slowly. “Yep. But not before she tried to stop him. And
then he said something to her.”
“God,” Jack sighed and propped his face in his palm.
“You need to get in your bed. I have someone coming who needs the
couch.”
“And no idea where the kids are.”
“They come and go as they please. Don’t worry about it.”
“Daize,” Jack said, leaning down and murmuring in her ear. “We have to
get to bed. C’mon, sweetheart.”
That got her attention, but it took a while to get her moving. She had to
pee. Jack was pretty sure she may have already, but he didn’t want to think
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about that. She gestured that she wanted a shower. Her teeth chattering, she
gestured for him to stay and help her in and out of the tub, and he did not
mind using the opportunity to look at her naked. Touch her. Caress all that
soft, creamy white skin. The breasts he hadn’t yet had a good look at.
They were gorgeous.
He might have felt like a bastard—might—except she was sighing and
clinging to him while he did it. She was also half asleep and half traumatized,
but he’d take what he could get.
He helped her in and tried to hold her up, but couldn’t, so he ran her a
bath when she gestured at the taps. He let her soak for a while, kept the water hot, but didn’t dare leave her in case she fell asleep. When she was ready,
she tried to wash herself, but couldn’t hold the soap. So he soaped her up.
Scrubbed her down. Even there, which was the first time he’d ever touched a
woman there for any purpose other than sex. It was odd. Gross, actually. He
did it anyway. Decided to wash her hair. Rinsed her off. Helped her out.
Dried her.
Simon opened the door and handed him one of those hospital gowns.
“Really?” he demanded.
“If she looks awful enough, maybe you’ll keep your penis to yourself.”
He growled and snatched the sheet. Yeah, he’d thought about it.
But she was exhausted and flopping all over him and he couldn’t get her
to stand upright, so his dick wasn’t interested in standing upright, either. He
gave up on the hospital gown and tried to simply steer her to the closet.
Finally, finally, he got her up into bed. He pulled the door closed, made
sure the fresh-air vent was still open, flipped on a small flashlight, and maneuvered her just enough so he could get in bed too. He didn’t remember that
part. He was too tired.

20:
BOTTOM
“SOME TRADER’S HOURS you keep,” Simon said to him when he dragged
his ass into her kitchen the next morning.
“I covet my sleep almost as much as I covet other people’s money,” he
yawned and dished himself up some food. He didn’t know what it was. He
didn’t care.
“How is she?”
“Breathing,” he grunted. “Clean. Needs to brush her teeth.”
“Have to say, you’ve been a trouper the last few days, Jack. Didn’t know
you had it in you.”
He glared at her from under his brows.
“What? It’s an insult to tell you you worked hard and I appreciate it?”
His mouth flattened and he continued to butter his bread. “Unlike some
people and her sister,” he said pointedly, “I am not a trust-fund brat or a
stranger to manual labor.”
Simon chuckled.
“What was in that bag?” he muttered.
“Steak.”
Jack’s eyebrows rose. “I like steak.”
“Loaded baked potatoes. Salad. Dressing. French bread. From … Blackwood Securities.”
“Holy shit,” he whispered, turning to look for the familiar logo stamped
all over the enormous bag. “She went back for it so she couldn’t be found.”
“Right. Lucky break for us, though, because we needed the food, people
in and out of here knowing we have good food and a good cook. Ran through
it in no time and we don’t have any cash left.”
He started. “You know what? I bet she does.”
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He got up and found her Daisy Dukes, which definitely needed to be
laundered. He dug in the pockets. There, in the coin pocket, a rolled up wad
of hundred dollar bills. “There’s a good thousand here. She went to Sebastian. I bet she left the kids with him, too.” Jack stuffed two hundred in his
pocket and gave the rest to Simon. Then he plopped in his seat and rummaged through the bag for a steak.
Simon was giving him his to-do list for the day, which included fucking
laundry, when Daisy came tottering out of the closet in that godawful hospital
gown, holding it closed in front of her. She looked like the walking dead,
dazed and confused.
Jack arose and helped her to the chair, actually thinking far enough ahead
to put something on the vinyl so her legs wouldn’t stick.
“Thank you,” she croaked and stared at the table as if it were a mirage.
“Daisy?” Simon said gently, dipping her head to try to look up into Daisy’s eyes.
Daisy’s eyelashes fluttered up and her mouth trembled. “Tell me it was a
bad dream,” she whispered, her voice hoarse.
Neither Simon nor Jack said a word.
“I didn’t— I knew something was wrong, but I wasn’t paying attention
and then he got off and he was crying and I didn’t know what to do so I followed him and maybe something would occur to me and then he— I didn’t
know if I should offer a shoulder or not. And I would’ve stayed but—” Then
she broke down and buried her face in her arms folded across the table, sobbing like a sentient person, not a completely traumatized zombie. “Again,”
she sobbed. “But he didn’t die!” she wailed into the Formica.
Simon and Jack looked at each other and simply waited. Finally—
finally—she ran down until she was just hiccupping and she was still awake.
“You need to eat,” he said gruffly. “You didn’t have anything in your
stomach last night.”
“I—” She hiccupped. “—puked—halfway—here. Can’t run—very far.”
“Spud?”
She nodded wearily and took the delivery dish with a nod of thanks.
“Kids with Sebastian?”
She nodded again. “They slept in your office bedroom last night. He
slept on the couch.” She sniffled and started babbling again, something about
how pretty Manhattan is at night from high up over it. Something about how
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the security guard didn’t know what bless your heart meant. Something about
Jesus not being able to hold his high-velocity ascents. Then she looked at
Jack, wild-eyed, and wailed, “He talked to me!”
Jack reached over and smoothed her curls behind her ear. “What’d he
say?” He wasn’t sure he wanted to hear words out of a man he’d seen cut in
half. The security camera footage was bad enough; he couldn’t imagine seeing
it happening ten feet in front of his face.
She took a deep breath. “‘I can’t even die right.’”
Simon looked away and pressed a knuckle to her eye. Jack watched Daisy, the rapid play of expressions across her face, and caressed her cheek with
his thumb.
“Jack,” she whispered, knowing exactly what she wanted right then.
He shook his head. “Nope.”
Her bottom lip trembled and her eyes squeezed shut. Tears dropped off
her chin and jaw, ran down her throat. “Please.”
“No.” But he arose and gently guided her to the couch, sat, and pulled her
down beside him, had her lie down with her head in his lap as he had last night.
“Jack,” Simon said quietly. He looked up. “I’m going to go see my dad. I’ll
be gone quite a while.”
Jack had held this fort down before so he simply nodded. The front door,
which was really a commercial freezer door, swept closed softly and the lock
clicked. Daisy was still except for hiccups. Her hospital gown was barely covering her butt and he could see her goosebumps, so he reached for the afghan
and spread it over her.
He pointed the remote at the TV hoping to fill the silence with something, anything, even daytime soaps. Ah, there, the news. They showed the
tape with the actual carnage blurred, but before Jack could click away, she
whispered, “Wait.”
They reported the man to be suffering from depression that had been
thought to be under control. He’d left a note before he’d left home. I’m worth
more to you dead than alive. The “you” was a wife and three children.
“Not when you commit suicide,” Daisy whispered.
“He couldn’t make it look like an accident, I guess,” Jack murmured, still
petting her. “Or he didn’t know.”
“Jack, he was so sad. What if I’d talked to him before he got off the train
instead of after? What if I’d—”
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“He was sick, Daize. You can’t fix that with a heart-to-heart with a
stranger on a train.”
“No, you don’t understand. Everybody comes to me.”
His brow wrinkled. “To do what?”
“To vent. To talk. To get advice. To cry. To get comfort.”
Of course they did. “Who’s everybody?”
“Freshmen, mostly.”
“The frosh pep talk.”
She said nothing for a while. The news changed to Jack’s situation, with
reports now that Jack really might have been pushed, but no names were
named. A witness had been found to describe Val well enough to get a decent
sketch of her. Brenda was estranged from her family, which wasn’t a complete
surprise, but memorial services would be held for her tomorrow. Knox appeared on screen, reiterating that he didn’t know where Jack was but that if
Jack was watching the news, he would know what Knox wanted him to do.
Jack sighed. He wanted this whole thing over with, and he was still
tempted to call Hilliard to come pick him up.
“I want to go home,” Daisy croaked, and started to cry again. Softly.
“I know,” Jack said calmly, running his fingers through her curls. But his
ribcage cracked open and flipped itself inside out. He didn’t know why he
expected her to stay. This wasn’t her problem. It was never her problem.
She’d made it her problem because she was a protector by nature, but it was a
problem she could walk away from.
Jack was relatively well hidden and the kids were taken care of. Melinda,
Bucho, Sebastian, and Jack’s uncle were on top of things. Jack had a good
lawyer even if he was a young outsider. It was only another week, maybe ten
days, that he’d have to wait out the cops and the media, and now he was a bit
loath to leave because Simon desperately needed his help.
Daisy had done that, saved his life and possibly his reputation. She
somehow got everybody they met sorted out and taken care of. Her job was
finished. Over. Fini.
He didn’t want her to go but he couldn’t ask her to stay.

21:
MIRROR, MIRROR
LYDIA AWOKE SLOWLY, not knowing where she was for a good minute, but
knowing, somehow, she was safe. She was on her stomach, on a couch, looking out onto a tiny room where a TV sat dark. It was relatively light in the
room and very quiet. She started a little when Jack squatted down right in
front of her with a popsicle and a bowl of Jell-O.
“Need to get some water in you, Daize,” he said quietly as he stroked her
forehead. She supposed he was feeling for a fever. He’d apparently learned
how to do that. “Can you sit up? Need help? Here, eat this first.” He picked
up her free hand and gently curled her fingers around the stick. She stuck it
in her mouth and closed her eyes, sucking on it and feeling the moisture in
her mouth, the citric acid on the back of her tongue, the sugar down her
throat.
“You remembered,” she whispered around the lemon popsicle.
“Made the Jell-O myself too. Instructions are a fucking nightmare.”
The corner of her mouth turned up more because he was trying to make
her laugh than that the joke was funny. It wasn’t.
“Sebastian and I were talking about suicide right before I left,” she whispered, hearing Jack make himself comfortable on the floor.
“What about it?”
“The freshman pep talk. You know.” She bit down and chewed a little,
got brain freeze, groaned. “I don’t know why, but people just unload on me.”
“Kids struggling,” he said quietly, taking the popsicle stick and putting a
spoon to her mouth. Lemon. “Not suited to the trading floor. Not salesmen.
Too shy for the job, not aggressive enough. Rattled by the noise. Can’t do the
math that fast or juggle all that shit in their heads. Can’t quit because their
daddies were Masters of the Universe in their glory days and pushed them
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into it. The job was forced on them because daddy pulled strings. A trading
floor is the last place they want to be.”
Her eyelids fluttered open to see him sitting there cross-legged, looking
ordinary in jeans and a black hoodie. “Yes.” She opened her mouth for another bite of Jell-O. “You halved the cold water.”
He shrugged. “I like mine firm.” She laughed, and he smiled. “There she
is,” he said low.
“What do you do with them?”
“Tell them what I think they’d be good at. Tell them to tell daddy to fuck
off. Then lay ’em off. Gives ’em an out without wrecking their résumés.”
Her brow wrinkled. “Does that work? In the long term, I mean?”
He shrugged. “Sometimes they end up at other firms. Sometimes they get
the hang of the job. I guess. Sometimes I go see daddy on the sly and cut his dick
down to size, parade his failures in front of him, tell him his kid’s not there to
relive his glory days before computers. And don’t ever send me one of his kids or
his friends’ kids again. After that, I never followed up. I did what I could.”
“Is that what your father did to you?”
He barked a laugh. “No. My dad’s too laidback for what I do.” His smile
was broad. Pretty. “He teaches British literature at Yale.”
“Oh,” she sighed, that making her happy for no reason whatsoever.
“He is, however, disappointed in my uncultured swine-ishness. He won’t
be happy until I read Hamlet. Just once. ‘Son, man cannot live on ticker symbols alone. This is what art is for.’” She laughed again, at Jack’s crisp British
accent. “I should’ve brought my parents down here to hear your audition.
They’d have kissed your feet.”
She smiled. Sadly. Another bite.
“What’s your technique?” he asked softly.
“Oh. Um, well. I have them write down the problems they’re having,
write down what they want, what they think other people want, who those
people are and why their opinion is important, the stakes of failing, the steps
they think they need to take to not fail, then have them talk to me and explain what’s keeping them from getting those tasks accomplished. Not to
judge, but to help them unravel the knot in their head. To work through
their feelings of being overwhelmed. I tell them that if they don’t care about a
class or a task then that’s the answer and it’s okay. If they have to do that
thing regardless, do the minimum necessary.”
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He nodded approvingly, then made her eat another three spoonsful. She
didn’t mind. Her throat was parched. Her knees also hurt like hell.
“Sometimes all they need is to write it out. Looking at it, breaking it down. I
show them how to break down everything to manageable pieces. I give them
permission to give up on a thing if they have too much on their plate. Start
slashing the list. No, you don’t need to do that. This is unnecessary. You do need
to walk around campus. Eat lunch on the lawn. Go to the park and swing. I give
them permission to accept a C and move along. I tell the ones who aren’t suited
to college to get a trade. I tell the ones who don’t have a clue what they want to
do to just keep plodding along and think about it until they figure it out.
“As for the others—” Now he wanted her to take a sip of water out of a
straw. “—I tell them instead of killing themselves, to kill their lives. Dump everything—” She chuckled weakly. “—flip the parents off, hit the road with a backpack, and find out what’s out there. Find out how people succeed when they’re
not on the med school or law school or MBA or concert pianist track. Find a
band to play in and pay their dues on the club circuit. It’d be hard, but nobody
would have any expectations of them.” She stopped for another sip. “I do warn
them that they may never be accepted back into the family fold, but maybe that’s
a good thing. Blood doesn’t obligate you and family is who you make it.”
His mouth pursed. “That’s interesting,” he mused. “I’d like my newbies
to do that, but they can’t cut the cord. Another sip.”
“Have you, um—” She cleared her throat. “Have you ever lost any? Ones
you were trying to save?”
He grimaced. “‘Save’? I wouldn’t use that word. My heart is too cold and
black to try to save anybody.”
She smiled.
He dipped his head and stared in her eyes. “Nope. Still no soul.”
And again she laughed.
“I’ll assume you asked me for a reason, and I’ll further assume you want
to tell me about one you lost.”
“How do you do that?” she whispered, her eyes filling with tears again.
“Do what?”
“Know what I’m thinking?”
“Well, I don’t most of the time,” he replied. “This is where we meet on
common ground. Training people. Knowing them. I’m a salesman and teacher.
You’re an artist and teacher. Human nature is kind of what we study, isn’t it?”

BLACK JACK | 171
She blinked. “Oh. I guess. But I wouldn’t call myself an artist. I’m the
sound mixer, to use your Janet Jackson example.”
“Is sound mixing an art or a skill?”
She shrugged, acknowledging his point.
“There’s only one pure voice, only one I’d pay anything to see live without
lip syncing. Or backing music, either, for that fact.”
Lydia’s eyes opened wide. “Who?”
“Karen Carpenter.”
Her mouth dropped open. “Really?” she breathed.
He gave her a smug grin. “Didn’t expect that, did you?”
“No.”
“Tell me I’m wrong.”
She shook her head. “You’re not.”
“I saw her in concert when I was a teenager and it was the only time I’ve
ever felt art.”
“Oh, Jack,” she sighed.
“The lost one. You know you want to tell me.”
She took a deep breath and began. Slowly. “She wasn’t really lost. She
was terminally ill. In a lot of pain. You could see it in her face. She was trying
to live a normal life, between her treatments. I don’t remember what she had.
Not cancer. Something weird. She was a senior, but was afraid she wouldn’t
graduate in her chosen major because she was in so much pain, she was losing
the finger dexterity to play at all. She had so much talent, so much determination, but—
“Her family was doing everything they could to keep her alive as if it were
possible. Like her treatment was going to make her a successful pianist for the
however many months or years she had left. It wasn’t. She’d be a pianist and
composer whose passion and talent would leak out of her fingertips until
there was nothing left, all the while living in pain while she was puking up
from whatever they were giving her. She and I had a private lesson scheduled
at the beginning of her last semester before graduation. I had her do what she
could but by that time, she couldn’t do anything. She broke down and spilled
it all, even that she wanted to commit suicide.”
“What’d you say to her?”
“Nothing,” Lydia whispered, her eyes starting to sting. “I just held her
hand and let her cry. She died two weeks later. That was the most miserable
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two weeks of my life, waiting for her to die, letting her do it, knowing I could
stop it. Jack, I swear to you, I didn’t sleep for the entire two weeks. I don’t
know how many times I almost said, ‘Don’t.’ One little word I never said. I’d
go to class determined to say it. ‘Don’t.’ At least until she graduated. But then
I’d get there and see the pain in her face, see how she couldn’t hold a pencil,
and I couldn’t say it. Why wait? She couldn’t bear three more months of pain
and getting a degree wouldn’t mean anything once she was gone and I knew
she’d be awarded her diploma posthumously because she had the grades. So I
let her shuffle out the door. Six class periods before she did it. I haven’t slept
well since. And then, at her funeral, I played a piece she’d written and gave
the last eulogy.”
Jack said nothing. He just raised the straw to her lips. She took a long
drink. Another one.
“I didn’t talk about her talent. In the eulogy, I mean. Didn’t talk about
her determination. Didn’t mention how much she could have given the
world.”
“Why not?”
“First, I knew other people would do that and I was speaking last. But
talking about wasted talent is pointless, especially when it wasn’t wasted. It
was doomed from the start. She accomplished everything she was physically
and mentally capable of accomplishing before she died. She didn’t have anything left.”
“What did you say?”
“I said just that, that she had fulfilled her potential in the time she had,
left behind this legacy of gorgeous music which was far more than most people leave behind, much less so young. I talked about how much pain she’d
been in, that she couldn’t make her fingers work well enough to go further,
that she was miserable knowing she was going to die soon. She couldn’t stand
watching her family bankrupt themselves, sacrifice her siblings’ futures to get
her treatment that made her sick. In more pain. Pharmaceutical cocktails that
made death the only painkiller that would work and release her from her
pain. She wanted to know when she would die so she could see the light at the
end of the tunnel and go to it when it got close enough. But nobody could
give her a date and she was in so much pain she decided to set her own date. I
talked about how happy and serene she had been for the last two weeks of her
life. Still in pain, still frustrated she couldn’t play or hold a pencil anymore,
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but she was happy for the first time since I’d known her, that she determined
her fate, took her pain in hand, took control of her illness and defeated it.”
“She told you, didn’t she? What date she’d chosen?”
Lydia nodded, her cheek wet. Jack wiped her off with a towel. “She needed time to get her affairs in order. No threads left untied. Plan her funeral
program. I wanted to make her suicide seem like she’d found the right drug
that would take the pain away. That she was successful in taking control of
her life. That she was powerful and courageous. I wanted to give people a way
to escape their guilt for not being able to do anything.”
“You mean, like yours for not being able to save that guy last night?”
She shrugged again, again conceding to his insight. “I guess,” she muttered.
“How’d she do it?”
Lydia sighed wearily. “Garage. Running car. No pain. Go to sleep for the
last time, the first good night’s sleep she would have had in three years.”
“Ah. Do you think she made the right decision?”
“I don’t know? I mean, I could see her pain, but I couldn’t feel it. I wasn’t
going through it and it wasn’t my place to tell her she was wrong or right. I
just listened. That’s all she wanted from me, to vent because nobody else
would let her. ‘Oh, it’ll be all right, you’ll see.’ ‘We’ll get through this, honey.’
‘You’ll get better.’ ‘Keep hoping.’ ‘Here’s a balloon to make you get well.’ Ugh.
Things people who aren’t going through it say to help themselves. To lie to
themselves. It’s not going to help. You’ll get better? What a stupid thing to
say about a terminal illness. ‘God’ll work a miracle.’ That was my favorite.
The girl’s going to die. No god ever promised physical immortality. You’d like
to keep her here, suffering so much because you can’t bear to lose her? What
kind of monsters are you?”
“They’re her parents. What are they supposed to do? Withdraw treatment?”
“She wasn’t a minor. She was of sound mind. She made her wishes
known. Her parents got a court order to force her into treatment and then
played down her pain. Monsters.”
“Oh. You said you played a piece she’d written.”
Lydia nodded. “Brilliant piece. One of many.”
“But do you like it? Sebastian said you didn’t like one of the things you
played.”
“The Liszt? Yes, I hate it. But her work, I love. She finished that one before she died, and left all her work in my office with a notarized document
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assigning me the copyright to all of it. She asked that I play the last piece she
finished at her funeral.”
“Did her family find comfort in the work she left behind?”
Her mouth tightened. “They were so angry with me for my eulogy they
wouldn’t listen to anything I said. Tried to get me fired. Sued me for the
copyright.”
His eyebrows rose. “Obviously you didn’t get fired. How’d the lawsuit
turn out?”
“I had my lawyer give their lawyer the facts of life, which was that I could
outspend them and if they weren’t willing to meet with me so we could grieve
together, I’d bankrupt them right into the gutter. They dropped the suit.
They’d rather do that than just listen to me for a half hour, but grief makes
people do weird things. I got that. I just couldn’t deal with mine and theirs.”
“You were going to turn over the copyright.”
“Yes.”
“I’m going to also assume this is what’s been going on that you needed a
clean break with a new job twelve hundred miles away.”
She hesitated. “She died last February. I could’ve dealt with the grief, but
her parents have been after me ever since. It’s been a hard year.”
He sighed. “Open up.”
“That’s what she said.”
He grinned and nudged her mouth with the spoon. Another bite of lemon Jell-O. And another. Until it was gone. Until the water was gone. Until he
just sat there and studied her. She looked back at him.
“Thank you,” she said softly. “I feel better.”
He gave her a wry smile and said, “You’re welcome.”
“Kiss me,” she whispered, hoping he wouldn’t say no again, but he didn’t.
He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. A lingering one, half comforting,
half sensual.
“You can’t save everybody,” he whispered as he continued to press soft
kisses against her cheek … her jaw … her ear …
“But last night— I was the only person there.”
“His choice, Daize,” he murmured in her ear. “You’re usually only postponing the inevitable.”
“Then why do you try?” she asked as he pulled away and up, kneeling on
the floor.
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He looked down at her and ran his fingers through her hair. “The newbies have a chance. They’re getting started. Most of the time, they just need a
different perspective. Permission to make their own choices, let them know
failure’s okay. Normal. Natural. I fail every day. Can’t chew on old stuff;
makes you do stupid shit. Make a note, get a good night’s sleep. Lay off the
drugs. World’s not gonna end because you fucked up.
“The people who are in pain, mental or physical, and decide to OD on
carbon monoxide or step off a platform and can’t even die right, you can’t save
those. Now, the guys my age, older, the ones people blame me for? I have no
sympathy for them. They’re dealing with choices they made long ago, and
you don’t fuck around with money because she’s a bitch. People have to repay
their debts one way or another because that’s just the way she works.”
“What about their families? They didn’t deserve it and they’re going to
have to pay his debt.”
He hesitated in thought. “Sometimes,” he mused, “the wife’s complicit.
She may be deliberately ignorant or she doesn’t ask where all the nice things
are coming from suddenly even though she’s not buying his lines or she may
be hiding the assets in her name. She gets what she deserves too. The kids? I
feel sorry for them, and the women who didn’t know. That’s hard to see, but I
didn’t make the choice to steal and I’m not going to let my clients’ money get
stolen without payback.” He shrugged and stood. “But what comes around
goes around and I’m paying for my sins now, too.”
“No, you’re not.”
He paused. “What do you mean?”
That was when Lydia struggled to sit up, and he helped her. She held her
hospital gown closed for no reason she could think of except that right now,
she was a patient.
She explained what they’d found out about Val, and he scowled in
thought, then looked away. “I don’t even remember that guy.”
“That might be part of the problem, I don’t know. The point is, your being her lover once upon a time isn’t a factor.”
He was silent for a long time, then said abruptly, “Is it bad that I’m really
happy about that?”
“I don’t think so. It’s kind of like having the copyright on my student’s
work. I feel bad that she gave it to me and not her parents. I feel bad that her
parents let their anger get the better of them. I’m mad that they forced pain
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on her instead of letting her go because they wanted to feel better. But I love
her music. I appreciate it in ways her parents never could and every time I play
something she wrote I find something new in it. I like that I own it, that I
have a piece of this brilliant girl, that she wanted me to bear her legacy after
she was gone, that I can put it out there in the world. I was half hoping they’d
refuse to talk to me so I could feel good about keeping it.”
His eyebrow rose. “So you don’t have a soul, either.”
She stared up at him, then began to laugh. When he grinned at her, she
fell over on the couch laughing.
“All right, look. I’ve been nice about your hygiene so far, but you need to
take a shower and brush your teeth. Seriously.”
“Oh, is that why you didn’t kiss kiss me?”
“Yes. It is also why I haven’t taken advantage of your vulnerable state and
fucked you brainless.”
She couldn’t stop laughing, that big cavity in her body where her soul
should be but wasn’t, filling up with warmth and comfort.
“Go. I still have chores to get done before Simon gets back.”

JACK CAME TO BED at one a.m. after he’d finished helping Simon with another patient. Lydia had spent the evening cooking dinner, doing dishes and
laundry, cleaning the bathroom and Simon’s bedroom, going grocery shopping and making loads of freezer meals. She baked brownies for Paco and
Manny to take back to their father because Simon had promised them. Then
Jack asked Lydia for lemon bars.
He didn’t like lemon. Neither did Simon. Lydia knew what they were
doing: Keeping her busy and forcing Lydia to make something for herself.
Yes, she appreciated it, but telling Jack—anybody—about her lost one had
been more cathartic than she could have imagined.
Bonding with Jack over something other than almost dying that also didn’t
have anything to do with sex or philosophy had been wonderful. He had
shown a patience and calm she’d have never expected of him. She didn’t know
what to do about that. To think. If that was who he was when he calmed down
or was worn out, or if that was an anomaly like the rest of their lives right now.
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When the closet door opened, the light was warm but dim, little more
than a nightlight.
“I hate blowing my bedtime,” he muttered without preamble. “Three—
four days in a row now. One fucking o’clock in the fucking morning. What
idiot thinks one a.m. is a reasonable time of day?” The door closed. “Move
over.”
“I am,” she said softly.
He climbed the ladder, then dropped on the mattress, which made it
bounce. “C’mere,” he said gruffly, raising his arm to put around her and pull
her close. “You ready for that comfort sex you begged me for this morning?
Twice? ‘No battlefield sex,’ she said,” Jack mocked in a falsetto. “‘No comfort
sex,’ she said. But you know me, I don’t care what you call it. I’ll take what I
can get.”
Lydia said nothing. She just wanted to sleep, sleep against Jack. Her eyelids were drooping and her breathing was evening out now that he was in bed
and settled so she didn’t have to worry about his awakening her again.
“Oh, shit, really?” he demanded.
“Yes,” she slurred.
“Shit. Why did I listen to a conscience I don’t have?”
“That’s a good question. Don’t snore.”
“I hate you so, so much right now.”
“Mmm hmm.”

22:
SPOOKY LITTLE GIRL LIKE YOU
LYDIA AWOKE SLOWLY to the feel of her body being maneuvered, fabric pulling taut here and there, cutting into her skin, and a body whose warmth she
could feel through her clothes. “What are you doing?” she croaked wearily.
“Getting you hot and bothered.”
He was hot and bothered, if that ridge against the back of her thigh was
anything to go by.
“Were you born with a hard-on?”
“Actually, yes, I was.”
She laughed softly, surprised but not. “Why can’t you masturbate like
everybody else?”
“Everybody else isn’t shoved into a twin bed with someone they want to
fuck who also wants to fuck them back.”
“Except now you’re flapping your yap. We’ve seen this movie before.
Twice.”
He clapped his mouth shut—except to nuzzle her neck, ear jaw, her ear.
Except to run his hand up her shirt, his big hand splaying out over her belly,
caressing her with his thumb. Except to nudge her toward him just enough to
kiss her.
She could kiss him forever. Whatever other deficits he had in bed, the
man could kiss. All different ways. Light. Feathery. Deep. Hard.
He withdrew his hand from her stomach and wedged it between them,
massaging her butt before popping the buttons on his fly and dig to pull his
erection out. He dropped his head on her shoulder as he rubbed himself on
her butt. “Daisy,” he croaked, his breath coming hard now. “Let me in.”
She caught her breath. He was coarse. Crass. She didn’t like talking during sex, but that got her. His voice. His pleading.
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Spent it in bed. Thinking about you just long enough to get myself off a few times.
I’d rather have you in my hand, instead of imagining you naked and on top of me.
She popped her own fly and wiggled her butt to work them down her
legs, which made him groan. “Yes,” he rasped.
Her panties didn’t go with them, but he slid her panties aside and his
cock pressed in the crease between her butt and her thigh.
“Wait till I get my clothes off.”
“I can’t,” he groaned.
“Yes, you can. It’ll only take a couple of minutes to get undressed. You
too.”
He pressed harder, pulling her panties aside until the elastic cut into her
skin, finding the spot where he could slide into her if she opened her legs a
little. If she could open her legs with her shorts binding her.
“Dammit, Jack, no. I have to get undressed.”
“Pull your shorts off,” he rasped into her neck.
“I’m trying! You’re not giving me any space or time to do it.” She
squirmed away from him as far as she could. “Take your clothes off and let
me take mine off or it’s not happening.”
He growled. “Why? It’s a turn-on.”
“No, it’s not!” she said adamantly, pushing him away from her. “It’s cheap
and it hurts.”
“Augh!” He immediately flipped onto his back. “Shit, Daisy. Having sex
with you is like solving a fucking Rubik’s cube.”
Her mouth flattened. “You know,” she said testily as she lifted her hips
and pulled her panties down her legs, “if you actually thought about it for half a
second, you’d get it.”
“What’s to think about?” he snapped, throwing his arm over his forehead
like a damsel in distress. Which, well, he sort of was. Lydia began to snicker.
“My penis. Your vagina. In, out. We’re right here. Half naked, aroused. Well,
not now,” he said snidely.
“You aren’t naked at all. You’re lying there with your dick hanging out of
your fly.” She sat up and shrugged her blouse and bra off. “All clothes off the
bodies, off the bed.”
“Is this another neurosis you’ve got?”
“What? That I demand you respect me enough to undress and undress
me all the way instead of acting like you want to get it over with and it’s just
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too much trouble?” She flopped back on the bed and of course, because it was
a twin bed, she flopped half on him. He oofed. She yawned. “Goes back to
‘cheap whore.’ Or blowup doll.”
“Your definition of ‘cheap whore’ and mine are not even in the same universe.”
She didn’t want to say it, the real reason, because she’d been down this
road before and it always ended in a wall. Love, her mind whispered. Cheap
whore, her heart whispered. It was so backward, her mind acting like her heart
and her heart acting like her mind. Then again, one’s heart had more reason
to protect itself.
“Look, I haven’t asked for anything you shouldn’t have already been giving women all this time, and if you had an ounce of class or consideration for
anybody else, you’d have learned this when you were a teenager.”
“Class and consideration?!” he hooted. “Did you mistake me for someone
else?”
“What I’m saying is, you’re shit in bed.”
“That hurts my feelings.”
“Mm hm.”
“You hurt my feelings on a regular basis.”
“I take it,” she grunted as she struggled to turn over and, as she had expected he would, he helped her, grumbling the whole time, “this is a new experience for you.”
He pulled her close and helped her adjust her pillow against his shoulder
to help her get comfortable. “My life was just fine before you got here.”
“I can’t dispute that, but it’s yet another reason we need not be having
sex. You and I are clearly not meant to be together.”
“Is this how you treat all your men?”
“It’s not about how I treated them. It’s about how I allowed them to treat
me. Why do you think I don’t want to have sex with my clothes on? Besides
the fact that panty elastic digging into my skin hurts like hell and you don’t
care.”
He took a deep breath and released it in a longsuffering sigh. “Baggage.
Great. The only baggage my women have is what they stow on the red-eye to
Hotlanta.”
“You really have a thing for stewardesses, don’t you?”
“Absolutely. Convenient, fast—”
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He bit that off when she started to laugh. “You are so easy.”
He pushed her away from him in irritation and turned onto his side, his
back to her. “I hate you. Hate.”
“Mm hmm,” she purred as she rolled and pressed herself up against his
back and propped her chin on his shoulder.
He sighed when she slipped her hand under his arm and wrapped it
around his torso. “You’re gonna kill me, Daize,” he murmured, his voice
sounding off.
“What’s wrong?” she whispered.
“Besides the fact that you killed my hard-on?”
“Yeah.”
He was silent for a while. A long while for Jack, which was about thirty
seconds. “I don’t know,” he finally said, his voice low and uncertain. “I’m …
You’re driving me batshit crazy.”
“You were already batshit crazy.”
“You’re laughing at me.”
“You’re funny.”
“I am not funny,” he snapped. “Nobody laughs at anything I say.”
“If you were my boss, I wouldn’t think you were funny,” she offered.
Another thirty seconds of silence. “No, I guess you wouldn’t.” He
paused. “You get me, Daize. We’re on the same wavelength. Somehow, I
don’t know.”
She closed her eyes against the wave of desire that rippled through her.
“You just … get me. And I don’t know what to do with that.”

23:
SUPERSTITION
WHAT WAS HE DOING?!
Telling her stupid shit, these words falling out of his mouth he couldn’t
seem to control at all. Words fell out of his mouth all the time he didn’t even
think about. He couldn’t remember about ninety-five percent of what he said
to whom, but he was pretty sure it didn’t involve feelings. Or whatever it was
she made him say.
He hated her.
“I hate you so, so much.”
“Mm hm,” she yawned, then pulled away from him to rearrange herself
again. He missed her naked body against his back, didn’t like the fabric between him and her.
What the fuck was wrong with him? And her. This was the third time
they’d been in the middle of something and she’d demanded something that
made it all dissipate.
He turned over angrily, raised his hips and shoved his jeans down his legs
then kicked them off the bed. “You do that on purpose, don’t you?”
“Do what?” she asked sleepily while he pulled his tee shirt off and threw
that overboard too.
“Kill the mood.”
“No,” she said amiably enough, “you’re the mood killer. I’m not going to
have sex when I am not in the mood and your ineptitude at the love arts
makes me not in the mood. Sorry, Jack, but I’m not going to suffer penis burn
just because you can’t figure out how to keep me wet.”
“See, you’re doing it again.”
She sighed. “How in the world do you get laid more than once by any
woman? It’s my fault you don’t know how to do it right? Man, Val was right.”
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“Lydia!”
She started to laugh again. “Oh, you poor, tormented soul,” she crooned,
“driven to the depths of despair, reduced to calling me by my first name.”
He gnashed his teeth against the spinning in his brain.
“Oh, and now you’re speechless. God, I’m good.”
“Augh! I’m about this close to pulling your hair.”
“You have to earn the privilege of doggy style. Hair-pulling requires further demonstrations that you have acquired some skill and finesse. You cannot skate in my classes. I am a virtuoso and I will flunk you fast and hard.”
“Fuck,” he hissed and sat up, one leg dangling over the side, propped his
elbows on his knees, clenched his eyes shut, and shoved his fingers in his own
hair, trying to find words to fend off this … woman, this, this, this person he
hated and her taunting. Then he felt her warm palm on his naked back, her
fingers digging in.
Kneading.
Massaging.
Rubbing a couple of knots out with her thumb.
God, that felt good.
“Talk to me about something.”
“What,” he snapped.
“Money.”
His eyes popped open. “What about her?”
“That. You called money ‘her.’ You did it yesterday, too. You talk about
money like it’s a person.”
Shit, the second he thought she couldn’t surprise him, she turned around
and did. He swung his foot up into bed again and struggled between her and
the rail to lie on his back. She turned on her side and laid her hand on his chest.
“Money,” he began slowly, thinking. He hadn’t given this lecture in years
because the people he taught were too analytical for anything but the math.
They wanted skills, not philosophy. “Isn’t a person. She’s an entity. One who’s
quiet and restful when she’s being kept in balance, well tended, appreciated.
One who’ll rip you to shreds if you do something that upsets her equilibrium,
not because she’s pissed off, but because that’s just her nature. She must be in
balance. Like a ship. She’s fine when the weather’s good, but she’ll still sink if
you’re not tending her, making little repairs so they don’t become big problems.
When a storm comes along, she has a hard time getting back into balance.”
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“What’s the ocean?” she asked softly.
“People. The ocean, the weather cannot be controlled but you’re forced
out into it. The ship can be controlled to a certain extent, but you have to pay
attention. No ship comes out of a storm without damage, without loss, but
someone is going to pay for the repairs or the loss.”
“But what about rich people?”
“‘People’ is the operative word,” he said, winding up with the promise of a
decent conversation with somebody who might understand after all. “That
money is carefully tended, yes, but anything can happen. There are few things
that can bankrupt the superwealthy. But economies can collapse. More and
more worthless pieces of paper can be printed. A government can come in
and take it all away from you. A revolution could happen and then you become Marie Antoinette. Those are things people do, though we talk about
them in the collective. Economies. Currency. Governments. Revolutions.
People make up those things.”
“What about Mother Nature?”
“She’s the supreme bitch and I don’t fuck with her, either. Coffee. Grain.
Cocoa. Oranges. Hell, no, I’m not touching anything Mother Nature can get her
hands on, but she’s not part of this discussion.”
“Okay. But if the ocean is people and not Mother Nature, then the metaphor still isn’t complete,” she returned, shocking him again. Even if people did
humor him or even understand him to this point, they dropped out of the conversation, thinking it was complete. “Ships sink and then disintegrate.”
“But then,” he said throatily, suddenly very turned on and running a fingertip softly down her naked, lush body, “what you have left is wealth.”
“Huh?”
“Wealth is knowledge. The knowledge that she was there, the knowledge
of how to build another ship. Wealth isn’t paper money or gold or anything
else you can barter. Wealth is being able to live a fairly decent life without having to worry about any of that. Wealth is having what you need and being
happy with what you have and the knowledge to replenish.”
Silence. For a long time. While her thumb stroked his belly. It wasn’t his
nipple, wasn’t his dick, wasn’t his lips, but fuck a duck, it felt good. “By that
definition,” she finally said. Slowly. “Diogenes was wealthy.”
He wanted to kiss her. Right now.
“No,” he said, feeling her body twitch a little in surprise. “Diogenes was
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the ballast in the ship of money.”
“Um … but strangers gave Diogenes whatever he had and he was happy
with it.”
God, he wanted to kiss and lick her from her chipped-neon-greenpainted toes to the end of the longest strand of her hair. They were naked
now. He could do that.
Maybe not. Because now he had things to say to someone who got him.
“Diogenes wasn’t happy with what he had because he wasn’t happy with
what everybody else had. Diogenes made a virtue of poverty, which was stupid,
because if nobody has anything, everybody dies. For real. That’s it. But
strangers gave to him for whatever reason. Maybe giving made them happy.
Maybe seeing him sitting there made them feel guilty for what they had that
he didn’t. Maybe they believed in what he taught and wanted to support him
in that. Doesn’t matter why. Diogenes’s philosophy was shit. His father was a
banker, did you know that?”
“No.”
Jack laughed. “Yeah. So money stayed in balance because people gave.
When you have too much ballast or too much cargo on the deck, money is
out of balance.”
For once in his meager acquaintance with Daisy, she was the one who was
stumped. Unprepared. Unlearned. He liked this feeling, the feeling of meeting
her on an intellectual field and having the edge. “Where do you fit into that?”
“I’m the guy up in the ropes walking on the beams and taking up the sails
or dropping them or whatever they do up there. Trying to keep her moving
when the wind’s against her. Trying to keep her steady when the storms are
coming.”
“You love her.”
And now he wanted to make love to Daisy all fucking night long, which
he couldn’t do because she was still pissy about the clothes.
“I do,” he answered, “but not like most people mean it. ‘I love money.’ No, I
love her as an entity, as a philosophy, a concept of balance. Like a ledger.”
“Mmm, okay. Then I have a question for you.”
“Shoot.”
“Where do underground economies and black markets fit on the ship of
money? They exist. They have to serve some purpose or, by your description,
the ship wouldn’t be balanced at all.”

186 | MORIAH JOVAN
His mind went blank. Totally and completely blank. He was speechless. A
fucking piano teacher had blindsided him with his own philosophical musings.
“Daisy,” he said throatily. “Either you stop being so fucking brilliant or I’m
going to jack off right here.”
She chuckled softly. “Answer the question.”
“I dunno,” he admitted easily. “Econ isn’t my specialty, so I never thought
about it. I’ve never seen it. Until I got here.”
“The way I look at it is Diogenes isn’t the ballast. The black market is the
ballast. Hidden, but important. Rocks, sand, ordinary things that do as much
to keep the ship sailing as the sails do. The stuff that keeps the ship steady
when the storm really starts rolling. Diogenes is on some deck inside the ship,
being taken care of from the top and the bottom. And when the ship breaks
up and sinks, the ballast floats to the bottom of the ocean, under all the people. But they’re still doing what they do. Sitting there, minding their own
business, which is business. Pure business. Providing shelter to the deep sea
creatures. Hiding them from predators. Feeding them when the ocean—
people—makes moss grow on them.”
He said nothing. His chest was too tight and his dick too hard and his
body too tense. She couldn’t talk and have sex at the same time. The stuff that
dried her up got him hard and ready to whisper sweet economic philosophies
in her ear while stroking in and out, slow and steady.
“People still come to power,” he finally said. “Even in the underground.
Organized crime. Gangs. Using fear and intimidation.”
“The same thing the IRS uses.”
“What?”
“You do understand the IRS is holding a gun to your head, right? Why
do you comply? Because if you don’t, you’ll get thrown in jail. If you do anything somebody in power doesn’t like, they can use the IRS to somehow get to
you. You don’t pay taxes because you’re ethical. You pay them because you
have no choice. You believe it’s immoral not to follow the law, yes?”
“More or less, yes.”
“Have you ever considered that the law and regulations are immoral?”
“Stealing is immoral,” he said, irritated that she was diverting from the
interesting part of the conversation.
“That is a natural law,” she replied. “The IRS is a manmade institution designed to control the populace. And by providing receipts, filing 1099s, W-2s,

BLACK JACK | 187
you are complicit in that control. You don’t have to report all that. You do it
because you want the write-off and that’s where your thinking ends, but it’s not
about you. The black markets, the underground, would rather take its chances
with an enemy they can see and fight if they have to, to get ahead, to climb the
economic ladder. No, I misspoke. They’re building their own ladder.
“Topside, with small businesses, they’re regulated to death. Margins are
slim to none. One bad month can make them homeless. In a storm, you can
hang on to whatever’s up there. Diogenes can cower somewhere inside the ship
before it goes down. I, the black market, the ballast, can function anywhere
under any circumstances. The mom’n’pops, the ones paying taxes and licenses
like they’re supposed to because they’re ethical, the ones who really take care
of Diogenes, but might also be paying protection money, they’re the ones who
get washed overboard first. Almost nothing to hang on to. No walls to keep
them safer until the storm passes.”
He was silent for a long, long time, turning all those concepts over in his head,
so many of them packed into a few sentences, things he’d never thought about.
But she was wrong about one thing. “I have to report wages. It is about me.”
“I won’t dispute that for you or any company like yours, you’d have to
give the appearance of it. But it’d be easy to pay people from an offshore account—”
“That’s illegal.”
“But is immoral?”
He almost said yes automatically but stopped. Was it?
“Do you eat the cost of your employees’ withholding? Pay their share of
the social security as well as yours? You could. If you have independent contractors, you can just not send them a 1099 and nobody would ever know
because they aren’t going to report it and if they did, they do it from their internal bookkeeping. Likely they wouldn’t notice you didn’t send them a 1099
at all. You do it because it’s a write-off that feels like an obligation.”
“I’d go bankrupt inside six months if I did that,” he protested.
“And that’s how the IRS makes sure you’re complicit. Think about it.
Your bottom line would improve if you could just pay people what they earned.”
She was fucking with his mind.
“That’s how the underground economy works. Do you know how many
of your colleagues use illegal aliens to clean their houses? No, you don’t, because your domestics are on the record and you make sure all the T’s are
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crossed and the I’s are dotted. It wouldn’t occur to you to do anything else or
that eighty percent of your peers hire under the table.”
“Okay, but exploiting those people is immoral.”
“Then you have to ask yourself if employing those people under the table
is more or less immoral than letting them starve.”
“They choose to come here.”
“In hopes of a better future. Jack, look. I’m not trying to defend something you think is immoral or convert you. I want you to think about what
the ballast really is.”
The only thing he could really think about at the moment was how Daisy was so much more than someone who listened to him even if she didn’t
understand some things, but asked questions until she did, which meant she
was listening. And then could give him something entirely new.
Not new information. Information was cheap and easy once one knew
where to find it. New concepts. New principles. New philosophies. She made him
think and thinking was his most favorite thing to do.
But when she didn’t say anything more, his thinking gradually turned to
feeling—feeling her hand on his chest, caressing more, massaging, looking for
the knots, going deeper into his muscles. It felt so good, he didn’t know
whether he wanted her to keep doing that or give him the handjob his dick
was begging for.
“There are more things involved in the balance you’re looking for,” she
whispered, pressing her lips to his cheek. “It’s not just the money. Ethics
don’t start with laws and stop with accurate numbers in a ledger. What did
Brenda do again? Steal some money? How much?”
He took a deep breath and shrugged. “Million. Maybe two.”
“Did anybody miss that money?”
“No, but that doesn’t make any difference.”
“I’m not arguing that. What she did was unethical and immoral and illegal. She went to jail. Okay, good. That was good. But nobody can make my
student’s parents pay for keeping her alive against her will, in pain, and lying
under oath to do it. That is evil. Legal evil. What Brenda did wasn’t evil, but
she paid for it with her life. Don’t you see? Morality and ethics involve people,
and at your core, you just don’t like people.”
Jack barely kept himself from blurting Marry me. “Guilty as charged,” he
said instead. Then he laughed. “You’re the only person who’s ever figured
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that out. Not even my family. I’m a salesman. People come with the job, the
more the better.”
“So you know this about yourself?” she asked, clearly shocked, which
made him very happy.
“Yes.”
“But you’re not a huckster.”
“No. I can’t stand those assholes.”
“You hate people, but not enough to screw them over, which means you
don’t feel contempt.”
Jack simply didn’t know what to say. “Watch out there, Daize. You’re
going to make me start believing I’m a halfway decent person. I don’t care
enough to feel anything, much less contempt. Contempt requires thought and
energy, but to what end? Caring about what people think about me other than
my trustworthiness is equally unproductive.”
“Except you do care.” He most certainly did. “About some people.” Daisy. “But you don’t want to.” Hell no, he didn’t want to. “You like them because they like you and you don’t like that you respond that way. You don’t
want to be liked because it makes things messy. But there you are, liking
those people back and then you walk by Diogenes with these people you like,
and you all toss some gold at him. None of you thinks about it. He’s there, he
needs to be taken care of, and you wouldn’t hang out with anybody who
wouldn’t throw some gold at Diogenes. And you go on down the road without skipping a beat of your conversation. Don’t you see? Wealth isn’t what’s
left after the ship sinks. Relationships are what’s left, and art—no, pleasure, one
of which is art—is the grease in the wheels that helps keep those relationships rolling.”
There went his hard-on. “I don’t have relationships with anybody but my
family,” he said gruffly. “I’ve told you that. And I can hate people without art.”
“You sure about that?”
He said nothing for a moment. “My dad,” he admitted slowly, trying to
put into words things he rarely thought about because he didn’t really care,
“understands what I do even though he’s not suited to it. He even understands some of the math. I don’t understand one fucking word that comes
out of that man’s mouth.”
“That makes you sad. But you don’t want to be sad about it because it
means you care.”
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Fuck it. He was in love with her now and he hated her for making him do
that. Hated. “Not sad. Impatient. Frustrated. With them, with myself. And
not even all that often. I don’t like hating the shit my family and colleagues—
not friends—like. This play and that musician and some new artist at the
Met. My life would be so much easier and—yeah, okay, you’re right—maybe
more fun if I could understand a quarter of what they talk about.”
“Do they understand what you want to talk about?”
“My parents would understand superficially if they thought I cared
whether they listened to it or not.”
“Do you?”
He waved a hand. “Neh, not really. Got too much stuff to do to sit people down for a lecture they don’t want to hear. But I’m here with you and
Simon. She’s a doctor from an upper-class family. You’re a college professor
in the arts. You two speak the same language and I don’t have a clue what
you’re talking about. Yeah, that’s irritating, being left out because I don’t
want a fucking lecture to get me up to speed on something I’m going to forget
next week anyway. But okay, that’s you and Simon. Then there’s Sebastian.
He told me about that thing you played you don’t like. He knew this shit off
the top of his head and he’s a money man like me. How does that happen?”
“Is it that you want to enjoy it or you want to know about it?”
“Daize, I’m a simple guy,” he said again, because it was true. “I like simple
stuff. I like fart jokes and Ace Ventura.” She chuckled. “I just don’t know what
the hell other people are talking about because I don’t like it and I don’t want
to spend time trying to acquire a taste for it. But they don’t like what I think
is funny, either, so I usually end up getting the video. That song you don’t
like? I wanted to poke a pen in my ear.”
She laughed. “Nobody likes it. It was written because the composer was
very young and, as kids do, he misunderstood the concept of a piano. He wrote
it based on that misconception.”
He had to think about that before he could bring himself to ask, “Concept? How is a piano a concept?”
“A piano is a percussion instrument. Drums, xylophones, bells, stuff like
that. It’s struck, not plucked, strummed, or bowed.” She paused. Then
laughed. “Most of the time. Anyway, Liszt was young and he thought the piano ought to be played like the percussion instrument that it is. Not because
he was trying to make a statement, but because he didn’t understand or feel
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what other composers were doing. That piece is just a very long drum solo and
nobody really likes those unless Tommy Lee’s hanging upside down in a cage,
and that’s just for the spectacle.”
Jack started laughing, and he dropped his hand to his stomach, covering
her hand and twining his fingers in hers. “I missed that one.”
“It’s because Mötley Crüe doesn’t lip sync,” she returned wryly. He
snorted. “The piano is a— Well, it’s an entity. An entity that knows its
breadth and depth are immeasurable and demands respect for what it can be,
not for what it is. It wants the composer and pianist working together to
push, to find the outer limits, mine and polish it, then display it. But because
the breadth and depth is so vast, a composer and pianist can really only find
one tiny point. They’re like stars. Billions and billions, innumerable.”
She paused. “It’s like … sound mixing. How many sounds and tones and effects can go into one song to make it a hit on the radio? Too much and you’ve
got a hot mess in your ears. Too little and it’s boring. What you like on the radio
is the production. The interpretation. That’s why covers exist, to interpret, produce a song in a different way, because no one interpretation can be the end-all
and be-all. Some people spend their entire lives working on one piece of music,
exploring the breadth and depth of one star in the universe of the piano. Further,
there’s a reason so many genres of music exist. One could combine them all in
one composition and it still would only be a tiny spot on a tiny star.”
He had nothing to say to that. He couldn’t form one coherent thought.
Yet again they’d found some common ground, some foundational philosophy
that made him want to punch the universe in the face for trying to drive a
wedge between them.
He must have been silent too long, though, because she squeezed his fingers a little and murmured, “Go to sleep. You’re exhausted.”
It took him a while before he did, and only because he really was exhausted and his brain was shutting down whether he wanted it to or not. He didn’t
want it to because he had things to think about now, things that demanded he
think about, but his brain was tired and his body was sore and his hand was
wrapped up in hers, this person he was sleeping with but not sleeping with
and hated for … being exactly who she was.
But her breathing had evened out and her hand fell away from him. She
sighed and rustled as she found a comfortable position in her sleep. He gave up
when his eyelids started drooping and he caught himself before he fell on floor.

24:
METAMORPHOSEN
LYDIA AWOKE SLOWLY, feeling Jack’s strong body against her back, his arm
in the curve of her waist, his warm hand against her ribs, his thumb caressing
her lightly.
His mouth softly pressing against her shoulder. Slow. Touching his
tongue to her skin. Barely.
He was naked, his legs twined with hers. He wasn’t aroused, but his
hand moved up a little until he was cupping her breast. His thumb flicked
lightly over her tightening nipple, which made her catch her breath.
He skimmed his palm up her body slowly until his hand was wrapped
around her throat and he gently pulled her head back against him. He barely
kissed her ear, and she was more ready, faster, than she had ever been.
He pulled his leg up until his thigh and knee were almost where she wanted them.
The hand on her throat pulled away, but then he dragged his fingertips
lightly up under her chin, then tickled her bottom lip. And all the while he
was kissing her neck, her ear, her shoulder, wherever he could reach in their
uncomfortable and limited position. Lightly. Slowly. Licking. Blowing.
Good heavens, he was trying.
He took her chin in his palm and turned her head, pressing a kiss on her
cheek.
Her eyes popped open.
That was something he really liked, she realized, being given a soft, deliberate kiss on the cheek. A genuine hug. Better, both. A hug and a kiss. Why
hadn’t she clued into that earlier? That, like being listened to, was his need.
He probably didn’t even know it. Or care.
She arched her back a little so he’d know to give her space to turn over.
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Once she’d done that, with his assistance, she melted into him, their mouths
meeting in the middle, neither one of them the aggressor. They were in this
together, and she hoped he was feeling it, this sense of camaraderie, of being
attached in some way other than getting their needs met with an intriguing
person under abnormal circumstances.
He didn’t say a word, and Lydia finally felt safe shutting her brain down
without having to brace for his mouth to talk her right out of the mood.
She hugged him close as they kissed for quite a long time. Teasing. Soft.
Slow. She slid her leg up over his hip and he raised his until his knee was pressing pleasantly against her. She stroked and caressed him all over, feeling his
velvety skin, cupping his butt and digging her fingernails in. He sighed. Purred.
It took a looooong time, longer than Lydia ever remembered it taking,
and it was so wonderful. By the time he slid up into her, she was more than
ready, but he set a slow pace, stroking in and out, rocking against her, taking
his time, trying to make it good for her.
She came hard, but she buried her face in his neck and panted it out,
moving her hips faster on him. He stilled and let her set her own pace now.
She couldn’t roll him on his back because they’d fall off the bed, so it was difficult to get him in deep. But she gasped out her orgasm anyway, feeling him
hold back, feeling how tense his hips and butt were getting because he wanted
her hard and fast.
She held his torso close and opened herself as much as she could. “Go,”
she whispered in his ear when she was coming down off her high.
He did. Hard. Fast. Kissing her while he was doing it, sometimes missing
her mouth in his frenzy. He growled into her mouth when he came. Hard.
He slowly stilled and they stayed that way until he slipped out of her,
then stayed that way some more.
“I hate you so, so much right now,” Jack whispered against her jaw.
Lydia smiled. “Mm hm.” Then she hugged him. A real hug. The kind
one friend would give another who was hurting. Lost. Alone. She dipped her
head and pressed a kiss to his cheek.
He stilled.
He let her.
He wrapped his hand in her curls and pressed her gently against him as
he relaxed, then his breathing began to slow. Even out.
“I love you, Lydia.”

25:
STOCHASTIC CALCULUS
WHAT HAD HE DONE OR SAID last night that made Daisy distance herself
from him? He’d done what she wanted and, he had to admit, that was, in fact,
the best sex he’d ever had. Clearly he’d underestimated how good it felt to
make sure she got hers first, how much better it was in the silence. Slow. No
hustle, no bustle. Not concentrating on getting off, but pouring all his energy
into one touch, then doing it again with the next one.
He’d thought about it when he woke up in the dark after dozing for a
while, feeling her against him. Naked, being totally up front about the fact
that she wanted to have sex, but wouldn’t because he sucked at it. Tried to
figure out what she was saying precisely. Tried to figure out how to do what
she wanted. No talking. Okay, that was difficult, but doable. Taking time.
That was even more difficult because he had to figure out what to do that
would take up all that time.
Penis burn. Like his dick was a rug. That killed him.
Then … then there was that conversation, the one that had knocked him
dizzy, money and pianos, where they’d met on equal intellectual ground, her
understanding his philosophy; he understanding hers. His parents would go
nuts for this woman.
She wanted to fuck or chat, not both, but now he knew why. She wanted
to be completely engaged in whichever one caught her first. She could talk or
fuck, but she had to commit to one or the other so she could do it right.
She had done both very, very right last night.
But now here she was over breakfast and breakfast dishes and preparing
to go out for the day, avoiding him, avoiding his eyes, avoiding talking to him
while she gathered her things to go hit the streets to find out what she could
about the situation that had thrown them together.
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This was fucking awful, her distance. She wasn’t taunting him, wasn’t
poking at him to get him riled up, wasn’t responding to his poking. Even Simon noticed.
“Daisy,” he murmured, catching her as she went out the door.
She wouldn’t look at him, keeping her eyes down. She bit her lip.
“What’d I do?”
She pulled her lips between her teeth, which meant she didn’t know
whether to tell him or not. She gulped. “You said you loved me. You said
‘Lydia,’ not ‘Daisy.’”
His mouth dropped open. “Uh … ”
She did look up at him then, searching his face which, he supposed,
looked at shocked as he felt. Actually, he felt like he’d gotten hit in the
breastbone so hard it took the wind out of him.
“I know, right?” she whispered.
But … that wasn’t what shocked him, which was shocking in and of itself. What shocked him was that he kinda sorta … meant it. He looked over
his shoulder to see Simon ducking into the exam room and closing the door,
then drew Daisy back into the apartment and closed the door. He cupped her
shoulders in his hands and said softly, “Look at me.”
She did.
Reluctantly.
At his throat.
It was the same way she looked at people she wanted to talk to, but
didn’t want them to get distracted by her eyes.
“In my eyes.”
She dragged them there.
“I have never said that to anybody but family members.”
Her expression opened up a little in surprise.
“No, I don’t remember saying it to you last night, but I know damn good
and well I’ve never said it to anybody else.”
She swallowed again. “Did you mean it?” she asked in a small voice.
“I don’t know,” he said matter-of-factly. “I do know that I like being with
you.”
“Survivor bonding.”
“Not just survivor bonding.”
Her mouth tightened.
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“Look, Daize, we were already headed that way. You know that. But we
talk. We talked last night. We talked a lot. It was good. It was deep,” he said
throatily. “I did what you wanted me to. And we were deep.”
She nodded slowly. “Yes, thank you. It was—” She looked away. “—the
best sex I’ve ever had.”
That almost put Jack on the floor. He had tried, thought and thought
and thought, and … he’d done it. But shit, now he’d have to think about it
some more because he couldn’t do the same thing every fucking time. “For
me, too, so thanks for making me do that.”
Again her eyes flickered up to his. “Yeah?”
He nodded. “So maybe— I don’t know. Side effect of really good sex?”
he asked with a hopeful grimace. “After a really good conversation? Like, that’s
what you’re supposed to say after really good sex with somebody you like after
a really good conversation?”
“You … like me?”
He rolled his eyes. “Yeah, so what.”
“You’re admitting it?”
“If I can tell a client I just lost six million of his dollars, I can admit I like
you, yes.”
She blinked. “Um … okay. But, um, we also didn’t use condoms.”
He remembered that, but he didn’t regret it. “And it sure felt a lot better
than with.”
She dragged in a rough breath. “Yeah. You, um … ” Her tongue touched
her top lip.
“Look, I sort of get your rationale for dragging me up here and if I try
hard enough I might be able to get why Simon and Knox think I should stay.
But I don’t know why you cared enough to do that and I can walk out the
door right now. I’m staying because you’re— I don’t know. Fun. You are fun
and right now, well, I kind of have a flimsy excuse to drop out of my life for a
while with somebody I like and have a good time with.”
She scowled immediately. “That’s not a good thing. You have to keep up
your guard.”
He shrugged. “Simon doesn’t let me out much. At least not without my
bodyguards.”
She sighed and closed her eyes, then she dropped her head and rubbed
the bridge of her nose. “Jack, this is really bad. You can’t make this into a fun
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little adventure. It’s serious. And temporary.”
And with that, she was gone.
Poof.
Leaving him alone with a doctor who saw too much and drew the right
conclusions.
Just then, the door burst open, almost slamming him in the nose, and
two bulky guys were dragging a third bulky one through it. The third was
unconscious and dripping blood.
“Jack!” Simon bellowed.
And Jack’s workday in his new profession began.

26:
BLACK MAGIC WOMAN
LYDIA’S EXPERIENCE WITH “I love you” began and ended with Mingo, Lola,
and the girls at The House. It was genuine and deep, but it was a familial
love, sometimes absent-minded, sometimes overstated affection, sometimes
simple gratitude. The girls tossed around “I love you”s like Tic Tacs for no
reason at all. Lola said it constantly because, as her dementia progressed, she
had very little else to say.
Mingo said “Love ya, kid,” whenever Lydia did something exceptionally
well that either added to their bottom line or made his life easier. Otherwise
he expressed his love for her with laughter and smiles and teasing and big
hugs, with unfettered praise about what a wonderful and smart and talented
little girl she was and how glad he was to have her in his life.
They all meant it, “I love you.” Lydia had never doubted she was loved
and adored. They were kind and loving. They showed it in their offhand way,
which was pretty much the same way Jack behaved, only with Jack, there was
no love behind it.
In Lydia’s world, “I hate you” and “Fuck you” said in a certain way meant
feeling something for someone one cared about. Could be happy, could be
mad, but there was passion there, caring, but not a whole lot of time to sit
down and talk about it. Every time Jack said “I hate you,” it made Lydia smile
because he was feeling something. Something he didn’t know how to articulate,
but was very passionate about. Just like the rest of the people in her life she’d
cared about, who’d cared about her.
But then … I love you. After sex. Battlefield comfort. Between survivors.
Because that was what one said, no? It was like it was programmed into
the human psyche, “I love you” after sex.
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Nobody meant it. Like that anyway. The way it happened in books and
movies and TV.
Did they?
They look deeply in each other’s eyes. I love you, they sigh with wispy smiles in front
of a hundred people as the sun sets behind the minister and white-rose-strewn arbor.
It wasn’t the first time Lydia had fantasized about hearing a man say that
sincerely and she’d had plenty of practice with finding out it was a lie, but it
was the first time she’d had to deal with the possibility that the man was lying
to himself.
It was an I-love-you that said, “Thank you for saving my life. I appreciate
it.” Or “That was awesome sex, and even better bareback. Thank you!” Or
“Damn, so that’s what sex feels like with an intellectual equal!” Or all three.
That, she could deal with.
Maybe.
Maybe not, because Jack didn’t know what he meant at all. He was embarrassed about having said it, making excuses for why he’d said it, unable to
determine what type of love it was. He was just certain that he’d never said it
to anyone else.
He wasn’t lying.
He believed that to be the truth.
But he hadn’t remembered that he’d said it last night, so all she had was
his belief he’d never said it to anybody else.
She had to stop thinking about it because she was going to make herself
crazy and things were already shaky enough, especially since Jack felt like Lydia
had taken him to Disneyworld.
That did make her chuckle a little. Trust Jack to find this fun.
She sighed and bowed her head and let her tears drip on the sidewalk as
she walked toward Simon’s, her hands laden with groceries, and wondered
how she’d landed in Spanish Harlem again.
She’d been here many times with Mingo, stayed a week or two every
time, because he had mysterious dealings with someone he never let her meet,
dropping her off with distant, ancient relatives with some cash and admonishments not to get in trouble. It pissed her off that he would never tell her.
Years later, she was back. As a child, she’d walked and ridden the subway
up and down the island, ducked into back streets and alleys exploring, drifted
around the Cuban neighborhoods where grandmothers pinched her cheeks,
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fed her, and ranted about any father who’d drop his little girl off with people
he barely knew and disappear for a week. Grandfathers wanted to talk about
Cuba with a little girl with a “fresh-off-the-raft” Cuban accent who was well
versed in its history because her dad had escaped soon after Castro took power and he was bitter. They made sure she was fed, housed, and safe until
Mingo came to pick her up, but that hadn’t kept her from exploring during
the daytime.
Nobody she remembered was here anymore, but they were old when she
was a child.
“Mingo.”
What’d I do this time?
“First, you wouldn’t tell me why we came to New York all those times.
Then you shot your mouth off and got yourself killed.”
You keep saying that. I’m SORRY. How many times do I have to say that?
“Yeah, but I need you and I miss you more than I ever have and—”
Silence.
Tears stung her eyes.
“Yeah, I am mad at you. Mingo. And I can’t get anybody to listen to me.”
It is not my fault nobody will believe how fabulous your childhood was.
Her life was in limbo. Julie’s death had rattled her cage. Hard. She hadn’t
known how badly she needed to talk to someone about it until she told Jack.
To purge the sight of another suicide, a horrific one. After witnessing a murder and barely dodging two more, one of them hers.
But now she was dragging death and tragedy behind her wherever she
went.
Eh, it’s just a rough patch. Tragedy comes in threes, you know. You’ve filled your
quota.
She turned into the labyrinth thinking about that. It was difficult for
Lydia to be superstitious, considering her “magic” was just an idiopathic
physiological anomaly possibly caused by a childhood head injury.
Was the universe mad for not telling Julie to tough it out? The girl hurt
so much and her parents wouldn’t let her die naturally, wouldn’t let the disease take its course. Lydia really didn’t see she had much choice. Lydia’s disapproval of Julie’s parents’ methods had turned to raging hatred by the time
they dropped their lawsuit.
You did the right thing. You know you did. Of course I wish I’d been there for you.
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When Lydia shoved her way into the apartment, the exam room door
was closed, Jack and Simon nowhere to be seen. There were two burly dudes
lounging on the sofa and in a chair, watching TV. Drinking beer.
She didn’t know them. Never saw them before. They must be with whoever was undergoing surgery at the moment.
They looked up when Lydia came in.
The look turned predatory.
“You know what cats do when a newborn baby is brought into the
house?” she asked casually. “They smother the weak and helpless baby to death
when the parents aren’t looking.” She cast a pointed glance at the exam room
door, then back at them. “Meee. Ow.”
They went back to what they were doing.
Except for their protests when Lydia yanked the beers out of their hands.
“Those are mine, jerkwads.”
One arose and she turned to face him. She looked up into his eyes. He
stared. Blinked. Backed off and sat down. Went back to watching TV.
It was difficult for her to not be superstitious.
Lydia got dinner on with the groceries she’d bought.
The men were still there when dinner was ready, but she wasn’t sharing.
She did however, share the brownies she made. They muttered their thanks,
embarrassed, angry, and resentful that Lydia was clearly the alpha in this
apartment.
It was odd, she thought, thinking in these terms, alpha and beta. Top, bottom. Mostly sexual, but useful in other contexts. She was a college professor.
She was the alpha, top, whatever, by default because she held students’ futures
in her hands. As a coach and arranger, too, she was at the top of her field. She
was influential in Kansas City society because of the boards she served on and
she had no problems saying what she wanted to happen and expecting it to
happen. Everyone deferred to her. She didn’t have to think about it.
Not anymore, anyway. There had been a hierarchy amongst the drag
queens she grew up with and the popular girls at school. There was a hierarchy amongst the society matrons, too, but Lydia had thought that particular
to women. They didn’t call it alpha or, well, anything. Somebody might say
“queen bee,” but usually, the girl’s name was all that need be said. Lydia had
never tried to be that, queen bee or alpha. She just was.
Even with Jack, but he could top her if he put forth a little effort. The fact
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that he didn’t meant he was completely and totally secure in his ability to top
her if he felt like it.
These men … They were used to being the alpha, but they were used to
using violence to stay that way—until they ran up against a witch who’d
threatened to flick her fingers and kill their friend.
It was the magic. It was always the magic. Deep down inside, men
thought she was a witch, even if they didn’t believe in witches. Or told themselves they didn’t. Or didn’t think of it as witch. Or convinced themselves they
were seeing things. Or thought she was just creepy. Mingo and the girls, the
boys at school and a couple of teachers hadn’t been any less susceptible. The
difference was Mingo knew it was caused by a head injury and how to cash in
on it. The queens just didn’t look in her eyes. It was how she could pick out
the genuine girls. With her male students, she was upfront about its physiological nature and told them to focus on the bridge of her nose. Sebastian
dealt with it the same way.
Lydia plopped herself down with one of her beers and a brownie,
propped her feet on the coffee table, grabbed the remote out of one guy’s
hand, and changed the channel. They glared at her, but that was all.
All three of them started when the exam room door was thrown open.
Simon and Jack came out covered in blood and looking exhausted. Jack
glanced at Daisy then shook his head and went to the bathroom. In two seconds flat, the shower pipes started rattling. Simon stood there and told them
they did what they could, but their cohort was gone. Too much damage, not
enough supplies or people to sew him up properly.
Both of them looked at Lydia, not knowing whether to blame her and
risk looking superstitious, blame or hurt Simon, or just accept it and go on.
“Someday,” Lydia said blithely as she took another bite of her brownie,
“you’ll need a doctor somewhere other than an ER.” Then she looked at the
one she’d already bewitched and threw her thumb over her shoulder at the
exam room. “Mee. Ow.”
They left, taking their dead comrade with them.
Simon slid her a glance. “You know who they were?”
“Nope.”
“Two of the top dogs of one of the gangs around here. The one who just
died on the table was the top dog.”
“Oh. One made the mistake of looking in my eyes.”
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Simon snorted.
“Then I told them what cats do to newborns.”
“That’s new and different.”
“And now their top dog is dead. The new ones will either kill me or
know to stay away from this cat.”
Simon heaved a weary sigh and shook her head. “Your timing is creepy.”
So she was dragging death behind her wherever she went, and tragedies
didn’t stop at three.
Oh, fuck him. There’s no tragedy in a gangbanger’s death.
She shrugged. “Blame the universe. I just go with the flow.”
“Simon,” Jack croaked as he came out, soaked, a towel around his waist.
It was her turn for a shower and Jack flopped on the sofa, dropped his
head back and closed his eyes.
They said nothing for a long time. The evening news came on. There was
Knox, looking as suave and put-together as he had the moment he’d first appeared on TV. Still, she couldn’t get the image of him worn down, fortyeight hours without sleep, trying to do his job long distance.
For Jack.
Because Sebastian was his friend.
“No, we do not know where Jack is. Yes, we now have witness statements
that Jack was pushed, which resulted in Ms Koskella’s death.” Val’s sketch
was flashed up on screen, but it was different from the first, more refined. It
looked exactly like her.
“Shit,” Jack whispered.
“If anybody has any idea of the identity of this woman, please contact me
at Blackwood Securities.”
The shower pipes stopped.
“I’m going to fund this place when I get out of this mess,” Jack said wearily, closing his eyes again.
That didn’t surprise her. “That’s sweet.”
“You sound like you don’t believe me.”
What? She scowled at him, even though he couldn’t see her. “Yeah, I do.
I know when you’re BSing and when you’re not. It’s easy to fund a place
when you’ve got as much money as you do. You’ll set up a trust. Endow it.
Hand it off to an assistant to manage. Voilà, never have to deal with it again
and the place gets funded.”
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“Exactly,” he drawled. “You say that like you think I should personally
come up here and give Simon a check.”
“Not a check. Cash. But!” she hastened to say when his head snapped up
and he glared at her. “Only because it can’t be traced back. A trust is traceable, taxes, etc. So is a check. As long as you’re willing to not write it off. That
would be the sacrifice.”
His expression melted into confusion as she spoke, then comprehension.
“Oh,” he muttered. “Right.” She could see him struggling with the concept of
not reporting something on his taxes, doing it the ethical way because he
equated ethics and laws.
“You wouldn’t report what you throw at Diogenes, would you?” she
asked quietly. “Report your in-kind labor for spending all day in surgery? Report the four or five grand we’ve poured into this place in the last four days?”
“No,” he said snidely. “It’s not enough to matter.”
“The IRS thinks it is.”
“Oh, bullshit.”
“It’s not about you. It’s about Simon.”
He blinked and looked away, his brow wrinkled in thought.
“I told you this last night. That deduction isn’t there because they’re giving you a break. It’s just bait. It’s there to track the recipients’ income.” She
leaned forward, her elbows on her knees and her hands clasped. “I didn’t
mean to start anything,” she said earnestly. “Please believe me. You looked a
little freaked out at the thought of not reporting it and I panicked. Tell me
it’s about the money and I’ll shut up.”
“No,” he said low. “It’s never about the money. I … never thought about
it before. Before last night. And I couldn’t think about it today. It’s just something you do, you know?”
“Except you don’t have to. You mind your business. Let them mind
theirs.”
His expression hardened. “That’s what Brenda said.”
Lydia smiled softly. “Brenda was manipulating the market. Stealing from
your clients in a roundabout way. Knocking money off balance. You put her
back in balance. That’s not the same thing.”
He glared at her for quite a while, but she looked right back at him with
what she hoped was a penitent smile.
“Dinner’s on the stove,” she murmured. “I made brownies.”
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“Thanks,” he said sarcastically, “but I’m going to bed. Getting another
fucking tax lecture from a fucking piano teacher at ten o’clock at night after a
fucking eight-hour anatomy lesson.”
With that, he heaved himself from the sofa. Or tried. He was too tired
and flopped backward again.
Lydia stood and offered him her hand. He glared up at her but took it.
When she pulled him to his feet, she gave him a hug. A real hug. Then
pressed her mouth to his cheek. He sighed and wrapped his arms around her,
leaning against her and simply … being. Existing.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered in his ear. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
When he began to sag against her, she pushed him away and trundled
him off to bed. She couldn’t be his mattress standing up.
Simon emerged from the bathroom some time later and cast a side-eye at
Lydia, who was on her knees, scrubbing the floor with bleach. “Thank you,”
she muttered as she dished up her food. “I really don’t know what I’d have
done without you guys this week.”
“You’re taking a chance on us,” Lydia grunted as she worked to get blood
out of the wood. “You didn’t have to take us in.”
“Let me put it a different way. I don’t know how I did this before you
came, and I don’t know how I’m going to manage after you leave.”
“Jack’ll take care of you.”
“I know that,” she snapped. “I can’t buy help like this.”
Lydia didn’t know what to say to that. “You’re from wealth, aren’t you?”
“Yes. How … ?”
“Your accent is upper class. You knew too much about Jack’s clothes.
You know more about the arts than you’d get in general ed when you’re on a
science track. Why are you here?”
“I’m surprised Jack didn’t tell you already.”
“He had other things on his mind.”
Simon snorted. “Sex.”
“No.” Lydia shrugged. “Philosophy. He’d rather think than have sex.”
Simon was silent for a few seconds. “Oh. Um … ” She took a deep
breath. “Well. I’m looking for my brother. This is what happened. He was a
youth minister at our church and he took the kids on a mission trip to Appalachia. West Virginia somewhere, I think.
“Anyway, he was putting a roof on someone’s house and fell off. Broke
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his back. The DEA has a stranglehold on pain meds because of that stupid
war on drugs, and his doctor had to cut him off about a year after his surgery.
He was still in a lot of pain so he went out looking for some. Found heroin.
He’s out here somewhere and now I’m looking for him. PIs, everything. The
neighborhood keeps its eyes and ears open. Every once in a while I hear
something, so I close up shop and go hunting.
“My family and I decided the best way to get to him and take care of him
and treat his pain was for me to do this. It’s a family project. My mom and
baby sister— Melinda, Jack’s COO, which I didn’t know until I told him
about my dad and he made the connection. They fund me. Keep me off the
radar. Mel drops by sometimes and says hi, gives me some cash. I can call her
when I need more, but she leaves as fast as is polite. I know she works hard,
but she would never do what Jack did today. What he’s been doing. If she
were cooped up here, she wouldn’t deign to touch a pan or move a box, to say
nothing of getting all bloody. I thought Master of the Universe in there was
going to make things worse, but he surprised me, being such a hard worker.
Not flinching at the sight of a cut-open human.”
“He’s good in a crisis.”
“Very. Lydia, you and Jack are an answer to prayer. His being here has allowed me to spend more time looking for my brother than I have in the last six
months and his help in the exam room is invaluable. You’ve been doing the
cooking and cleaning and some of the laundry, which is more than I can handle
most weeks. I’ve eaten better than I have in weeks and the brownies are a …
Between you two, the food, and the brownies, it’s like I’m on a cruise.”
That was very sad.
“We didn’t know, when we started this, that I’d be spending all my time
helping everyone but my brother. We were like Jack, completely shocked this
part of the world even existed. I mean, yes, I’ve experienced a lot of injustice
in my life because I’m black, even though I come from a wealthy family. I’m
also a woman, so for me, it was really bad. I honestly don’t know how Jack’s
kind of floated through all that, but— Anyway, I had culture shock, but now
I’m a fixture and because everyone around here is Hispanic, I don’t get any
guff for sounding or trying to act white. In exchange for this, I gather favors
and people are willing to actively look and bring me news, so … ” She sighed
wearily. “Simon is my mother’s maiden name. My name is Crystal. Crystal
Newman.”
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“But why can’t you buy help?” Lydia asked softly. “Surely, there are people who … ”
Simon shook her head. “The people who can do these jobs have easier
ways to make more money. The people who want these jobs aren’t physically
capable. You and Jack are the only help I’ve had in … years. The children can’t
do the job, but they do help in other ways. But now you’ve kicked Manny and
Paco in the butt so maybe— I’ve prayed to God for this and finally—”
When she went no further because she was wiping her eyes on the hem
of her scrubs, Lydia said, “The boys probably know girls their age who want
to work.”
“Maybe.” She sniffled. “I never thought to ask.”
“And your father?”
“Oh,” she murmured. “He’s housebound. He came home from ’Nam
pretty messed up, but was able to hide it. My mother never suspected. He
was a mover and shaker, the strong one, the alpha, as Jack would say, but
something in him snapped when my brother went missing. When he’s not
having war flashbacks, he sits in his room and cries. Feels weak and helpless.
Feels like an imposter, like he didn’t build his own fortune because men who
sit and cry about their lives can’t do that and don’t deserve the chance. Feels
like God’s punishing us because he didn’t follow his conscience and refuse to
go to ’Nam like he should’ve and then ended up killing people.
“He hates that Melinda had to step up and take care of the estate and his
business. He won’t look at her, won’t talk to her, he’s so ashamed. Not a real
man, you know? He’s a broken man whose only son is broken and lost, so his
little girl has to carry the family when she should be married and having her
own family. He curses God in one breath and he’s on his knees the next, repenting for being a soldier and begging for mercy on us.”
“Do you see him?”
Simon shrugged. “When I can get away. I’ve gone home twice since
you’ve been here, which is twice more than I’ve been able to do in the past
year. I just tell him I’m busy in my chic practice on Park Avenue. He has no
idea where I really am and he’d be— He’d like to see me more, but it’s more
important to him that I’m going about my business, not throwing myself on
the altar of his weakness like Melinda is. He’s happy Mel’s a mover and
shaker like he was. He just doesn’t want her to be obligated to tend his business and he doesn’t like having his wife and daughters see him so broken.”
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“He knows what’s going on? He’s all there?”
Simon nodded. “His only intellectual impairment is that he can’t tell
Melinda’s lying and she’s never been able to lie to him. We’re hoping he’ll
snap out of it when we find my brother. I could go back to my practice and
he’d never have to know.”
“So drugs,” Lydia muttered, hearing Mingo’s anti-drug rants in her head,
“can tear families apart the other direction.”
“That is the most bitter pill to swallow. We’re very religious and my parents were all in with the war on drugs. Then my brother couldn’t get what he
legitimately needed because the government said he didn’t need it, so he went
to the streets. And now he’s lying in a gutter somewhere. I’ve been so overwhelmed and so lost and I … lost my faith. But somehow, I don’t know, you
and Jack dropped in when I needed help the most so maybe— Maybe God
doesn’t hate us. My brother. My mom and sister.” She paused, then whispered, “My dad.”
Lydia gulped and her eyes stung. “Did you talk to Jack about the race
thing?” she asked low.
“Tried,” Simon said around a bite. “His problem is he’s used to people hating him because he’s a jerk, so race doesn’t quite cut through the fog. He’s also
Indian and a man, which might make a difference, I don’t know. I told him
about some of my experiences. He doesn’t understand why anybody would do
such things to a smart, wealthy, cultured person as if I have no sex, no race. I
tried to explain how your dad’s situation isn’t common, but it happens often
enough to make people paranoid. He thinks your dad was a one-off.”
Lydia rolled her eyes.
“As far as I can tell, he hasn’t had any problems getting a job, and between his hyperactivity, his brain, his speech, and his clothes, he probably
comes across as not checking all the expected boxes.”
Lydia sighed. When Simon put it like that, she could understand. “He’s
never going to get it, is he?”
“Not unless something happens that shakes him up. This isn’t it because
you got him out before it did.” She took another bite. “It’s kind of cute in its
own way. Innocent. Guy like that.”
“I guess.”
“Or maddening.” Simon took another bite, then moaned in delight.
“These are so good,” she muttered.
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“Thanks.”
“So I’ve been wondering about you. Your dad got nailed for driving while
brown, so I guess you hit the white-girl lottery?”
Not even close. “I guess,” she muttered. She would have explained, but it
was late, the story was complicated, and Simon wouldn’t believe her anyway.
“What about your mom?”
“I don’t have one,” she said shortly. “My dad hated women.”
Simon hesitated. “Was he gay?”
“No.”
Neither of them said anything more, as Simon was exhausted. So was
Lydia, but she hadn’t spent the day operating on a bleeding-out kid.
Lydia was scrubbing long into the night, after Simon had gone to bed,
minding the store, so to speak, and putting the exam room back to rights—or
as much rights as she could get it. She put the food away, washed the dishes,
and cleaned the kitchenette. Then locked the door, took a shower, brushed
her teeth, and went to bed.
Where Jack was waiting.
Awake.
Which she didn’t know until she’d stripped down, and patted the mattress to find out where he was and how to get in without waking him up.
He pulled her down and into him and kissed her.
Just kissed her.
“I’m too tired to make love,” he whispered after a while.
“You did well today. Simon was impressed. And grateful.”
“Had to be done.”
“But you didn’t have to do it.”
“Who else was going to do it?” he demanded.
She chuckled. “Maybe you should think about that a while.”

27:
STOLE A LITTLE GOLD
“I REMEMBER THAT GUY NOW,” Jack said at breakfast after watching the
news. “Val’s husband. He was a lot older than me, not my boss, but my boss’s
boss. I didn’t have much interaction with him. Well, I caught something, sent
it up the ladder. Nothing happened. I thought the memo went wherever
memos go to die and wrote another one, sent it up the ladder. Nothing happened. I forgot about it. Went about my business and noticed the same
anomaly. Tracked it back, saw a pattern, wrote a third memo. That one I took
to the SEC. Then I went about my business because I was hustling, building
my client base. I met Val and we had our fling and then she dumped me.
“So one day two, three years later, the police come knocking on my boss’s
boss’s door, haul him out in handcuffs and all that business. Somebody told
me what he’d done. I checked to make sure that wasn’t going to come back on
me or my clients. I shrugged and went on with my life. Then I heard he was
going to be charged with a shitload of felonies, checked my clients again,
didn’t think anything of it. I mean, I had no beef with this guy. I was doing
my own thing, right? Then a little while later, I heard he committed suicide
and figured he’d been in deep.”
“But your name’s on those memos, right?” Simon asked.
Jack nodded as he ate.
“Do you think she was involved?”
Jack shrugged. “Sebastian’s people may know by now. They’re closer to
her than the police are.”
“No,” Simon mused. “They’re probably spoonfeeding the information to
the DA and the cops, but they just can’t pop up and say, ‘Hey, here’s the
chick who did it.’”
Jack looked at Lydia. “Can we go now?”
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Lydia grimaced. “I don’t know.” She looked at Simon helplessly.
“I like having you here,” she said bluntly. “I could say, ‘No, you shouldn’t
go turn yourself in’ to keep you here and working. However, I’m going to say,
‘No, you shouldn’t go turn yourself in’ because your lawyer has not yet told
you you should.” She gave Jack a stern glare. “I know that you think we’re all
being silly and paranoid about this, but if your lawyer, who is a prosecutor, not
a defense attorney, tells you not to come in like he just did fifteen minutes ago,
don’t do it. He might be white and rich, but he gets ‘walking while black.’”
“He did tell me,” Lydia offered, “that he’s defended innocent people who
were charged just for the appearance of justice. He said it knocked him off
balance every time, and he ended up having to prove innocence instead of the
other way around. He can’t tell if the DA is interested in that, so he’s not
taking any chances.”
Simon shook her head. “Young, hot, brilliant, and interested in truth, justice, and cougars. Yeah, I’d spend a fun weekend with him.”
Lydia snickered and fist-bumped Simon.
“Fuck you both!” Jack threw his fork down in his plate and sat back, rubbing his hand down his face. “This is getting not fun anymore.”
Lydia growled.
“So just to have something to talk about,” Simon murmured around her
bite, waving her fork between Jack and Lydia, “what’s on tap for you two
when you get released from Camp Conspiracy?”
Jack looked away.
Lydia looked down.
“I’m going to take the kids home with me,” Lydia murmured, her eyes
starting to sting.
“The hell you are!” Jack barked, slamming his hand on the table, making
Lydia and Simon both jump. She looked at him wide-eyed. He was livid. “I owe
them, and I am in a much better position than you to give them a decent life.”
Lydia’s jaw ground. “You don’t know my position in life,” she said low.
“Um.” Simon reached out and put a hand on each of their forearms.
“Okay, go to your corners. I was asking about you. The two of you.”
Lydia looked at her, confused. “Why do you want to know?”
She smiled softly. “I’m a romantic at heart,” she murmured, releasing
their arms and looking down at her plate. “I was hoping … ” She shrugged.
Then laughed. “I wanted to be the Love Boat Clinic.”
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That made Lydia and Jack both laugh. Reluctantly. Sadly.
“I don’t know,” he muttered, gesturing to Lydia. “She doesn’t trust me.”
“He treats women like shit,” she said matter-of-factly, trying to hold back
her tears.
“I treat everybody like shit,” he said testily.
“Okay,” Lydia sighed with irritation. “You use women for your toilet paper.”
He snarled at her. “Have I—”
“I don’t think you want to go there,” Lydia warned.
“I will anyway. You come to town. I meet you. The next day we’re having
lunch and you’re getting hot and bothered—”
“And you mention your girlfriends. Plural.”
“That is not the point,” he went on doggedly. “You knew I had a girlfriend but you made it very clear you were up for a good time. Then you got
pissed at me for referencing it? Her? Them?”
Lydia’s mouth pressed together and she looked down at her plate. “I …
forgot.”
“Wanted to forget. You think I’m the dickiest dickhead of all time yet you
keep giving me chances. Why? Why me? Or am I just your latest?”
Lydia closed her eyes because her feelings were so mixed up and confused, all jumbled in there with her grief over Julie, and …
“I came to New York,” she croaked, “to start over.” She bent her head
toward Simon. “I had something very disturbing happen last year, and I haven’t been allowed to grieve because—well, people keep giving me a hard time
about it. I didn’t know what to do, where to go, I just had to leave. I threw a
dart. It hit Juilliard. And now I’m going to go home with the worst vacation
album ever and two kids to love and protect.”
Silence.
She didn’t want to look up. Didn’t want to see pity or anger.
“What was her name?” Jack asked low.
“Julie,” she whispered.
“Ah.”
Lydia sniffled. “But the first thing that went wrong was they demanded
an audition. I have tapes. I have tenure—”
“Wait,” Simon said. “I’m lost. Juilliard? Tenure?”
Jack ran down Lydia’s CV and by the time he was finished, Simon was
gaping at Lydia.
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“You’re a concert pianist?” Simon breathed as if that were more impressive
than being an MD, licensed or not. “I thought you lived here. I thought you
were auditioning to be in a band or something.”
“If you can’t solo in a full concert hall, you’re not a concert pianist,” Lydia
muttered. “So, no. I’m from Kansas. I teach. I have a nice job. I live in a nice
place. I have a nice ride. Two. I want to get back to my life, since it seems
that’s where the universe wants me to be, deal with these people, and work on
making it nice again.”
“That sounds fucking terrible,” Jack said flatly. “‘My nice life,’” he mocked
in a falsetto.
Lydia slid him a slow, withering glance. “And you keep begging me to
take you back to your nice life. ‘Daisy,’” she mocked in a falsetto, which was a
lot higher than his, “‘Can I go home now? Are we there yet? Can I touch your
booby? Will you touch my weenie?’”
Simon started to laugh.
She expected him to say something cutting, but instead his mouth was
pressed hard together like he was trying to not laugh, but he couldn’t hold it.
He grinned and looked down at the table shaking his head.
So once again, Jack had made her laugh when she was angry with him,
just by laughing at something she said.
“I have stage fright,” she told Simon when her laughing abated. “So the
audition was a problem. Then it went to hell in about thirty seconds flat.
Twice. Got another audition. That went to hell. It just snowballed. Everything that’s happened—” She gestured to Jack. “—has been because they
asked for an audition for positions that don’t require performance. I should’ve
said screw you because it’s not like I’m some unknown at a tiny little private
college. My name is known in my world, you know? Not as a performer, as a
coach. Like Russian skating coaches, you know? The top guys? That’s where I
am. People come from China to study with me and Juilliard wants me to audition after I sent tapes? Who the hell do they think they are?”
“Is what you’re really mad about?” Jack asked quietly.
“It’s a whole lot of things,” she snapped. “I haven’t had this much stress in
years. No drama, no … ” She clapped her mouth shut. “Feeling like a failure,
an ignorant, naïve, homesick college freshman. Everything I have touched
since I got here has gone to pot, dragging death behind me wherever I go.
Julie. Brenda. Talking Head. You and me. Almost. Suddenly, dealing with my
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grief at home seems like a nice—” she sneered at Jack, “—antidote to being
here. And I can go back to my nice, quiet, drama-free life.”
“You thrive on drama,” Jack said flatly.
“Not death!” she almost yelled. “I like my life the same way you like yours
and on paper, yours is just as boring as mine! Mine has exactly as much drama as I can fit in between my job, my committees, and my hobbies.”
There was a silence in the room and she looked up to see him staring at
her speculatively. “When was the last time you had a date?”
“Ah, let’s see. When did we go to lunch wherein you talked about your
girlfriends? Last week?”
“Before that,” he growled.
She looked down.
“You don’t have to answer him, yanno,” Simon drawled wryly.
She shrugged. Why not? “Seven years ago. When I kicked my parasite
mentor out of my life.”
Silence.
“Uh … so … ?” Jack sounded shocked. Wary. As if he were afraid of putting his foot in his mouth again.
“You’re the first man I’ve had sex with in seven years.”
“Good God,” Simon whispered.
“Holy shit,” Jack whispered.
“I make bad choices,” Lydia told Simon bluntly. “I have a type.”
“Aaaand Jack’s your type,” Simon murmured.
Lydia nodded. “Worse, for some reason I find nice guys boring and I can’t
abide religious ones. So all this time, I thought it would be better to just say no
to everything. No having to second-guess men’s motives or my choices or date
nice guys just to say I was dating, because I just said no. No, I don’t want to go
out with you. No, I don’t want to hang out with you. No, I don’t want to get
coffee, have lunch with you, sit by you in the teacher’s lounge.” She paused. “If
college had a teacher’s lounge. No, you can’t sit in my office and discuss deep
things with me. No, you can’t drop in on my classes. No, you can’t listen to me
practice. No, I don’t care if you like my playing. No, you can’t come over with
popcorn and a movie. No, you can’t take me home after the party. No, you
can’t come to the opera with me. No, you can’t be my plus-one at a colleague’s
wedding and no, I’m not going to be your plus-one. No, you can’t show me Los
Angeles. I like to explore on my own. And the one I never actually said but
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thought every single time: No, you’re not clever or funny in the least and you’re
sure as hell not entertaining enough to have sex with.”
She gestured toward Jack. “I get him. He gets me. He’s a genius, which nobody seems to be able to see but me, and he makes me laugh. He’s also the first
non-artist I’ve ever been with. I’m surrounded by them, right? So that’s different. Last week, we ended up on the same platform, both of us coming up here.
We talked. He asked me out again. I said yes. Again. I figured I could afford to
have fun, laugh, be clever with him for a couple of evenings before he screwed
up badly enough for me to wash my hands of him. Go home. Pick up where I
left off. Then we got almost-murdered, so here we are.”
Her eyelids flickered up when he took her hand and looked at it. That
was all. Held it in his palm and looked at it.
“How are your hands?” he asked quietly.
Surprised, she stammered, “Okay. I mean, they’re still tender, but you do
what you have to, right?”
“How does a piano lid fall on your fingers?” Simon murmured.
“It wasn’t all the way up and I was so frustrated and angry I slammed my
hands into the keys and it made the lid fall.”
“It was my fault,” Jack muttered.
“It would’ve done it anyway,” she muttered back at him. “When I got to
my second piece, which is very poundy.”
He smiled. “Poundy?”
She smiled softly back and nodded.
“What about you?” Simon said, kicking Jack under the table.
He took a deep breath and looked up at the ceiling. “I … have no fucking
idea what the hell happened. Took one look at her and lost my goddamned
mind.”
“Why?” Lydia asked softly. “I’m not your type.”
He shrugged. “I’m a simple guy. I don’t worry about why. I just go after
what I want.”
“But what do you want from me?”
“To touch my weenie.”
Lydia and Simon burst out laughing.
“I don’t know, Daisy. That’s the God’s honest truth. I didn’t want to be
just your latest and I was going to get you that job one way or another so
you’d move here. But I didn’t have a plan then, I don’t have one now, and I
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sure as hell can’t make any because—” He gestured around the room. “Yeah,
you get me, but no, I don’t get you because if I did I wouldn’t keep fucking up
with you. I can’t—” He moaned and slapped his hands over his face. “I’m
acquiring two kids I don’t know how to take care of, who’d rather go with her
anyway,” he said, mostly to the room. “Mary dropped that ‘We can be a family’ bullshit on our heads and—”
He stopped.
Lydia didn’t know what he would say, but she was pretty sure she didn’t
want to hear it because she didn’t know what she would say, either.
“I never wanted a family,” he said abruptly. “I said I did.” He curled his
lip at Lydia. “Okay, you were right. I said it to get laid and got rid of her as
soon as I smelled ‘wedding’ on the wind, so yeah, I really am as much of a rotten cunt as your ex-parasite.”
She gave him a stony look.
“I grew up in a nice family. Movie-perfect. Awesome house, awesome
neighborhood, awesome schools, awesome friends, awesome parents. Siblings
came along. They weren’t so awesome.”
Simon chuckled.
“I got no complaints. Love my parents. Like hanging out with my siblings
and their spouses. Like my nieces and nephews. Extended family, fine. Parties, reunions, gatherings, whatever. Go, have a good time with my family. No
problems. But I didn’t want to do all that. Marriage, kids. I’m not suited to it,
the way I’m not suited to high culture. But, Jesus and Mary—they’re there
and I like the little shits—”
Lydia and Simon traded wry smiles.
“They need a home and I can do that. And her taking them home where
she has potential stalkers is possibly the fucking stupidest idea ever.”
“They sued me,” Lydia said wearily. “They lost. They’re evil and pissed
off, not stupid or crazy.”
“So for me,” he went on as if she hadn’t spoken, “it’s a no-brainer. I don’t
feel panicky. I don’t feel obligated. Clinic needs money, here. Diogenes, pal,
here’s ten large. No skin off my nose. Kids need a home, fine. So the word
‘family’ wasn’t applicable.”
“Just getting the job done,” Lydia said softly. “You have the right tools.”
Jack pointed at her. “Yes! Yes, that’s it exactly. Then Mary says ‘We can
be a family!’ and then they’re expecting us—” Jack gestured between himself
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and Lydia. “—to get married and turn into the Brady Bunch. ‘Make her stay
here, Jack! Move to Kansas, Jack!’”
Lydia looked down at the table, pulling her lips between her teeth. She
picked at the Formica.
“What,” Jack barked.
Lydia shrugged because her feelings were there in her gut, the words to describe them not formed in her mind yet. No letters, syllables, or words, much
less concepts, but what she could see made her very, very sad.
She arose and started clearing dishes.
“God, I hate you so much,” he snarled, slamming his hands on the table
as he shot to his feet, then stormed out the door.
There was silence in the room for a moment.
“And that ends my ten-minute career as a family counselor,” Simon said
gingerly at Lydia’s back as she washed dishes. “Sorry about that.”
“It’s all right,” Lydia said softly. “Just so you know, he doesn’t mean that
‘I hate you’ the way it sounds.”
“I know exactly what he’s saying,” Simon murmured. “Everybody in the
neighborhood knows.”
“It’s not real.”
Simon heaved a great sigh and slowly got to her feet as she stretched and
yawned. “Okay, well, since he’s gone though he shouldn’t be, you’ll have to
run his errands.”
And Lydia was only too glad to do it, to stop thinking about Jack, what I
hate you really meant, that the whole neighborhood knew, except that everybody but Lydia misread it just enough to make it bitter.
It took Lydia an hour to find all the places around town to get all the
things on Simon’s list. She’d made an itinerary so she only had to go down
Manhattan once and back up Manhattan once. She returned at midafternoon almost exhausted, having also stopped by Blackwood Securities for
some more cash and news. No news, because the front desk had an envelope
full of cash for her.
“One more thing,” Simon said, bustling around a patient on her exam table. The TV was blaring, which wasn’t like her. “Instructions on the fridge.”
“Lettuce in the crisper. Jack back?”
“Thanks. And no, which is starting to worry me.”
“That’s why the TV’s on?”
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“Yes.” She gestured to the paper now in Lydia’s hand. “But I need those
more than a confused, hot-tempered man-child needs to have forced introspection.”
“Okay.”
The address turned out to be a survivalist shop in a back alley with a
Russian proprietor who was suspicious of her. But she’d come well prepared
with cash and Simon’s signature on a shopping list in Simon’s handwriting,
most of which were gunshot wound kits.
And she needed a lot of them.
Which … Lydia would have to assemble herself from supplies in the back.
“You gotta be kidding me,” she grumbled at the man, who shrugged and
directed her to a back room with separate supplies stacked almost to the ceiling.
He stuck his head in the door. “Make some extra, da?”
“Angsty Russians,” she muttered as she prepared to get to work. “Hey!
You got music?”
“Da, we got music,” he snarled at her. “Tchaikovsky.”
She smiled. “That will do.”
So she sat and basked in angsty Russians for three hours, assembling
hundreds of gunshot wound kits, humming along. She was just finishing up
when she turned and started, seeing the proprietor leaning against the door
jamb, his arms crossed over his chest.
“You know this music, da?”
She nodded, wary, not quite sure what he wanted from her, trapped as
she was in this back room with no way out.
“I see you, with your fingers, like you play. Piano?”
She nodded again.
“You play for me, da? My mother, she is old. Lonely. Would make her
happy.”
Lydia’s bottom lip opened a little. “Um, Simon’s expecting me back with
these.”
He waved that off. “You have saved me much work today. My boy will
take to Simon and explain. Come, come. Play. I will feed you.”
“Um … ” But Lydia bundled up her things anyway for a chance to get on
a piano, which she was missing terribly. Never had she gone this long without
access to one and it was almost like she was a crashing junkie.
But when her host led her up some rickety stairs with admonishments to
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be careful of this step or that step or some other step that was rotting in the
middle, she gasped when he opened the door to their living quarters.
It was rich. Red. Gold. Persian rugs. Velvet drapes. Gold iconography.
And an Imperial 290 Bösendorfer right smack in the middle of what looked
like a music room, if the gigantic harp in the corner was any indication.
She was numbly herded into the room because she couldn’t believe what
she was seeing, a one hundred thousand dollar piano here in a tiny Russian
enclave in the middle of Spanish Harlem. As if from a distance, she heard the
man calling for someone as he disappeared into the apartment the other way.
“Um … ” She turned to the man—she didn’t even know his name—
when he came in followed by his poor, frail little mother. Lydia’s protestations of being unworthy of playing on this instrument died on her tongue.
“You don’t even know if I can play that well.”
“It does not matter,” he said in his heavily-accented English as he helped
her down into a comfortable chair and arranged a blanket over her knees.
“No one has played this piano in years and she would merely like to hear it
played. Do you also play harp?” he asked hopefully.
Lydia shook her head and her heart began to slow as she looked at the
woman who returned her look so hopefully. “I’ll do my best,” she said and sat
down. She looked over her shoulder to see the woman clutching her son’s
hands, tears already begun. This woman didn’t care if Lydia could only play
chopsticks. She just wanted to hear someone play her piano.
She tapped a couple of notes to see how out of tune it was and, shockingly, it wasn’t at all. She flexed her fingers for a little while, played some scales.
Arpeggios. Plunked out “Flight of the Bumblebee” to warm up, then asked
the old woman what she wanted to hear.
“Rachmaninoff?” she said, making Lydia’s heart thunder. Not the—
Please, not the—
“Concerto Third,” she said. “Can you play? I see, your hands, they are too
small, but … ”
Lydia’s heart sank. She couldn’t lie, but she did not want to play that for
other people. It was difficult enough playing it for her audition, but it was an
expected audition piece. “Yes,” she said quietly. “I can play it.”
The old woman clapped her hands in glee. “And after, ‘Rhapsody in Blue’?”
Was this woman going to ask for every piece Lydia hated to play for an
audience? Even an audience of one?
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“Yes.”
But by the time she was halfway through the second movement of the
Rach Three, the old woman was asleep. Lydia still needed to play, so she
switched to Disney, midcentury lounge, and Broadway and cinema theme
songs, which she sang.
Come with me and you’ll be in a world of pure imagination.
She didn’t have Victoria’s voice, but she could carry a tune and, unlike
Victoria, Lydia was occasionally compelled to simply … sing.
Because she had so much music packed inside her she had to let it out
somehow.
There is no life I know to compare with pure imagination …

28:
POOR LITTLE RICH BOY
“FUCK,” Jack hissed as he watched two New York City detectives and a
couple of beat cops trudge down the alley toward Simon’s place. He suddenly
didn’t quite remember what had sent him out for a walk to burn off his energy—anger—but now he was sure as hell glad it had.
Simon was fucked, and as much as Jack wanted to run in to save her, he
had to hold himself back. What would Daisy do what would Daisy do
Daisy would run like hell.
If she could run like hell.
Still Jack sat on a curb across from Simon’s alley looking every bit the
hobo he currently was. He kept his head down and found a brown paper bag,
which he formed into the shape of a bottle. It was a nerve-wracking half hour
before the detectives came out of the alley with the patrolmen they’d gone in
with. Nobody else was coming out. Nobody shouting. Nobody in custody.
But they were on alert, looking everywhere for anything suspicious.
Jack blended in here in Spanish Harlem, so long as he kept his hoodie up
and his head down so as not to betray his Indian features, and his mouth shut
so as not to betray the fact that he didn’t speak a word of Spanish and his
accent was vaguely upper middle class.
Shit. They were headed across the street toward him.
Keeping his mouth shut was really really hard for Jack. But he was in this
predicament because he hadn’t kept his mouth shut.
“Hey. Hey, you.”
They kicked him. In his ribs. Shit. He rolled with it, though because he
couldn’t think of anything else to do or how to get out of it without getting
himself arrested. He didn’t like Spanish Harlem, but he was pretty sure he
wouldn’t like jail for however long it took Hilliard to bail him out. He
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grunted when they kicked him again.
It wasn’t a kick. It was more of a slight nudge, but people simply didn’t do
that to a CEO.
But they would do it to a brown person.
Simon’s voice was in his head now, all those race discussions over the operating table whirling in his head.
Was this where he was supposed to be scared? To fear being treated like
shit because he was dark and looked homeless? He couldn’t muster fear. He’d
just hop to his feet and flash his Wall Street credentials …
If he had any on him.
One of them squatted down and got right in his face. “Hey, buddy.” The
dude lightly slapped his face, but Jack kept his eyes closed and tried to bat at
the hand as if it were a fly. He grumbled a little, let his head loll downward.
“Can you help us out here, pal?”
“Eh, leave him alone. We got better things to do than shake down a bum.”
The two detectives stood there talking with one beat cop while the other
one, the one who’d tried to wake him up, stayed in front of Jack, quiet. Still.
Jack didn’t dare break his pose or open his eyes. He knew what he was doing:
Sifting through all the faces he’d seen that day. And the day before. And the
day before that. Trying to figure out why Jack looked familiar, which
wouldn’t be hard if he got a straight-on look, since his not-ugly mug had been
all over the news for a week. Jack struggled to keep his muscles from tensing
up. To keep his breathing measured and light, as if he were truly asleep. Or
passed out. Talented at staying almost upright.
“Let’s go.”
He sensed the cop standing, walking away, but Jack didn’t dare break
character for quite a long time.
It was getting cold.
Dusky.
Jack was about to lie down for real to add some authenticity to his performance.
“Jack,” whispered a little girl in his ear. “It’s okay now but Simon said you
can’t come back. She told us to take you to the Easy-Offs.”
He had no idea why he would be going to an oven cleaner and he cracked
an eyelid open to see Mary there. Jesus would be somewhere nearby keeping
watch. “I thought you were with Sebastian.”
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“He had to hide us. We asked him to bring us here. So he did. But then
the cops were here and we ran away from Sebastian so he could run.”
“Does he know you’re okay?”
“Yes,” said a deep voice that belonged to the big body that dumped itself
beside him on the curb. “I told you to stay with me,” he said harshly. “You
almost got caught.”
“But Sebaaaaaastian,” she whined.
“That shit works with Jack, but not with me. I’ve lived life on the streets.
I know it better than you do.”
Mary’s bottom lip started to tremble, and Jack straightened slowly in case
they were being watched. He opened his arms and she cast herself at him to
cry into his shoulder.
“You’re an asshole,” Jack said calmly.
“Yes. When little girls don’t do as they’re told and almost get all of us and
your witch doctor made.”
“We’re sorry,” came Jesus’s soft voice from Jack’s right. He sounded like
he was about to cry, too.
“Jesus, I’ve told you about trying to cover for her.” Sebastian glared at
Mary and snapped, “Sorry doesn’t cut it. This is not selling singles or running
messages or snatching purses.”
“Shut it,” Jack said low, from his throat. He didn’t care if Taight was basically the only friend he had in the world, he wasn’t going to let him talk to
the kids like that. It was then he noticed Sebastian was in holey jeans, filthy
tee shirt, and ancient running shoes. His hair was rumpled and he had a
streak of grease across his face. “You’re a mess.”
“Right, like I was going to come up here in Armani.”
Jack looked more closely at the kids. They were clean. Their clothes and
shoes were new. Mary’s hair had been cut and styled. Where she’d had a dull
black rat’s nest down her back, she now had a sleek blue-black shoulder-length
bob. Jesus had a snazzy haircut that was identical to Sebastian’s. And Jack’s. And
every other guy on Wall Street. They each had a brand new bulging backpack.
They looked like children from a caring family who could take care of
them well. They didn’t look like they belonged here anymore.
“The doc says there’s a Russian kid by the hundred tenth stop to take
you to his place,” Sebastian was saying. “Lydia’s already there.”
“Simon okay?”
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“She had warning and the door doesn’t look like it’s been opened in thirty years, all that trash in front of it, so they didn’t look too closely. They’re up
here looking for Val.”
Jack’s jaw dropped open. “What?”
Sebastian nodded. “She lives in East Harlem somewhere. We aren’t sure
where yet, but we’re hoping we’ll get her tonight or tomorrow. Knox and the
DA are working together, since we know you were pushed, but can’t prove
who until we get Val in a lineup with the witnesses. There were two. Then
they’ll figure out what you’ll be charged with, if anything. Nothing a pennyante fine won’t cure.”
“And Daisy?”
“Same, probably. Knox is going to want you to come in tomorrow or
Wednesday. He’ll let you know via press conference, so keep the TV on.”
“Fine. I’m ready to get out of here. I still don’t believe all that bullshit
about getting my ass kicked for being Indian or whatever.”
“You could look as British as your dad and your mouth would’ve gotten
your ass kicked.”
His lip curled. “Okay, lay off. I got the point. Many times.”
“Mmm hm. The Russian kid’s got your stuff. He’s waiting, so you better go.”
“Sebaaaaaastian!” Mary whined. “Why can’t we go back with you?”
That shocked Jack. A moment ago, she’d had been brokenhearted that
Sebastian had spoken to her so harshly.
“Naw, sorry, kid,” he said, and sounded like he really meant it. “They’ve
got cops all over Jack’s office, his apartment, and mine.”
“Why your place?” Jack asked, confused.
“Much as Knox and the DA are suddenly best buds, the DA’s pissed
Knox won’t hand you over, so he’s still got people on you and me just to let us
know who’s in charge. But I’m good at avoiding cops and covering my tracks.
The kids can’t go back with me because they know I don’t have kids and I
have nowhere else to hide them.”
“We could go to Ivy’s house!”
Silence. Jack looked up to see Sebastian giving her a stony look.
“Why do you have to be such an ass to a little girl? Geez.”
Sebastian slid a glance at Jack. “You know nothing about kids.”
“And you do?”
Sebastian’s eyebrows shot into his hairline. “Actually, yes. I come from a
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very large family. Takes a village. They need boundaries and you don’t have
any. They’ll whine and cry and bitch and moan, but they’ll still cling to the
parent who sets rules and routines, and enforces them. You can’t buy respect
from kids. Especially street kids. They know bullshit when they see it.”
Jack wasn’t going to argue that because it sounded good and backed up
what Daisy had said. “Who’s Ivy?”
“One of the nannies I hired. She’s good with them and they’re attached,
but she can’t take them. Her place is tiny, she won’t move into my place, and
I don’t want to pull her into this any more than she already is.”
“Move in? That hot?”
“She’s got one foot on a banana peel. The last thing I need is a pretty
young thing in my apartment who’s more interested in me than the kids.”
“Oh.” No, Sebastian wouldn’t have a pretty young thing in his space unless he was painting her.
Sebastian looked at Mary and said, “Come give me hugs, punkin. I’ll see
you soon, okay? Remember, we’re not going to leave you out here long. But
Jack needs your help, so long as you’re okay with giving it.”
To Jack’s further shock, they threw themselves at Sebastian, who stood
with them both hanging on him. Maybe there was something to this rules
and boundaries thing.
“We?”
Sebastian looked down at him, his arms still around both children. “You
promised them you’d take them home with you when all this is worked out.
If you don’t, Lydia or I will. Somehow, some way, they’ll have a good home
with one of us when this is over with.”
Jack glared up at him.
“Your other baby’s doing fine, by the way.”
Funny. Blackwood Securities was the farthest thing from Jack’s mind at
the moment. He stood and dusted himself off and gestured for the four of
them to walk toward the subway. “The board?” he asked, because he should.
“Melinda’s keeping a lid on everybody,” Sebastian said and swung Mary
up into his arms as they walked. She melted into him and stuck her thumb in
her mouth. Jesus slipped his hand into Sebastian’s. “Business as usual in the
executive ranks. Or at least, a good impression of it.”
They went another couple of blocks in silence before Sebastian said,
“Okay, this is my stop. Sorry, punkin, but I gotta go.”
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“Sebaaaaaastian!” she wailed.
“Mary,” he said flatly. “Shut up.” The girl clapped her mouth shut and
looked abashed. Jack opened his mouth to jump all over him, but he said wryly, “She’s a big faker.” He looked at Mary, still in his arms, and gave her a
smug grin. “Aren’tcha?”
The tearless consternation on her face almost made Jack bark a surprised
laugh. Apparently, Sebastian really did know what he was doing.
“Thanks, man. I owe you.”
“You sure do.”
Sebastian gave Mary a big smack on the cheek and set her down. Jesus also got a big hug and a kiss on the top of his head. He said something to them
in rapid Spanish, which made them both huff, then set off with a salute at
Jack, clipping down the subway stairs until he disappeared.
“What’d he say?”
“He said not to let you get arrested,” Jesus muttered. “He said you don’t
know shit and since Daisy’s not here, it’s up to us to keep you from being stupid.”
Jack heaved a big sigh. Great. He’d just been put under the command of
a little boy by the temporary alpha. “Lead the way,” he said wearily.
They didn’t take the subway after all, and the sun had already gone
down. He had no idea where they were, where they were going—
“Easy-Off!” whispered Jesus.
“Here,” said another boy. Mid-teens, if Jack had to guess, and so pale and
blond he was practically glowing in the dark. “Let’s go.”
Jack didn’t know how far they’d walked in the hour it took them to get to
a back alley—Did everybody live off an alley?—and slipped into a cove with
another well-camouflaged door.
The first thing that hit him was the smell of cooked cabbage, which almost made him gag. The second thing that hit him was the music coming
from up the stairs. It wasn’t loud, but it was distinct, old songs Jack vaguely
recognized from his parents’ mail-order vinyl collection back in the seventies
as being songs from movies. Or a lounge. Or something equally uncool.
The kids ran up the stairs after the teenager. Jack was a little more sedate. He didn’t know if he was more tired than hungry but it was way past
his bedtime, his brain was stuffed full of adventure-movie bullshit, and he was
as exhausted as if he’d been on the trading floor all day then stayed up all
night to trade on the Nikkei. He’d never done that. For a reason.
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He sighed when the teenager threw the door at the top of the stairs open
and spoke in hurried Russian to a man who was obviously his father. And very
obviously shocked. Panicked, even. They argued. Jack heard the music continue. He thought he heard the words “Simon” and “Daisy” in all that gibberish.
“Daisy?”
“He’s with her,” said the boy and threw his thumb over his shoulder toward Jack.
Then the big man looked down the stairs, sighed, and deflated. “Da,” he
muttered and waved to them. “Come.”
Jack finally made it to the top and was shocked to see Daisy at the piano,
playing all those old songs. He opened his mouth, but—
“Shhh,” said the big Russian and pointed to the frail woman asleep in a
soft chair, a smile on her face. “The children say you and Daisy are to share a
room, da?”
Jack was, by this time, too numb and exhausted to speak so he nodded
wearily. He offered his hand. “Jack,” he mumbled. “A floor and a blanket
would be appreciated.”
The big man shook his hand with a respectfully firm grip. “Sergei. Your
Daisy, she has helped me more than she knows and made my mother happy.
We are happy to have her man here.”
Her man? If only … And the children. Jack had no doubt she’d take
them home with her in a heartbeat.
Home.
Kansas.
Twelve hundred miles away.
Sue-happy villains notwithstanding, they would grow up in a little house
just off a college campus doing whatever people there did.
Jack had only known Daisy for … he couldn’t remember. A week? Two?
And already he was dreading her absence. He was too tired to fight those
thoughts, too exhausted to do anything but face the fact that he did not want
her to leave.
Ever.
No matter how much he hated her. Hated her.
He trudged over to her and kissed her cheek. “I hate you so, so much.”
She smiled and looked up at him, though she kept playing without a
hitch. “What are you doing here?”
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“We are on the run. Again.”
Her smile vanished and her hands hit the keys the way they had at Juilliard. “What does that mean?”
“Daisy!” Mary squealed and cast herself at the woman Jack hated so, so
much.
She looked shocked. Panicked. “Um … ”
“Long story,” he muttered. “I’m tired. We’re all hungry.” And he was going to have to eat Russian food. “Kill me now.”
“Jesus?”
“Here.”
Daisy twisted around to see the boy hanging back in deference to Mary
as he usually did, and even Jack could see that was not a healthy arrangement.
He had also noted that Sebastian’s sternness had been directed entirely at
Mary, and he’d kept Jesus close. But it was Daisy Jesus looked to for comfort.
She slid on the bench and patted it, inviting the boy to sit with her.
“I wanna sit with Daisy!” Mary demanded.
It was when Jesus hesitated that Daisy turned around and gave Mary
what Jack would have called the Evil Eye. Then her eyelashes fluttered up to
Jack. “Deal with her.”
Jack nodded wearily and picked Mary up. Boundaries. Routine. “Time for
dinner and bed.”
“But Jaaaaaack.”
“Okay, look. That’s not going to work so well on me anymore, so cool it.”
She melted against him with a sigh and stuck her thumb in her mouth. It
would work perfectly well on him any time she wanted to use it, and they
both knew it.
For whatever reason, the teenager wasn’t having any of his family’s food
and had fixed himself a burger. Jack eyeballed that sloppy fucker like it was a
filet mignon.
The father said something in Russian and the boy gamely cut that one in
half and gave one to each of the children, seating them, getting them Cokes—
“No Coke,” Jack said without thinking. “Milk if you have it. Water if you
don’t.”
“But Jaaaaaack.”
“Mary,” came Daisy’s voice from just behind him. “It’s too late for sugar.
And caffeine, God help us all.”
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Jack felt something indefinable go through him when he felt Daisy’s hand
on his back. A caress, a small, reassuring squeeze as if she were acknowledging that he’d done the right thing. But she did that. She wasn’t shy about letting him know when he did something that impressed her. He looked down
at her and she smiled, reaching up to give him a kiss on the cheek.
How he loved that, and he didn’t even know why.
“What a lovely little family you make,” said Sergei with nervous boisterousness.
Jack knew why. The police were poking around now, and this neighborhood was one big underground economy. This man trafficked in things Jack
didn’t want to know about. The boy had told him he’d been at Simon’s to
deliver gunshot wound kits and the other things on Simon’s list, that Daisy
was still here doing God only knew what chores.
While the kid made burgers for Jack and Daisy, Sergei picked up the
sleeping old woman and disappeared with her down a hall. It was then Jack
looked around. This apartment was big. Lavish. Rich. All hidden in a tenement in Spanish Harlem.
How much didn’t he know about what went on in this city?
Jack had a headache.
It was almost two o’clock in the morning by the time the kids were showered and dressed in the new pajamas that came out of their new backpacks.
Daisy tucked them into pallets on the floor at the foot of the bed she and Jack
had been assigned. It was an en suite, and if Jack hadn’t been so tired, he’d
have waited until Daisy was finished with her shower. He wanted to shower
with her just so he wouldn’t keel over and hit his head. She did, in fact, do the
majority of his showering for him.
“I love you, Lydia,” he slurred.
“Mmm hmm.”
“Pretty sure I’m going to remember I said it this time.”
“That’s not love. It’s gratitude,” she said sharply as she scrubbed him
down. “I’ll explain the difference tomorrow.”
“Okay.”
He didn’t know when he dropped into bed because he was asleep before
he hit the sheets.

29:
THE RED BULL
LYDIA DIDN’T KNOW what time it was when she finally woke up. The drapes
were closed. There was central air, though, which was rare this far north.
Nobody could afford the bill. Jack was draped over her, sound asleep. She
could faintly hear children’s voices somewhere else in the apartment. She let
her lids close again because she was that tired.
And because she wanted to lie here with Jack and just … be.
Jack’s breathing began to change. “Daisy?” he croaked, his body tensing.
“I’m here.”
“Thank God. The kids?”
“Somewhere in the house.”
With that, his body relaxed again and his hand absently cupping her
breast, massaging it, his thumb playing with her nipple. He turned his head
and pressed a kiss into her collarbone. Then he sighed and closed his eyes
again. “I have never been so tired in my life,” he whispered.
Neither had she, but it wasn’t physical.
The feel of his hand on her breast wasn’t arousing so much as comfortable. Comforting. As if they’d been together forever and he had a right to
touch any part of her he wanted, and she him.
They stayed that way for a long time, just being. Jack kept his mouth
closed and caressed her. Lydia kept her mouth shut and played with his hair.
After a while, Jack said lazily, “Explain the difference between gratitude
and love.”
She was slightly surprised he remembered. “Well,” she began as lazily,
“you hate people, but right now, you have to depend on them to help you,
which isn’t something you’re used to. You’re trying to watch what you say.
It’s part respect, because they’re on your level and you see them as equals,
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and part gratitude, being careful about their feelings. Giving back. Helping
Simon. Allowing yourself to be in the beta position because this isn’t your
turf. You’re grateful to me because I’m helping you. It so happens we’re intellectual equals and sexually attracted and we were going to end up in bed
anyway, so between respect, gratitude, and attraction, it probably looks like
love to you.”
“Hmm.”
And … that was all he said about it. For a while.
“If—and this is just a hypothetical. If it’s not just respect plus gratitude
plus sexual attraction, would you believe me?”
“I believe you believe it.”
“You wouldn’t think I was lying?”
“I can tell when you’re lying.”
He yawned. “Oh, yeah?”
“Same way you can tell when I’m BSing you. I can tell if you haven’t
thought about it enough and you’re just popping off to hear yourself talk. I
can’t tell when you’re lying to yourself.”
He shifted around, rustling the covers, and she was just about to tell him
this was not a good time of day to have sex, but he simply settled himself
again. On his back, pulling her gently until she was lying half on top of him.
His arm was over her shoulder and his big hand was splayed out on her back.
His other arm was up over his head.
They lay there for a long time.
Just … being.
They needed to talk about their situation. The status of it. What their
next plan was. What to do about the children.
But she didn’t want to. Didn’t want to think about it, either. So she
didn’t.
Jack was uncharacteristically silent, even though he was awake. It was
unnerving, when he was quiet this long. “What are you thinking?” she asked
softly, tracing her finger around his nipple, through the sparse black hair.
“Nothing.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“Mmm, well, little things. You know. Like, why there are pencils sticking
out of the ceiling tiles.”
She shifted to look up and over her shoulder. There were, indeed, pencils
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sticking out of ceiling tiles. She puffed a little laugh and relaxed back into
him. “And what else?”
“How I can gracefully get out of eating Russian food.”
“You have the palate sophistication of a five-year-old.”
“I’m an uncultured swine, remember? Big Macs and Kraft macaroni and
cheese. Brand name, not the cheap stuff. And your palate’s no more sophisticated than mine is. I bet you’re a Taco Bell girl.”
Lydia chuckled. “Yeah. Hamburger Helper. Brand name, not the cheap
stuff. And I hate Indian food.”
She could feel his grin against her skin.
“And what else?”
“Oh, like why there are drapes in a room that has no windows.”
“Warmth.”
He shifted. “What?”
“Those are outside brick walls. This place has be a nightmare to heat.
The drapes help insulate.”
“Oh.”
“And what else?”
“How much I’m going to miss you when you leave.”
Lydia had nothing to say to that. Even if she did, she couldn’t have gotten
the words past her tight throat.
“So, um … the kids. You know how Mary thinks we should be a family?
All of us, I mean?”
Lydia ran her tongue over her teeth. “I … think this is not a good time to
talk about that. We’re under a lot of stress and things don’t work the same in
a normal routine as they do under stress.”
“Well, shit, Daisy,” he burst out. “When do you want to talk about it?”
“I don’t want to talk at all,” Lydia replied wearily. “I just want to be.”
“Be what?”
She heaved a sigh. “Be here with you and talk about pencils in the ceiling
tiles. Or not talk at all.”
His hand slid down her back and he palmed one of her butt cheeks. Massaged it. She purred. He kneaded harder. “Yes,” she whispered.
He shifted again, his other hand catching her under her chin and bringing her mouth up to his. “Seven years?” he whispered.
“Shut up.”
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She felt his grin against her mouth and she smiled in return.
He was slow. Easy. Caressing, stroking, patient.
Her orgasm was quiet but intense once he was in her, going slow, not
pounding but pressing and rolling. He was braced above her, watching himself slide in and out of her, almost as if he were double-checking that he was
doing it right. She was watching him, too, but he was doing it exactly right,
and she just wanted her sight to be involved in this as well as her other
senses.
He was so dark. She was so light. The contrast was amazingly erotic.
He shuddered when he came, and sank himself in her as far as he could
go, his hips twitching, because he seemed determined not to leave her again.
It took forever, and she cherished every second. He’d been thinking about
it. About her. About what she’d said.
She wrapped her arms around his waist when he was finished and about
to fall over next to her. “Don’t go,” she whispered.
He didn’t. He lowered himself on top of her, his ear over her heart, and
she held him to her, playing with his hair, caressing his neck and shoulders
and back.
“Seven years,” she finally said.
He puffed a little laugh. “I don’t deserve you.”
“I know.”
“But … ?”
“You’re funny.”
“You keep using that word. I do not think it means what you think it
means.”
She chuckled. “It takes a lot to make me laugh. You aren’t even trying.”
“You are a very odd woman.”
They sighed simultaneously when they heard Mary’s little voice chattering all the way down the hall toward them.
“Door locked?”
“Doubt it.”
“Pretty sure she’s seen worse than this.” Jack yanked the covers up and
over them.
Sure enough, the door flew open. “Daisy! Jack! Mr. Easy-Off says he
needs help with something.”
“Of course he does,” Jack muttered.

234 | MORIAH JOVAN
“Mary,” Lydia said patiently, seeing Jesus in the doorway behind the girl.
Neither of them found anything weird about or wrong with the fact that
Lydia and Jack were so intimately entwined. Covered, but obviously nude.
“We’re … kinda busy.”
“We waited until you were done,” she said, affronted, planting her little
fists on her little hips.
Jack groaned and buried his face between Lydia’s breasts.
“Were you listening at the door?”
“No. Most people are really noisy. Since you weren’t making any noise,
we thought you were done.”
Jack’s shoulders started to shake and it was all Lydia could do not to
laugh. “We are very quiet, so knock first. Jesus,” she said pointedly when Mary
didn’t budge. So the boy dragged Mary away from the door and closed it behind them.
“A single-digit child who knows that much about the birds and the bees,”
Lydia moaned, slapping her hand over her face. “‘Most people.’”
Jack couldn’t keep it stifled any longer and he heaved himself up and
away, flopping onto the bed beside Lydia. “We’re going to have to be more
careful.”
Lydia’s smile faded a little. “Speaking of that. We forgot condoms again,”
she murmured soberly. “It’s been so long, I … ”
Jack’s laughter stilled, too.
She didn’t say anything more. She had to take his word that he was
clean. She knew she was. But catching an STD wasn’t her concern. Nor his.
It was there between them, what wasn’t being said.
Kids.
With Jack.
Make a family.
It wouldn’t stop with two adopted kids, although nobody could be faulted for thinking Jack and Lydia made Jesus and Mary. They would have children of their own because … well, because that’s what families did.
Except … they weren’t going to be a family. Ever. Jack didn’t want one
and he was self-aware enough to know he wasn’t suited to it. As for the kids,
throwing ten grand at Diogenes wasn’t all he would do, but he wouldn’t do
enough. Not enough to be a dad. A real one, like Lydia’s.
“What kind of a place do you live in in Kansas?”
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She thought that was an odd question. “Why?”
“Hypothetically speaking, if you were to take the kids home with you,
where would they live? How would they grow up? Like, what would their
lives be like?”
That was telling. What it said, she didn’t know immediately. She’d have
to think about it. “I have a cottage, a little gingerbread with a white picket
fence. Lilacs. Hydrangeas.”
“What’s a gingerbread?”
“Gothic revival Victorian with carved woodwork that looks like lace.
Makes the house look like a gingerbread house. It’s really pretty at Christmas.”
“Do you have pictures?”
She laughed. “Of my house? No.”
“Where would they go to school?”
“There’s an elementary school about a mile away. They could walk or
ride their bikes.”
He said nothing for a few seconds. “Bikes.”
“Of course. Every kid needs a bike.”
“What about pets?”
“I hate animals, so no, they wouldn’t get that.”
“Church?”
“No. I am not a fan.”
“Mmm, same here. They’ll need therapy. Drugs.”
Lydia nodded, but she struggled to hide her shock. Jack had thought about
this. It was almost as if he were interviewing her for the job of Mom and deciding whether to let them go with her or not. “I have a good health plan with
the university. It wouldn’t be a problem.”
“What about when you’re working? Daycare? Nannies? What do they do
in Kansas?”
“They’re not quite old enough to stay alone without raising eyebrows,
but clearly they can. As long as they don’t tear the house down or cause
trouble, I wouldn’t have a problem with leaving them to their own devices
for a couple of hours every afternoon.” She paused. “Did you change your
mind?”
“No,” he said immediately. “Last night, when I saw how they are with
Sebastian, I realized they wouldn’t choose to live with me.” That shocked her.
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“You both seem to understand something about them that I don’t, that they
need, that they think I can’t give them. On a scale of Jack to Dumpster diving,
they’ll take rotten lettuce over me.”
He was hurt, but why? He didn’t care. About anything or anybody. But
he cared enough about the kids to see that they had the best option, to
acknowledge that the children simply didn’t want him even though they
knew he could give them a good life.
He cared enough to tell Lydia that he liked her and would miss her when
she was gone, to lie here and just be.
She wished it could be, but it wouldn’t last past the first round of ego
strokes. The children knew that. Sebastian was a born dad. Lydia expected
the children to straighten up and fly right. Neither she nor Sebastian would
hand them over to random nannies.
“Maybe … ” he said suddenly, startling her. “You know, maybe it’s not
such a bad idea.”
Her breath caught. “What, precisely is not a bad idea?”
“Well, you know. You. Me. The little shits.”
Lydia closed her eyes in case she started to cry. “That is the worst idea
ever.”
“But why? You can give them what they need emotionally. I can give
them what they need materially. It’s efficient.”
“Efficient?!” she nearly wailed.
“God, Daisy, it’s not like we can’t stand the sight of each other. Shit, I
can’t keep my fucking hands off you and every time you swear off me you
come back for another fix. You and me, we’re, well, we’re good together.”
“Yesterday,” she began, anger starting to boil up in her, “you admitted how
immoral you are about getting a woman in bed. You said you were never getting married and did not want a family. As long as you could look at the kids
and think, ‘Needy orphans,’ and love them, care for them, protect them on
that basis, knowing you can hire people to look after them, you were fine.
Mommy and family made you lose your cool immediately. There are several
things wrong with what you’re proposing, not the least of which is that I’m
just the afterthought. And why? Because I can be the bad cop and you can be
the good cop, the fun daddy who showers presents and candy everywhere.
And I get to be mean mommy who cleans up the mess fun daddy made.” She
paused and noticed that Jack’s chest was heaving. “I have a life I like a whole
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lot better than the idea of becoming a nanny you can fuck for the price of a
questionable ‘I love you’ every so often.”
He was keeping hold of his temper by a thread, she could tell.
“We aren’t a family,” she said soberly. “Acting like we are, thinking like
we are or are going to be, is a recipe for all sorts of broken hearts, especially
when you’re completely stymied by what gratitude really is and conflating
that with ‘I love you’ and ‘Come live with me’ and ‘Let’s be a family’ while
we’re in the middle of a bizarre crisis where we almost got killed and saw two
other people get killed. What a catastrophe that’d be when real life slapped us
in the face, huh?”
“We’ll work through all those things,” he said tightly. “Neither one of us
are quitters and we’re both invested.”
Lydia huffed and bolted upright, glaring down at Jack. “Stop it! You are
going through some emotional metamorphosis that nobody, least of all you,
should trust. Just get through it, figure out what all that business is, and then
we can talk about it. Or not. Because by then, you may be happy you dodged
a bullet because I kept you from being stupid. Again.”
His mouth flattened.
“I know that you know what I’m saying is true. And smart. And wise and
all those other things you aren’t. You’re strung out on stress and confusion
and frustration and adrenalin. This is not the time to make decisions. Would
you sign a contract when you’re waking up from major surgery or fallingdown drunk?”
He looked away.
“I didn’t think so. Ask yourself that every time you’re fantasizing
about … whatever you think our future should look like. There is no future
for us. Period.”
Angry, rattled, she flung the sheets back and stalked into the bathroom
to shower. That done, she pulled on the panties and shorts she’d washed out
last night. Then her thin peasant blouse over … nothing because she lost her
bra. Somewhere. “Shit,” she hissed, looking down.
“Here,” he grunted as he came up behind her, plopping her backpack on
the sink and continuing on to the toilet.
She watched him take his piss, his butt and thighs rock solid. His back
was toned and strong, but not cut, which was about what she liked.
“Like what you see?” he asked snidely over his shoulder.
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“Fishing for compliments?” she returned just as snidely.
He growled and shook himself out, then turned and bumped her over so
he could wash his hands. He slid her a resentful look. Angry, his jaw tight.
She returned it, something she knew almost no one in his life would do.
“God, you’re beautiful.”
Her eyes popped wide and her mouth dropped open. “Uh … ”
“What,” he demanded. “You’re not my type?” he sneered. “Or do you have
self-esteem issues?”
“No,” she said, shocked and bewildered. “I’m just … Um. I’m happy with
the way I look.” She couldn’t help but be; she’d grown up surrounded by people who were three hundred pounds overweight and thought they looked
fabulous. Lydia wasn’t allowed to have a low self-esteem. “I don’t feel a need to
look any other way. Men find me attractive, especially ones who like a little
extra meat on the bones. I clean up nice for performances. But objectively
speaking, I’m not beautiful. That’s just reality.”
His mouth tightened and he looked away, like he’d given some strategy
away. “I wasn’t giving you a line about being beautiful,” he muttered.
“I know,” she said. “I told you I know when you’re bullshitting. You’re
confused. It’s normal. Ten days ago, you were one person, the same person
you’ve been since you were born. Now you don’t know who you are. If you
were the same person now as you were last week, I’d call you a sociopath, take
the kids, and go.”
He drew back, blinking. “What do you mean by that? You have odd ways
of saying things and I want you to lay it out so I can understand it.”
“You’re finding yourself,” she said flatly. “You’ve never been introspective
so what’s coming to the surface is making you have to think about who you are.
You just don’t know what it is, what to call it, what to do with it, how to
handle it, and you’re afraid of how it might change your life.
“After all this is over with,” she said, turning back to her task of getting
ready for the day, “you’ll go home and you’ll sit there for a while. You’ll digest
it. Try to, anyway. You’ll go to work like it’s normal. But your home won’t
look like yours. Your work will feel foreign to you. Everybody will forget
what happened to you. But you won’t. Your life will be irrevocably changed.
You will be changed. How? Don’t know. For the better? Maybe. You might
go back to your life as it was before and pretend none of this happened because you can’t handle the changes. You might not like who you become.
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Your life ten days ago was comfortable. Perfect, even. Until your ethics came
back to bite you in the butt.
“I am not going to get caught in that whirlwind. I should be back home
right now either packing up to move here or prepping for fall semester. If I
had commitments, this would be far more stressful than it already is, but I’m
on sabbatical. I can live this way for a while. You can’t. You’ve got millions,
maybe billions, on the line you have to depend on Melinda, Bucho, and Sebastian to juggle. Your board of directors may be prepping to oust you in case
Sebastian really is after the bank. Your stockholders are dumping and your
share price is tanking. And here you are, in a Russian black market in the
barrio, sleeping with a piano teacher who rides a Harley, running from cops
and a grieving widow who wants to kill you. You have no idea what’s going
on and you have to be herded. Your alpha is nowhere to be seen. Your ego’s in
shreds.
“I believe that you believe you love me. But it’s not real. And I’m not going
to let you think it is. I’m not taking you on a fun adventure. I’m trying to get
you back to your old life because I don’t like cops!”
She ended her diatribe on a yell. She hadn’t even realized her voice was
rising. She pounded the sink hard enough for her skin to be black within
twenty-four hours.
“You don’t like cops,” he said low. “That’s it.”
She looked away. “Pretty much,” she muttered. “I already told you that.”
“What was your dad stopped for?”
“Broken taillight.”
“What’d he do that set him off?”
“He shot his mouth off,” she sneered. “He was murdered for the sin of not
being what he appeared to be.” Jack looked at her blankly. “And I don’t want
to go into it. Nobody believes me and it’s a long story. You’re rich and you
drove somebody to suicide and made a woman lose her baby. I do not fault
you for that. He got caught stealing from people who trusted him, same as
Brenda. You did what you were supposed to do, what nobody else could’ve
done. He was preparing to get out of the country. Those are not the acts of a
moral man. But people hate Wall Street. They see you all as nasty people and
they’ll wash their hands of all three of you. If you get roughed up now … It’s
not about race anymore. It’s about class. About who you appeared to be versus
who you really are.
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“If you had been in a suit that day on the platform, or if I’d known that
everyone around us was listening to us, I might not have panicked as badly as I
did. I dragged you out because it would’ve been about race, which Knox and
Simon made clear, because of the way you were dressed. Dark skin, crappy
clothes, at the Wall Street station at rush hour. You think that doesn’t scream
‘thug’?”
Jack looked away. “I haven’t—” he croaked. Cleared his throat. “I’m
not— I don’t think of myself as— Dark, light. It’s a description, not who I
am. I’m just … me.”
“Then you’re lucky,” she said flatly.
“No, I’m an asshole!” he barked. “Nobody likes me and skin color’s the easiest thing to insult when they’re feeling insecure and powerless and they have
to come up with an insult on the spot. How am I supposed to tell the difference? Why would I care?”
Her mouth tightened and she looked away. “I can see that, I guess,” she
muttered. “But then there are the Simons and Piris of the world. And women.
Beautiful women have it bad. Ugly women, not as much.”
“You’re very pretty.”
“I know! But I’m a Mary Ann,” she insisted. “Not a Ginger. My odds of
being left alone are better because I look like everybody’s sister—no, I look
like thousands of other pretty but unremarkable women. Do you know how
many times I’ve been mistaken for someone else? If anybody notices me.
That’s exactly the way I want it. Unremarkably, ubiquitously pretty. But! I am
pretty and cops are trained to look at everybody all the time, so there’s still
the reality, my reality, that I can’t escape. Every time I see a cop, I have to ask
myself: Is he one of the bad ones? Is he going to use his authority to attack
me? How many good cops are there and what would it take for a good cop to
go bad?
“Logical or not, probably not, I’m scared for you because your problem is
analogous to a woman’s. You aren’t likely to be raped, but getting the crap
beat out of you is bad enough. I should’ve told you that more explicitly up
front,” she muttered, turning back to the sink and digging in her backpack for
a bra. “Being so fucking flippant about the whole thing. ‘You make it fun,
Daisy,’” she mocked. “‘I love you, Daisy. Come home with me, kids and Daisy
and we can be a family!’ Call it ‘efficient’ so you don’t freak yourself out. God,
you’re naïve.”
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She pawed through her things to find her deodorant and perfume. She
felt naked without her perfume.
“This is going to change you,” she said again, now running out of steam.
“It already has. Simon likes you. She appreciates your help. You have friends,
not allies, but you don’t want them to be friends. So you go around thinking
you’re soulless because you don’t have time to think that hard. You are a guy
who pitches in and helps when it’s crunch time. You don’t think about that,
either, so you can’t correlate that to being a friend, acting like one. I’m sorry to
be the bearer of bad news, but you’re just going to have to deal with the fact
that you have a soul, your heart is not cold or black, you care about people,
you have relationships with them, and you’re a good friend.”
And with that, she stormed out of the bathroom and slammed the bedroom door closed behind her.

30:
S.S. MINNOW
JACK DID WHATEVER HE WAS ASKED TO DO.
Not thinking.
Not speaking.
Not protesting.
Not bitching, whining, griping, or moaning.
Sergei “Easy-Off,” which was exactly how his unspellable name was really
pronounced, set him to doing the same type of work Simon had. Rearranging. Taking inventory. Making kits of things up. He didn’t know what half
the stuff was used for and he didn’t care.
People came and went in a steady stream and Jack did take notice that
Mr. Easy-Off made money hand over fist. He ruminated on Daisy’s opinion
of underground economies, black markets, and the IRS. He wondered how
he could work that into his quantitative finance class. If he could get a dissertation out of it, or even if he wanted to.
No. He wanted to know if she was right, and now he had access to a data
mine he couldn’t have gotten any other way. He needed to gather it, analyze
it, and write up his findings to make sense of it all.
The children were gone, off tending their own business, which Jack
would have no knowledge of.
He was still reeling from Daisy’s rant, much of which everybody in the
house had heard, including the kids. So Mr. Easy-Off had thrown him in the
back room likely to both capitalize on Jack’s unfortunate decency and give
him something to take his mind off his problems.
The problem with mindless manual labor was that one could still think
about other things.
He had no idea what time it was when he was called upstairs for a very
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late supper. He had no idea what time it was when the kids came in just in
time for leftovers. He had no idea what time it was when he sent them off to
take showers, brush their teeth, and tuck themselves into their pallets. He
had no idea what time it was when he finished cleaning the kitchen. He had
no idea what time it was when he took a shower, dressed in some borrowed
pajamas, and dropped into bed, exhausted.
He knew exactly what time Daisy got in the next day—3:37 p.m.—
because he was sitting at the table eating a late lunch, bleary-eyed because he
hadn’t slept much at all and he’d been working since sunup.
Jack didn’t not sleep. He needed sleep like he needed air. He’d never
pulled an all-nighter in his life. He wasn’t capable of it.
“Where’ve you been?” he asked tightly, stilling all conversation at the table and dialing the tension in the room up to eleven.
She slid a dirty glance at him and went to the sink to empty a new backpack. Water bottles, one empty. A jug of orange juice. Ingredients for brownies. Steak. Vodka. Lemons. Chocolate bars. Hershey’s, but he was so
desperate he’d take it.
She dropped the backpack by his feet and he dug in it while she put the
food away and dished up her own lunch. Toiletries. New pajamas. For her.
For him. No, he really didn’t like sleeping in the same room as two little kids,
much less naked, and he’d been too tired to think about it the night before.
He also didn’t like sleeping without her.
He waited until she dropped into the chair beside him. “Well?”
“I was picked up by the cops.”
Everyone gasped, even the kids.
“They recognized me as the witness to that suicide. I only had to fudge a
few things. I wasn’t on the hook for anything. They just wanted a statement
and to have something to tell the widow. I also got a stern lecture about walking around Harlem alone late at night. I said thank you, declined a ride to the
hotel I told them I was staying at, ditched them, and went to my place to eat
a strip steak, drink half a bottle of vodka, and pass out.”
“You have a place?” Jack growled.
She gave him a look that could sear a man in half. “Of course I do. Did
you think I was sleeping on a bench and getting ready for an audition at Juilliard by bathing in some pond in Central Park, dressing in a seven-thousanddollar outfit?”
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“Where?” he demanded.
“I’m staying with Sebastian, which you would have known if you’d
thought about it for half a second or asked me up front. Most people would.”
Jack was trying to control his temper. He really was. But yes, he
should’ve at least asked, and he felt shockingly ashamed.
“He told me his place was crawling with cops.”
“I’m good at avoiding the police, I couldn’t get another place to stay right
then, and I wasn’t going to risk coming back here. They were being helpful,
treating me like a victim, and thanking me for my help. It wasn’t wise for me
to run like I was guilty of something. Could you be any more naïve? Didn’t
you understand a word I said yesterday?”
“Is that tinfoil hat comfortable?” he snapped. “You don’t like the cops,
but they were nice to you.”
“It’s because I’m a Mary Ann.”
“Yeah, so what. Did it ever occur to you that they might not be as stupid
as you think they are? That they might be reasonable, decent people who can
figure stuff out? I may hate people, but I assume everyone’s as smart as I am
until they prove otherwise. It’s why I’m not a huckster.”
She hesitated, then mumbled, “I know.”
“Did you drive?”
“No. I’m still parked over—” She gestured toward the kitchen window.
“Wherever. You look like death warmed over,” she muttered, digging into
the food the teenager had fixed because he couldn’t stand Mother Russia’s
food.
“I couldn’t sleep.”
Her fork stopped halfway to her mouth and she looked at him. “You can
sleep through a hurricane.”
“I was worried about you and I was not allowed to leave.”
Her mouth flattened. “Good. Then you can’t fuck up and get the rest of
us in trouble.”
“You get profane when you’re pissed off.”
“Is that a compliment or a reprimand?”
“An observation,” he snapped.
“All right, children,” Mr. Easy-Off said with fake cheery bluster. “We
have work to get back to. Jack, you are to help Daisy relax so she may play for
us this evening.”
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He snorted. “Relax. Right.”
Mr. Easy-Off waved a hand. “Whatever you have to do.”
The family left the table and the dishes. The kids decided to disappear.
That left Jack, who’d finished his meal, and Daisy, who was wearily plodding
through hers. He said nothing as he arose and started cleaning up the kitchen. He sensed her watching him, but she wasn’t speaking. He wanted to talk
to her, but he didn’t want to start another fight.
He didn’t mind fighting with Daisy. He liked making love with her. He
loved talking with her. But they were on the edge of something and he didn’t
know what was at the bottom of the cliff they were about to fall over together. Maybe they should just step back, shake hands, and go their separate
ways. That way, nobody would have to risk going over the edge.
At some point, you have to retreat.
Except Jack didn’t retreat.
Dude, stop. You’re making bad trades. Look at that. You just lost eleven million
dollars because you … what, hate the guy on the other side of the trade? You lost, Jack.
He won. Losing isn’t going to make you look like anything but pure stupid. Back out of
the pit and pull your head out of your ass. Now.
It always took him by surprise whenever Sebastian showed up, stormed
his office, and yanked his computer and phone cords out of the wall. Jerked
him by the collar and dragged him out of the building, sat him down at the
Century Club, and read him the riot act.
What the fuck is up your ass?
You’re losing my money and my clients’ money, asshole. I have a fiduciary responsibility to people and you are fucking with my reputation. I am not going to put up with
this, so either you do what I tell you to do now or I’m calling the SEC.
And that was why Sebastian was here in the first place, getting Jack
back on track, his head together, pointing out how far off track Jack had
gone. High on adrenalin and speed, strung out on derivatives, needing his
fix, looking for the payoff he couldn’t get so he kept going and going and
going …
“Is retreat synonymous with cowardice?” he blurted into the silence.
Daisy stilled. He looked over his shoulder at her, and she was looking at
him with bewilderment. “Um, no,” she said slowly. “If you mean, you should
never retreat no matter what, then that’s just stupidity.” She put down her
fork and sat back. “Have you ever studied warfare?”
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He was going to say something snide about going to war every day, but
then decided it was best to go with the conversation, especially since he’d
started it. “I read The Art of War.”
“Do you remember the part about winning the war without fighting?”
He blinked and looked away in thought. “No,” he said absently.
She sighed. “If you go into every situation thinking winning has to involve a show of force so as to display your alpha, you’re going to screw up.
There’s a give and take. Advance, retreat.”
He looked at her sharply and said, “You’re a piano teacher. How do you
know this?”
“I ride a motorcycle.”
“Um … What?”
She gave him a wry smile. “You look like such a badass on a motorcycle,
right? Big dudes, tats, leather. All that chrome and rubber on display. Thirty
horses between your legs. Your feet four inches from the ground and you’re
doing eighty around semis, trying to hit the slipstream just right.”
He shook his head a little. “I don’t know what that means.”
She shrugged. “Aerodynamics. Anyway. You seem so alpha on a bike, but
you’re so vulnerable. You have to watch out for the cages—cars, I mean—
because they don’t see you. There are obnoxious people who will play with you,
tease you like a cat on a mouse, do anything they can to scare you or even bump
you off your bike, thinking they’re being clever and cute, never realizing they
can kill you. You observe. You slow down. You make what-if scenarios in your
head. You’re constantly plotting how to get where you’re going safely. Retreat is
a part of that. You can’t take on a car or a semi just because you want to be a
badass and prove your alpha. You’ll die. If you’re lucky, it’s instant. If you’re not
lucky, you’ll live and be wishing you died, like the guy who jumped, but not far
enough. Riding a motorcycle is about one-third taking a chance and gunning
through a bad situation and about two-thirds retreat. But you still get where
you’re going and you still look like a badass alpha doing it.”
Jack turned back to his chore and thought about that, retreat as a legitimate tactic. He did that. All the time; he had to because—
“A sacrifice fly.”
“I don’t know what that is.”
“Baseball. You have a man on base or two or three. You have no outs or
one. You try to hit a popup fly that’s sure to be caught but not before a guy on
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your team gets home. You’re out, but your team got a run and runs are the
only stats that get you to the playoffs. You sacrifice an out—yours—to get
your team a run.”
She pursed her lips and shrugged. “Sure. Okay. Consider being here as
the out you sacrificed for the run, but there’s more at stake than an out and
the only stat you got was maybe not getting the crap beat out of you and getting charged with Brenda’s death. Maybe I was paranoid for no reason, but
nobody up here thinks so.”
Yes, he was in a whole world of people who mocked his naïveté about race
and rolled their eyes at his ethics. He was in love with a woman who thought
the antithesis of Jack’s ethics kept money in balance. He didn’t really care
about what they all thought. He cared that now he was forced to rethink his
premises. All of them, including the idea that as long as it didn’t affect his
bank account, what others thought about his skin color didn’t matter.
“Ballast,” she said absently, “isn’t the enemy of sails. They’re allies. Advance, retreat. An out for a run. Tell me your lover Money doesn’t know
this.” He shot her a glare over his shoulder. “That’s not an insult. Money
doesn’t care about man-made laws. She only cares about natural rights, the
ones laws and regulations subvert because humans want power over others.
My dad taught me that.”
Her voice deepened. “‘Man is born with certain rights, Buttercup. No government can take them away from you but it can and will try, at the point of a
gun if need be.’ And before you say he was paranoid, he got out of Cuba just
before Castro locked it down. Why in the world would people try to get across
seventy miles of ocean on pop-bottle rafts if they weren’t under the thumb of a
government with total control? They’re claiming their natural rights.”
Jack couldn’t dispute that. He didn’t know anything about Cuba except
the words “Fidel Castro” and “Cuban missile crisis.” He thought “Guantanamo Bay” was in there somewhere, but he wasn’t sure.
“You assert your natural rights every time you miss or ignore a racist
comment. Your ignorance of how minorities are treated is because you were
born into an educated middle-class family and with the gift of knowing who
you are and what you’re entitled to just because you’re walking around
breathing. They have no power over you. Not your livelihood, not your life.
No one has ever tried and if they have, you either didn’t notice or you
asserted your alpha.
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“You’re a horrible boss because you expect your employees to stand up
to you and assert their rights, but they don’t and it frustrates you because to
you, it means they can’t work independently. You don’t trust or respect
anyone who can’t stand up to you when you turn asshole. Right now you’re
in the beta position because you don’t know the lay of the land, but you
don’t care because you know that if you were here for any length of time,
you’d assert your rights as soon as you knew how business was done, and
you’d end up king of the hill just like Sergei, and yes, I know you’ve been
sucking in as much as he can teach you and things he doesn’t know he’s
teaching you. You’d rule your three blocks of Harlem the way Sergei rules
his. You may or may not fight with him over territory or you’d work together and expand your little empires. But you would because that’s who
you are.”
He hated her, this woman who got him, inside and out, who was going to
leave him because she despised how he treated women.
“Past performance is not indicative of future results,” he said quietly.
Her eyebrow rose. “Oh, no? Sebastian told me you go off the rails and
lose lots of money fast.”
Oh, that pissed him off.
“Is that your money or somebody else’s?”
His jaw ground. “I only do it with people who know exactly how risky it
is, who have given me carte blanche. Like I’m going to gamble with a little old
lady’s retirement? And yes, my own money’s in that pot, too.”
“What are you looking for, then? That can’t be your whole problem because then you get wildly indiscriminate about your sexual partners and there
are many in quick succession.”
He was going to kill Sebastian.
“Yes, I know the ‘past performance’ spiel. It’s at the end of every broker
commercial ever made. And, yes, I know you were talking about your women,
trying to get me to believe you’ve changed.”
He curled his lip at her. “I didn’t do that before I became CEO,” he
grumbled. “I could get my fix in a couple of days and be fine for another few
weeks. I am not a gambler.”
“I know,” she said earnestly, shocking him. “You’re looking for something
else. Like an unfinished sneeze or orgasm.”
That knocked the wind out of him. How did she know?
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“Gamblers don’t ‘get a fix’ in two days and go weeks or months without
gambling again. And they don’t find a methadone. Bonds aren’t your methadone. Women are. Which is why I do think past performance is indicative of
future results. You haven’t been getting what you need since you became
CEO. You don’t know how to do the job. You don’t even like the job so far as
I can tell. But you don’t want to knock your name off the building. So say we
get together. How long would it take you to get itchy and bored?”
“You could never bore me,” he snarled.
She rolled her eyes. “Eventually Diogenes and Piano Galaxy will get boring and then what? You go back to derivatives for your adrenalin, you can’t
finish your sneeze, you go find a couple of women to take the edge off because
I’m not enough.”
“That is not true!” he nearly bellowed, frustrated, pissed off, about to
punch a cabinet. Which would hurt. Almost as much as the growing hole in
his chest.
“You believe that is not true. Now, at this moment, in this circumstance.
For the sake of argument, let’s say you decide having your name on the building
is more important than having sex with Money.” His mouth dropped open. “So
you quit trading—everything—cold turkey and devote yourself to learning
your job. Could you last? Could you be faithful to Blackwood Securities?”
“Both jobs,” he said tightly, “benefit Blackwood Securities. I don’t have to
choose.”
“Yes, you do. If you could do your job without going off the rails—
which, remember, is why a woman almost murdered you—before you became
CEO and then you couldn’t, what other explanation is there? Did you keep
your girlfriends longer before last year? Are there a lot more now than there
were before?”
“No,” he snapped, thoroughly pissed off she could read him that easily
and absolutely livid that she was going to leave him. He wanted to hurt her,
wanted to make her feel how he felt at that moment. “I can get any woman I
want any time I want any number I want as many times as I want. And I do.”
That hit its mark. Her mouth tightened and she looked down at her
plate. “That’s my point,” she said quietly.
“Did! Did!” Why couldn’t he keep his fucking mouth shut?
“Mmm hm. Well, carry on then. If you’re not willing to commit to one or
the other, I see no reason to believe you’ll commit to one woman.”

250 | MORIAH JOVAN
“Daisy!”
She shook her head. “No, Jack. Trader or CEO. Pick one. Whichever
one you pick, hire a staff you trust to be your coping mechanism like Sebastian is now.” Now she was going all freshman counselor on him. “He likes
having a staff whose sole purpose is to keep him on track, focused, and sane.
You could even have them block time out for you to trade derivatives. But
you have to tell them what you want them to do. Nobody—especially women—who depends on a paycheck is going to stand up to you, which is something you don’t get. Like race.”
Jack’s mouth tightened and he looked away, unable to hear her tell him
how untrustworthy she found him. Everybody trusted Jack. They hated him,
but they trusted him. Daisy … liked him.
But she didn’t trust him.
“The cheap whores,” he said abruptly.
Her eyebrows rose.
“Tell me what you were thinking when you shut down at breakfast the
other day.”
“Oh. This. What I’m saying now. I just hadn’t put it into words yet. You
don’t have time or the room in your brain for a woman. Any woman. Even if
you did really love her. You don’t have what it takes to invest emotionally in a
woman and stay invested. A fling for a couple of months, a parting gift, and
it’s all good.”
He scowled. “You make it sound like I’m a game show host.”
She smirked.
He groaned and dropped his head back. “God, I hate you so much.”
“You are so easy. Your problem is that circumstances have forced you into a position where you have to think about this stuff, and they’ve also given
you the time and space to do it. Is it bad? Is it good? Neither. Did you even
need to? No. But here you are. Making friends. Acting like one. You don’t
want to know if Knox—your lawyer, your friend, who helped put you in the
CEO’s chair and sacrificed a whole lot to be here at the drop of a hat to help
you—murdered a man who deserved it.”
Jack grimaced. He didn’t even want to acknowledge that rumor existed.
“And just so you know, the entire Kansas City metro area thinks he did
do it. That’s why he got re-elected. If you didn’t care about him, if he really
was just an ally you could turn on the second he violated your ethics, you’d
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have done it. If you didn’t care about Simon, you’d have turned her in. If you
didn’t care about the children, you’d never have offered to take them home
and no matter how clumsy of a father you’d be, you’d try to be a good one,
even though I’m pretty sure your idea of good fatherhood is hiring a bunch of
nannies. ”
She stopped talking, thank God, because she was killing him. His chest
hurt. His back hurt. His head hurt. She was fucking with his mind and his …
being. He didn’t know what to call it. Everything that made him him. And the
only reason it hurt was because she was going to leave him.
“Do you believe in God?” he asked abruptly. “Outside religion, I mean.”
That stumped her. Her face scrunched in thought and her mouth
twitched. “Um … I don’t know,” she said finally. “Maybe? My best friend
does. Hers seems to like her fine. Simon’s a believer. She thinks hers is punishing her family because her father saw combat in ’Nam. You?”
“Marginally Hindu,” he replied, looking up at the ceiling. “With a Christmas tree. Mom. Dad’s default Anglican.”
“Why do you ask?”
“If I didn’t need to think about this stuff, but I’m forced to anyway, is
that karma? The universe? God?”
She was silent for a long time. “I don’t know,” she said finally. “I think my
best friend would say God’s trying to teach you something. Simon thinks
God sent us here to help her.”
“God is trying to teach you—” said a frail little voice from the threshold
of the kitchen. It startled Jack. Daisy, too, because she jumped. There, Mrs.
Easy-Off, the woman Daisy was supposed to play for, the one whose approval Daisy had earned and gotten them a place to hide. She tottered into the
kitchen with her little cane. Daisy hopped up and offered her that chair as it
was closest to the doorway.
“Food?” Jack asked. “Drink?”
“Vodka,” she said softly, then looked at Daisy. “You brought my favorite.”
Daisy smiled.
“You are a dear girl. It is very expensive and my son, he is cheap.”
“That piano is not cheap.”
“It is if you are collecting a debt of mostly interest.”
Jack found shot glasses and poured her a double, one for him, and one for
Daisy.
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“Thank you,” Daisy murmured. “What is God trying to teach Jack?”
“I listen to you talk,” she said. “Most of it, I think.” She looked at Jack the
way his aunt looked at him, like he was a troublesome but charming little
boy. “God does not spin one thread. He weaves a tapestry. You help Simon.
You make me happy. You will save the children. Together you do these
things. Daisy—” She waved at her gracefully, then coughed. Hacked. Daisy
leaned over to rub her back gently until the cough was soothed. “Daisy shows
you who you are. God puts the words in her mouth, I mean.”
Jack barely managed to bite back a smile when Daisy rolled her eyes.
“You don’t want to be more than you are.”
He shrugged helplessly. “No? I guess? I like my life.”
She waved a hand. “Simple words for you, then. Grow up.”
Jack scowled, but Daisy laughed, which made Jack scowl at her.
The old woman sipped at her vodka, nodding softly. “Da. Grow up. Be a
man, not a boy.”
“I’m thirty-six,” he said dryly. “I run an investment bank.”
“Be a man,” she repeated. Sipped again. “Not a boy.”
Irritated, Jack said, “Well, what about her? What’s God doing with her?
Besides using her to help everyone else?”
Mrs. Easy-Off looked at Daisy for a long time, her eyes narrowed. She
tilted her head one way, then another, making Daisy squirm a little. Finally,
Mrs. Easy-Off said, “To give her a mirror. Someone who is her reflection, to
love her, to carry with her always no matter where she is.”
Jack scoffed. “What, she’s got multiple personalities stuffed in there with
her paranoia and ego? Trust me, she loves herself plenty.”
Daisy put her hand to her mouth to hide her snicker, but Mrs. Easy-Off
missed it because she looked at him and smiled. “Two, Jack. Two others.”
“What does that mean?” Jack asked Daisy that night as they lay in bed in
their (silk, thank God) pajamas, listening to the children snore, after Daisy
had played for Mrs. Easy-Off for hours and hours, practically hypnotizing
the children.
But she shrugged and yawned. “I don’t know. Maybe that’s what God
wants us to figure out.”

31:
Adagio for Strings
“KNOX WANTS YOU AND THE KIDS in my office some time after noon,”
Jack said as he walked in the bathroom the next morning. She was in the
shower and didn’t hear him. He pulled the curtain back a bit to repeat it, but
he clapped his mouth shut. She was standing there with her back to him, her
head back, rinsing her hair, softly humming a song she’d played for the children the night before, something about a unicorn and being alive.
He looked at her and ached because he’d cast his own die with this woman he didn’t want to love, but did, but she didn’t believe it, but he wasn’t sure
she was wrong, but but but but
Her arms overhead were soft, flowing into soft shoulders, flowing into
soft back curving softly into a soft ass that begged him to touch, to stroke, to
follow down her short but curvy legs. Soft. Everything about her was soft.
Except her hands, her fingers, the tools of her trade.
She was right.
Jack’s reality was so far gone he couldn’t think at all. His mind had fractured, but not the same as when he went over the edge into the bottomless
derivatives pit. This wasn’t his adrenalin driving him, gathering speed, giving
him more and more, more rush, more—
No, this was his life. In shards. Not because of her.
Or maybe it would’ve done this anyway the second he made love to her
because— He didn’t know why. He didn’t care. It didn’t matter.
He pushed his pajama bottoms down and stepped into the shower with
her. She started with a gasp. He wrapped his arms around her and pressed
his mouth against her temple. She relaxed back against him, her hands on his,
stroking softly with her fingertips, letting the water pummel them.
He raised one hand to cup her cheek. “Stay with me,” he whispered in her ear.
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“Don’t talk,” she whispered back.
No. He wanted an answer, dammit!
He opened his mouth to demand she participate in this discussion, but
the tracing of his knuckles distracted him. He looked down to watch what he
felt, her fingertip. Just one, barely touching his skin, and he watched as if
hypnotized.
Her head lolled lightly into the valley between his shoulder and arm. She
pressed a kiss to his arm. How could he make her believe him? How could he
make her stay? How was he going to live without her?
She wanted to be The One.
She was.
But Jack—and guys like him—had given her a healthy distrust. She was
wise to distrust. What happened when a charismatic bad boy fell for a woman so jaded she would choose to stay celibate because she hated nice guys but
couldn’t resist rotten cunt mansluts and couldn’t tell when a man was telling
the truth when he told her he loved her?
She would walk away.
She’d have tears in her eyes when she did it, but she would.
He deserved it.
For all the women he’d perhaps hinted at that he was open to the idea of
marriage and a family when the only thing he wanted was to fuck a beautiful
woman.
For all the women he’d been deliberately crass to, possibly cruel to, so
they’d get a clue and break up with him before he had to do it.
For however many women he didn’t know had waited patiently for him
to fall in love with them, then walked away quietly, leaving their parting gifts
behind.
He was about to lose her. He knew he was.
He couldn’t use the kids as leverage. She’d just take them with her, Mary
on her shoulders giggling and Jesus holding her hand. That might happen
regardless. None of them would look back or wave goodbye or remember he
existed.
He wasn’t sure what he’d do without the children, either, but they did not
want to be with him any more than Daisy did, and that killed him.
So he stood in the warm spray with his arms around this soft, tragic woman whose eyes couldn’t suck his soul out of him because he didn’t have one.
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Her soft body pressed back against him and she gently clasped one of his
hands, guided it down her soft belly to her soft mons, and between her soft
thighs.
Jack traced his fingers through her velvety skin to find her wet, ready.
No, it wasn’t going to be quick. He wasn’t going to talk, either. Or think.
He shifted and bent his head to her neck, and licked. Barely a touch of his
tongue, and a flick of his finger over her clitoris. She drew in a tiny, sharp breath.
Everything he knew about making love to a woman he’d learned in the
last week. He didn’t have to think about it now. All he had to do was go slow,
follow her lead, touch her where he wanted, softly, feel all that soft skin like
the finest suede.
He leaned over and turned the water off, helped over the side of the tub,
led her to the bed, and stood looking down at her just to look in her eyes, her
head tilted up, returning his look soberly.
It was over.
He knew it.
She knew it.
To his surprise, she wrapped her hand around his dick and leaned forward, taking him in her mouth. It almost put him on the floor. Not figuratively. Weak in the knees wasn’t just a cliché. He ran his hands through her hair
and pressed her to him to catch his balance before he fell.
It was too late.
He had already fallen.
His head dropped back and he closed his eyes. It was better than he’d
fantasized, all those times that weekend, thinking about her, trying to run off
his frustration on a tennis court, failing, jacking off until his hand and dick
were raw, lube be damned.
Warm.
Tight.
With tongue.
He felt some deep thrumming in his chest while she made love to him,
and—
No. He didn’t want this one-sided business. They were equals and they
should make love like it.
He drew away from her, and she looked up at him, a question in her face.
Did I do it wrong?

256 | MORIAH JOVAN
He shook his head and sat in the middle of the bed while she twisted to
look at him. He spread his crooked knees and patted the comforter. Her
smile was fleeting and she turned, crawled to him, sat between his legs, put
one foot on either side of him. With a sharp tug, he pulled her up against him
so she was kneeling over him, his face in her breastbone. Her fingers ran
through his hair and he breathed in her scent, remnants of her perfume, embedded over years of use.
When he grasped her hips, she lowered herself carefully, as he guided
himself up inside her. When he was in as deep as he could get, she settled on
him fully with a sigh, her eyes closed.
They stayed that way.
Her muscles squeezed him hard.
He rocked the slightest bit to seat her clit over his pubic bone.
He grasped her soft ass, massaged deep, feeling the knots in her muscles,
feeling himself inside her, where she pulled and squeezed without moving her
body much at all.
She kissed him.
He kissed her back.
And while they kissed, she cupped her breasts, teased her own nipples
until they were rock hard, pressed them against his and pressed her torso
against his.
Their kisses grew more heated as they pressed and squeezed, squeezed
and pressed, never moving, never working up to that frenzy.
She gasped and panted into his mouth, pulled away and let her head fall
back, letting her weight drop a little more, rolling her hips forward just a little, her muscles squeezing hard and fast.
He wasn’t far behind her, feeling his balls contract a little, feeling himself
shoot himself up into her, never moving his hips, letting her muscles pull at
him, pull everything out of him, including his heart and—
soul
God, she was a virtuoso.
Her breathing evened out slowly. His took a little longer because he
wanted to pound into her, but this was too good, too unique, too delicious to
ruin.
When there was no more, she slid down a little until she’d settled fully
on the bed, between his legs, her feet still against his hips. He ran his hands

BLACK JACK | 257
up her back and held her against him, turned his head and laid his ear against
her heart, which was now beating at a normal pace. Her arms were wrapped
around him, one hand pressing his head against her, her face in his hair.
Then her body tensed. Moved. Just a little.
But it was odd.
More of a shaking. A trembling.
She was crying.
“Stay with me,” he whispered. Marry me.
“I can’t.”
He didn’t bother to ask why. She’d give him the same answer: You’re a
rotten cunt who uses women as a paper towel to wipe your dick off, and you’ll do it to
me too.
The room was silent except for her barely audible sobs, and he held her
tight. It was the only thing he could do.
He didn’t know how long they stayed like that, but he wasn’t going to let
her go until she was ready to distance herself from him.
He didn’t dare say I love you.
“I hate you so, so much,” he whispered, kissing her shoulder. I hate you,
too. Say it, Daize.
She didn’t.
She drew away from him finally, took his face between her hands, and
looked in his eyes. Deeply. The way she had the day they’d gone to lunch,
verifying he didn’t see her sparkles.
“Still no soul?”
The corner of her mouth twitched up. “Nope.”
“You sucked it out of my dick. God, you’re good.”
Her wry smile was heartbreaking.
CRASH
“Daisy!”
Jack and Daisy both jumped at the same time, their chests heaving. Daisy
twisted and Jack looked over her shoulder to see Mary there, either oblivious
or uncaring about what she’d interrupted.
“Mr. Easy-Off said you’re supposed to go see Mr. Knox.”
“Mary,” she growled. “What did I tell you about knocking?”
Mary huffed, crossed her arms over her chest, and scowled. “This is important.”
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“Shut. The. Door.”
“But—”
“Now!”
“Mean mommy!” Mary screeched and slammed the door shut.
Once was funny.
Twice was rage-inducing.
Jack might not have been that diplomatic about it.
“I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I only came in to tell you that and didn’t think
to lock the door.”
“It’s all right,” Daisy murmured, untangling herself from him and going
into the bathroom for another shower, this one quick.
Jack just sat in the middle of the bed, his arms draped over his knees, his
head bowed. He didn’t raise it when she finally emerged, hearing her sling her
backpack over one shoulder, hearing her leathers creak, her boots thump.
“I’m going to drive in case I have to come back to get you. Sergei won’t give
me the phone number here, which is SOP, but I had to ask.”
“How are you gonna put the kids on the bike?”
“They can take the train.”
It was odd that, ten days ago, he would’ve been horrified to hear an adult
nonchalantly trust two small children to get themselves from Harlem to Wall
Street by themselves while the adult left them behind. Like they were adults.
Now, it was perfectly normal and sensible.
That was how shattered Jack’s reality was.
“Be back in a while.”
“Yeah.”
She opened the door. Stopped. “Jack?” she said softly.
“What.”
“You’re the best lover I’ve ever had.”
She was gone before Jack’s head snapped up.
Poof.

32:
SACRIFICE FLY
LYDIA GAVE THE CHILDREN strict instructions as she got her bike after having dug it out of Simon’s storage unit.
She eyeballed Mary sternly because she was pissed the girl couldn’t respect such a small request. Mary shrank into herself and she wasn’t doing it
for show this time. “You better do exactly as I say,” she said flatly in Spanish.
It was the same voice she’d used with Paco and Manny, and while Mary
might not remember what she said or how she said, Jesus did. Lydia looked at
him. “You keep her in line. No more ‘letting’ her do anything. This is too
important. You got it?”
He nodded, half cowed himself.
“I’m sorry, Daisy,” Mary whispered, her bottom lip trembling.
“Sebastian is not going to put up with that, nor will his family.”
Their eyes popped open. “Sebastian? We’re going home with Sebastian?”
Lydia nodded. Jack didn’t know that yet because she hadn’t had a chance
to tell him, but he knew it was for the best, even if it did hurt his feelings.
“That’s where I went yesterday, to start working all this out. Sebastian has a
huge family and you’ll have lots of people to play with, lots of aunts and uncles
and cousins. You already know Sebastian speaks Spanish, and he likes to read
to you. He has a huge art studio I’m sure he’ll let you use, too. I live about an
hour from him, so you’ll be able to see me all the time. Where Sebastian lives,
that whole section of town is like Central Park but with pretty shops that make
it look like Spain, and even pretty office buildings. He’ll get you bicycles—”
“Bicycles!” they screeched in unison, their joy cranked to eleven.
“Yep. There aren’t any subways and you have to be able to get around,
right? On the weekends, I’ll come into town and take you to do fun stuff. You
can spend Christmas with me in my cute little house if you want.”
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Their expressions went from cautiously happy to ecstatic. Then Mary
was bouncing on the balls of her feet, turning and turning, clapping, her
laughter wafting up to the heavens like a balloon released from a sewer grate.
Jesus was grinning, quivering with anticipation.
“You really love Sebastian, don’t you?”
Jesus nodded enthusiastically. Mary screeched, “Sí!”
“Are you going to miss Jack?”
Mary came down off her high. “Yes,” she said matter-of-factly. “But he
would bring people we don’t like to watch us. Sebastian had one lady we
didn’t like. She was mean. Not mean like you or Sebastian mean, but mean
mean. Ivy made her go away.” Her brow wrinkled. “Can Ivy come with us?”
“That’s up to Sebastian and Ivy. She may not want to leave her home.
Maybe she has family here. I don’t know. But I’m sure Sebastian has aunts
or cousins who’ll be just as awesome as Ivy, and they’ll be your family too.
All right, hugs and kisses. Take Simon’s key back to her then come to Jack’s
office.”
Hugs and kisses later, they were scampering away. Lydia fired up her
bike and put her helmet on.
She didn’t think as she wove through traffic. She couldn’t. She just stared
straight into the long avenue toward downtown, making good time because
she had a clear path, and parking in front of the building. She didn’t have to
say anything to the front desk now. They knew who she was.
Again, she caught the trading floor’s attention as she came off the elevator, striding through in her leathers, her helmet in her hand.
She walked into Jack’s office to see Sebastian and Knox looking very
suave and expensively dressed, a few other men in less expensive suits that
didn’t fit nearly as well, and a couple of cops all standing around talking. She
probably should’ve expected that.
“Hey, Lyds,” Sebastian said vaguely with a wave at her to join them. “Jack
coming?”
She looked at him, confused. “Um, no. He told me just me and the kids.”
Knox sighed. “I knew that message was too cryptic.”
“Oh,” she said softly. “I didn’t hear it. Jack did. The kids did. The people
we’re staying with did. Me … no.”
“That explains it,” Sebastian said. “Lydia, this is—” Lydia was never going to remember these men’s names in a million years, but one was the DA
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and one was an ADA. Two others were detectives who’d found Val’s general
location and sent patrol cars out to find her and bring her in. Sebastian even
introduced Lydia to the cops. “Gentlemen, this is Lydia Charbonneau. Jack’s
guardian angel.”
“You’re also the witness to the suicide,” said one.
Lydia nodded. “At this point, a bare-headed cross-country trip on a Hog
in shorts and flip-flops is safer for me than a New York City subway platform.”
Everyone chuckled.
She looked at the DA. “Am I in trouble?”
He shook his head. “You really didn’t do anything worth spending any
time on. You were scared and panicked. We get that.”
“Jack?”
“Same, although I’d like to bury him in paper just for being a pain in our
asses.”
Lydia puffed a soft laugh, even though she wasn’t feeling very amused.
“He is going to get a bill for city resources, though, and that is not a
joke.”
“Sebastian!” cried Mary as she and Jesus blew through the doors, and she
launched herself at him. He barely caught her with a grunt.
“Hey, punkin.”
All mouths dropped except hers, Sebastian’s, and Knox’s. Knox just
looked very disapproving.
Jesus hung back, but Lydia reached out to hug him to her.
“These are the kids you told us about?” the DA asked. “The guardian
cherubs.”
Lydia snorted and some of the men grinned wryly.
“Yeah,” Sebastian said, “they’re going to stay with me now until we sort
out all the paperwork.”
“So what’s the plan?”
“We need to get your statements,” the DA said. “All of you, I mean. Even
the kids’. Walk us through what happened on the platform where he was
pushed when there aren’t so many people there.”
Lydia looked at Knox, confused. “Why didn’t you just say this on TV
this morning? Avoided the misunderstanding.”
“Reporters. No appearance of perp walk.”
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“Oh, thank you. He’ll be grateful. So, all right. I’ll go get him. Gimme an
hour, I guess.”
“If you could give us a statement before you go, we can get this wrapped
up quicker.”
“Sure.” It only took about a half hour, then she left.
When she made it back to Simon’s place, she simply hugged her. “Godspeed, my friend,” Simon whispered in her ear.
“You too. Good luck finding your brother.”
Then on to the Easy-Offs’, where Jack stood, arrogant as ever, in jeans,
tee shirt, hoodie, a backpack in his hand, watching her, not saying anything.
No smile. Lydia hugged Mrs. Easy-Off gently, but for a long time.
“Thank you, my lovely girl.”
“Thank you for letting me touch your piano.”
Then Sergei, who swamped her in a bear hug and kissed the top of her
head. “I would like to keep you and Jack. You are best workers I have ever had.
Also the cheapest.”
That did make her laugh. “We’ve literally worked our way into everybody’s hearts.”
She could barely look at Jack before she turned and clipped down the
stairs, avoiding all the hotspots she now knew were booby traps. A little rotten wood here, a little rotten wood there …
He climbed on behind her without a word until she handed him the
helmet. “Fuck that,” he snarled. “Bad enough I’m riding bitch.”
She couldn’t blame him for that. “Then just hold it. Here.” She handed
mirrored snow goggles over her shoulder and put hers on. “Keep your hoodie
up and nobody’ll recognize you.”
It only took a half block for him to reach up and take hold of her hair so
it wouldn’t fly in his face. She tried not to think about his strong legs against
her hips. About his groin against her butt. He wasn’t holding on.
Through Manhattan traffic, down the lanes, on the stripes. She stopped
in front of the stairwell and let him off. He handed her the helmet, but
grabbed her wrist and swooped down to give her a harsh kiss.
“Stay in New York,” he ordered against her mouth, his gaze boring into
hers. “This isn’t the end and I want to talk it out before you go home.”
She rolled her eyes and pulled away. “Fine. Let me park. I’ll go to Sebastian’s
when we’re all done here or at the courthouse or the precinct or wherever.”
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He nodded and straightened to his full height. He caressed her cheek. “I
hate you so, so much.” He looked at her for a long time with an expression
she couldn’t decipher. “Smile for me, Daisy,” he pled softly. “Please.”
She couldn’t, and shrugged helplessly.
“Jack!” Sebastian called from down the street. Two children’s voices echoed after him.
Lydia put the helmet on its hook and melted back into traffic to park in
front of Blackwood Securities again. She notified security she was back, then
trotted back up the street and clipped down the stairs—
“Daisy! Wrong side.”
—only to find herself on the wrong side. She dropped her head in her
hand and heaved a sigh.
She looked up to see Jack across the tracks, next to Sebastian, who was
holding Mary and letting Jesus cling to his side. Knox and the rest of the men
she’d met were gathered, gesturing here and there. Jack stepped to where he
thought they’d been, pointed a little, talked, pointed somewhere else. The
detectives were taking notes. The uniformed officers were taking pictures.
“Are you coming or not?!”
She nodded wearily and began to turn toward the stairs, her head down
because after this was all over with, the cops, the paperwork, the legal mumbo
jumbo, and the heart-to-heart with Jack wherein she would say
You are a rotten cunt who uses women like paper towels to wipe off your dick and
I’m not going to be one of them.
she’d go home.
Back to Lawrence to find a therapist to deal with her grief and all … this
that had happened.
Oh, no. She couldn’t do that. The therapist wouldn’t believe this any
more than she’d believe Lydia’s childhood, and Julie was now not the only
grief she had to deal with.
She’d have to call Victoria to unload. Victoria didn’t know about Julie.
“Daisy!” She looked over her shoulder again. “Smile for me, sweetheart.”
Again. She couldn’t do it and his hopeful smile faded. “Please?”
“How sweet,” said a wistful female voice from in front of her. Lydia’s
head snapped toward the voice. “He’d have never asked me that.”
Not in front, but behind a couple of people.
“Val,” Lydia whispered.

264 | MORIAH JOVAN
“You might think,” Val said archly, “that you’ll be special because he
treats you different than the rest of us—” Lydia’s spine tingled in dread. “—
but he’ll get tired of you sooner or later, just like those kids over there.” She
chucked her chin across the platform. Lydia looked over her shoulder again
to see if they could see her, but they couldn’t, and then a train cruised in and
separated Lydia and Jack.
“How do you know that?” she asked, turning back to Val.
“Oh,” she said, surprised. “Didn’t they tell you? I live in Spanish Harlem. They’re up there looking for me right now.” Lydia’s mouth dropped
open. “I hear what’s going on in the neighborhood. Unfortunately, I
couldn’t get close enough to Jack to do what I meant to do without hurting
somebody else, so he owes you his life twice now. Maybe more. But you’re
savvy. And nice. I’ve been trying to get to him for months. But when you
ride the subway as much as he does even though he doesn’t have to, it’s easy
to fall in, you know?”
Lydia gulped and stepped farther away from the platform, having a hard
time getting past the fact that Val had been stalking Jack, then following him
to finish the job and would’ve been able to if—
Val waved a hand. “I’m not going to kill you. You saw the sparkles in his
eyes and fell in just like the rest of us.” Lydia gasped. “He even gave you a cute
little pet name. Daisy suits you much better than Lydia.”
“I don’t understand,” Lydia stammered, suddenly scared, confused. “They
told me you, you, you loved your husband, that, that, that you were a grieving
widow, not a spurned ex-lover.”
She nodded. “Yes,” she said matter-of-factly. “Mostly,” she amended. “I
didn’t know what he was doing so when they arrested him, it broke my heart.
Then I filed for divorce because he dragged me into his mess and I was pregnant, so I couldn’t get a job on an airline again. I don’t have any other marketable skills. I do speak Spanish, though, so that was a point in my favor.”
So much information, so many questions, so much Lydia had to sift
through before she got more.
“He didn’t commit suicide because he was going to prison. He did it because I was going to divorce him because I found out he was a despicable human being. He cared about my opinion of him. I thought he hung the moon.
Nobody else did.” She shrugged. “And then I didn’t. He wrote this in the note.”
Her eyes narrowed. “I was glad. I wasn’t going to get anything from a divorce,
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certainly not enough to live in Manhattan. I wasn’t going to get any life insurance payout, which is another despicable thing he did, committing suicide to
guarantee I would get nothing, making me pay for his crimes. I didn’t have any
family. He was my family. He left me with nothing but a broken heart, a baby I
couldn’t take care of, and a life on the streets. I wanted him to die. Then he did.
But even then he cheated by not making it look like an accident. I was upset
over losing my baby, but looking back, it was for the best. For her, not me.”
The train behind Lydia got rolling, and Lydia waited until it was gone so
she could speak and be heard.
“But … if you were okay with that, why do you want Jack dead? Because
he’s the one who blew the whistle?”
“Yes, one sociopath throwing the book at another, only one’s illegal and
one’s not. But he thinks he’s so moral, so righteous. The hypocrisy of that is
unbearable because Jack’s just as evil, treating women like trash, throwing
money at them like cheap whores when he’s through with them.”
Lydia winced.
“Oh,” she sighed sadly. “You know that already. Either you’re a cheap
whore—which you’re not—or you think you can be The One, which you do.”
Suddenly, Lydia resented being the one the world chose to unload on. Or
did she invite this? How? Why? Why did she end up bearing other people’s
grief and pain, but she could never find anyone willing to listen to hers when
she needed to?
“Why are you telling me this?” she asked wearily. “You don’t know me.”
“But I do know you!” She leaned toward Lydia and Lydia leaned back,
startled. “I’m trying to get you to see that you can’t be The One,” she said
earnestly. “Nobody can. I feel sorry for you, every woman he’s ever had, and
every woman he’ll have in the future since I never got a clear chance to get rid
of him. If you think saving his life is going to get you a wedding ring and a
forever love and a sweet little family, you really are a naïve little piano teacher
from Kansas who … ” She looked Lydia up and down with sad longing.
“Wears leathers and rides a motorcycle. I think that’s really cool. I wish I was
brave enough to do that.”
She was telling the truth. And she was about to cry.
“VAL!” The bellow echoed over the sound of the train coming. She
looked up. Lydia looked over her shoulder. Jack was pointing at them, angry,
barking at a cop, who was on his shoulder walkie-talkie. He looked back at
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Val and Lydia, his face a study in fury. “LEAVE HER ALONE! SHE DIDN’T
DO ANYTHING TO YOU!”
Val smiled serenely, then looked back at Lydia. “He means it. For now. He
lies to himself. He believes he’ll forever love you. Then he’ll get tired of you.”
Lydia swallowed.
“Yeah, you know that. You’re smart. Smarter than me, college professor
and all.” She wasn’t jealous. It wasn’t a jab. Just a statement of fact. “You have
a life to go back to. You should do that.”
Lydia’s heart was thundering in her chest because here was this woman,
this killer, telling Lydia what she already knew, calmly, without jealousy, as if
they were best friends and she was trying to keep Lydia from making an
enormous mistake. She really meant it. And she was right.
She shrugged. “But there’s something in his eyes. They hypnotize you.
Stars or something. I get it.”
Lydia couldn’t catch her breath.
More people were gathering behind them, waiting for the train. There
was a ruckus and Lydia knew the cops were coming. So did Val. She looked
over her shoulder, not seeming concerned.
“You almost killed me,” Lydia said vaguely, so many things spinning in her
head like a centrifuge and Val was forcing more stuff in it.
Val grimaced. “Yeah, I am really sorry about that. I didn’t know you were
hanging onto him or I would’ve waited for a better opportunity. I’ve been
waiting for months, so missing that one would’ve been no big.”
The cops were coming. They weren’t shouting, but the sound of their
approach was unmistakable.
“What about the lady you did kill?”
The train was coming. Val walked toward the yellow line, making Lydia
turn all the way back around to talk to her.
“Well,” she said, grief and regret in her voice, “that was awful. I didn’t
mean to do that.”
Train coming.
Val on the yellow line.
“No,” Lydia whispered.
“Daisy!” Jack bellowed at her. “Don’t let her get on that train!”
Val had no intention of getting on the train. Lydia reached out to grab
her wrist. “Don’t,” Lydia begged. “Please don’t.”
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“Why not?” Val asked, her focus very far away, her voice weary. “Please let
go of me. I don’t want to pull you in too. This is my choice. I did something
awful and now I’m just as bad as Robert and Jack.” The train was shooting
through the tunnel. “I made a deal with the devil and now I have pay my debt.”
Lydia looked up at Jack, who stood there, horror on his face, shaking his
head.
“DON’T LET HER DO THAT! DAISY! DON’T LET HER! STAY
THERE! DAISY! DON’T LET THE KIDS SEE THAT!”
The cops were already in motion. So were Knox and the DAs, scrambling for the stairs.
Sebastian stood rooted, his face also one of horror. No, shock. He
could barely move except to press Mary’s face into his neck and Jesus’s into
his side.
Val looked at Lydia, tears rolling down her cheeks. “Let me go. Let me go
fast.”
Lydia closed her eyes.
The train slid by and stopped, its doors opening with a hiss, people getting
off, stopping abruptly so they wouldn’t trip over Lydia, who was on her back on
the concrete, Val sprawled on top of her, terrified, weeping. Lydia looked up at
the ceiling lights, head throbbing, little black spots dancing in her eyes.
Quick thinking, lady. Good job.
Here, up you go, that’s it.
Other than about a dozen people clustered around them, first helping
Val up, then Lydia, the people coming off the train and getting on the train
flowing around them like water around a pebble.
“Why?” Val sobbed, looking at Lydia, tears streaming down her face.
“Why didn’t you let me go?”
“She saved your life, lady.”
“I don’t deserve to live.”
“DAISY!” Jack’s bellow echoed against the walls and over the train.
“LYDIA!” Sebastian’s voice.
“MS CHARBONNEAU!” Someone else’s.
The crowd thinned and cops plowed their way through, saw Val and
took her away from the man holding her, trying to comfort her.
It’ll be all right. Nothing’s that bad. You don’t really want to die.
You have the right to remain silent …
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“Ms Charbonneau,” said a cop from her left. Instinctively, Lydia jerked
back, her eyes wide. It was a woman. The officer held her hands up and said,
“I’m not here to arrest or hurt you, ma’am. We just need to get all this cleared
up.”
Lydia gulped.
“Are you going to be okay?” she asked in a concerned voice, still not invading Lydia’s space.
“Um. Yeah. Just let me catch my breath or something.”
“All right, well. You’re not in trouble. Nobody’s going to arrest you. You
did a good job, saving her life. Your boyfriend’s, too. You okay? You hit your
head pretty hard. You want an ambulance?” Lydia shook her head. It hurt.
“Then hang out a little while we get everybody else sorted out. Look,” she said
and pointed. “There’s a bench over there. Go sit down. I’ll bring you some
water.”
Lydia nodded. The cop gave her another look, as if she were afraid Lydia
was going to faint, then went about helping her partner and other cops with
crowd control and getting a quietly sobbing Val out of the station.
“LYDIA!”
She started. That was Jack, calling her by her real name now, over the
noise of the crowd, over the roof of the train. “WAIT FOR US!”
No.
Dazed, Lydia looked up and around. She didn’t stand out here. She was
ordinary. Ordinarily pretty.
She wasn’t in trouble.
She’d given her statement.
There were video and eyewitness statements that Jack was pushed.
Lydia hadn’t let Val die.
Val would confess because she wanted to be punished, but she wasn’t going to be able to try to kill Jack again. She’d find a different way to kill herself,
a different time, but it wasn’t going to be on Lydia’s hands.
She was done here.
She could go.
She slid into the stream of people and floated along with them. Across
the concrete, up the stairs, hands in her pockets, looking down at her booted
feet as they plodded along, tucking her hands in her jacket, making herself
small, working through the crowd to the inside of the sidewalk, hidden from
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Knox, Jack, and the DAs bursting out of the stairwell on the other side of the
street, charging across the street, making brakes squeal, getting honked at,
cursed at.
She walked down the street, burying herself in people, before she fell out
at Blackwood Securities. She threw her leg over the seat, turned the key,
pumped once, and it roared to life. She knew how to get home without a
map. She was in her leathers. She had plenty of cash, credit cards, ID and
passport in her leg pockets, and a few toiletries and extra panties she always
kept in her saddlebags. Just in case.
Head west. That’s where people went to escape. To forget.
She just had to get through this mess to the Holland Tunnel.
… paper towel to wipe his dick off …
Home.
Therapist. Keep trying to find the right one, even if she had to go into
Kansas City to do it. She was there often enough.
Wait, no.
No therapist was going to fix this.
There was only one place she could go, only one person who’d understand. Who would believe. Whose god liked her, thus Lydia by association.
She rolled back the throttle and wove through the lanes of cars, but instead of
turning left at Canal Street, she continued north and headed for JFK.
Hours later, bike in long-term storage, first-class ticket purchased, she
sat in a window seat watching the concrete slowly pick up speed, having finished with all the business that had allowed her to not think.
That was easy.
Now she had to work at not thinking.
The rough ride turned smooth as the nose of the plane lifted into the air.
Climbing. Climbing. Soaring out over the Atlantic headed east. Lydia loved
this part. The rest was just a dead bore. She’d bought a book. At cruising
altitude, when she could no longer see the ocean, she opened it. She couldn’t
get past the first paragraph.
“Miss?”
“Lemon drop,” she whispered, tears beginning to drip and fall on the tiny
print. Maybe she could drink herself to sleep. “Two.”
You might save his soul but you’ll never have a piece of it.

CHAPTER ONE
On e y e a r,
on e mo nt h,
thr e e w ee ks,
six d ay s,
an d se v er al et er nit ie s la te r …

1:
Time Value of Money
May 1997
New York, New York

Be a man. Not a boy.
Jack sat in his chair and looked out over the East River, leaning back,
worrying his mouth between his fingers.
He could still hear Mrs. Easy-Off’s command, and today’s funeral had
certainly put it at the top of his mind, standing there holding hands with Simon, looking down at the old woman lying in her coffin, so at peace.
“Jack,” came a tinny voice out of the speaker of his intercom, “Wilson
Prep’s on the line.”
“Oh, God, really? What!” he barked when he picked up.
It was the usual litany of complaints about Marigold, his feisty one, the
one who couldn’t be tamed or drugged or disciplined. Jack interrupted. “Did
you ask Fifth—”
“Jack, Mr. Blackwood,” came the snotty voice. “Jack is not Mari’s parent
anymore. He is in his own class and it wouldn’t be fair to disrupt him and all
the children in two classes to deal with one disruptive child. Jack needs his
own space. That is why you enrolled him here.”
Yes, and he felt like a dick for asking. Whichever way they failed with
Mari, they succeeded wildly with Jack the Fifth.
“Mr. Blackwood, we simply can’t continue this way.”
“No, we can’t. Have both of them ready for pickup in an hour. I’m withdrawing Mari, so she won’t be back Monday.”
“I think that’s wise.” He rolled his eyes and hung up, stood, stretched,
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wondered if there was one school left that would take Mari. Likely not. He
had to figure out a way to get the girl to adulthood without crashing every
school she went to. Private tutors. It was the only way.
Daisy.
Her name wound through his brain again, as it always did, half of the
day, every day, and on a ticker when Mari was involved. Daisy would know.
She could get Mari on track and keep her there for a while. Daisy knew the
girl’s limits and didn’t push past them.
How? Where?
He picked up the phone. “Where is she?” Jack barked.
Sebastian hung up on him.
If there was a God, if God had been trying to teach Jack a lesson, he
failed. Jack didn’t feel any different now than he had last year when a sick and
grieving woman had tried to push him off a train platform. Grow up. Be a man.
Not a boy. What did that mean?
He left his office to head for his car to go uptown to the very expensive
private school he had very carefully selected because they supposedly specialized in rich kids with behavior problems. Ones who were in therapy or on
drugs. Some who had learning disabilities. Some who were just spoiled brats.
They were doing just fine with Fifth, but Mari—
The girl was balls to the wall. Constantly. Jack was the only person who
could keep up with her, but he couldn’t effectively discipline her without feeling guilty so she ended up running over him, too.
Fifth really could control her with one flash of that demonic expression
that creeped Jack out, but he was done with parenting the second an adult
stepped up for full-time duty, and he desperately needed to be allowed to be a
child. Jack didn’t blame him. It was Jack’s job to control her, and though he
very rarely asked Fifth to help, whenever he did, guilt struck Jack so hard and
so fast he felt he’d been singed by the fires of hell.
Mari behaved perfectly for Sebastian, but Sebastian, like Daisy, had the
Evil Eye down cold. Further, Sebastian wasn’t beholden to her, Sebastian had
no patience with her unwillingness to learn any coping mechanisms, and she
knew Sebastian wouldn’t put up with her bullshit. And then he’d snuggle her
and tell her what a good girl she was, and she would be a perfect angel until
he left, at which point, she’d turn back into a hurricane.
For whatever reason, Jack couldn’t make any of that work.
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Daisy could.
God knew, the kids wanted her there with them. They mostly referred to
her as Daisy, but when Mari was feeling most insecure, most confused and
disconnected from her new reality, she referred to Daisy as “mean mommy.”
The child desperately wanted her mean mommy.
It was like somebody shoved a knife between Jack’s ribs.
He was straight with them. “I don’t know where she is.” “I don’t know
why she left.” “No, you didn’t do anything.” “No, she’s not mad at you; she’s
mad at me.” “I’d fix it if I could.” “No, I don’t know if she’ll ever be back.
Don’t count on it.” “I’m trying to find her!”
He didn’t have any idea what had happened between the moment she
dropped him off promising a heart-to-heart, and the moment the train between them slid out of sight.
Gone.
Disappeared as if she’d never existed.
Poof.
Sebastian swore up and down he didn’t know precisely why, and that he
had asked her point blank, but either she wasn’t willing to give details or she
didn’t understand it herself.
If only Jack knew where she was …
It wasn’t enough to know where she’d been. Where she’d been was more
bizarre than anything Jack had ever read in any novel.
He’d read exactly three novels and he didn’t remember what any of them
were about, so that might not be a fair comparison.
She wasn’t in Kansas, and wasn’t expected back at KU for another year,
possibly two. She was on sabbatical, they said, but for legal reasons, they were
unable to give out her information. Jack thought that was odd. Her cute little
house had been rented out to a pair of visiting professors, and that couple
said she left nothing behind except furniture and dishes. That wouldn’t tell
him anything.
She wasn’t in her hometown of Miami. In fact, she had no ties there
whatsoever. Her foster grandmother had been an ancient washed-up Cuban
showgirl named Lola whose boyfriend’s name was Tony, who killed and was
killed by a guy named Rico.
You got a Tony stashed away somewhere?
The first joke they’d ever shared was … not a joke. “Copacabana” had
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been looping around his brain for six months, and if he never heard it again,
it’d be too soon.
Jack thought that was bizarre enough, but the more his people uncovered, the farther down the rabbit hole he fell.
Are you fucking with my head?
No, sir. If we could get into Cuba, we would, but we can’t.
Yes, her foster father had been killed by the police. For … being a drag
queen. Daisy had told Simon he wasn’t gay but he hated women, and Jack’s
investigators had found no evidence of any relationship at all. Between a life
full of gay men and a father who hated women, it was no wonder Daisy
couldn’t tell when a man was telling the truth when he said “I love you.”
But Jack could definitely believe a man dressed up as a woman had been
murdered for being a presumptive homosexual before he’d believe a Latino
had been murdered for having dark skin, especially when he had blond hair,
blue eyes, and came from a “pure” Spanish family.
Simon, Piri, and Sergei agreed.
Jack found nothing admirable about Mingo Anaya, also known as Heloise,
and the whole family dynamic was seriously creepy, but no one deserved a
death like that for such a shit reason.
The bathhouse (read: whorehouse) Daisy had helped build into a profitable drag cabaret was long gone, rehabbed with the rest of South Beach after
Miami Vice glamorized it. She’d sold the property back in the eighties for
what Sebastian said was a shit-ton of money and, shockingly enough, she was
rich.
According to Sebastian, she hid and hoarded it like a dragon with gold,
all cash, all in safe deposit boxes all over the Midwest to keep the government
from stealing from her, bless her tinfoil-hat-conspiracy-theory heart.
After the research Jack had done, the white papers he’d written, he
couldn’t call taxation “stealing,” but he couldn’t bring himself to call creative
tax filing “cheating the government” anymore, either.
Sebastian had crowed at his reconsidered theories.
Welcome to the real world, pal. She may be paranoid, but she’s not wrong.
But Daisy, whose whole life was built on forged documents because nobody knew who she was or where she came from when she was found, could
do anything she wanted, go anywhere she wanted, be anybody she wanted,
never have to work again, and never be found.
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“Jack—”
“Jack—”
“Jack—”
Fuck, he couldn’t even get ten feet out of his fucking office. He dropped
his head back. “What.”
Then he was swarmed by a raft of assistants who couldn’t seem to get
done what he wanted done how he wanted it done. Tell people what you want
them to do, Daisy had said. Except he took great care in hiring prospective
herders and specifying their job duties, and they still couldn’t get it, still too
scared of losing their paycheck to get in his face.
Jack wanted to have Manuelito and Paco herd him, but they were minors
and they legally couldn’t do some of the things Jack needed done. He sent
them downstairs to Terry, VP in charge of bonds, who was as much a hardass as Jack and needed Spanish speakers. So while two snotty teenagers not
yet graduated from high school could see what needed to be done and do it
with minimal direction, Jack had to deal with these precious children straight
out of B-school. He kept trying to get them where he needed them and they
kept failing to get a clue and—
“GODDAMMIT!! PAY ATTENTION!”
But they weren’t. They were looking over his shoulder. So he did, too.
His mouth dropped open.
Daisy. He thought he said it. He might have.
Strutting toward him like a leather-clad badass heroine out of a movie
trailer, striding along with her golden curls bouncing and her motorcycle
helmet in her gloved hand. She looked pissed and he wouldn’t have been surprised if a magnificent explosion went off behind her.
Jack, shocked into action, strode toward her until somehow—
somehow—she was in his arms and they were kissing.
Passionately.
His hand palmed her butt and pressed her into him.
Her helmet dropped to the floor with a thud and her arms went up and
over his shoulders, pulling him closer.
Yes, she breathed into his mouth.
Yes, he breathed into her mouth.
His hand crept up over her cheek and into her hair, possessing her curls.
“Don’t leave me again,” he rasped angrily, but still kissing her.
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“Can’t promise,” she gasped softly. “Need proof. This isn’t enough.”
“What do I have to do?”
“Date.”
“No problem.”
“Without sex.”
He stopped cold, drew away from her, looked into her eyes, her ordinary
gray eyes, searching for something akin to a joke. He didn’t find it. “What do
you mean, no sex?” he demanded low.
She took a deep breath. She gulped. She was nervous. “You court me.”
His mouth dropped open. “Court you?!”
“Yes. Woo me. All those old-fashioned words, the whole concept. Proper. Respectful. A curfew.” Her voice was trembling. She was making this up
on the fly. “We get to know each other like normal people, not people on the
run, not people who had two kids drop in our laps. You do that. You do that
for a long time. And I might—might—someday believe you really love me
and it’s not just gratitude mixed with lust. Or a survivor’s bond. Or to make
the perfect nuclear family. Or if I’m just a paper towel that blew away before
you could catch it.”
He tensed and pulled away from her a little, his jaw clenched. Daisy had
pissed him off plenty during their time together, but now he was livid.
She watched him for a few seconds, assessing his willingness to play
along, he knew, before stepping back and, in one smooth motion, swooping
down to pick up her helmet by the strap and turning to leave.
Again.
“Daisy!” he barked.
She kept walking, but now quite a few people were watching the soap
opera playing out in front of them.
“DAISY!”
She turned right and strode back through the middle of the trading floor.
First Mrs. Easy-Off’s funeral.
Then Mari’s school calling to bitch about her.
After that, precious business school grads who couldn’t think.
Now this.
It was way too much.
“FUCK YOU!” he roared.
She stopped.
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She didn’t turn.
The trading floor went mostly quiet except for the incessant ringing of
the telephones that were now being ignored.
“Although! I don’t know how you can doubt that after all we’ve been
through!”
She turned slightly, looking at him half over her shoulder with a tiny, bitter smile. “All we’ve been through? Don’t you mean everything I dragged you
through?”
He snarled at her.
“It’s simple. You owe me your life and reputation.” Which he did not
give two shits about. “I want you to forget that. Like none of it ever happened. I want to go back to the beginning before you stuck your foot in your
mouth between the filet mignon and the chocolate soufflé.” Was she fucking
kidding him?! “I want you to take me back to that place. Court, woo, date,
whatever you want to call it, but that’s what I want. To start over again.”
Good God, really?
“And this time, I want us to find out who we really are.”
“What the fuck does that even mean?!”
“It means I am not having sex with you until you convince me ‘I love you’
is for me, the real me, and that you’re not lying to yourself. And that I own
your dick.”
“GOD, I HATE YOU SO MUCH!” he bellowed.
He did, too.
She smiled. Finally.
He snarled.
“Work for it!” she called. “Work for it like you’ve never worked for anything in your life.”
He had no idea what she was asking for.
He had no idea how to do what she wanted and she knew that. She was
demanding the impossible. She shrugged and turned away. She disappeared
into the elevator lobby, calling, “Figure it out!”
“LYDIA!”
The elevator dinged.
He started running.
Before he could reach a hand out, the elevator door closed smoothly in
his face.

2:
OLD FASHIONED
LYDIA’S UNCERTAINTY, INSECURITY, and fear of coming back to find out
if what could have been could again be, didn’t diminish on her way down to
the lobby of Blackwood Securities. She had made the decision to return to
New York as impulsively as she had made the decision to leave for Spain.
She’d been starting a vacation after the last class of the winter term, having nothing to do all summer and no one to do it with. Victoria was married.
Summer term music enrollment at Covarrubias University wasn’t enough to
justify holding classes, and she had begun really missing Jack when Victoria
started going out with Emilio, which had been not long after she’d arrived on
Victoria’s doorstep unannounced with a half-full backpack.
Oh, hi. Take me to work. Pick me up at nine.
God bless Victoria.
One didn’t leave for a summer vacation with a broken heart and no plan.
And one didn’t lie topless on a beach on the Riviera to cry out said broken
heart. Or at least, one didn’t and expect not to be offered comfort by a couple
of polite, attractive men, which only made her miss Jack that much more.
No, I don’t need a shoulder to cry on. No, you can’t rub lotion on my back. No, I
don’t want to see a bullfight. No, I don’t want to go to the casino. No, I don’t want to
get tapas with you. No, I don’t want to spend a week on your private yacht with you.
Three days into her vacation, she’d packed up and gotten on a plane to
New York before she could think about it. She still couldn’t get into the book
she’d bought at JFK the year before. She still had to drink herself to sleep to
get across the Atlantic. She stayed in a hotel in Queens while she got her
head together and waited for her bike to be hauled out of storage and serviced.
It’d taken her another week to get up the nerve to confront Jack.
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And now she was here, in a Cuban restaurant in Spanish Harlem far
away from Simon and Piri and the Easy-Offs, her accent earning her entrée
into the local scene, no questions asked. She placed her order, then took out
the diary she had begun keeping to try to sort out what had just happened.
She’d awakened this morning with no better plan than she’d had in the
two weeks it took to get from the Riviera to the bike shop in Queens this
morning. Somehow she’d found herself pulling on her leathers, firing her bike
up, and heading into Manhattan. She didn’t know what she was going to say.
Or do. Or even what she wanted, although she’d thought about it enough.
So she hadn’t had any expectations. Not a hot reunion kiss. Not an order
to stay. Not a bellowed fight in the middle of the trading floor. Not an ultimatum delivered like she’d rehearsed it.
I own your dick.
Lydia smiled faintly. That was pure genius.
Where had it come from?
Victoria.
Lydia had been thinking about the way Victoria seduced her new husband to the altar while he seduced her into bed. Lydia had been thinking
about the way Emilio had already begun to change before he and Victoria
met. She’d been thinking about the ways Emilio had shown Victoria his love
for her. She’d been thinking about all these things as Sebastian pled Jack’s
case, detailing his reformation.
Jack hadn’t looked twice at anyone else and was, in fact, surgically cruel
to any woman who approached him sexually.
Jack was handling fatherhood better than anyone expected after the children suddenly and unexpectedly chose to be with him after all.
Jack missed her so desperately he’d been scouring the country for her—
never mind it was the wrong country.
Sebastian’s pressure, bolstered by Emilio’s conversion to Twu Wuv and
eagerness to convert the rest of the world, had been almost too much to take.
Then she’d been propositioned. Nicely. By nice men.
She hated nice men, which was a character flaw she couldn’t conquer.
“Niiiiice.”
She gasped at the drawl and looked up from her writing to see an angry
Jack plopping himself down in the chair across from her, crossing his arms
over his chest, and letting his legs splay out in front of him.
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He glared at her.
“Hrmph. Well,” she sniffed, “it didn’t take you long to figure out where I
went. Score one for you.”
“Oh, it’s a game, is it?”
She shook her head. “Not a game. Sebastian’s been in my ear for a year.”
“And where have you been for that year?”
“Spain.”
His mouth dropped open.
“Two mansluts leaning on me and a thirty-something Mormon virgin
giving me advice.”
His mouth snapped shut. “Don’t tell me you decided to take the Mormon virgin’s advice.”
Lydia shrugged. “Why not? If what you’re doing isn’t working, try something else, right? She caught her manslut. My way never worked.”
“And what’s your way?”
Her eyes narrowed. “I told you. Do you not remember?”
He squinted at her in return. “Something something love sociopathic
manslut cunts something something hate nice guys something something celibate for seven years something something lying liars who lie. Does that cover it?
Excuses stop the second a sociopathic manslut cunt falls in love with you and
tells you that. After sex. Repeatedly. And has no interest in any woman but you.”
“I said I believe you think you love me. I need to know that you really do.
Under normal conditions. When you’re not over the edge and jonesing for
derivatives. When you’re not experiencing gratitude for the first time in your
life. When you’re not having to depend on other people. When you’re not
yanked out of your life and plopped into a hall of mirrors. When you only
think you can invest in a woman and that your feelings will stick over a lifetime because your feelings are intense right that second.”
He rolled his eyes. “Are you staying with Sebastian?”
“Yes. Temporarily. To give you a fighting chance to find out who I am.”
“Oh, I know a lot about you now, Lydia Daisy Charbonneau,” he cooed viciously. “Your trail begins in a barrio in Miami and ends on the Wall Street
subway platform.”
That surprised her, but she said, “I’m impressed.”
“Do you know your real name? Who you are? Where you came from?” he
asked abruptly, then was interrupted by a waitress wanting to take his order.
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The waitress looked in his eyes and fell right in. “Hola,” she said breathlessly.
So. That was what it looked like from the outside. He didn’t notice.
“No,” she answered when he finished ordering, and turned back to her
with an expectant look. “Or how old I am. I bet you do, though.”
He nodded.
“Well?”
“Thirty-seven, same as me.”
That caught her by surprise. Maybe it shouldn’t have. She’d always been
deceptively small and Mingo had been impressed by her literacy—in English,
anyway—and her agility with numbers. “Oh.” He opened his mouth again,
but she held her hand up. “That’s not important right now. Lola—you know
about Lola, right? And Mingo? Heloise?”
He nodded, and for once in this long, arduous journey she called adulthood, she wouldn’t have to explain! He would believe her. He already knew
about Julie. He’d lived through the Val Experience with her.
“I don’t know anything about my life until they took me in. I don’t know
who my parents are. I don’t know what nationality I am. I don’t know if I
have siblings.”
He watched her soberly for a second or two. “You don’t seem upset
about that.”
“Not upset. Most of the time, I don’t think about it at all. I had a family,
weird as it was. They loved me, took care of me. I was no different from any
other kid who had to help with the family business.”
He snorted. “Family business.”
“What? It was a business and we worked hard and eventually we made it
successful.”
He harrumphed.
“I wondered sometimes,” she said softly. “When I was a kid. Who my
parents were, what they were like, where I came from, who my people were.
But I was busy and I had friends and a slew of people who thought I was
adorable and a hotshot on the piano. Then I went to KU, found out I looked
exactly like a million other chubby frizzy-haired dirty-blondes who were also
adorably cute, and I was far from a prodigy. I got my butt in gear and made it
back to hotshot and decided I could be more adorably cute if I used a different
color eyeshadow. I built my life, waltzed through it like lucky people do.
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Then—” She took a deep breath. “Julie told me what she was going to do and
why. I wanted to choke the living shit out of her parents.”
Jack’s eyebrows flew up. Yes, Lydia only got profane when she was really
pissed off.
“Monsters. What kind of monsters would go to court to force a sane adult
into treatment that kept her in pain but wouldn’t save her life or talent, just because they couldn’t deal with her death? How fucking evil is that? So then I got to
thinking: What kind of monsters would leave a little girl in an alley to die?”
Jack grimaced a little.
“That’s where Lola found me. In an alley. Passed out. Behind a Dumpster. Took me in like a stray kitten. Mingo came home, took one look at me,
and that was that.” She paused. “What kind of monster genes do I have? Sociopaths who’d do that to a little girl? I wasn’t just angry with Julie’s parents. I
was angry with mine. Whoever they are. Which I don’t know and have never
wanted to find out.”
Jack pursed his lips. “You really don’t have a soul.”
Lydia shook her head. She couldn’t see Jack’s aurora borealis, either.
“I hate you for that.”
She couldn’t help her smile. Or blush. She ducked her head.
Jack opened his mouth to say something. Then he closed it. He raised his
hands, palms up as if in supplication for knowledge, but dropped them two
seconds later. “There’s so much of it,” he finally breathed in frustration. “So
many bizarre twists and turns.”
“Mmm hm.”
“How pissed off are you that I had you investigated?”
She blinked, shocked. “Are you kidding? I’m ecstatic. I don’t have to try
to convince you I’m telling the truth.”
He nodded slowly, but said nothing for a while. “Let me know if you
want to know who your bioparents are.”
Her heart suddenly started to race, and she didn’t know what to do.
“But I wouldn’t recommend it. They are not monsters. Far from it. You
were on vacation. You got lost. It’s as simple and tragic as that. They looked
for a long time, but then a little girl’s body was found washed up on the
beach. It was unrecognizable. You have a lovely gravestone in the cemetery by
their house. But in my opinion, that’s for the best because there are some
loose ends that should not be tied up. We don’t know what happened in the

BLACK JACK | 285
five weeks between your getting lost and about when we think you were
found, but whatever it is, it probably needs to stay locked in your attic.”
Her heart was still racing, but she was shocked to know she didn’t want
to meet them in case she didn’t like them, and she didn’t want to risk triggering memories.
At least five weeks’ worth. No, she didn’t want to know.
“Lola had always told me,” Lydia said low, “that I was filthy, shivering,
skinny, and thirsty, but otherwise okay. I could read and write in English, do
arithmetic, but it took me a week before I could remember their names. It
was another several weeks before my short-term memory started working
again. They didn’t push too hard to get anything else.” She paused. “Genetic
health problems?”
“Not that we could determine.”
“That’s all I need to know, then. Thank you.”
Jack took a deep breath and released it in a whoosh. “Okay. Good.”
Lydia sat quietly for a little while to take it in, process it, put it away, and
get back to who she really was.
“How are the kids?” she finally asked.
“Fine,” he muttered. “They’re at my sister’s for the weekend. In Connecticut. Giant lawn. Big dogs. Swimming pool. Four other kids to play with. An
entertaining uncle. Lots of homemade goodies. It’s possible my sister’s
brownies are better than yours.”
Lydia scowled. “That was low, even for you.”
He shrugged. “You are well aware of how much of a dick I am. Last year,
you thought it was cute.”
“Hrmph.”
“I only let Mary—by the way, that’s Mary with an ‘i’ because her legal
name now is Marigold—” Lydia’s eyes widened. “—go when she’s managed to
make it through the week without getting in trouble at school. This week’s
been a clusterfuck but today—” He gestured around. “—I had an emergency.”
“Hmm. Not taking well to regular life.”
He shook his head. “She isn’t, which makes it difficult for him. It’s better
than it was, but—” He paused, then blurted, “I need you.”
“As a nanny you can fuck for the price of an ‘I love you,’” she replied calmly.
“I coulda hired one of those,” he barked, sitting up suddenly and leaning
over the table braced on his elbows. “What I need is a wife and I want that to
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be you because you already love and understand them and we want you to be
with us and part of our family, and I love you. As a man loves a woman. One
he wants to marry and spend his life with.”
She looked at him stonily. “Okay, that’s a problem.”
“What’s wrong with it?” he demanded.
“You put us, you and me, last on your priority list, like our relationship as lovers is an afterthought, which I told you last year I didn’t want to be. Are you so
lost in parenthood you forgot I’m your lover?”
“I have no idea how you got that out of what I said.”
“You’re the salesman,” she said low. “Figure it out.”
“I am not trying to sell you anything!”
Oh, crap. Now she was beginning to panic and die a little inside. “You are
trying to sell me on the idea of moving in tomorrow and beginning my job of
mom,” she cried softly. “From my perspective, that’s no better than a job offer. Demand.”
His jaw dropped a little. “Uh … ”
“I came back for you. Sebastian said you wanted me.”
“I do!” he nearly roared. “You’re putting words in my mouth.”
“Am I? Fine. Prove it. Prove you want me. Your lover. Not a nanny.”
He rolled his eyes. “That’s easy. We can get married next week.”
She glowered at him. “Marriage doesn’t prove anything. It just locks me in
for the job you want me to do and leaves you free to find a different lover because then I’m just your kids’ mom and I have no sexual value left.”
He gaped at her. “Daisy! I— I don’t even— What are you talking about?”
“Am I or am I not your lover? The one you’ve been looking for?”
“Yeah! You’re also—”
“No,” she barked, swiping the air with one finger. “Stop there. There is
no ‘you’re also.’ I’m your lover or not.”
His look of confusion was painful. “I haven’t been with anybody since
you left.”
“I heard you the first time. And Sebastian many times.”
“Doesn’t that count for anything?”
“No,” she sneered, angry that he either wasn’t listening or she wasn’t explaining it right. Both. “It only means you’ve been too busy chasing a fantasy
to think about it. And now that I’m here you can go chase somebody else.”
“Lydia!”
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“How’d it feel,” she said, “realizing you never bothered to ask me who I
am?” His nostrils flared. “People do ask, you know. I don’t care if people know,
but they never believe me. They think I’m spinning a really awesome yarn. I
wanted to get therapy to deal with the way Mingo was killed—you got the
medical examiner’s report?”
Jack nodded.
“—but they all thought I was living in an alternate universe and wanted
to treat me for all sorts of other things. So my college roommate became my
grief counselor and I tell everybody else it’s a long story and I’m tired, and
they accept that. You didn’t even do that much. How’d it feel, finding out the
concert pianist from Kansas earned her chops playing in a Miami bathhouse
before she was twelve? How’d it feel, finding out I didn’t exist before I was
five—um, seven, I guess—years old?”
“Dizzy,” he said with surprising alacrity.
“I bet you laughed your butt off.”
“No, I didn’t,” he sneered back. “My investigators painted a very sad picture of your life.”
“It wasn’t sad at all. It was fun, which turned out to be its own kind of
problem when I left home and found out I wasn’t as special as everyone at
home told me I was—”
He waved a hand. “That happens to everybody.”
“—and that daily life wasn’t that fun. I told you. I’ve never stopped thinking I was special, so I went out with bad boys to prove my specialness.”
“Also not unique.”
“Except that even as a girlfriend or lover, I was as expendable as a mediocre freshman pianist.”
“Welcome to adulthood, frosh.”
“So here I am, having just spent the last year watching my best friend successfully engineer a relationship with a sociopathic rotten cunt of a manslut on
her terms, not his, but making him happy too. Except this time around, Sebastian has been trying to convince me I am special to you. As special as Victoria is
to Emilio. I came back because maybe there was a chance Sebastian was right
and you could be faithful to me. But now here you’re telling me you’re more
interested in me as a mom to your kids than in me as your lover.”
“Why can’t it be both?” he demanded.
“Because once a woman becomes a mom, she’s disposable as a lover! You
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don’t think so now, but eventually, you’ll get twitchy again.”
“That is not true and you know it!”
“I believe you believe that. The same way you believe you love me. The
me you don’t know. Because you didn’t ask. So now I’ve got two reasons to
think you’ll go somewhere else to get your itch scratched. You have a track
record. And me as mom is not sexy. If you can convince me you’ll be faithful
to me for the rest of our lives, and that I am your lover, the woman you love,
first, before you care about a mom for your kids, I’ll happily slide into your
life, marriage, motherhood, the works. If you can’t convince me, if I really am
just a job candidate or paper towel to wipe your dick off with, I’ll cut my losses and head back to Europe.”
He snarled. “That was Sebastian’s opinion. Was. Past tense. He doesn’t
think that anymore.”
She knew he didn’t, but now she didn’t trust Jack not to return to his old
ways once he had her installed as mommy. “I’m here. Giving you yet another
chance even though I shouldn’t, even though I have been warned off you for
valid reasons. Val knew what I wanted, to be The One. She said I would never
be The One that you would love forever. She knew how you lie to yourself.
She knew I knew it. She wasn’t after revenge for herself. She wanted to kill
you to avenge me and all the ones who came before me, and to save me and all
the ones that would come after me.”
His face paled to a sickly dark beige.
“She felt it was her duty, a moral imperative, then her plan went haywire.
She wanted to kill herself over Brenda’s death and my almost-death. Sebastian told me once that I might save your soul, but I’d never get a piece of it.
Then Val reiterated it. She was nice. She wasn’t jealous or anything. She just
wanted to warn me, like a wise friend would tell her girlfriend. I looked across
the tracks, knowing the kids were going home with Sebastian, knowing what
his family’s like, knowing I’d only be an hour away and available to them at all
times, so that wasn’t at issue.
“You know exactly why I left. You knew I was going to the last time we
made love. You knew you couldn’t salvage that, your past, your feelings about
having a family, your inability to connect with a woman at all. But here I am,”
she said softly, “giving you yet another chance to not screw up. Know why?
Because I’m stupid.”
He winced.
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“Val didn’t think I was stupid. She thought I’d fallen into the aurora borealis in your eyes, like all your others.”
His jaw dropped on the table.
“Like the waitress over there,” she drawled. “But since I have no soul, I
can’t see it, so that just makes me flat stupid.”
“Well, if you think you’re that stupid,” he asked low, furious, “why are
you giving me another chance anyway? Quit me cold turkey the way I quit
Money, but this time, please do me the courtesy of telling me instead of leaving me in limbo. But here you are again to get your fix of bad boy. And by the
way, I left Money for the kids. I can single dad and CEO. I can’t single dad and
trade. Don’t think I don’t miss her, still crave her and love her.”
She drew in a deep breath because that affected her more than she’d have
suspected.
“How would you like to have to choose between the piano and … whatever else you have to choose from to have forever relationships with people
who depend on you for everything. How well would you deal with it?”
She gulped. Not at all.
“That’s what I thought. Yeah, I still have to have nannies, and Mari’s going to get private tutors. She’s too far gone for a traditional school.”
She could’ve told him that last year.
“But any single parent has to have daycare, and I can’t do it all myself.
You and I together can’t do it all ourselves. Sebastian’s family can because
there’s a hundred fucking thousand of them.”
She nodded slowly in understanding. She didn’t like that the children
were the centerpiece of the conversation because she felt she’d been led into
an ambush. But that didn’t mean it could be dismissed, and she had no
problem giving credit where credit was due. “Thank you. I’m glad to know
that.”
“Answer the question,” he said shortly. “Why are you here if you think
it’s such a bad idea? Why couldn’t you have just called me and told me you
were never coming back? I’d have had something to tell the kids. No matter
how many times I say ‘stop doing that,’ they hang on, like kids do, hoping
today will be the day you walk in the front door.”
“How was I supposed to know they were doing that?” she demanded.
“Sebastian said you were handling parenthood just fine.”
“‘Fine,’” he sneered, “is relative.”
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“And even if I had known,” she snapped, “I didn’t have anything left to
give them. I don’t have enough right now, but here I am.”
“What does that mean? You were planning on seeing them all the time
when they went with Sebastian.”
She gave him a stony look. “You’ve been a single parent for a year and
you can ask me that with a straight face?”
He rolled his eyes. “Hrmph. Well?”
“I didn’t know what to do,” she mumbled. “I wanted to be with you, but I
didn’t want to be with you. I left because I didn’t trust you. I still don’t, but
now for a second reason. Just as bad. But Victoria said maybe we needed to
get to know each other like normal people do. Then I could make a decision.
And if I decided no, then that was the answer and it was okay. But I couldn’t
make a decision without all the information.’ So here I am.”
“Where normal,” he growled, “is a thirty-something Mormon virgin who’s
saving it for marriage.”
Lydia nodded.
“That is not normal.”
“It used to be,” she said quietly, looking into the eyes that were brown.
Warm brown. No sparkles. No whirls or spirals or northern lights. “We’re
lovers, Jack. We know how it is with us, how good it is. I wasn’t lying when I
said you were the best lover I’ve ever had and I miss that so much it hurts.
But we’re not friends, not the way Victoria and Emilio are, and that hurts
even more. I want us to be that. Friends. As well as lovers. And the only way
we can become friends and forever lovers is by getting to know each other.
I’m willing to try if you are. That’s what I want to know. Are you willing to
try?”

3:

HE WAS GOING TO KILL HER, making him chase her all the way up to East
Harlem after a funeral, after rearranging his entire day, after he had to deal
with the kids, beg his sister to take them for the weekend because he had an
“emergency,” and put them on a train to Connecticut. People gave him the
side-eye for that, but shit, if his kids wanted to go to L.A., they’d be able to
figure it out and appropriate the money for it or stow away. Take care of
themselves while they were there. And then get themselves home again when
they were bored of the adventure. He was just happy they didn’t get off at any
stop on the way up there—so far as he knew—but handling former street
kids was a delicate operation, and restricting their movement and freedom
was a no-win situation.
He knew. He’d tried it. Locking the apartment down for the night was a
weeks-long battle he finally won.
Her demands were ridiculous. Court. Woo. No sex.
He hated her. So, so much.
Jack didn’t know precisely where in Manhattan she would go, but he had
a general idea, based on her history that he now knew, where she might go. It
took him four stops before he saw her bike.
She was shocked that he’d found her—and so quickly. Well, when a man
was motivated and had new information …
She was shocked—and thrilled—he now knew her history.
He had a glimmer of hope that she was willing to move to New York for
him. At least for a while.
Then she dropped the first bomb on him.
Spain, for God’s sake. But he should’ve deduced that, since Sebastian had
been in Europe for a while dealing with clients and scouting locations for an
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overseas office of Blackwood Securities. Jack knew he’d gone to Spain. Where
the hell else in Europe would a Spanish speaker go?
“What about KU?” he asked softly.
She didn’t look up from her notebook. She was doodling, but it slowed.
“There are … problems there. I can’t go back.”
That shocked the shit out of him. “Why?”
“Julie’s parents. KU kept my whereabouts secret because they went from
sue-happy to full-on horror-movie stalkers.”
Jack’s mouth flattened. “Mmm hm.”
“How did you know they’d go stalker?”
“Human nature. You’re their obsession and evil people with obsessions
don’t stop when they hit an obstacle. They just up the stakes.”
“Ah, well.” She sighed wearily, looking so very lost and alone. But so was
Jack. And he needed her to not be so lost and alone. “I told the administration you weren’t a threat, but they’re following legal’s advice. Her parents
have effectively run me out of my home. They drove out my tenant. My
house is standing empty, almost completely destroyed. They threw cow’s
blood everywhere, inside and out. Animal poop. Dumped cockroaches and
mice all over. Anything. Crushed all my yard art and fairy gardens. Tore out
my hydrangeas and lilac trees, my arbors and tea roses. My pretty little Hansel and Gretel house I built and loved, dressed up like a department store
display, has been condemned.”
Jack felt the blood drain from his face. He’d seen that house, inside and
out. It was gorgeous. But she—and the kids—could have been in it …
“I haven’t seen it. I haven’t seen pictures. I can’t bear to. Anyway, KU has
been devoting campus security and legal resources to keeping them off campus. The Lawrence police department is aware of the situation. They’ve been
questioned many times, but there’s never enough proof so the prosecutor
won’t charge them. They started just after I came here and most of this happened while I was in Spain and just kept getting worse. KU, the Lawrence
police department, county sheriff’s office, and I had a conference call. We all
decided it was too dangerous for me to go back, and they don’t have the resources to devote to one faculty member’s safety.
“I called property management companies, none of whom would take me. I
asked Knox to lean on the prosecutor, but he said he wouldn’t have tried to
prosecute it either. He did get my car and personal things out of storage and
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moved it all to Kansas City in case they found it. When I left the subway station
last year, I was headed home. Changed my mind halfway across Manhattan and
went to JFK. So as it happens, that decision might have saved my life. By the time
I decided to come back, you finding me was the least of my worries.”
Jack wiped his hands down his face. “Good God,” he whispered, but
didn’t say anything else for a long while, feeling the impact of that, of having
had to deal with that on top of all the other grief she was trying to juggle,
Mingo, Julie, Brenda, the Talking Head, Val—that her life in Kansas had
been murdered, too. And that she could’ve been—
“I had a position at the private uni in Spain where Victoria works. They
were desperate and I needed something to do, so … I can get another contract
there anytime I want it. I have a standing job offer from the University of Sevilla, but U of S is huge, so I wouldn’t take that. Covarrubias is tiny and I get
along well with the benefactor of the music department. But for all intents and
purposes, I’m unemployed. It’s a good thing I don’t have to work for a living.”
“Juilliard?” he asked low.
“As long as someone has a vested interest in my not getting the job, that
won’t happen.”
His eyebrows rose. “Do you know that or what?”
“I know that the same way I knew Ramona sabotaged my audition.”
“You coulda told me this on the phone,” he said tightly.
She sighed. “I have two private students who were preparing to move to
KU to study with me. Julie’s parents happened. My students are now waiting
for me to settle down somewhere so I have to find a permanent place. Here or
Spain. I came back to give you and me a chance. If I am not convinced you
want a forever lover more than you want a mommy for your kids, I’ll go back to
Spain and buy a house and settle in because the only person in the world who
knows me, listens to me, and loves me is there.”
“What about Miami?”
She scowled. “My life there died when I buried Mingo and sold my land.
I haven’t been back and I’m not going back. I have been all over the country
and the world. Other than Kansas,” she sneered, “there is only one place in the
U.S. I like enough to make my home and I’m lucky I can afford to.”
It killed him, that she didn’t believe he loved her, had never believed it.
It killed him, that she couldn’t just accept a marriage proposal from him
on its face.
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It killed him, that she thought he was only interested in her for one
thing, and it wasn’t sex.
It killed him, that he didn’t know how to do what she’d asked because he
thought he already had.
It killed him, that if she left, he’d have to pick the kids up Sunday night
and take them home and know they’d never see her again. Daisy was the only
woman who’d ever love their kids, the only one who could get through to
them, empathize with them, smooth their way from a meaningless existence
going nowhere into the world of normal people going somewhere. Discipline
them. Because Jack sure as hell hadn’t been able to, and he waffled when Ivy
or Mari’s companion tried to discipline her, pitting Jack against them. He
knew what she was doing; he just couldn’t …
But because he didn’t sugar-coat anything, didn’t lie to them, the next
time they asked, he’d have to tell them Daisy was done with him. She loved
them, but the family they wanted was never going to happen because Jack had
screwed up one too many times.
Fucked too many women.
Manhattan was the only thing he had on his side.
Then she dropped the second bomb on him.
You might be able to save his soul, but you’re never going to get a piece of it.
He was going to kill Sebastian. Still, he had spent a year going to bat for
Jack, and apparently had backup from the asshole her thirty-something
Mormon virgin roommate married. He was going to have to find a way to
thank that guy.
He must have sat silent too long, because she said, “I’ll head out tomorrow, then,” she murmured vaguely. “I suppose I owe you for making it short
and sweet.”
“No, Daisy—” He was starting to feel desperate, something he only felt
when he couldn’t dump a stock while it was in freefall, and that hadn’t happened since he met Daisy last year. Yeah, he was confused. Frustrated. Overwhelmed. Pissed off. He’d figure out how to deal with the paper towel and
nanny issues later. “Um— Give me a week. Two. I’ll pay your expenses—”
“I can provide those things for myself. I’ll assume you now know I have
money.”
He nodded.
Then she dropped the third bomb on him.
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“Fine. Here are the terms: We are going to pretend it’s 1950 and my
apartment is in a girls’ co-op with a house mother and everything. There will be
a curfew. You will not be allowed up to my apartment because I will inform the
concierge of our arrangement.” Fat lot of good that would do. “I will dress
smartly every day and go out as if I were going to work in the secretarial pool,
but I’ll be doing all sorts of touristy culture things I didn’t get to do last year.”
He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 1950?
Girls’ co-op?
Dress smartly?
Secretarial pool?!
“On the weekends, we will go do proper things like the zoo and picnics. I
know how you feel about culture, so I won’t make you go to the opera or ballet
or symphony. I’ll assume you don’t mind theater and movies and concerts to
acts that lip sync. I like Janet Jackson, too.” She looked up at him, her eyes
narrowed, and he knew he wasn’t going to like whatever came out of her
mouth next. “After a while, we can do things with the kids if you want, but I
will tell them exactly what my conditions are and if they want us to be a family that badly, they’ll keep you in check. They’re very savvy that way.”
Letting them know she was here before she committed to him would be
the worst mistake he could make.
Oh, he could tell her to fuck off. Save himself all this trouble and just …
let her go. He was tempted to do just that, especially since he was still stinging over paper towels. Other people let go of people they loved. Why couldn’t
he? Maybe he could love again. Maybe he could find a woman he loved who
would be good for their kids. It was possible and the odds weren’t extraordinarily bad. He was wealthy and handsome. And he’d learned more about nice
women like Daisy.
But he couldn’t get it out of his mind, the image of Daisy holding onto a
woman who wanted to jump in front of a train, then the train sliding neatly
between them.
And in those precious few minutes between waiting for Val to go thump,
then running up to the street, crossing it, and on the opposite platform, Daisy
had disappeared.
Gone.
He didn’t know what he’d do if Daisy left again, she was that deep under
his skin.
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And it had only taken an hour.
A year ago.
In the middle of a botched audition and a botched lunch.
He hadn’t slept well in a year.
Honestly, he didn’t think it’d work out. At least, that’s what she thought
and his brain agreed.
“The reason I’m not going to just up and marry you and then find out we
can’t live together, knowing we can get divorced any time, is because of the
children. It would tear them up inside if that happened.”
“You just said we’d go do things with them,” he countered low, his body
immediately thrumming with anger that she would do such a thing. “Do you
think they’ll be any less hurt if it doesn’t work out?”
She paused. Blinked. Looked away. “Well, no. I’m sorry.” That shocked
him, but it shouldn’t have. She was always quick to acknowledge a mistake or
shortcoming and apologize for it. Always quick to give him credit for doing
something right. Nobody else did that, and he was dismayed to realize that
while she was gone, he’d noticed. “That was thoughtless of me. And you can’t
fob them off on your sister every weekend.”
He snorted. “Oh, trust me, they’d love it if I did that, but I can’t maintain
discipline if I do. I’ve worked very hard to establish rules, boundaries, and
consistency. And I have failed. Consistently. My sister, on the other hand,
lets them do exactly what they please, thinks their little misadventures are
cute, and stuffs them full of sugar, which is why they love going up there.
Then my hammy brother-in-law doubles down with goofy games. There are
a whole lot of things I’m willing to sacrifice for you, but disrupting their life is
not one of them. If you and I don’t work out after we’re married, I know you’d
hold up your end of the discipline and routine. If we don’t work out before
we’re married, I’d have to start over again with two brokenhearted and even
more damaged kids, and I’m not willing to do that.”
She looked at him with that intense stare that got men to do whatever
she wanted them to do, the stare that didn’t work on him because he didn’t
see her “idiopathic physiological anomaly” possibly caused by a head injury—
or whatever had happened to her between getting lost and found.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
He blinked. “What?”
“I wasn’t— That wasn’t a test. I wasn’t thinking. But you’re putting them
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first, so … thank you.”
“I owe them,” he said softly, unreasonably happy to have earned her approval in the middle of her disapproval. “The least I can do is try to give them
a good life even if they do turn into spoiled brats. They’ve earned it.”
She smiled sadly. “Yeah. They have.”
“So … brownie points?”
She laughed and he stared. He had seen her do that so little toward the
end and not a day had gone by he didn’t want to see that smile again. “Not
brownie points. A big green check mark in your favor.”
For some reason he couldn’t fathom, that reassured him as nothing else
could or had thus far.
“So you’ll stay?”
Her eyebrow rose. “Do you agree to my terms?”
“Oh, God. 1950? Seriously?”
She nodded solemnly. “Tell me now, Jack, so I can either buy a piano or
put my bike on a ship and hop the next flight back to Europe. Clean break,
the definite answer you want. The kids would never have to know.”
“Stay,” he said immediately. “I’ll do whatever you want as long as it doesn’t
turn them upside down. Give me a couple of weeks, maybe a month, to decide
whether to get the kids involved. Not the kids,” he corrected himself. “Our kids.
Yes, I adopted them, but they’re ours. We … ” He shrugged, frustrated because
he didn’t have the words. “You would really walk away from our kids?”
Her eyebrow rose in challenge. No, she didn’t respond to manipulation.
Then she dropped the fourth bomb on him.
“I left our child in Spain,” she murmured, her voice trembling, her throat
bobbing the way it did when she was about to cry.
His mouth dropped open and his heart began to race. “What?” he whispered, unable to swim through the sudden morass in his head.
“I was pregnant when I left,” she said, then cleared her throat and mangled a piece of paper. “Remember? We didn’t use condoms, even though we
had them, like, like, we almost wanted it to happen. And then it did. But
halfway through, the universe decided that wasn’t a very good idea and put a
stop to it. So kindly do not speak to me of our children and what I should be
doing for them.”
His child. His child. One he had made with this woman he loved.
“How?” he croaked, his year of intense fathering pulling an entirely differ-
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ent reaction out of him than would have happened just the year before.
“The doctor said you’re not supposed to ride motorcycles or horses when
you’re pregnant. I didn’t know that. The streets there, cobblestones everywhere. Potholes.” She paused, then said softly, “A boy.”
He thought he was going to puke with the grief that immediately shot
through him, along with the grief from Mrs. Easy-Off’s funeral this morning.
And now to find out—
He focused on her eyes again. She was grieving too. Deeply. He could
hear it in her voice, the chilly irritation and attempt at matter-of-factness,
because she was struggling to keep herself from sobbing. He could see it
there, in the set of her mouth, the one that didn’t seem to want to smile anymore, the one that had a little line here and there made by frowns, not smiles,
lines that hadn’t been there last year.
Smile for me, Daisy. Please.
He picked her hand up and kissed her fingers, which did, surprisingly
make her smile. Sadly. “I didn’t think you were capable of courtly gestures,”
she said softly.
“It’s either that or I bend you over the table right now.”
She laughed, her eyes wide in surprise.
He smiled too, but it was forced. His son. His son. “Let me take you
home.”
She broke eye contact and pulled her hand out of his, stood, gathered up
her things and threw them in her backpack. She looked down at him and said
hoarsely, “I can’t leave my bike here. I’ll let you know when I’m settled in.”
And she was gone.
Poof.
Again.
He went home.
Empty. Silent. Cavernous.
He’d sent the kids to his sister’s.
He called. They were too excited to talk to him, as they always were,
about the dogs and the s’mores and the pool and their cousin-playmates,
movies and games with Aunt Crazy and Uncle Loony. He was too tempted
to tell them Daisy was home. He grimaced. Not home. Here. Here in New
York. He said goodnight and “I love you” and “I miss you” and all that business, then hung up and turned around to see … no one.
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“Jack?”
Now Ivy, his chief of staff who reminded him of Mrs. Easy-Off, was
standing in the doorway looking worried. He noticed just how old and frail
she was and realized it wouldn’t be long before she, too—
“Daisy’s back.”
Ivy’s mouth dropped open. She’d never met her, but she’d heard so much
about her she might as well have.
“She was in Spain,” Jack said as he paced, glaring at the floor, his hands
on his hips, trying desperately to hold himself together long enough to explain. But after that, there was only one pertinent detail. “All this time. She
was pregnant when she left. She didn’t know until she got there. Miscarried.
A son. Mine.”
“Oh, Jack,” Ivy breathed in horror, her hands over her mouth.
Jack dropped onto his sofa, bent over, covered his face in his hands, and …
Be a man, Mrs. Easy-Off had said. Not a boy.
Men don’t cry.
… wept.

4:
LOVE-LOVE
SEBASTIAN WALKED INTO the apartment the next afternoon and glanced at
her where she slouched in a chair half watching TV and half dozing as he
went by into his bedroom. “I’m free for a while. Want me to stay in town?” he
called.
“Yes, please.”
It was a little while before he emerged, clad in jeans, polo shirt, and tennis shoes. He stopped cold in the kitchen at the sight of a pan of brownies
and muttered, “Do we have ice cream?”
“Yep.”
She heard the noises of dishing up brownies and ice cream, the beep of a
microwave, and moans of delight. “I’ll take your rent in brownies, if you
please.”
“Deal.”
“So … ?” he said as he brought his food into the living room and flopped
on the couch.
She hit the mute button and sketched it out.
“Oh, you did tell him about the baby. Good.”
“Not details, but I’m not going to keep something like that a secret. I
hate secret-baby plots.”
“What’s the plan?”
“I don’t know,” she muttered. “I really want to go back to Spain, but I don’t
want to give up my students and I can’t justify making them learn Spanish.”
He nodded.
“Where are you going?”
“Business meeting involving tennis. Wanna come?”
Lydia thought. She wasn’t a very good tennis player. Sebastian was.
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“Jack, me, and a business owner who likes playing tennis. It will go into
dinner, possibly a late one. We could use a female fourth, and you were sitting there. This is not a setup.”
“Okay,” she sighed. “Better get started, right?”
Jack was surprised to see her, but he seemed happy that she was there.
“Hi,” he murmured when she stepped off the elevator at Blackwood Securities to an open-terraced courtyard. He kissed her. A little. Softly, the way
he’d learned to kiss her. “I didn’t think to ask you,” he murmured. “Things
were a bit tense yesterday. You okay?”
She shrugged slightly, looking into his eyes. “Are you?”
“I’m … ” He took a deep breath and looked off at nothing. “Glad the kids
aren’t home this weekend. I was told that at five months, it’s considered a
stillbirth. You actually had the baby?”
“Yes,” she whispered, laying her head on his shoulder, trying not to cry
when his arms went around her. When his mouth pressed against her hair.
“I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have dropped it on you that way and it wasn’t the
time to get technical about it. I was just— I’ve been— Um … ”
“There’s no good way to say that,” he muttered. “Thanks for telling me
up front. When can we … ?”
“When we can both get a lot of uninterrupted quiet time,” she murmured. “And liquor.”
He opened his mouth to speak, then seemed to wilt. “Okay.”
The elevator dinged to announce the arrival of their colleague. Lydia
stepped back a little and said, “Sebastian said you needed a female fourth.”
Jack rolled his eyes. “Sort of. Doubles beats singles with a woman who
thinks she can play but she’s not even good enough for a high school junior
varsity team.”
“Well, that’s about where I am,” Lydia said dryly. “My lines, if you
please?”
“Her mother died a couple of years ago, and she inherited mom’s tiny
home-brew small-batch soda pop company. She’s been running it for years,
but when mom died, she expanded massively and her sales exploded. The
next step is going public. Nobody else wants to insure the initial public offering. Blackwood Securities has never underwritten anybody before, but since
she and I are in the same boat, we’re going to see if we want to jump off the
cliff together.”

302 | MORIAH JOVAN
“So … let her win?”
“Your job is to keep me from either telling her she plays like shit or to
play badly enough that I can’t make up those points or both.”
Lydia laughed. “Why did she feel like she needed to flaunt her tennis
playing skills?”
“I went to college on baseball and tennis scholarships. She thinks she can
beat me.”
Lydia’s smile faded a little. “Oh.”
“What’s wrong?”
“Just one of those little things I don’t know about you,” she answered
softly. “You probably know more about me than I do, but I don’t know anything about you.”
He looked at her soberly for many seconds before he murmured, “It’s
that important to you? To know all these things? Because I can write you a
list if you want.”
She sighed heavily. “It’s not about a list. I’m not studying for Jeopardy
here. I’ll take Jack Blackwood for two hundred, Alex.”
His eyebrow rose and his mouth twitched. “I hope that’s two hundred
million.”
“A man who can live on McDonald’s and Kraft macaroni and cheese
doesn’t get a two-hundred-million-dollar quiz question.”
“I missed you so much,” he murmured, bending to kiss her again.
“I missed you too,” she whispered in return when the kiss lightened.
It was odd, Lydia thought, to be meeting someone in a business setting
with Jack and furthermore, to be introduced by Jack. “Nancy, this is my girlfriend, Lydia Charbonneau. Lydia, Nancy Peck.”
There were smiles all around. The game was fun, she and Jack on one
side of the net, Nancy and Sebastian on the other. Lydia was about as good as
Nancy. Sebastian wasn’t quite as good as Jack. The problem was that Jack
and Sebastian were getting bored, so they started competing, leaving Lydia
and Nancy out in the cold. Lydia didn’t care, but it was bad business.
So she reached for the ball, interrupting any rhythm Jack and Sebastian
managed to establish, which finally annoyed Jack enough that he took her
aside. But before he could say anything, she said, “I’m doing exactly what you
asked me to do.”
The rest of the game went as Lydia hoped it would.
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The terrace dinner was also just for the four of them. When Nancy asked
Lydia what she did, she simply said, “I teach piano,” and let the conversation
swirl around her. She understood it. It bored her to tears because they were
talking quickly, in the nitty gritty of what they’d need to do, two companies
jumping off a cliff together to do something neither of them were sure they
wanted to do.
They were enjoying themselves and Lydia sat next to Jack, his arm over
her shoulder, as the sun set over Manhattan. She liked this. She liked being
with him, but able to space out while he concentrated on other things. She
liked being able to watch and listen to him do what he did, but now he was
not being a salesman. He was being a businessman.
He was upfront about his misgivings with the soda pop company’s IPO.
He was looking at his prospective client, listening to her, being straight
but careful about how he phrased things. He respected her as a businessperson and potential partner. Woman didn’t figure into it at all, the same way it
hadn’t for Simon. They were smart people. He didn’t care about sex or race.
Just their brains.
Except …
Lydia wasn’t a businessperson. She had been once upon a time, but after
she sold the cabaret, she wasn’t interested in running another business. Managing a private student roster was as much business as she felt like doing, and
that wasn’t much to speak of.
Jack’s only expressed aesthetic preferences were for tall, thin, leggy
blondes. Val was a brunette and he’d probably had a redhead or two—most
men had a thing for redheads—but Lydia wasn’t going to dye her hair, she
hadn’t been on a diet in her life and wasn’t about to do it now, and she
couldn’t magically grow her legs even if she wanted to.
So now she didn’t know if she was special because she wasn’t one of his
bimbos or just the best bimbo of them all. Certainly Jack had never talked to
Lydia the way he was talking to Nancy, but he had also been surprised by the
fact that she enjoyed the clever vulgar banter with him.
She looked off into the distance.
What would Victoria do?
She’d ask. But she’d probably ask the wrong question.
The evening wrapped up, Sebastian and Nancy leaving together after the
goodbyes were said.
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“What’s the problem?” Jack asked tightly when he plopped back down in
the chair he’d been sitting in for the last few hours.
She looked at him, surprised. “How’d you know I was upset?”
“Because I know you.”
Lydia didn’t know what to say to that. He’d been carrying on a detailed
business conversation and the whole time he knew she wasn’t all there.
“I’m not upset,” she began. “You respect Nancy. You respect her enough
not to swear or say anything the slightest bit off color.”
He looked at her speculatively, his mouth pursed. “And you want to
know if I respect her more or less than you because I do swear at you and I
say the most vulgar things in the world to you. You want to know where you
are in the hierarchy of Ramona to Nancy, Nancy being at the top, worthy of
my respect, worthy enough for me to make the effort to watch my mouth.”
She hesitated at his insight, then nodded.
He scratched his chin and took a deep breath. “You’re not anywhere on
that hierarchy. You’re on a different plane altogether.” He shifted, bent at the
waist leaning toward her, propped his elbows on his knees, and looked up at
her. “Daize, you’re the entire hierarchy.”
Her eyes widened.
“All of them, Ramona to Nancy and everything above and below, side to
side, corner to corner. And before you get pissed at me for the Ramona part,
let me explain it. Or try, anyway. I have to hold back with everybody. Not just
women. Not just men. I have to hold back with my family. I have to limit my
white papers, limit what I say in class. With you … I don’t have to do that. I
can let it rip, no matter what it is.
“I can talk to you like I talk to Nancy. You won’t get a few details, which
you will ask about and I’ll explain and then we can go on with the conversation. It’s not going to be the same because you don’t have the same investment in it Nancy does. It’ll bore you the way your music bores me. That’s
okay. You’ll still listen. But I can’t talk to Nancy about Good Ship Money
and Diogenes. She wouldn’t give a fat rat’s ass what I think about the underground economies if she understood the philosophy behind it at all. Not only
that, but she can’t bring to me an entirely new concept within my specialty.
You know what? She doesn’t have to. That’s not her business with me. And I
have zero interest in engaging in a gutter drinking game with her.
“I could be vulgar with the Ramonas but they didn’t really think it was
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cute or charming; they put up with it because I had the money and that was
what they wanted. They didn’t enjoy it nor were they any good at it. You
throw it back at me, better and faster, smarter, making me work to top you
and I love that. And forget about Good Ship Money and Diogenes.
“Shit, Daize, I don’t even like your work product, much less understand
it, but you can mostly understand mine, and then you can dig past all that and
give me what I really want, which is deep thinking. You can also give me a
handjob while we’re talking about ballast and about how deep we are and how
long and hard we have to think about it so I won’t end up in the ER.”
She laughed.
“The Ramonas of the world wouldn’t know that was a joke and the Nancys of the world wouldn’t know why any decent human being would think it
was funny. Don’t you see? That connection that you want? It’s there. We
have it. You said you wanted us to get to know each other, but we do. We did
from the beginning. So I don’t understand why you want to do this.”
“Longevity,” she murmured.
He said nothing for a moment. “Every relationship, every marriage,” he
said softly, taking her hands, looking at them, brushing his thumbs over her
knuckles, “starts blind. Longevity is a pipe dream. For everyone.”
“But you and I can’t afford to be another divorce statistic.”
“Can anybody? I’m not disputing that we need to get some of this worked
out before we bring the kids into it. You’re right. But, Daisy, we—you and
me—we had a baby. Last year, I would’ve asked you to get an abortion.”
“I know,” she whispered. “That’s why I didn’t tell you.”
He dropped his head and shuddered. “This year,” he croaked, “my heart’s
breaking, and I don’t even know the details.”
“Jack,” she said softly. “This isn’t about a marriage’s longevity. It’s about
your longevity with me. How long will it take before you’re comfortable
with me and my place in the household and go find someone else for a
quickie?”
His mouth flattened and he sat up. “Is this how it’s going to be? Just one
long ‘I don’t trust you’ until I say ‘fuck you’ and walk off so you can justify to
yourself that you were right?”
She bit her bottom lip and looked away. “No. Um, no,” she whispered. “I
don’t want that. That’s just where my head has been for the last year. Should
I do this? Shouldn’t I? What do I want him to do? How do I tell? This is the
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only thing I could come up with and—” She sighed heavily. “I don’t know
what else to do,” she whispered.
“I slept on it,” he grumbled. “I deserve it. But consider this: You told me
to choose between the bank and Money. I did. I’ve been faithful to Blackwood Securities and I have no intention of straying. I can’t. Why can’t you
draw the same parallel you did last year and admit that past performance is
not indicative of future results? When the market turns abruptly, there’s a
catalyst. It’s usually permanent, a sea change.”
“The market is a wheel,” she said flatly. “Like fashion. The next generation thinking they’re new and original and not learning the lessons of the past
because there’s no context.”
He leaned back and looked away.
The dusk had long deepened into night. Faint sounds of horns honking
and revelers reveling drifted up to the thirtieth-floor terrace. She reached for
his hand and he twined his fingers in hers, and they sat quietly together for a
long time, just being.
“Tell me about your family,” Lydia said softly after a while.
He shrugged. “There’s nothing to tell. No surprises, no weirdness, no
health problems, no drama. At all. I told you before, perfect parents, perfect
house, perfect neighborhood, perfect schools, not-so-perfect siblings, perfect
extracurriculars, perfect college, perfect career track. My family is Leave it to
Beaver on steroids with practically the same house. ‘Hullo, Son,’” Jack said in a
deeper voice with a British accent, “Dad says when he walks in the door at
night. ‘Your mother tells me you broke a window in the garage. I’m very disappointed in you.’” Lydia tried not to smile. “‘I’m sorry, Dad,’” Jack said in a falsetto. “‘Will you ever trust me again?’ ‘It’s going to be a long time, young man.
You’ll have to pay for that out of your allowance. And chores.’ Cue the library
scene, wise father giving the moral of the story, and closing credits where young
Fourth is out happily raking leaves.”
“Fourth?”
“I’m Jack Blackwood the Fourth. Fourth is my nickname, to differentiate
me from my dad. He goes by Third. My grandfather goes by J.R. Jesus is Jack
Blackwood the Fifth. His name is Jack. He goes by Fifth.”
In a different circumstance, Lydia might have been outraged, but now—
“You have no idea how much story is wrapped up in that.”
He scowled. “Like what?”
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“Why did you make Jesus the Fifth? Isn’t the point to be patrilineal?”
He blinked. “Um, oh. He was pretty mad about it, but he’s my son, you
know? If I ever had—” He bit that off, and looked up at the sky. Lydia felt
grief gathering again, but now he could help her carry it. She squeezed his
hands. He cleared his throat. “I wanted him to understand his place in the
family.”
“As your eldest son.”
“Yes.”
“That says so much about you.”
“It doesn’t say anything,” he said testily, “except I have a son and a family
tradition.”
“You don’t have to follow family tradition.”
“It’s what Blackwoods do.”
“And every time Jesus is called Fifth, he’s reminded that he’s a Blackwood.
That he has a forever family, that he belongs to somebody.”
He rolled his eyes. “It’s not that deep.”
She decided not to argue the point. He wasn’t side-stepping it; he really
didn’t get it and didn’t care enough to try.
“What about the sports?” she said lightly.
He shrugged. “Baseball. Tennis. I dabbled in football, but it’s not complex enough for me and there’s too much waiting for too little payoff. Baseball’s got a lot of standing around, but it’s an incredibly complex game and I
was the catcher so I called the pitches. Tennis isn’t as complex, but there’s
sure as hell no standing around. I got good enough at both to get some free
money from a state school because remember, I didn’t grow up in a rich family and while my dad has always taught at Yale, he didn’t get tenure until his
late forties. I went to Yale for my masters because I could afford to by then, I
had independent scholarship behind me, and I had Street cred. Aaaand that’s
about all there is to it.”
“Siblings?”
“Two brothers, one sister. Donny, who’s divorced from a woman we all
hated and is buried under child support payments. He has a girlfriend we
love, but they don’t live together and she doesn’t want her paycheck going to
his kids, which I understand perfectly. Sammy, whose wife is a bit ditzy, but
nice and a good mother. Five kids. Carissa, who married her high school
sweetheart straight off. He makes an excellent living as an engineer of some
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kind and are still going strong. Four kids.”
“Grandparents? Aunts? Uncles?”
“Two sets, all living, one in England, one in India. Nine aunts and uncles
total.”
“There’s more to your story, though. Sports. College. Grad school. Your
jobs.”
He scowled. “No, there’s not. Everything I did, do, is a grind. Nobody
talks about the grind because there’s no glamor in it. I was a good catcher; nobody cares what went into that. I won some tennis games. So what, I could
teach at a country club if I wanted to. I turned over a four-oh GPA, but lots of
people do that. I write good papers, but the only people who care are old economists who want to beat off to supply-and-demand charts. I made my first million by the time I was twenty-five, but I work on fucking Wall Street where
your bank account is your performance review. I don’t care about the result,
Daize, and the story is in the results. I like the grind, but there is no story in the
grind. It’s boring.”
“That is not true,” she said softly.
“How you can say that? You like results. You have a list, things you want
to do before you die. You’ve traveled the world and you like exploring new
places. You have a motorcycle you drove cross-country. You hopped a plane
to Spain on a moment’s notice and immediately got a job when you got there.
You survive your grind because you have to to get what you want. The story
isn’t in the hours you spent practicing to get to India; it’s what you did in India while you were there. There is no story in cold-calling, no matter how I
feel about it or why.”
“No!” she cried softly. “Surely you have bizarre stories from cold-calling.”
He opened his mouth, then closed it. Then he shrugged slightly. “Well.
Yeah.”
“Okay, that’s what I mean.”
“But why is it hurtful I don’t talk about those things?”
“They’re interesting,” she insisted. “They help shape who you are, and
that’s important to me.”
“You know what’s important to me?” he asked low, staring at her stonily.
“What’s important to me is who you are now. Whatever made you the person in bed with me talking about Good Ship Money and Piano Galaxy isn’t
important to me. What’s important to me is that you are the only person I
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can have those conversations with. Why isn’t it enough that I am who you
want? Why do you have to know why I’m what you want?”
Lydia smiled reluctantly. “What I’m trying to say is, there’s so much
more there you—we—are missing out on because the details themselves are
either data points or the seeds of a new concept. You wouldn’t write a white
paper without data points, would you?”
He scowled in thought and looked away. “Um … no. I guess not.”
“Every data point is part of a story, isn’t it?” she asked softly. “Some data
points are important, the ones that make you think, the ones that make you
change course or challenge your premises. The individual points may not be
important until you see a trend and then suddenly they are.” She lowered her
voice. “‘One time I said something stupid to a girl who was about to have sex
with me and it made her mad.’” He laughed. “So what. Usually, the only thing
that happens is he doesn’t get laid. He certainly doesn’t end up with two orphans and almost murdered because he said something that made a girl mad.”
“Uncle,” he drawled. “For now. You sure he can’t get laid tonight, either?
He’s not dead, she’s not mad, and his orphans are spending the weekend with
his sister.”
“Patience, Grasshopper.”
He rolled his eyes with weary amusement. “She may regret turning him
down when she realizes how little time he can spend with her because he has
orphans because she got pissed off.”
“I know,” she sighed with resignation.
“So speaking of that. This week, all my evenings this week are spoken for.
Since I wasn’t expecting you to drop in on me, I can’t take you anywhere. I’d
ask you to meet me for lunch, but I’ve got meetings up to my eyeballs. We
have dinner as a family as often as possible and Fifth has parent-teacher conferences and stuff. So the best I can do for you this week is call every day.”
“That’s sweet,” she murmured with a touch of wonder.
“But I do have a dinner party to go to next Sunday night. Big deal. Lots
of New York society. Cocktails, dinner, dancing. Cocktail dress. You up for
it?”

5:
RUBY SLIPPERS
“YOU HAVE GOT TO BE fucking kidding me.”
“What?” Lydia said innocently, standing in the lobby of Sebastian’s
apartment building the next week, looking at Jack looking at her in horror.
“It’s cute.”
His expression darkened. “No. Absolutely fucking not.”
“I was just teasing you.”
“Oh, Lydia, that’s an adorable outfit!” Sebastian and Lydia’s next-door
neighbor, Cordelia Sedgwick, exclaimed from across the lobby in her crisp
British accent.
She turned to see the older woman scurrying toward her and heard Jack
mutter, “I hate you so, so much right now.”
“Thank you, Mrs. Sedgwick,” Lydia said sweetly. “My date doesn’t like it.”
She waved a hand. “As if he would know anything about fashion except
what GQ tells him to wear.” Jack barked a laugh. Cordelia stood back, inspected Lydia and proclaimed her perfect. “And I have told you before to call
me Cordelia. I refuse to answer to ‘Mrs. Sedgwick’ anymore. Have fun!”
Lydia glanced at Jack when Cordelia disappeared into an elevator.
“No.”
With a smile, she headed back to her apartment. Objectively speaking, it
was the perfect outfit for her body type, and it was the perfect color for her. She
knew. She’d been very well tutored in her youth. It was also perfectly appropriate for the event they were attending, whimsical but not edgy, eyecatching
but classy.
… and made her look seventeen, about to step out at a debutante ball—
in 1950. Portrait collar of frothy tulle, fitted waist, tea-length bell skirt, and
massive amounts of crinolines, all in ivory silk, with plain ivory pumps. She
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had worn it just to tease Jack, which wasn’t very nice of her but she couldn’t
resist. She hadn’t realized he was that angry about 1950, so she was impressed
and humbled that he was willing to go along with her. For now.
“Whoa,” Jack whispered when she reappeared, and her smile faded. He
looked stunned. Yes, he’d called her gorgeous and beautiful, but that was
when he was in the middle of a crisis, she was available, and he was seeing
whom he wanted to see, not who she was. But this was reverence.
She turned to inspect herself in the mirror, and happened to catch the
concierge nod approvingly. It was a lightly fitted sheath just past her knees,
silvery gray iridescent satin that shimmered purple, blue, and green when she
moved, a low neckline that showed off a bit of cleavage, and tiny sleeves that
draped around her upper arms and dripped silver and onyx beads halfway to
her elbows. It was sleek and elegant and … from 1950. She decided not to tell
him that.
Her makeup was perfect—
Stop with the falsies. This isn’t the cabaret.
—with perfectly applied false eyelashes, and her hair was up, held in
place by a small silver Spanish comb also dripping with silver and onyx beads.
She had tiny onyx drops and a flashy yet tasteful onyx choker. Since she’d be
at a dinner party with dancing later, she’d decided on kitten-heeled pumps,
even though she’d still be short.
She met Jack’s eyes in the mirror. He was turned on. She didn’t know
how she knew that, but she did, and suddenly, she was shy. He of the leggy
blonde stewardesses had the hots for her on her looks alone. She knew she
was pretty, but he’d abruptly switched genres for her. Men didn’t switch from
a lifetime of Gingers to one Mary Ann in a snap.
“Let’s go,” he said gruffly and took a step toward the door.
“Offer me your arm, dickhead,” she said dryly. “We’re going to a nice
dinner.”
His mouth flattened. “If you think I magically acquired manners while
you were gone, think again.”
She hooked his arm with hers anyway and smiled up at him slyly. He
rolled his eyes. Then they were in the car, and he was still staring at her. Her
smile faded.
“You look like a wedding cake nobody wants to eat because it’s such a
work of art.”
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Her mouth dropped open.
He scowled. “What? That was a stupid compliment?”
“Um. No. It was … quite wonderful, actually.”
Then he preened. “I was prepared to eat you on the way, but now I can’t
because it’ll ruin the look.”
She laughed.
“Now, look, Daize, everybody here knows I’m an uncouth bottom feeder,
so if I forget something, it shouldn’t embarrass you or anything. People will
think you’re a fucking saint, putting up with me.”
“But that’s true.”
“Hrmph.”
He leaned in to kiss her, but she put her finger to his mouth. “Makeup.”
He groaned and dropped his face in his palm. “Kill me now.”
Lydia had never had a problem fitting into whatever role was required of
her. Mingo, in his Heloise persona, made sure she could act like a perfect lady. Lola had taught her how to flirt without flirting. A couple of the girls who
frequented The House had taught her how to work a catwalk. Victoria had
taught her how to remain mysteriously but adorably aloof. She’d attended
dinners, balls, cocktail parties, and events running the gamut from KU football and basketball games complete with tailgating, to white-tie fundraising
events and after-parties all over the world.
She was perfectly at home here, in the cream of New York society, on
Jack’s arm, knowing that whatever happened, she would be the belle of the
ball.
She was a novelty. A sport. She’d been in the papers after she’d left last
year, her and Jack’s story trotted out like a soap opera. She supposed it was.
People were surprised to see her tonight because they’d expected to see her
last year after Jack reappeared. They’d stopped expecting.
He stood silently at her side while she greeted people with grace but for
the occasional Bless your heart, but, Jack told her quietly, some people present
spoke Southern.
“How do you know what I was actually saying?” she whispered back at
him.
He raised an eyebrow at her. “Hotlanta. Wanna get into that?”
“Oh. No. Thanks for the heads-up.”
“Yeah, I got a heads-up.”
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She snickered. “We are so Beavis and Butt-head.”
He grinned. “God, I love you.”
Cocktails were still being served, but the band began playing and a meager dance floor had been laid for pre-dinner dancers.
“Are you going to ask me to dance?”
“Nope. I don’t dance.”
“I can’t believe your mother didn’t make you take dance lessons.”
“I didn’t say I can’t. I said I don’t.”
She scowled at him. “What’s the problem? Don’t tell me you’re shy.”
“No. I’m neither shy nor shit on a dance floor. I’d rather talk. You know,”
he purred, “money. Math. Myth.”
“The problem with being in a relationship with an egotistical paranoid
vindictive bitch is you might not get what you want if she doesn’t get what
she wants.”
He grunted. “Fine. After dinner.” He gestured to a rather portly gentleman heading toward them. “In the meantime, you won’t have any trouble
finding dance partners. You might even be able to make me palatable to these
people.”
Lydia laughed when he waggled his eyebrows as she was led off to the
dance floor by her ancient partner. Jack winked at her, then turned to speak
with someone who’d been wanting to speak with him since they’d walked in.
“So, m’dear,” her dance partner said smoothly, “I hear you ride.”
“I do,” she said sweetly. “A 1992 Harley 1340 Heritage Softail.”
He looked a little shocked. Possibly concerned. “A little thing like you?”
“I had it lowered and the seat upholstery trimmed.”
“Ah. I,” he said with exaggerated pomposity, “have a vintage Indian.”
“Oh?” she asked slyly.
Then they were talking motorcycles.

6:
swaption
JACK WATCHED HER through cocktails, charming every man she met, as at
ease here as she was in the back alleys of the barrio, listening attentively while
people talked, smiled and laughed, replied, made them laugh. Everywhere
Daisy went, she could make people do that, talk to them on whatever level
they were, lowest to highest. Brow. Highbrow. She did it automatically, with
a sparkling wit and charm that was as vacuous as a black hole.
It was fascinating to watch her work a room without one person seeing
her for who she really was. Then again, men were falling into her eyes, offering her every cocktail but a lemon drop, all of which she refused, and bringing
her water when she said she was thirsty. They weren’t flirting. They weren’t
leering at her.
They were hypnotized and doing her bidding.
That was more creepy than her upbringing.
She’d told him men were uncomfortable with her, but he hadn’t seen too
much evidence of it, particularly in Harlem. She wanted to converse with
smart people, dance, laugh, and have a good time, but to do that, she had to
tone herself down. Why?
He sidled up to her after her fourth dance and offered her a lemon drop.
“Oh, thank you!” she said, surprised, taking the glass.
“Yeah, I remembered,” he drawled.
She gave him a wide smile, one of hers, one reserved for him, then took a
sip before leaning in and pressing her lips to his cheek. God, how he’d missed
that while she was gone.
“You seem to be having a good time,” he murmured, looking in her eyes
and seeing nothing but happy sparkles.
She waved a hand. “Oh, I love these things.”
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He grimaced, seeing more cocktail parties in his future and not liking it
at all. “Seriously?”
She scowled. “What part of me do you think wouldn’t like these?”
“The ‘I’m bored’ part. You can’t bullshit me, and it’s written all over your
face.”
“Usually I can find one or two people who are interesting to talk to, but I
also like to dance.”
“You like men telling you how fucking fabulous you are.”
“Of course, but I thought you’d find that amusing.”
“No,” he said flatly. “Not when you’re being as fake as my brother’s Rolex.”
She huffed and rolled her eyes. “Just because you can’t see my idiopathic
physiological anomaly doesn’t mean everybody else is tripping. I have to make
sure enchanted doesn’t tip over into creepy. That requires sparkling conversation, which is a no-brainer if you do it as much as I do.”
“Creepy is preferable to ‘You’re boring me, asshole. Go away.’”
She gave him a sly smile. “You and I are smarter than everyone else here
combined. Our idea of boring and everyone else’s are vastly different. Do you
think everybody else here isn’t wearing a mask too?”
“Theirs are hiding insecurity, envy, malice, and fear. You don’t have a
mask. They’re just not seeing you’re an amusement park.”
She smiled and blushed. “That’s sweet.”
He scowled. “It was a statement of fact.”
She chuckled, her smile deepening, and reached up to caress his cheek.
He turned his head and pressed a kiss in her palm. “Most people can’t handle
the rides in my amusement park. It used to frustrate me. Then I met this guy
who could ride my scariest rollercoaster and love every second of it.”
“Mmmm, I do,” he purred, dipping his head to kiss her ear, her jaw. She
tilted her head a little to make it easier. “When do I get to ride again?”
“When the thunderstorm blows over.”
He drew away. “Moral dilemma. Go for the heavy relationship subtext or
the easy vulgar quip.”
She snickered. “I’m shocked you stopped and thought about it.”
“Blow me.”
“Couldn’t resist?”
“Like Big Macs, fart jokes, and Bill and Ted’s Excellent Adventure.”
“‘Party on, dude,’” Daisy drawled in a deeper voice.
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Jack cracked up. “My God, I’ve missed you.”
“I missed you, too,” she murmured, her smile fading as she looked up at
him.
“Aw, Daize, don’t cry. You weren’t happy when you left. You weren’t
happy when you came back. Smile for me, willya? You know how much I love
it when you’re happy.”
And now her eyes were glistening. “I just wanted to be with you,” she
said softly. “You and me. Being. Wondering why there are pencils sticking in
a ceiling. Why there are drapes but no windows. So connected we can make
love without moving.”
He sighed and pulled her to him, kissing the top of her head. Getting his
eye nearly gouged out by her silver comb. “Dammit,” he muttered.
“Oopsie,” she chirped.
Just then, he caught a glimpse of one of his rival colleagues headed their
way. Jack didn’t like the man, especially after he’d started hinting at Jack that
his daughter wanted to study with Daisy. He seemed to be the only person in
New York who didn’t know Daisy wasn’t in town.
“Blowhard behind you on your left,” he muttered at Daisy as he drew
away. “Two o’clock.”
“Dr. Charbonneau!” the man boomed.
True to form, she turned with a smile and said sweetly, “No ‘doctor,’
please. People will expect me to do something if somebody has a heart attack.”
“Lydia,” Jack intoned, “Peter Mila. Lydia Charbonneau, Pete Mila.
Showrunner of the bank across the Street from mine.”
He flicked a glance at Jack and said flatly, “Charmed. If I may be so gauche,
Professor … ” He trailed off when he looked in her eyes, then shook it off. “My
daughter has spoken of studying with you since she found out you were in
New York last year. Could you perhaps allow her to audition for you?”
“With whom does she study now?” Daisy asked in a mildly haughty upper-class accent, but still as guilelessly.
“Hal Truscott.”
Jack expected Daisy to give him a polite no, but she said, “Get your
daughter with Wendy Xiang and have her study several years before coming
to me. Wendy specializes in correcting technique. If she’s not available, I can
give you two or three other names.”
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Mila looked confused. “I don’t understand. Correcting technique? Why
would she need her technique corrected?”
“Because Truscott’s a hack.”
Jack nearly choked.
The man looked like he’d had a piano dropped on his head, said thank
you very politely—more than Jack could’ve managed, so he was a little envious—and wandered off.
“You just destroyed whats-his-name’s piano teaching career,” Jack muttered.
“Don’t I wish I could,” Daisy said matter-of-factly over her drink. “I got
stuck straightening out three of his students. They were a hot mess.”
“You have no soul. I love that about you.”
“I knew you’d approve.”
“I am so hard I could fuck you standing up right here.”
“You can’t hold me up.”
“Against the wall over there.”
“If you think I’m going to let you do that with three-quarter inch wainscot moulding in my back, think again.”
“I may not mind cocktail parties so much if you’re going to put on a floor
show every time.”
She sniffed. “You aren’t the only uncultured swine here. You’re just honest about it.”
“Hey,” he whispered, nudging her. “Kiss me. You know you want to.”
She smiled, meeting him halfway for a soft kiss. A proper one, one that
couples could exchange in public as a social nicety. Then a little deeper, a little longer, a little softer, a proper kiss couples could exchange in public while
making it clear they were marking time, engaging in hours-long foreplay until
they could leave.
They drew apart a little breathlessly. He smiled down at her. “You’re so
pretty,” he whispered.
She blushed and ducked her head. “Thank you.”
“Blackwood!” called a man from across the room, an old widower who
was scurrying toward them. “You can see Dr. Charbonneau anytime you like.
Don’t be selfish.”
“Selfish is my middle name, Lance,” Jack drawled as he took Daisy’s lemon drop.
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“Much obliged!”
He watched her accompany the old man to the dance floor with another
one of those charmingly vacant smiles and saluted them with her glass. It was
good business for Daisy to dance with men who didn’t like Jack but respected
him and his ethics. If Daisy couldn’t lend Jack a bit of social credibility, nobody could.
At that moment, Sebastian came through the door, as dour as usual at
these things. He was likely only here to intimidate someone whose foundering business he had his eye on, but Jack waved him over.
“Did she tell you what she’s making me do?” Jack asked without preamble.
“Yep. Very clever.”
“Hrmph. Thanks for cockblocking.”
“And then unblocking. I tried. I swear I tried. My buddy even got on
board.”
“So she said. Find a way to thank him for me.”
“No need. He’s a new convert to the glories of love and he’s spreading the
gospel.”
“Ah, I deserved it,” Jack grumbled, putting Daisy’s glass on a passing
waiter’s tray, then gestured around at the partygoers. “I don’t know how
many requests she’s gotten for piano training tonight. She ran out of business
cards, but it’s still like the Twilight Zone for me. These people know who she
is but why? She’s a fucking piano teacher. Who knows this?”
“One of the best in the world. You don’t miss a chance to get in with her if
she’s right there. These parties are for making those connections, you know. If
more people with kids had known she was going to be here, they’d be here too.”
“She said she’s got two new students waiting for her to settle down so
they can move where she is.”
“And Juilliard?”
“She thinks somebody was out to get her.”
“Does she even want the job?”
“Not sure, but I think it’s poking at her. Unfinished business.”
“Ask your aunt. She’ll know. She may be able to knock a few heads together.”
Just then, Jack happened to catch a glimpse of the next people to enter
the room and muttered, “Shit. Shit shit shit.” He nudged Sebastian.
“Oh,” Sebastian drawled smugly. “Parents ahoy.”
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“Fourth!” his mother called.
“Hi, Mom,” he said, rolling his eyes, offering his cheek for a kiss when
she reached him.
“Son,” his father said crisply.
“Hi, Dad. Really? Like it’s a recital or something?”
His father scowled at him. “We’re not here for you. We’re here to meet
our next daughter-in-law.”
Jack groaned and dropped his forehead, pressing his cold glass to his skin.
“Hey, hey, Blackwoods.”
“Sebastian!”
“Always happy to see the fam together. Lydia’s just getting off the dance
floor. Hurry, though. Dinner’s about to be called.”
“Thank you!” Jack’s mother trilled as they scurried down the stairs to the
main floor.
“You shit,” he grumbled. “I am about to be replaced as the favorite child
by a chick who doesn’t want to marry me.”
“You were never the favorite child.”
“I was when Donny married Jodi.”
“Oh, right. That lasted how long?”
“Until he divorced her, which was about a year. That was an awesome year.”
Jack watched in helpless amusement when his father and mother set upon Daisy, who looked at them with the same fake delight she showed everyone else. Then she looked his dad in the eyes.
Nothing.
Jack barked a laugh and headed down the stairs, sliding in alongside her,
wrapping his arm around her waist. “Dad, I hate to tell you, but you have no
soul.”
Daisy looked stunned.
His parents looked at him questioningly. “It’s a long story. Daisy, this is
my dad, Jack Blackwood the Third. My mom, Samadrita. Mom, Dad, this
is—”
“Dr. Lydia Charbonneau! Yes yes, we know!” his mother said breathlessly, taking Daisy by the hand. Daisy, for her part, looked flummoxed.
“Forgive me if I’m rude,” Daisy said hesitantly, “but—”
“You can’t possibly be more rude than Fourth.”
“Thanks,” Jack drawled.
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“I— How do you know who I am?”
“Oh! My niece studied with you,” Samadrita said, shocking Jack silly.
“What?” he demanded.
“Suleikha went to KU to study with her,” Samadrita said as if Jack were
dense, then turned back to Daisy. “Suleikha Parikh.”
Daisy released a wistful sigh. “Oh, I just love her. She’s doing well now, I
hear.”
Jack rolled his eyes when they started bonding over his cousin’s successful
career and European tour, and drifted away. He wasn’t completely shocked
when his dad joined him. “You look a little lost, Son,” he said low.
He might not often be the favorite child in the Blackwood family, but
that was relative. The position of favorite was flexible, and Jack had attained
favorite the minute Mary and Jesus Last Names Unknown became Marigold
and Jack Blackwood the Fifth. As soon as—if—Daisy married him, she
would be the favorite child for a while. Likely a long while. Boy, would his
brother-in-law blow a gasket over that.
“I don’t even know how to say it,” Jack muttered.
“Having a hard time getting her to believe you love her?”
Jack stopped cold and gaped up at his dad, who smiled wryly. “How can
you tell?”
“Oh, I can’t tell,” Third said. “Your mother and I deduced it from the
news and what the kids tell us.”
Jack shook his head wearily.
“I’m curious. How did you catch the attention of such a well-educated,
accomplished, sophisticated, and charming woman?”
“I was rude and vulgar,” he said sarcastically. “Very cleverly so. She
thought it was charming. I’m her type.”
Third was quiet for a few seconds. “Oh. But she’s not yours, so what
happened?”
“I got a hard-on!” Jack burst out, glaring at his dad. “At that moment, she
became my type. What’s with the third degree?”
“Your infamous habits, coupled with the fact that she doesn’t look like
any of the women you’ve ever dated, make it impossible for anyone to believe
you can be reformed.”
“Really, Third?” he said testily. “What haven’t I done this year to prove
my reformation?”
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“If no one knows, did it happen?”
Jack growled. “I’m hardly going to announce my daily grind in the Journal
like I’m superdad, am I? Same shit every parent does. The only person who
needs to know knows.”
“And so she’s taking a wait-and-see approach while you grovel in public.
Smart woman.”
“Augh! Can’t you be on my side for once?”
“Not for this, Son. You know how I feel about your philandering. It’s
embarrassing, and I’ve told you that before, too.”
“Fine. Then if I wouldn’t stop for you, but I did for her, what does that say?”
“It says you’re trying fidelity on for size and you’ll get tired of it eventually. She is being cautious, which is wise. Furthermore, she has far more reason
to be embarrassed than we do.”
Jack gnashed his teeth, wanting to explain that she wasn’t the only reason, but he was as unable to articulate it now as he had been for the past year.
“Traitor. Buzz off.”
Third laughed and clapped him on the back. “Stiff upper lip, Fourth.”
Jack snarled as his dad walked off to join Daisy and his mother. His
mood plummeted when his parents sat next to Daisy, which meant Jack
wouldn’t get to speak to her at all.
The woman on Jack’s right was pointedly ignoring him and had even
gone so far as to inch her chair away from him as if he had tuberculosis and
about to cough up blood. Even if Jack had felt obligated to engage in small
talk, he couldn’t do it with someone who was going out of her way to—
“Hey, yeah, honey, thanks,” he said around a bite of his chicken, leaning
toward her.
She started. Her look was glacial. “What?”
“I said thanks,” he replied. “I didn’t want to talk to you, either.”
Her glance flicked past him to Daisy, then she sneered at him. “Your girlfriend doesn’t even want to talk to you.”
He opened his mouth to retort, but from his other side, Daisy said coolly, “I’m being polite to the people on my left and chatting with them. That’s
what polite people do at dinners like these.”
“Thank you for the etiquette lesson, Dr. Charbonneau. Perhaps you can
teach Jack some.”
“He’s boring when he’s polite,” Daisy returned. “Most people are.” Then
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she gave him a sweet smile and caressed his cheek. “Save your pearls for Diogenes, darling. He can feed the swine as he sees fit.”
Jack’s jaw almost dropped on the table. His tablemate gasped. Daisy had
turned back to continue her conversation with Third, but he looked almost
as shocked as Jack felt.
Then Jack started to laugh and leaned into Daisy. She turned with another sweet smile and gave him a peck on the mouth. “You know who’s better
at Vindictive Bitch than baby socialites?” she whispered.
“Drag queens,” he purred.
“I told you I learned from the best.”
But she was careful to pay more attention to Jack throughout dinner, although she wasn’t leaving his parents out of the picture. She talked music with
his mother across his dad’s plate until the logistics got awkward, then she
talked literature with his dad, arguing over something something Austen and
something something Dickens and something something Milton.
She was definitely the favorite child now, and she wasn’t officially a
Blackwood yet! Not even Jack’s brother-in-law had managed that.
But she turned to Jack and gave him that smile he loved. Leaned into him
again and kissed him on the cheek, which he also loved and didn’t even know
why because it was sappy.
“I really am a dead bore, yanno,” he said wryly. “Especially when I’m not
being rude.”
“No, you’re not,” Daisy said. “You just haven’t found people to talk about
the things you like to talk about.”
“Like?”
“Money. Greek philosophy. Karen Carpenter. The inflation-proof bond.”
He laughed around his bite and slid her a wry glance. “Nobody wants to
talk about that.”
“I’ve been reading your work,” she said, stopping him cold.
He gaped at her. “What?”
“Underground economies and black markets. Sebastian brought them to
me. I read them. I think you’re interesting, even if nobody else does. You
think Baby Socialite—” Baby Socialite stiffened. She’d been listening to every
word Daisy said throughout dinner. He supposed the guy on her right didn’t
want to talk to her. “—is going to understand or sit through what you’ve got
packed up there in that amusement park of a brain of yours?”
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“I am so in love with you right now I can’t stand it.”
She smiled sweetly and touched her nose to his. “Just so you know,” she
whispered. “I’m not here to string you along. I do want this to work.”
He was so thrilled, he could barely think. “Is this courtship bullshit going
to take very long?”
“All I want to know is if you really love me in this reality, not that reality,
that you want me as your lover, not your employee, and if so, if you’ll be faithful to me. That’s it.”
‘‘I have things I want to say about that,’’ he said softly. ‘‘Being faithful, I
mean, but what I’m feeling is just a blob. Not even words yet. I need to either
figure it out or try to explain it. I will be faithful to you, but it’s not just you.
Not just because I love you. Whether you believe I do or not, I do. I want to
say these things to you, but I can’t yet because I haven’t thought about them
enough.”
She watched him patiently with those ordinary gray eyes that were only
sparkling because her dress made them gleam silver. “Okay,” she said with a
soft smile.
“As for employee … Daize, that’s on you. I want all four of us. It can’t be
just about me and you.”
“Sometimes it can,” she insisted softly. “You already know I love the children and I know how much you love them. I value you as a good father, but I
value you more as my lover. I need to know you value me as your lover and
maybe your friend instead of an ally.”
His brow wrinkled. “Why do you think I don’t see you as my friend?
You’re the only friend I’ve got. The only one I want.”
She blinked and stared at him a little. “Sebastian? Knox?”
He shrugged helplessly. “I can’t talk to them, not the way I can with you.
They don’t have time or room in their brains to think about Diogenes. They
can, but they have their own philosophies they’d rather talk about and I’m not
interested. I relate to them on a very narrow, specific range of topics. You and
me, we … Our range is narrow, but we’re both there. I can have sex with anybody. I can’t lie in bed with a woman and have deep discussions. They aren’t
as smart as you. I can’t have lunch with my allies and have deep discussions.
We don’t have time.”
She sighed. “God, how I’ve missed you, Jack. Missed talking to you.”
“Daize,” he groaned almost inaudibly, “you’re killing me.”
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“I’m not trying to,” she squeaked, her eyes wide. “I’m trying to make it easier. Get everything out on the table and sorted out. It’s one reason I requested
to be seated with you. I don’t want to waste time you don’t have because
you’ve got responsibilities.”
“Requested? You’re my girlfriend.”
“You’re not supposed to be seated with your partner at these things.”
Jack was confused. “You’re not? Why not?”
“To have conversations with other people. Network. So you’re not sitting
there whispering with your partner all the way through dinner. It’s rude.”
“You just gave Baby Socialite a lesson in etiquette and you’re upending it
on my behalf?” he asked, genuinely surprised.
“Yes. And your parents requested to sit with me.”
That floored him. “Why? You don’t need me—us—to hold your social
hand.”
“I wanted to be with you, Jack,” she said, sounding a little hurt. “You
won’t dance with me, so the least you can do is eat with me.”
“I’d rather eat you.”
She clucked her tongue. “No sex.”
“That is not sex.”
“That’s what Bill Clinton said.”
Jack burst out laughing, which caught many people’s attention. He didn’t
care. What he loved was Daisy’s slyly smug smile.
It wasn’t, Jack thought as dinner concluded and the post-dinner mingling
around the dance floor began, that she was doing so well here, although that
surprised him. It was that some of the women were looking at Jack like he
didn’t deserve her.
And they were looking at her like she was mentally ill or, worse, a naïve
little country girl.
He wouldn’t have noticed, but he’d overheard it earlier.
She’s either a fool or a saint. Doesn’t she know how he is with women?
It dawned on him that he was in a lot of trouble, and Daisy’s plan might
be the only way to get him out of it.
She’s delusional if she thinks he’s not going to toss her over the second she moves in
to take care of his kids.
Oh, seriously. I wouldn’t take that job in a million years even for a nice guy I loved.
Jack winced.
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What about a nice RICH guy you loved? That’s what nannies are for.
No, because NICE guys would always choose his kids over me and I’m not going to
be an also-ran and no, I don’t care how gorgeous he is.
But if he’s like Jack, you’re going to be behind his kids AND whoever he’s got on
the side.
God, was it true? Daisy’s fears might not be uncommon or unreasonable?
That his chances of finding someone else might be less than nil?
Maybe she’s faking it.
Then, out of Baby Socialite’s mouth: No, she’s not. She’s in love
Win one for Jack. Wasn’t true, but still—
and thinks she can be the one. College professor or not, she’s no smarter than any
other little farm girl who doesn’t know anything about guys like him. You should’ve
heard her at dinner, practically sucking him off under the table.
I dunno. He looks like he’s got it bad for her, too.
Right now maybe. Give him a year.
He hated the universe, putting all these whispered conversations within his
hearing, because it was getting its point across. Nobody thought he was capable
of anything but mindlessly fucking one opportunistic shark after another.
Not even his dad.
This was a tightrope he’d strung himself, one he hadn’t believed was any
kind of a big deal when they were in the underground, no matter how many
times she said it.
In Spanish Harlem, she’d been in Daisy Dukes. No makeup. Jack had
bathed her. Comforted her. Made Jell-O for her. Smelled her at her worst.
Argued with her. Worked with her. Made love with her. There, she was a
street-smart Cuban girl who bought groceries, cooked, and scrubbed bloody
floors for an overworked and brokenhearted physician. There, Jack was a
poor-little-rich-boy turned forklift-slash-O.R. nurse.
Here, she was Dr. Charbonneau, world-class piano coach, dressed to kill,
charm and culture running out her ears. She was a brilliant conversationalist
(he assumed; he didn’t understand half the things she said to other people), a
master of classy vindictive bitchiness, and had men and his parents eating out
of the palm of her hand.
Here, he was an uncouth former bond trader who lucked into a CEO’s
office and spent his free time banging leggy blonde stewardesses—and Daisy
hadn’t exaggerated one fucking thing about how nice women saw him. He
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was shocked they did know he was trying to be a halfway decent dad, but that
appeared to be as much a negative as his sexual history. His only redeeming
values were his reputation for scrupulous honesty and his academic bona
fides, which said nothing about where a nice woman thought she’d land in his
priority list.
Jack didn’t get depressed or care about what others thought of him, but
tonight, he was beginning to. With every whispered conversation he overheard—and why the hell he kept running into them when he was trying to
avoid them—it was sinking in what a rotten cunt manslut he really had
been. And how hard that was biting someone else in the ass, a someone he
loved.
He wondered if she was hearing these whispers.
He wondered how badly they bothered her.
He didn’t have to wonder if Daisy thought he only wanted her to take
care of the kids and then he’d get somebody on the side. It was why she’d
demanded this, this, this farce of a courtship, but he didn’t know what it was
supposed to prove. He could be patient to get what he wanted.
Maybe she didn’t know that.
“What’s eating you?”
He tilted his head toward the bar and Sebastian followed like the good
boy he was. He found a booth at the back.
He ordered an Old Fashioned.
Sebastian’s eyebrow rose. He looked at his watch. “It’s nine-thirty on a
school night. You’re not in bed and you’re drinking. What’s the problem?”
Jack sighed. “How much of a dick would I be,” he asked wearily, “if I just
told Daisy to go back to Spain and save herself the aggravation of me?”
Sebastian’s jaw dropped.
“Karma’s nipping at my heels,” he said morosely, slumping, looking down
into his glass. “Hers.” He sketched it out.
Sebastian was silent when he was finished. “Don’t know how to help you
there, pal,” he finally muttered. “My cuz has the same problem with your
Spanish counterpart on a larger scale, but she knew what she was signing up
for. Lydia didn’t know how connected you are, much less have an expectation
she’d become part of it. Maybe you should talk to her about it?”
He grimaced. “Yeah, but the kids need her and there she is, making me
look like a decent human being while getting nothing but pity with a side of
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contempt for being a naïve country girl. Ignorant. Pathetic. She left because she
wasn’t any of those things. She came back because you told her I adopted the
kids and I was trying.”
“No, I told her you weren’t delusional, you weren’t feeling some kind of
survivor’s bond spiked with gratitude. You’re too disconnected to feel that. I
told her you were for real and you didn’t have to analyze it; it just was and I
believed you could be faithful to her. I only told her about the kids when she
asked why I was in Europe when I should have been settling in with them.”
Jack waved a hand. “Whatever. It made an impact. Even if I wanted another woman, which I don’t for various reasons, I wouldn’t have time. For
Daisy, I have time.” He looked up at Sebastian and pounded his fist on the
table. “I love her. Why is this so difficult?”
Sebastian shrugged helplessly.
“Hi.”
Jack looked up to see a leggy blonde in a gorgeous cocktail dress. He
scowled. “Fuck off.”
Her jaw dropped. Her eyes widened. “Um … You looked sad, so—”
“I call bullshit. I heard you gossiping about Lydia. You want to prove the
point and embarrass her, but she can out-bitch every one of you and still have
you all kissing her ass, so fuck off and tell your amateur cunts not to start a
war they can’t win.”
She flushed. Her mouth tightened. She snarled at him and stormed out.
“Well, ‘cunt’ might’ve been a little over the top,” Sebastian drawled, “but I
can’t throw stones. Proud of you.”
“High praise indeed.”
“Hi.”
He smiled wryly and looked up at Daisy, then moved over for her to slide
in. Somebody brought her a lemon drop.
“What’s the matter?” she asked softly.
“I am realizing,” he said loftily, “just exactly how not good enough for you
I am.”
Her expression melted into confusion. “Why?”
“The universe is teaching me a lesson I guess,” he said caustically. “You
know how they say people who eavesdrop never hear anything good about
themselves?”
She nodded.
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“I have been going out of my way not to eavesdrop but gossip about me
follows me like cheap cologne, and that’s not to mention the lecture I got
from my dad.”
“Oh.”
“You hearing them too?”
She hesitated. Flushed a little. Looked at his tie instead of his eyes. “Um
… well … yes.” She paused. Flushed more and looked at the table. She was
embarrassed. Deeply. Oh, fuck. “I’ve been warned. Several times.” Then she
looked at him warily. “But we’re in this together, right?”
He ignored that. “Why aren’t you out there dancing the night away? Or
at least letting my parents kiss your feet? You’re the toast of the town.”
“It’s almost ten,” she said simply. “I wanted to get you home before you
collapsed in your Sprite.”
He blinked.
“But I see you’re into the hard stuff now. I would’ve come in earlier, but I
had to run a gauntlet.”
“Well, aren’t you Little Miss Popular,” he sneered.
She blinked, then smiled. Not nicely. “You’re adorable when you’re being
a bitch,” she cooed acidly.
“All right,” Jack said crisply, gesturing to Daisy to let him out. “Since you
were thoughtful enough to remind me of my bedtime and I’m not good
enough for you anyway, I’ll go home. To my kids.” He stood, albeit not without Daisy to help him up. He shouldn’t be drinking.
“Night, Dr. Charbonneau. Precious. Pretty sure you can find any number
of worshippers to take you home.”

7:

JACK WAS COMPLETELY BEAT and his hangover had already started, but
his night wasn’t over, no matter how much Daisy had tried to protect his
bedtime. She didn’t know he hadn’t gone to bed at nine p.m. for the last year,
which was what had set him off.
“Daddy!” Mari screeched when he walked through the door at ten-thirty.
“Hey, baby girl,” he said wearily, swinging her up in his arms and accepting her hug and kiss on the cheek. Daisy had told Mari he liked that, and he
did. He hugged her back and kissed her on her chubby little cheek, too.
“Did you have fun at the party?”
“No,” he said flatly. “You know I hate those things. Where’s your brother?”
“Asleep.”
Naturally. He got to flop into bed at nine. Jack was so fucking jealous.
“Have you had your sleep medicine?”
“Yes, but I was waiting up for you. I don’t wanna miss saying night-night.”
No, she was making sure he came home. “Okay, then, night-night and
let’s go.” He headed through the foyer, past the library and living room, down
the hallway to her room, which was right next to Jack’s.
“Daddy, when do we get to go look at another school? I’m bored.”
Mari. Bored. God help him.
“You don’t have regular school anymore. I hired tutors. You’ll meet them
tomorrow morning and we’ll all go over lesson plans. Timothy will be in
charge until the tutors catch up.”
Then she wiggled to get down and she looked up at him, her face in a
scowl and her fists on her hips. “What about my friends?”
He gestured for her to precede him into her room. “You don’t have any
friends.”
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“I do too!”
“Name one.”
She folded her arms across her chest with a harrumph.
“If you’d learn your own coping mechanisms,” he said matter-of-factly as
she ran across the room and launched herself into bed, “you’d be able to stay
in a school long enough to make a few.”
She continued to scowl as she arranged herself under the covers. Jack
looked around at whatever mess she’d made of her room, which wasn’t, relatively speaking, too bad. Normally, Jack would have had her pick up before
hitting the hay, but he was too tired and unhappy to care. Timothy, Mari’s
companion, would crack the whip tomorrow.
He tucked Mari in, gave her a kiss and another hug, told her to stay in bed—
“Drink!”
Fuck, naturally, he’d forget.
She wouldn’t.
He fetched it. She bolted it down and said, “More!”
He took her glass from her. “No. And you know why.”
Because she pee’d the bed sometimes.
Because sometimes she had horrible nightmares, but she couldn’t wake up
until she pee’d, at which point, she’d wake up screaming. Sobbing. Terrified.
Which was why her bedroom was right next to Jack’s and had a connecting door that stayed open.
She never remembered the nightmare itself; she only remembered having
had one, having to be bathed, held, and rocked back to sleep, having to stay
home from school because she was a complete zombie.
That had been Jack’s first huge shock as a father.
At first, she wanted Daisy, but would take Jack, but as the year wore on,
she’d rather have Jack than anybody else. Not even Ivy.
Jack didn’t travel without Mari, Ivy, and Timothy. Fifth liked staying
home alone because it gave him a break from Mari. He was perfectly capable
of and willing to get himself to school properly attired and prepared without
supervision. But Mari couldn’t cope with Jack gone.
He’d asked Simon if she knew about the nightmares, but Simon was as
shocked as Jack. The kids had slept fine on her couch when they felt like it.
Sergei and Piri had said the same thing. Nobody in the neighborhood who’d
let the children crash knew anything about it.
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Fifth wanted to pretend his life before moving to a high-rise apartment
on Wall Street didn’t exist at all, so he was no help.
Jack looked down at his daughter, caressing her forehead with his fingertips, and watched her eyelids close slowly. She fought it. She fought it like her
foot was caught in a bear trap, but this, so he’d been told, wasn’t a function of
her previous life. It was a kid being a kid.
She yawned as she gave up, her body relaxing, settling into her pretty bed
in her pretty room.
… in a month they’ll be crawling out the windows.
Jack sighed as he left, flipping off the main lights and flipping on the nightlights. He opened Fifth’s door and wasn’t surprised to see the kid sprawled all
over his bed, which was completely trashed. He slept better than Mari did, but
he tossed and turned before he headed down deeper into the good sleep.
Daisy had been right. One couldn’t take two kids who were used to total
freedom and being treated like adults with critical thinking skills off the
streets and expect them to be so thrilled with their new—and very upperclass—life that they’d transform back into children, perfect angels at that,
because they were magically safe and cared for.
Jack snorted humorlessly as he went into his bedroom, leaving the door
open, and going into his bathroom to run his evening routine. BK—Before
Kids—he’d have stripped to his skin where he stood and flopped into bed.
The days of sleeping nude were completely gone. The days of sleeping with
his door closed—vanished. The days of any privacy at all— It was only by an
act of God that he could take a dump by himself.
Kids were hard.
Father was the most difficult job he’d ever had, and he wasn’t sure he
would’ve done it if he had known how hard it was.
A son.
He groaned and pressed the heels of his palms into his eyes. And he’d
just ripped the mother of his son—sons, plural—to shreds and walked out on
her. Because he was feeling it, the weight of his sins, unable to look at the
woman who gave him chance after chance after chance to redeem himself. He
thought he had, but she couldn’t see it. Nobody else could, either.
She was trying, albeit clumsily, to make it work and he needed it to because she was the only person who could do what no one else could do: take
care of Fifth.
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Fifth got left in Mari’s dust constantly, which he always had, and seemed
to expect. Jack tried to do things with him alone, but Fifth didn’t seem to
click with many things Jack came up with. He didn’t seem to click with much
of anything except school. He loved school, the classes, the teachers, the other
students. He had friends. He wasn’t interested in extracurriculars, but he
clicked with the rhythm of a school day. Fifth loved being read to, but Jack
didn’t have the patience, Ivy’s eyes couldn’t take the punishment, and Fifth
didn’t want anything to do with Mari’s companion. He hadn’t clicked with
any person Jack had hired to be his companion, so if he didn’t feel like playing
on his computer, it was just Ivy overseeing his homework and playing cards
and board games with him until Jack got home from work.
Jack’s sister Carissa had stepped in, offering to take him for the weekend,
which made Mari throw an ungodly tantrum when she wasn’t allowed to go
with him. Fifth stayed home when Mari went up to Connecticut. But going
to Aunt Crazy’s house was a privilege Mari had to earn, and if she didn’t
make the cut, all hell broke loose.
No, Mari wasn’t the one Jack was worried about. She was just the one
who sucked up all the air in the room.
And Jack had just …
“Oh, God,” he groaned.
He emerged from his bathroom showered and in the silk pajamas Daisy
had bought him when they’d stayed with the Easy-Offs for all of three days,
and dropped into bed, his arm over his forehead.
Daisy.
She’d been beautiful tonight, her adorable cuteness transformed into a
dignified sensuality with some satin and beads.
… our child in Spain …
Jack, if she was at five months, that’s not a miscarriage. That’s a stillbirth. She
would have had to name him for the death certificate—or, I think. I don’t know how
they do it there—and arrange for burial or cremation or leave it to the doctor to do.
“Oh, God,” he croaked again. Burial. He didn’t know what she’d done.
Didn’t know if or what she’d have named him. Knew she wouldn’t have named
him Fifth because she wouldn’t have known to.
His son.
Sebastian had told Jack what a wreck she was the entire year she was in
Spain. She didn’t smile. Rarely laughed. Her friend married and moved in
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with her manslut, leaving Daisy alone. That hadn’t been a good thing because
she couldn’t go back home.
She didn’t have a home to go back to.
Why did she feel like she wouldn’t have a home with me?
I don’t know exactly and she doesn’t give me enough information to be able to conjecture.
Now he knew.
Fuck you, Taight! You are the one who kept her from me!
And Val.
Tell me anything I said to her to warn her about you was a lie or bad advice and
I’ll apologize.
He couldn’t.
Now that he’d been subjected to hours of whispers and mockery, and she
had been subjected to hours of whispers, contempt, advice, and pity that had
thoroughly embarrassed her, he finally understood.
And his first clue was that she turned into a vindictive bitch when she
was embarrassed or hurt. Or, in Baby Socialite’s case, when she was protecting Jack. She’d always protected him, from saving his life to hiding him to
slapping down snooty women whose opinions he didn’t care about.
He might still blame her for leaving the kids, but Sebastian had been
planning to take them home with him, pull them into his family legally, and
they’d still only be forty miles from Daisy, which, in Kansas City terms, was
just across town. They were deliriously happy with that arrangement.
But the second they found out Daisy wasn’t going back to KU for a
while, the university wouldn’t tell them where she did go, didn’t know when
she’d be back, the children had demanded to go back to New York and live
with Jack.
Which shocked the hell out of everybody involved.
It had taken Jack months of investigation, paperwork, and a whole lot of
string pulling to get their adoptions to go through. Fifth was actually thirteen,
his growth so severely stunted by his time on the streets, he was on a cabinet
full of hormones that weren’t expected to help much. They were waiting for
puberty (also delayed) to kick in and see if it would help. His father had been a
preacher who got shot in a drive-by. His mother had sunk into a deep depression and managed her grief by buying things until their tiny apartment was so
packed she’d lost all three of her children in the hoard, forgetting she had any.

334 | MORIAH JOVAN
She’d been only too happy to sign her rights to Fifth over to Jack, which would
have presented Jack with a moral dilemma had she actually known where the
other children were. Jack certainly hadn’t been able to track them down. But,
unbeknownst to Fifth, Jack was taking care of his mother: apartment, housekeeping, therapy, medical care, and PIs to find Fifth’s siblings so they could go
back home. Fifth was angry at her, wouldn’t understand her grief, and would
bitterly resent that Jack didn’t share that anger.
Mari was a foundling, like Daisy. He knew very little about her, except
that the ancient folks who’d taken her in as a baby had no one to take care of
them and had died. She wandered off for an indeterminate number of months
or years before she found Fifth, and the old couple hadn’t been found for two
weeks after they’d died during a heatwave. Simon thought Mari was about
seven, and since the dentist agreed, they went with that. Everyone Jack and
his PIs talked to thought the old folks were her grandparents, but if so, no
connection could be made.
And now … Daisy was back. He had no idea how to deal with this, just
that how he’d acted tonight wasn’t it.
Intellectually, he understood why she demanded what she had, especially
after tonight’s party.
Intellectually, he knew that they did need time to sort themselves out before they brought the kids into it.
Intellectually, he agreed that they really did need to get to know each other on a normal basis, even though he knew what he felt for her had nothing to
do with stress-induced survivor bonding.
But he also knew that integrating her into their lives, if she determined
Jack was trustworthy, was going to be utter hell.
And so here he lay looking up at the ceiling and wondering if any of this
was a good idea at all.
He wouldn’t sacrifice the kids, so if he had to give up one or the other,
it’d have to be Daisy.
He groaned and pressed his hands against his face.
our child
our child
our child
Now he wished she hadn’t come back.

8:
MIRRORS, CRAZED
A WEEK AFTER that disaster of a dinner party, Lydia arrived home after her
nightly search for a live drag show to beg for a spot on a piano. She was trying
to figure out what to do, trying to … do anything but cry. She felt as alone
and hopeless as she had the day she’d lost her son. Jack’s son. The man who’d
told her to go to hell. Because she wouldn’t immediately give him what he demanded. Which did not include love or sex.
The show was crap. They were all crap. Which, instead of taking her
mind off her problems, only made them worse. She was floating between her
childhood with Heloise and her stint in Camp Conspiracy with her lover,
neither here nor there. She was floating between Daisy and Dr. Charbonneau, neither this nor that.
She couldn’t go back to KU or even Kansas City because Julie’s parents
lived there and they’d find her. She couldn’t make her students learn Spanish
and she couldn’t tell them she wouldn’t take them after all because it would
damage their careers and her reputation. She couldn’t bring herself to apply
for another teaching position when she didn’t want to teach anywhere but
KU. She couldn’t spend her time being a tourist because that didn’t help keep
her mind off anything.
She knew. She’d spent the week doing everything a regular tourist would
do, trying to wear herself out. It didn’t work. It wasn’t going to get any better.
If she had a home in hell, she’d go there.
She started when her doorbell rang. Three o’clock in the morning? People visited at three a.m. in New York?
She wrapped her robe around her and went to the door. She wasn’t tall
enough to see through the peephole, but this was a locked building, so she
opened the door.
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Her mouth dropped open.
“Can I come in?” Jack muttered wearily, running his hands through his
hair.
“Um … how … ?”
He sighed. “The night concierge didn’t get the memo.”
Jack didn’t look in any condition to want sex. In fact, he didn’t look in
good enough condition to say “hi” and make it stick. She opened the door and
stepped aside without comment.
He trudged in, in jeans and a tee shirt, and flopped on her couch, taking
the length of it, his arm over his forehead.
She closed her door and sat in a chair.
Waited.
Waited for the apology.
Waited for the same circular conversation they’d been having since they
met.
“Okay, you laid your ground rules, now I’m laying down mine,” he said
hoarsely.
She waited, shocked, her heart beginning to thud against her ribs.
“This is what’s been happening on my end this last year and why the
children are with me and not Sebastian.”
Lydia’s throat bobbed as he outlined the difficulties, legal, psychological,
logistical, that he’d had to navigate. She knew most of the big stuff, but the
details were mind-numbing. The obstacles, the setbacks, the walls he’d run
into. Mari’s issues. Fifth’s issues. All the people he’d had to call for help, to
hire, to train … for two little kids he just wanted to take care of. While he was
running an investment bank and still learning how to be supreme leader.
“I get your point,” he continued tonelessly, as if he’d thought about this
so much he could recite it in his sleep, because he practically was asleep. “I got
the message loud and clear at the party, and you didn’t even have to give it to
me. I’m a perpetually stiff-dicked hound dog. You’re my latest bitch and I’ll
have another one next week, and the poor girl’s too stupid to know that. I
took it out on you. My bad.”
Lydia took in a deep, shuddering breath, because that was exactly how she
felt, but My bad?
“I understand your position, and I’m willing to honor that, never mind
this little conference.”
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She said nothing, dreading what he was going to say next.
“I also understand that we had a son. I don’t know what you planned to
do about telling me we had a child if he had lived, but we can talk about that
later. I’m still processing.” He took a deep breath. “The universe has been
pretty fucking busy trying to keep us apart.”
“Yeah,” Lydia whispered, finally knowing that the universe was right. All
that time in Spain, never knowing for sure and now she did.
“But we—you or me—depending on who’s taking the lead that particular moment, keep trying. I can’t stay away from you. If I’d known where you
were, I’d have gone there and begged you to come back.”
Oh.
“You’ve kept giving me chances even though I don’t deserve them—and
at the party I finally realized how much I don’t deserve them. Mrs. Easy-Off
said God wants me to grow up. Be a man. Not a boy. You know what? I don’t
feel like a man, but I don’t feel like a boy, either. I feel like some stupid freshman who just got dropped in the middle of a campus a thousand miles away
from home with nothing but an ID badge and a campus map I can’t read so I
keep ending up in the wrong building. That’s all. I feel stupid. Like I’m never
going to get the hang of this life thing. I thought I had it all under control—”
“And then you met me,” she said softly.
“Yes,” he returned. “But you met me, and your life got rougher, too.”
She couldn’t dispute that.
“I thought the universe didn’t know shit, but I’ve been thinking about it
since the party. It’s not the universe. It’s you. Manufacturing melodrama.”
She gasped, immediately angry. “Manufacturing it?! You heard what people were saying about us. About you. About me. You are the one who practically threw a drink in my face and walked out on me in front of half a dozen
people who were only too delighted to take it to the rest of the party and cemented everyone’s opinion that I’m a little country girl who doesn’t know
how it works in the big city. This isn’t just about us or the kids anymore. It’s
about me going out there and—”
“And what? You’re afraid of a little gossip?”
“I am not afraid of anything. I’m valuing my self more than you. And my
self does not want to have to put up with how you treat me, in public or not,
and constantly be the butt of hillbilly jokes because obviously I’m too stupid
to know what kind of man you are.”
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“That’ll blow over,” he snapped. “I’m trying to tell you something here.
Through everything else, I’ve known we’re good together, you and me.”
Lydia’s eyes began to sting because either he wasn’t listening to her or she
wasn’t saying it clearly enough. Both. It had always been like that for them. It
was always going to be like that.
“I got the point of your ultimatum at the party,” he was saying, “but then
I went home and realized I need that time to figure out how to integrate you
into our lives. Our lives, Daisy. Mine, Fifth’s, Mari’s. We have one. But they
want you desperately and I want you desperately. It’s just that I know better
now than to believe it’ll be smooth sailing. ‘Hey, kids! Daisy’s home! We can
be a perfect family now!’ Instantly angelic children with no issues because
Mean Mommy’s back. Yeah, the sex, that’s okay, whatever.”
Lydia’s breath caught. Jack said a whole lot of things he didn’t mean, but
that was …
“Daisy! Daisy! is cute when it’s not twenty-four-seven, when you’re not
trying to pull a severely withdrawn child out of his shelter, when you’re not
wrestling a traumatized little girl over a nightmare she can’t remember. Every
fucking week. You aren’t going to have time to hit up the cocktail parties once
you get into the swing of the family. I don’t have time. I hate those fucking
things and I took you to that one as a date, part of our courting ritual—God, I
hate that so much—and I thought you would like getting dressed up or, or
something. I don’t know what I thought.”
He stopped. Took a deep breath.
For once, Lydia was unable to predict anything that would come out of
Jack’s mouth. Maybe … maybe the year had been too much. Maybe they
weren’t the same people. She’d known he would change drastically once he
got back to normal life, then he’d taken on the kids. She’d changed a little, she
knew, but that was her old grief, still untended, still gnawing at her mind and
soul because she couldn’t find anyone who’d believe her story, and new, fresh
grief that couldn’t be addressed because she couldn’t deal with the old stuff.
“Much as I don’t like how you barnstormed me,” he concluded wearily, “I
do need you. Not for me.” Lydia’s heart shattered. “For Fifth. He’s a wreck.
Problem is, I don’t know how much of a wreck he is. Nobody else does, either,
including him. He needs you. More than I do. Definitely more than Mari does.
I want this to work out between you and me because I do love you and I see
your point and I do want the chance to prove it. But I need it to work between
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you and me because my son needs his mother.”
Lydia bowed her head, her tears dripping into her robe, her heart breaking.
“So I’ll go along with your courting and wooing—God, I hate that so
much—for however long it takes me to figure out how to make this a smooth
landing. I love you, Daisy, I do. But don’t make me wait too long after I do
figure it out, or it won’t be the universe kicking your ass out of New York. I
have gone through too much to give those kids a normal life to have you waltz
in and disrupt it especially if I think there’s a chance you’ll waltz right back out
again.”
She could understand that, but nothing he said now could hurt her. She
was too numb. When she didn’t speak, Jack struggled to get to his feet. She
wasn’t going to help him this time. She was nauseated and trying to find
words.
“So … ” she whispered when he was almost to the door, “you want to get
back together for the kids?”
He stopped. “Not completely.”
“That works every time it’s tried, doesn’t it?”
“It’s not just about us anymore, Daize,” he said quietly. “It’s not even
about you fitting into my milieu. It’s about them, too.”
“Then I’ll go back to Europe. Thank you for clearing up the terms.”
He looked over his shoulder, his mouth open. “What?!”
“You were right. I get it now. You don’t want a nanny you can fuck for
the price of an ‘I love you.’ You just want the best-qualified nanny in the
world for … not even that much.”
“Daisy! That’s not what I said!”
“It is exactly what you said,” she went on tonelessly. “My terms were for
us, you and me. To go back to that moment in time when it was there. The
flirting, the sexual tension, the promise and possibility of us before we got
kids. Just you and me. I have been very explicit about this but you aren’t seeing or understanding the distinction. Or you don’t care.”
“You’re being selfish,” he growled.
She raised her eyes to him. “Am I?” she asked softly. “You think going
through the motions of the mating ritual when your goal is to get me installed
as Nurse Ratched isn’t selfish?” His mouth dropped open. “Because you’re
doing it on someone else’s behalf? You think that’s going to make it better,
when we’re floating through the house barely looking at each other or talking
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to each other? Maybe I move into a separate bedroom? Those children know
us as lovers. Mari was very explicit about that at the beginning. They depend
on us together, as a unit, as lovers. Real ones, normal ones, not battlefield survivor bonded ones. Children can sense the vibe of mommy and daddy being
lovers versus mommy and daddy as coworkers who may or may not love each
other, but are toughing it out for them.”
He dropped into a chair, stunned. “How do you know?” he finally
barked. “You didn’t grow up with that.”
“Think what you want about the way I grew up, but I went to school. I
had friends. I went over to my friends’ houses. Their parents were that, lovers
first. I could feel the vibe, although I didn’t know what I was feeling until later. Victoria’s parents have a saying: children feel most secure when they know
their father loves their mother.”
He still couldn’t speak, his eyes wide, his face about as pale as it could
get, a sickly dark beige.
“Jesus—” She stopped. Closed her eyes and clenched her fists. “Fifth and
Mari can spot bullshit a mile away. I can fool them for a while, but I can’t for
long. And when they notice we aren’t fighting, aren’t kissing, aren’t laughing,
then one of us will have to tell them you wanted me just because you wanted
the most qualified nanny in the world. And sometimes it was convenient to
have sex when you didn’t have somebody on the side right then.”
He choked. “Is that what you think?” he croaked.
“There is no other thing I can think. I thought you missed me. Needed
me for you. To be your lover. I did not expect, ‘Oh, good. You’re back. Yeah, I
love ya, now get to work.’ Problem solved. Back to the Hotlanta route.”
“Lydia,” he croaked again. “No!”
She didn’t remark upon his use of her first name. He was pissed or hurt
or both. It didn’t make her happy; it just made her tired.
“Sebastian told me you were looking for me, your lover, the woman you
loved, the one who can give you the things no one else can give you and make
you happy. That’s what he said, that I make you happy. He was relentless.
Emilio—Victoria’s husband—wasn’t much better. Emilio gave Victoria his
word that he loved her and would be true to her. She gave him her faith. I
want to have that faith in you, but I don’t. I never did, which was why I didn’t
want to come back!”
His mouth dropped. “You didn’t?”
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“No!” she nearly screamed, so angry she was afraid she was going to cry,
which wouldn’t help at all. “And I don’t want to be here now! I was prodded,
pushed, and poked until I started to believe. I wanted to believe because what
woman doesn’t want to believe the father of her child loves her? But I’m done
letting you and your fellow manslut cunts pressure me into doing what you
want me to do, which does not have anything to do with you or us or love or
sex. I should never have come back. You probably wish I’d never come back.”
He tensed.
She gaped at him, then she did start to cry. “Oh, you really do. I see. And
this is a preemptive strike, where I’m supposed to quit before I get fired. So,
okay. I quit. You don’t even have to offer me a diamond bracelet because I
would refuse it, which you know. I’m not selfish. I’m protecting myself and
the children. I’m not going to sacrifice my soul—if I have one—to take
crumbs off your table because you think I owe the children, who would grow
to resent us because we aren’t the mommy and daddy they want.”
She stood and went to the door. Opened it. “You can go now. Don’t
bother contacting me again. You can tell the children I died or I hate them or
I never loved them or whatever. Tell them the most cruel thing possible. Rip
the Band-Aid off, get it over with so they have no reason to keep hoping.
Burn the field.”
He stood glaring at her, tripped around the chair because he was totally
exhausted, slogged his way to the door. He glared at her as he went past. She
closed the door quietly and locked it.
She turned to see Sebastian standing at the kitchen island in utter shock.
“Thank you,” she croaked as she stalked past him to her bedroom.
“Thank you so very much. Because I haven’t had enough tragedy in the last two
years.”
Bravo, doll.

9:
TRAMP
“IT’S BEEN THREE DAYS since you ground Lydia under your heel,” Sebastian barked as he stalked into Jack’s office. “And I am about to go get a baseball bat and bash your fucking head in.”
“Me?!” Jack bellowed, then continued bellowing his rage at Sebastian,
who stood there listening without expression. When he was finished, Sebastian didn’t move, his expression didn’t change, and he didn’t say anything.
That was always a bad sign. “What.”
After a few seconds of silence, Sebastian opened his mouth. “A year,” he
growled. He was pissed. Sebastian was a big guy and Jack had seen what he
could do in a bar fight, so Jack was, in fact, a little intimidated. “I spent a year
telling her I was wrong. Telling her how much you loved her. I told her how
much you needed her as lovers. That’s what I was saying. That’s what she
heard. The breakdown in communication was between you and me. And if
I’d known that, I’d have never said a word to her. I also would’ve sued you for
custody because my family can give them what they need better than you can
or will ever be able to.”
That was true.
“And I would’ve told them why she couldn’t go back to KU so they
wouldn’t think she abandoned them.” Sebastian shook his head. “I do not
know why I hang out with you. I argued your case in good faith and then you
pull a stunt like this? What the fuck is wrong with you? Are you really that
disconnected from what normal people feel that you don’t get this? Or are
you just that selfish?”
Jack’s head shot up. “How am I being selfish? You heard that entire conversation! I am trying to do what is best for my children, which is what a decent father does, so why am I at fault? She owes them.”
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“What does she owe them?”
Jack’s mind went blank. He opened his mouth but nothing came out.
“Absolutely nothing,” Sebastian snapped. “Mari would’ve died if Lydia
hadn’t noticed a feverish child trying to mug somebody, hadn’t intervened to
get her help without getting her dumped in the foster care system. She never
owed them anything at all, but she loved them and cared for them, gave them
everything a mother who loves her children would give them. She is a woman
who gave up her children for adoption because no matter how much it hurt,
no matter how much she wants her own family—and she does—with you—
it was better for them.”
Jack let that roll through his head like a ticker while his brain picked out
the important parts, and the memories that went with them. He tried. He
really tried. “I can’t,” he insisted, “shake that feeling. The feeling that she owes
them—us—something.”
“Even if she did, you want to base a real relationship on debt? Obligation?”
Jack tossed him an angry scowl. “What do you know about relationships?”
“Think, McFly!” Sebastian roared. “She’d been grieving for a year before
she met you, hounded in and out of her lawyer’s office to deal with Julie’s parents, but then she came here, almost got killed and witnessed two gory
deaths. She went to Spain to hide and lick her wounds like a dying dog. Then
her baby died. Your baby. Those crazy-ass people destroyed her home, her
job, her whole life while she was dealing with all of that shit. Not only is her
house gone, so is her job because KU can’t keep her safe and they don’t want
to deal with crazies on campus. She’s only on the faculty list because she’s on
sabbatical.
“Everything she had, everything she’d built, everything she is—nuked.
No home. No family. No support. No job. Nowhere to go. You did not see
her, Jack. She was living in a fucking nightmare. She was a quivering wreck of a
human. And the entire time I was—yes, pressuring—her to give you a chance.
And got someone else to dogpile her with me. Why? I thought being with you,
feeling your love and support, would help heal her because for some reason I
don’t get, she loves you—”
His lip curled. “She does not love me,” he hissed.
Sebastian’s jaw dropped. “What the everloving fuck? You want to marry
a woman you think doesn’t love you?”
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“I love her. That’s all I need.”
“You love what she does for you! And now you’re demanding more. After
you publicly humiliated her, then told her she better move in and fix Fifth or
get the fuck out.”
Jack winced. That did sound bad, even to him.
“She doesn’t have anything left to give you but love! No, you haven’t been
fucking around on her. Yes, you’ve turned into Dad of the Year. But no, you
didn’t learn one fucking thing about how to treat adults while she was gone,
and you know what? I’m done with you, too. I’ll clear out my office and have
my lawyers contact yours.”
Jack didn’t say anything when Sebastian stormed out because it looped in
his brain the rest of the day as he sat in his chair and looked out over the East
River.
like a dying dog
“She is not at home, Mr. Blackwood,” the concierge at Sebastian’s building
told him that evening. Jack had no idea what he’d say if she were at home.
“Is she moving out?”
“I am not aware of any arrangements to that effect, no.”
Jack wasn’t going to get past this concierge the way he got past the night
concierge unless he played his trump card.
“Is her motorcycle in the garage?”
“I don’t know.”
“Can I look?” he asked testily.
“No, sir. Only residents are allowed in the garage and Mr. Taight has
blacklisted you.”
That didn’t take long. Jack’s eyes narrowed. “I could have your job.”
The concierge’s expression never changed from politely blank. “I’m sorry,
sir, but you are not qualified to do my job.”
Shocked, Jack almost laughed. “Can you call up to Cordelia Sedgwick,
please?”
His eyes narrowed the tiniest bit. “The Sedgwicks are not at home.”
Shit, that “not at home” probably wasn’t a euphemism. Cordy liked being
out and about and Strafford liked going with her, no matter where it was.
He sighed and turned away, then slup-slup-slupped through the revolving door until he was out on the sidewalk, under the canopy, in the way of a
doorman who was attempting to direct another couple into the building.
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“Oh, Fourth!” said Cordelia Sedgwick when she saw him and took him
aside. Maybe the universe did like him. “Lydia,” she gushed, “is just lovely. She
plays for us in the evening, you know.”
“No, I didn’t know.”
“She told me she’s thinking about buying Sebastian’s flat! I’m so excited.”
Jack’s eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “When did she say that?”
“Oh, last week, I believe. She stayed here last year, you know.”
No, he hadn’t known that, either. Not until the end. It should’ve occurred to him, but he hadn’t thought to ask at first, just like he hadn’t
thought to ask about her history at all, having investigators dig through her
life to find her, not to find out about her.
I don’t know why it’s hurtful that you don’t know stupid details about my life.
… there’s so much more there you—we—are missing out on because the details
themselves are either data points or the seeds of a new concept. Every data point is part
of a story, isn’t it?
He’d never needed to know anybody’s details because human nature was
pretty static, their impulses and behaviors fairly consistent given a few variables Jack could switch out on the fly when he was trying to do a deal.
Unless he was dealing with two damaged kids and a woman who fascinated, frustrated, and flummoxed him—and he was failing on all levels.
Relationships. God, how he hated relationships.
“And when you were all over the news last year! She told us her side of
the story when her piano was being delivered—” A piano bought before he’d
ground her under his heel. God, that hurt. “—and oh, her playing is divine.”
Yeah, he didn’t know whether it was or not. Wouldn’t be able to tell under any circumstances.
His brow wrinkled. “Did you know she auditioned at Juilliard for a nonperforming position?”
Her smile dropped and her expression hardened. “Yes.”
“She thinks someone set her up to fail.”
“They did.”
Jack was surprised. “Um … ”
“I have my suspicions who and why,” she said darkly as she welcomed her
doddering much-older husband into one arm to help hold him up. “But I’m
going to find out because that was unconscionable, doing that to someone
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that prestigious.” She paused. “Was Third angry you called his marker last
year?”
Jack shook his head. “Neh. If it’d been for anyone else, I’d have been
barred from favorite child status for the rest of my life, but for her? No. Apparently, she’s the one who launched Suleikha’s career, which, of course, I
wouldn’t know because I’m an uncultured swine.”
Cordelia clucked. “Yes. Yes, you are, but you’re so cute about it. I haven’t
said anything to Lydia, so keep mum. I need to find out what happened and
then I’m going to do something.”
Probably pull funding for all sorts of things and make her friends pull
theirs, too.
Jack’s mouth twitched up. “Remind me not to piss you off.”
“You have been a thorn in my side since you were a child.”
He snorted, and she smiled as she made to help her husband up the
stairs. Jack brushed her aside gently and did the honors.
“Thank you, Jack,” he said with a trembling but still imperious voice.
“Don’t listen to her. You’re a good boy.”
Jack helped him into the lobby, to the elevator. “Maybe you should think
about a wheelchair, old man.”
He waved a hand at his wife. “That’s what she says. I intend to die on my
feet or in the saddle.”
Jack chuckled as the elevator opened, and he got on to help them to their
door, which would take him … right past Daisy’s.
“Ah, Mr. Blackwood? Sir?” said the concierge, scrambling toward them.
“Mr. Taight has blacklisted you. You’re not to be upstairs.”
“The upstairs,” Cordelia said in her haughtiest British accent, “does not
belong solely to Sebastian. Jack is not prohibited from my flat and, as you can
see, he is assisting us.”
The concierge swallowed. There really was no choice.
He sketched a little bow and said, “Very well, Ma’am.”
Jack might have laughed if he weren’t so on edge.
“So when’s the wedding?” Cordy asked brightly on the way up.
He grimaced. “Never.”
Both Sedgwicks deflated. “But Drita said … ”
“Yeah, the dinner party was buzzing with what a pig I am and what a
rube chump she is for getting involved with me. She was already upset about
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that, but I was mad and took it out on her. Then I went off the rails so she
told me to fuck off, which is probably what I should do so I have no idea
what I’m doing here.”
“You must have some idea,” Cordelia shot back. “And watch your mouth.
You know I can’t stand it. This is why your parents don’t invite you to anything.”
“What made you think I want to be invited?”
Strafford laughed. “He has a point, dear.”
“Hrmph. What did you plan to say when you arrived? If you’d been let
up? No, I didn’t know Sebastian blacklisted you and the fact that he did
means whatever line you crossed was egregious.”
“We’re talking J.R. and Amarjeet combined egregious.”
Cordy and Straff both grimaced. “That is … quite the accomplishment,
my boy,” Straff muttered. “The worst of both your grandfathers.”
Neither of whom Jack liked, and the feeling was mutual.
“Well? How did you plan to grovel for that?”
Jack sighed heavily. “I have no idea. I’ve run out of options.”
The elevator dinged their floor and Jack followed Cordelia, helping Straff.
She patted his arm. “You’re here, so that’s a start. If you can bring her
around, I’ll see what I can do about repairing your reputation with my set.”
Jack felt a wave of relief go through him so fast it shocked him. This ally
he could count on, he knew. It just hadn’t occurred to him to ask. “Thanks,
but I’m not even sure I can get her to stay in New York.”
“I know this is foreign to you, Jack, but I do believe you love her. I simply
think you don’t know what that is or how to show it because you have had no
practice. It’d be a shame to practice on the first and probably last woman
who’ll ever love you.”
Twice in the same day … His heart skipped a beat. Were they right? “She
doesn’t love me.”
“Yes, she does,” Cordy said testily. “Why, I don’t know. I certainly
wouldn’t put up with you.”
They shuffled right past Daisy’s door, to the next one. “We asked her to
put the piano on our common wall so we could hear her play. She plays all
night, but she’s so good it’s never annoying.”
“Uh … What about the noise curfew?”
She waved a hand. “I demanded she be allowed to play since her piano is
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on our wall. The restriction shocked her. She was not happy.”
No, she wouldn’t be. “She has a little house on an acre of prairie,” Jack
reminded her, “and access to a concert hall twenty-four-seven.”
“Had. We had to sign a waiver, but in return, she takes requests. Fourth,
she knows everything!” Cordy gushed. “Even the things Straff and I fell in love
to. She does favor disco, but that’s no surprise.”
No. No, it sure wasn’t.
“Doesn’t sleep a lot, so she tells me.”
“No,” was all Jack could manage because once again he felt his breastbone
cracking open and his ribs turning themselves inside out.
He said his goodbyes and still with no idea what he was going to say or
why he was bothering, he hit up Daisy’s door. To his surprise, it opened.
Her jaw clenched. “I thought we got this settled,” she snapped. “You’re
not supposed to be up here.”
“Agreement’s broken,” he said flatly. “If you’re leaving, there is no mutual
need.”
“I am going to get that concierge fired.”
“That might be difficult. Sweet socialite Cordelia Sedgwick, a thirty-year resident, trumps a part-time resident from Cowtown, no matter how well he tips.”
She snarled.
“Also, she’s my aunt—” Her jaw dropped. “—and I am occasionally her
favorite nephew. Like … right now, when I’m courting and wooing a woman
she adores.”
“Augh!”
He smiled benignly.
“Your idea of courting and wooing is shit.”
“Yes. It is. Are we going to have this conversation where everyone can
hear or are you going to slam the door in my face?”
Her mouth pursed and she turned away, leaving the door open, which
shocked him. He didn’t know what that meant. Was she giving him another
chance or did she want to have another fight or did she want to rant at him
without interruption like Val had? He entered and closed it behind him. She
was dressed in khaki knee shorts and a white polo shirt. Socks and little canvas tennies. Nothing spectacular. Nothing that made her eyes gleam silver or
her hair look more golden. Nothing different from what she’d been wearing
the day they’d gotten almost-murdered together.

BLACK JACK | 349
She went into the kitchen and took a pan of brownies out of the oven.
God, he loved those brownies and no, his sister’s were not even in the same
universe as hers. He wondered if she had milk.
He glanced around and began to panic when he saw the half-filled open
suitcase on the couch. There, by the door, boxes packed and ready for shipping, DHL international stickers all over them and what looked like customs
declarations. Suddenly he saw into his future without her—lonely, no one to
talk with, no one to sleep with, no one to make love with who got him. Nobody got him. Nobody loved him, which he didn’t care about, except for her.
She didn’t love him, either, but she had never made any secret of the fact that
she couldn’t resist him.
Until she could.
This was it. His last chance, which was no chance at all.
“We just met,” he said abruptly as he took off his suit coat and loosened
his tie.
She glared at him as he seated himself at the island, slid his tie off, took
his cufflinks out, and rolled up his sleeves. Why, he didn’t know. “What?”
She hustled and bustled around, cleaning up her baking mess while the
brownies cooled. She wasn’t acting. He’d seen her do that at Simon’s enough.
She hated cleaning, but she couldn’t stand the mess, so she whipped through
everything.
“You and me. We’re having lunch. We’re talking about math and music
and waiting for the right moment to kiss. Then, in between filet mignon and
chocolate soufflé, we kiss a little. A little more. Not too much because our
soufflés come. Our voices drop a little. We’re both breathless. We’re eating
our soufflés, watching each other’s mouths, waiting for the right moment to
arrange to spend the night together.”
Her hustle bustle slowed a bit.
“It’s Wednesday. I’m a pumpkin at nine and I have to close out my
workday. You’ve planned to practice for your audition tomorrow. I show up
the next day and you ace it. It’s getting thicker, but we’re holding off because
this is the foreplay. It’s not quite right yet. It has to build just right.”
She was still busy, but she was listening.
“I take you to lunch again. We get interrupted, but nothing major.
Enough to take the edge off a little. We decide to walk a while afterward. We
do. I want to hold your hand, so I do. I ask you if you want to go find good
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chocolate. You want lemon. I know a place that does both. We’re in the cab
and God help me, I can’t resist kissing you because the sun’s all behind you
and your hair’s golden and you’re happy and looking at me like you want to
be The One, and even though we met yesterday, spent all of two, three hours
together, tops, I’m thinking maybe I’d like that too.”
Her hustle bustle slowed a lot more.
“We sit down. Have chocolate and lemon. Trade sly, vulgar quips. I tell
you how much I hate what you play. You tell me how cheap, fast, and easy I
am, like McDonald’s, but I don’t know how you know I’m a McDonald’s guy.
I tell you I hate you so, so much. You tell me to fuck off. And then I kiss you
again. Lemon all over your tongue. Chocolate on mine. It mixes together, tart
and sweet and smooth.”
She stopped. She was at the sink, her back to him, but her hands were
braced on the ledge and her back was hunched over it. Stiff.
“But I have to get back to work and I turn into a pumpkin at nine. I ask
you what you’re doing tomorrow and you say you’re going to go see Show Boat
with Sebastian and then go piano shopping. I’m going to bump Sebastian off
the itinerary, which you know. We go back to my office. Kissing. Little kisses.
Here and there. Whispering and trading little quips about what we’re going to
do Saturday and Sunday. Not generally. Specifically. I tell you I’m going to
wrap my silk tie around your wrists, hook them to the headboard, then kiss and
lick you all over till I have you squiggling on the bed begging me to suck your
microdick, and I will, and you’ll practically come off the bed screaming oh god oh
god oh god, panting my name, Jack Jack Jack, my mouth right there sucking. Licking. Nibbling. Trying to make you scream louder, come harder.”
Her head dropped. Her toe curled around the back of her calf.
“So I pick you up here around one. I’ve been at work since five, so I’m
still in a suit. You’re in a little silk thing, whatever color makes your eyes go
silver and your hair go gold. Silver and gold, like the song, and I wonder what
it would be like to have you around at Christmas, if you’ll be around at
Christmas, if you skate. I ask.”
Silence.
More silence.
“I skate,” she whispered after a while.
He almost broke down right then. She was giving him yet another chance.
He wasn’t in the clear yet, though. Not by a longshot.
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“Good. Good.” He cleared his throat. Tried to quell his thundering
heart. There were packed boxes and a half-full suitcase behind him cranking
up the stakes. “We go see Show Boat. I like it okay. Tolerable. Easy to follow.
No whatever deep stuff you’re supposed to see in high art. Sappy. That’s
good. Sets the mood. We hold hands. You know, like lovers do, their fingers
just so. My leg’s pressing against yours. I’m thinking about putting my hand
on your knee and seeing how far up I can go before it gets awkward. Angles,
you know. Other people. I don’t know how I know this, but you like privacy.
That’s not how I want it to be with you, anyway. Not cheap. Not easy. Not
convenient. Work for it a little. A lot. Undress you. All the way. Let you undress me. All the way. Pull the covers back. Lay you down slow. Take my
time. Make it good for you. All night. Starting tonight. After dinner. Be silly
and funny and clever together. Kiss a little. Light. Soft. Laugh at ourselves for
thinking we’re clever when we’re really just trashy.”
She was breathing faster, her back expanding and contracting.
“Show’s over. We hit up your appointment with the piano dealer. You
don’t like it. Or do. I’m not paying attention really.”
“No,” she whispered. “Too damaged. Overpriced.”
“Oh, right. I remember now. And he’s a dick about it because he thought
he saw you coming but he didn’t know what a hard-ass he was dealing with
until you sat down to play—and God’s honest truth, I hate that shit—but
I’m watching him get all panicky because he knows you’re not going to buy it
and I’m getting a hard-on watching you make this guy sweat and imagining
you in leathers. Then you politely tell him to fuck off and we spend the rest
of the day walking around, arm in arm, not saying much. Being together.
Touching. Stopping to kiss every so often.”
She whimpered a little. Her toe ran up higher on the back of her calf.
“We walk by a little diner I used to like but forgot about and ask if
you’d mind dinner here and you laugh—I love your laugh. I love it when
you smile at me. Genuinely. The way you did the first time when I couldn’t
see your sparkles and you were so fucking thrilled to meet me. And we eat.
Spaghetti. Like the dogs, you know, that cartoon? The uptown girl and
backstreet guy?”
Silence.
Silence.
Jack held his breath.
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“Lady and the Tramp,” she croaked finally.
This was going to kill him, but there were those boxes headed to Spain …
“Yeah, that. I take my coat and cufflinks off. Roll up my sleeves. Throw my
tie over my shoulder. It’s sloppy. God, we’re sloppy. But we talk. Really talk
now, somehow, I don’t know how, we talk about money and ships and underground economies and music, which I don’t know a whole lot about, but I
know what I like. I’ll forget it next week. You laugh. You tell me about that
song you hate but you play because it’s flashy, impressive. I wouldn’t know.
You say it’s one long drum solo and nobody likes those. That’s true.
“I’m hard as a rock and needing to be inside you, but you’re engaged in
the conversation. I don’t know why you can’t let the philosophy swirl through
your brain and mix with the arousal like I can, but as much as it annoys me, I
think it’s charming. I say there’s only one pure voice, Karen Carpenter, and
suddenly you’re looking at me like I’m your whole world, and I want to be
that. I don’t even know why. And your arousal’s back, just like that. My thing
for Karen Carpenter, for whatever reason, turns you on.”
Silence.
“Yes,” she rasped.
“But I don’t know why. I ask.”
Pause. “You … can hear it. You value it.”
“Ah. I impressed you. But then my tie drops into the marinara. We
laugh. I have to take it off. I splatter sauce all over your whatever color dress.”
“Lavender.”
“Right, because it makes your eyes silver.”
“Yes.”
“Did you wear that for me?”
Silence.
Silence.
Silence.
“Yes.”
“And I offer to let you use the bathroom in my apartment because it’s
right around the corner. It’s not. It’s clear across town. And on the way, we’re
kissing. Lightly. But I’ve got your breast in my hand. You’re wearing one of
those bras that gives you cleavage but doesn’t cover your nipples. It’s hard. I
can feel it. I want to suck you through your dress, but that’s cheap and you’re
not.
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“We get to my apartment and you look around and tell me it’s pretty
even though you don’t care. You’re teasing me. Letting me cop a feel while
you’re asking me where you can wash up. Here, let me show you. Oh, it’s your
bathroom. Yeah, it’s mine. And you look at me and wander into my bathroom. You leave the door open. Hey, Jack, can you come unzip me? I can’t
reach.”
Silence.
He waited.
For a long time.
“Can you unzip me?” she whispered.
He slid off the barstool and approached slowly. It wasn’t a long walk.
Two, three steps. But he didn’t want to jump on her like an animal. He
pressed against her, gently smoothed her hair away from her neck, touched
his mouth to her skin just behind her ear. He slowly undid the waistband of
her shorts, slid the zipper down.
His mouth went to her ear. “Help me get my dress off, Jack,” he whispered.
“Help me get my dress off,” she breathed.
He pulled away a little, pulled off his tie, unbuttoned his shirt, shook it
off and let it drop to the floor. Pulled her shirt up slowly, over her chest, her
breasts bouncing when they caught because she wasn’t wearing a bra. She
straightened against him and lifted her arms so he could pull it off all the way.
He dropped it. Took off his undershirt. Dropped that, too. Wrapped his
arms around her, his palm on her bare belly, his other over her lavish breast.
Dipped his head to kiss her shoulder.
She was panting, her head dropping back so he could kiss her throat,
drawing his fingertips up, making her shiver, feeling her goosebumps, feeling
her throat and he pressed her further backward into him.
“I hate you so, so much,” he whispered in her ear. “Making me crave you,
love you, in just a few hours, wanting to keep you forever, not knowing if you
could want that too, or if I’ve gone over the edge and hit bottom, or if I’m
going to be just a fun weekend in bed before you go back to your life of culture in fucking Kansas. I don’t ask. I don’t want to know because I don’t know
what I want. Not really. Not yet. It’s too soon. It’s stupid and I don’t know
you and you don’t know me, and I don’t want to find out I’m just a fun weekend in bed before you go back to your world where you’re at the top of your
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game and people come from China to study with you. In fucking Kansas.
Where Piano Galaxy is, and taking my Good Ship Money and Diogenes
with you, leaving me with no one to talk to, much less a woman I want so badly to keep with me.”
He swept his hands down her body again, slipped his hands in the waistband of her shorts and panties, and slid them down, let them drop to the
floor. She pulled away from him to step out of them and he undid his belt
and suit pants, kicked off his shoes, worked his socks off with his toes,
worked his pants and boxers over his erection and let them drop, stepped out
of them.
“Not here,” he whispered as he pressed himself between her legs when
she bent to pull her socks off. “In bed.”
He turned her around when she straightened and kissed her heatedly
while her arms went over his shoulders, around his neck. They somehow
found their way to her room, still attached, still kissing. He kicked the door
shut and guided her to the head of the bed, bent, and flung the covers back.
He pressed her down slowly, still kissing her, until she was near the middle
and he was over her.
He stroked her skin, everywhere, while they kissed, their breath coming
hard, their bodies stiff and languid at once. He felt her hands on his back,
squeezing, massaging, running down to his ass and squeezing there, too, between his legs, running her finger along the seam between his balls and his
asshole, tickling him until he shuddered and dropped his forehead in the
crook of her neck.
“Lydia,” he whispered, kissing her there. “Why am I letting you drive me
so fucking crazy? We—just—met.”
She pushed, and he panicked, thinking he’d talked himself right out of
the moment, but when he fell on his back, she was over him, straddling him,
looking down at him with those plain gray eyes that only had passion in
them, her dark golden curls dropping on either side of her face and she
looked at him soberly. “Did you mean it?”
He had no idea which part. It didn’t matter. “All of it.”
“Do you still hate me?”
“I never stopped.”
He saw the tears in her eyes and she dropped her head until the only
thing he could see was her curls. Then he felt her hand around his hard—
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God, rock-hard—dick, felt her move backward, felt her right there where he
wanted to be and then groaned when she slid down on him.
She stopped.
Pressed her hands into his chest.
Dropped her head back.
Groaned. Sighed. Choked.
But didn’t move.
He cupped her breasts in his hands, thumbed her nipples while she
sobbed. She was sobbing. He didn’t take that as a bad thing.
“Wondering if you could love me,” he croaked, “if you could want to stay
with me forever and I don’t even know why because you don’t know me, but
you get me, and I don’t get you, but I know you, and for the first time in my
life I’m thinking about a family. With you. And small people we don’t have
yet because we just met.”
She sobbed harder but rocked forward, pressing down, getting him in
deep. He wanted her to move. No, he didn’t want her to move because the last
time they’d made love—made a baby—neither of them had moved at all and
sex with her was the best he had ever had.
Being inside her, being this deep, watching her back arch, watching her
cry— The last time she’d cried because she was walking away from him. This
time she was crying because— He didn’t know why. He hoped it was a good
kind of cry.
But she wasn’t moving and he was in deep and he didn’t know how long
he could last before he came because she was making it so fucking erotic, so
fucking fabulous.
If she moved, he’d come.
But she didn’t, except to rock forward a little more, press against him a
little harder, press her knees together and—
“Ah!” she cried, choking it out, her back arching even more. “Ah, God, Jack.”
She moved. A little. Fast. Tiny little ups-and-downs, rocking, really, just
to get the last drop out of her orgasm because she wanted him to stay deep,
wanting to keep her clit pressed to him, but wanted to pump, too. He felt her
squeeze in on him, her thighs tighten. He pinched and twisted her nipples
until she couldn’t stand it and she was up and down, fast and hard. Her head
dropped forward. Her cheeks were still wet, but she was looking at him, deep
into his eyes as if she could will him to fall in.
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He didn’t. He lunged and rolled her over, bracing himself over her,
plunging in, leaning down, kissing her, hot, hungry.
Shooting his soul into her body and hoping it took again, hoping something would come of this moment when there were no kids, no distractions,
no anything but two people who couldn’t take a hint and stay apart no matter
what the universe wanted.
He stiffened, jerked again, pressed hard. Harder, his eyes clenched shut,
just feeling her muscles around him, feeling her soft body against his.
He opened his eyes, looked down at her, her tiny little wry smile that
turned shy, and she blushed. “I hate you so, so much right now.”
She smiled wider, and her blush deepened as he lay beside her, taking her
with him, on their sides, as close as if they were in a twin bunkbed in a closet
in Spanish Harlem.
They didn’t speak. He had nothing to say. She didn’t want to talk at all.
They kissed, light.
Deep.
Soft.
Slow.
He pulled the covers up over both of them, settled in with their bodies
entwined, and fell asleep.

10:
LADY
LYDIA AWOKE, eyes tearing up immediately because she was now dreaming
about a man who claimed to love—hate—her who only wanted her for the
best-qualified nanny in the world. She was even smelling his intoxicating cologne. When would this nightmare end?
She gasped when the bed depressed and Jack slid under the covers.
“So,” Jack said, “Diogenes.”
Shocked, she laughed suddenly through her tears. Sniffled. “Um … ”
He shifted until he was comfortably on his back, wrapped his arm
around Lydia’s shoulders and pressed her into his body. She stretched out,
half on, her ear over his steadily beating heart. “Sent Sebastian to my place to
deal with some stuff. Since we just met and all, I had to rearrange my life
PDQ. And I won’t turn into a pumpkin Sunday at nine.”
Oh. “Ah, right. Right.” She couldn’t help her smile. “Thank you.”
“Soooo how long you planning to stay in New York, Lydia?”
She puffed a tiny laugh. “Um … I’m on sabbatical, really,” she said, her
voice sounding strange echoing against his chest. She caressed it, swirled her
fingertip around his nipple and the hair there. “I haven’t had a vacation for a
while, and this year’s been a real drag.” She paused. “The last two years.”
“Oh, yeah? What’s the problem?”
She hesitated, but she didn’t like keeping things from him. “I’ve had too
much death and loss,” she said low. “I lost a student I loved. I lost my home. I
lost … someone else I loved. He … died.” She felt his gulp and her mouth
began to tremble. She cleared her throat. “It all makes me do stupid things
like allowing myself to believe my lover actually loved me.”
He drew in a deep, shuddering breath. “‘Drag,’” he finally mumbled,
“seems like an understatement.”
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“Yeah. I can’t trust myself right now.”
He hesitated again. “You, uh, wanna talk about the someone who just died?”
She hesitated. “I … um. Yes, but— I, uh. Hm. I need to, um. I want to
cry,” she blurted. “But not right now.”
“Ah, oh. Right, right. I understand.” He sounded like he did. “So, um. Are
you gonna take that job at Juilliard since you aced your audition?”
Huh. He was going to continue with the story he’d started telling her. No,
she couldn’t trust herself, but she was curious where he was going to take her.
“Um … not sure. I’m a little put out they made me do that for a nonperforming position, especially since I’m pretty sure it was a personal vendetta.”
He hugged her to him a little. “You were right about that. But you know,
what comes around goes around. I’m sure they’ll get their comeuppance one
way or another.”
Lydia closed her eyes and sighed, snuggling closer to him, to his strength
and warmth.
“Back to the topic at hand. Do you want to stay for a while? Like, here?
In my house? My bed?”
“I thought you didn’t like sleeping with anybody?”
“Now, how would you know that?” he purred suddenly. “Since we just met?”
“Oh. Right. Um. Yeah. Sure.”
He exhaled in a whoosh. “So are you from Kansas originally?”
“No,” she said hesitantly. “I’m from Miami.”
“You speak Spanish?”
“Yes. Are you Latino or … ?”
“Half Indian, half British, all American.”
“Religion?”
“Marginally Hindu with a Christmas tree and Easter eggs. You?”
“I think I might believe in God occasionally. My best friend does. She
says he told her I needed her way back when we were freshmen and I did, so I
guess he likes me.”
He asked questions he already knew the answers to, probably better than
she did.
She asked him questions she already knew the answers to, though not
better than he did.
That was where they started, the stuff they’d have talked about before
getting into the stories that made up their histories.
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At some point, they drifted off again. The clock read four a.m. when she
felt his mouth against her jaw and his fingers on the inside of her thigh. She
had no problem with morning sex now.
They lay wrapped up in each other as the adrenalin wore off but the glow
was still warm.
“Don’t you have to go to work?” she asked softly, aware that this was a
story inside a real life Thursday morning on Wall Street, and Jack was very
good at tending real life.
“It’s the weekend,” he drawled, caressing her face with a fingertip. “I don’t
intend to let you go until Monday morning.”
“What about your— Um. The … things. We don’t have yet. Because we
just met.”
“They like Sebastian better than they like me,” he said bluntly, stepping
out of the story. “It’ll be a vacation for them.”
That saddened her. “Oh.”
“Since we just met, when I take you home and kiss you goodbye and then
you go back to Kansas—” He stopped. “I don’t want to say goodbye,” he
whispered. “Stay another week? Lemon drops and Old Fashioneds and Traders and candlelight philosophy in between orgasms.”
Lord, she was dying, the deepest part of her tingling, wanting him back
inside her as if he hadn’t just given her an orgasm. “Sure. I’d love to, thanks.”
“With me, maybe? Here, in my house? Sleep with me every night? I don’t
want to go to work, but I have to, but I want to know you’re here when I
come home, that you want to be here with me.”
They just met. She didn’t know he didn’t like sleeping with anybody. He
was asking her to move in for the duration of her vacation, which was openended, which he knew. She knew she shouldn’t, but she was melting all over
him.
“I would love to.”
This was where they’d been headed.
It was how it would’ve been if the universe hadn’t barged in on them.
At least, that was what she liked to think and barring a time machine and
a choose-your-own-adventure story, he was making it as real as it could get.
They lay quiet for a while, just being. In the dark, where the only thing
they could do was feel and hear.
Smell and taste.
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She pressed her mouth to his cheek, and felt him smile.
“I’ve never had a lover,” he murmured lazily, tracing circles over her
shoulder, her collarbone, her breastbone, around her nipples. She closed her
eyes and exhaled a desperate sigh. “Never wanted one. But then I shook
hands with this sweet, innocent, cute little piano teacher from Kansas wearing a bullfighter jacket with fifteen pounds of gold thread on it, said hi-niceto-meetcha, then watched her fuck a piano. I was so jealous of that thing. I
was the only person in a hall full of discerning musicians who knew exactly
what he was seeing and hearing.”
Lydia whimpered a little and shifted, trying to get closer to him, but that
was pretty impossible. He knew. He’d always known.
“And then she walked into my conference room in biker leathers, still
looking like a sweet, innocent, cute little piano teacher from Kansas. She
didn’t give two shits about me until I got rude and then she lit up like Vegas.
Fifteen minutes into the conversation we were making plans for this, becoming lovers—real ones, not a weekend fling because it would never have been
just a weekend.
“She comes across so low-key, so calm, that people don’t know the leathers and the matador jacket, the Harley and the sixty-six candy-apple-red
Mustang aren’t just some cute little quirks for a cute little piano teacher from
Kansas. They don’t know that’s really her and they wouldn’t believe it if they
were told. So they forget what she’s wearing and succumb to her completely
fake serenity. But she’s a showgirl, a drama queen, learned from the best, trying to get people to see who she is, but they can’t because she’s so fucking cute,
shocking people, making ’em feel good, hypnotizing them with her eyes or
her music, working them like marionettes to punish them for not being able
to see her. She is a soulless alpha who couldn’t be topped.”
Lydia sucked in a little breath of shock, not knowing whether to be horrified or thrilled.
“Until she met me. A soulless alpha who couldn’t be topped. She got me. I
knew her. Immediately. Lovers, friends, two people so alike they could never
have a smooth relationship. We talk to each other the way no one else can talk
to us, making love to each other’s minds, two brilliant people on a different level
nobody else can touch. But still two alphas wrestling for dominance. She freaks
out when I top her. I freak out when she tops me. But we keep topping each
other because that’s the game we play, who’s in charge right now.”
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Lord, he was right.
And it turned her on.
“So I keep coming back to her. She keeps holding on to me. Why? Because we are the only people who can see the other for who we really are, mirror images. The things other people can’t see about us—she’s a walking
carnival, and I’m a bona fide genius— And the things people don’t like about
us or wouldn’t if they knew—I’m an uncultured, vindictive dick and she’s a
paranoid, vindictive bitch—are the things we love, and that’s where we find
our peace together, lying in bed in the early morning before the sun rises
wondering why there are pencils stuck in the ceiling.”
Lydia’s eyes stung and she let the tears roll, her mouth trembling because he
had been able to put their extraordinarily complicated relationship into words.
“You’ve been thinking about this,” she said quietly, then sniffled.
“No, I haven’t,” he said testily. “It’s just there in my head. Like math. A
two-point-five-million-dollar profit on derivatives in four hours, Daize. In my
fucking head. There are only a dozen traders in the world who can do that. That
is how fast I had you pegged. I don’t have to think about it because I know
you. Which is why I get pissed off about stories and data points and fuck-all
because it’s unnecessary information.”
She didn’t agree and she still wanted him to at least be curious about her
stories, but the rest— “You do shock me sometimes with how perceptive you
are,” she mused, “when you don’t know people’s stories.”
He was silent for a moment, then said abruptly, “You know why the tortoise challenged the hare to race?”
Surprised by the change of topic, Lydia said slowly, “I kind of always
wondered that.”
“The tortoise wasn’t betting he’d win the race. He was betting the hare
would fuck it up. Because that was the hare’s nature.”
She thought about that. Maybe Jack really had fallen in love with her
that fast, accepted that he loved her, because he processed so much information so fast and accepted the truth as soon as he understood it that it only
seemed thin and flimsy.
“I’ve never had a lover,” she whispered, caressing the velvety skin
around his nipple. “But I wanted one. I wanted one who could look in my
eyes and see me, the carnival nobody sees no matter how flashy I get because
I’m just a cute little piano teacher. After a while, I just gave up. I hadn’t
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been with anybody for several years because nobody could see me. But then
I met this trader whose mind was a black hole, sucking information into it
and processing it so fast he was light years ahead of everyone else. He saw
me. Immediately. I knew I wanted to be with him, but I didn’t want it to be
just a weekend fling. It hurt, you know? This brilliant man wasn’t interested
in anything more than a weekend and I knew I couldn’t spend the weekend
with him and go home without a hole in my heart, feeling like I’d lost a part
of me. But I wasn’t going to be one of his cheap whores.”
He pulled her tight and pressed his mouth to the top of her head.
“Then we got shoved into this alternate reality and he said it. The thing
I’d wanted to hear since I started dating. I love you, Lydia. He only called me
by my first name when he was pissy at me, but when he said he loved me, he
said my name. I didn’t believe it was real because our life right then wasn’t
real. So I freaked out and made mistakes. Hurt him. I’m not really sure what
I did wrong, and that bugs me. Little things that snowballed and there’s nothing I can pick out, nothing I can fix or apologize for because it’s a collection of
tiny flakes. I want to apologize, but I don’t know how to apologize for a big
snowball made up of zillions of little sins. But there it is and I shoved him in
its way and he went splat.”
“Sounds like a little snowball to me,” he said hoarsely. “Caught him in the
face.”
“He keeps trying and I keep letting him, and I’m not going to stop letting
him because he’s not going to stop trying. An old woman told me once God
wanted to give me a mirror to see the person who loved me. People. Two. And
carry them with me always, knowing they loved me no matter where I was.”
“Oh, God,” he whispered miserably.
“It’s just … one left. The other— I don’t want to carry him like a mirror.
I want to see him every day, touch him, hear him, flesh and blood, but we
can’t get on the same page and I don’t know why.”
“Yeh,” he sighed.
“Life is never going to be easy for us.”
“Do you want it to be?”
“I don’t want it to be this difficult. It wouldn’t be if we could sync up.”
She paused. “We don’t have a common goal, so we can’t make a plan.”
He sighed heavily and wiped his hand down his face. “And now the
stakes are higher than they were last year.”
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“Yes. With our … son,” she said hesitantly. He stiffened. “You and I
could have become lovers, taking care not to get caught, then, when we were
ready, we could have grown into the role of parents together, but … ” She
shrugged. “Two orphans we just met demanded we be their parents and—
What were we supposed to do? Leave them in the streets? But we couldn’t
give them everything they wanted because we had different goals.” She
laughed harshly. “What am I saying? Neither one of us had any goals at all.
The kids jumped into the void and pulled us in with them.”
He was silent for a few seconds, then said roughly, “You and I just met.
The only goal I have right now is having breakfast with my lover.”

11:
STORYTIME
JACK YAWNED early Saturday morning, his fingers massaging the bridge of
his nose, and pulled Lydia close. “The. End.”
“I know,” she sighed, again lying half on top of him, the way she liked,
her legs twined with his. “Time for a new story, I guess.”
“Yeah,” he drawled warily, “um … I need to hear your story. Ours. The
real one.”
It was going to hurt so badly, but she needed to lay it on him.
“I’m hungry,” she said low. “Can you run out for breakfast while I take a
shower?”
“Sure.”
He returned, and she laid out their breakfast on the coffee table while he
took his shower. Then they were sitting on the floor in front of the foodladen table, their backs to the sofa. The tension was almost unbearable.
“I want you to clarify something first,” she said low, not looking at him.
“Would you really have pressured me to get an abortion?”
“Yes.” His answer was immediate, certain, but soft and regretful.
“Okay.” She took a deep breath. “I’m telling you this because I want you
to hurt as much as I do. I’ll try not to go overboard, but I need you—his father, the only person who’ll know all of it—to help me carry my grief. The
fact that I want you to hurt is another sin on my snowball, but this one I’m
not apologizing for.”
He dropped his head in his hand. “We’re in this together, Daize.”
That made her feel better, and she took a deep breath.
“I knew for a long time before I said anything to Victoria,” she began,
“but I didn’t tell her because I didn’t know what I wanted. One day, I’d wake
up and know I never wanted anything to do with you ever again and I wasn’t
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going to be stuck raising your baby. The next day I’d wake up and never want
to let you go. I was not going to come back, but I would still be able to have
you.”
He was listening. His body was tense, but it was likely going to be that
way for a while. She just had to try to get through this.
“But then I thought, well, it’d be a new beginning for me. I’d have a purpose again. I’d lost so many people and here I’d have a new person coming into
my life who wouldn’t leave for a good eighteen years. I could afford to hire a
nanny for when I was teaching, but I wouldn’t have to work at all if I didn’t
want to. I could just be with him all day until he went to school and then I
could go back to work. He’d know how to play Beethoven by that time.
“I started to look at houses. Victoria didn’t live in the best neighborhood,
but she’s cheap like that. I wanted a nice house in a good neighborhood. I
started looking into schools. I started looking at baby things, but I didn’t buy
anything because I didn’t know what I was going to do yet. I was sort of getting excited, but I was scared. And the first three months were hell. I had
every stereotypical symptom in the book and then some. When I first got to
Spain, I was crying all the time. I wasn’t eating. Then I started getting bitchy
over petty stuff, which isn’t my norm. I started eating everything in sight, but
I was losing weight. Then I’d waited too long to have an abortion and then I
didn’t have a choice anymore, which was its own choice, so I had to admit
that I wanted him all along, which made me really bitchy. Victoria called me
out. I was going to start showing eventually and she’d know, so no point in
keeping it to myself.
“I had my next appointment a couple of days later and I was starting to
think about names. Did I want to name him after his father or my father?” She
felt Jack wince. “But since I figured you’d rather he not exist, I wasn’t going to
give him your name.”
He groaned a little, but she wasn’t going to let him off easy.
“I was thinking about it while I was in the doctor’s office waiting room,
and they called me in. I got ready to see the doctor and I was thinking about
it. I was lying on the table thinking about it while she listened to my belly. I
wasn’t really paying attention to anything she was doing or saying because it
was all routine. I was thinking about you, fantasizing about how you’d somehow magically find me and our baby, and you’d be so happy and how we’d be
parents together by day and lovers by night, and—”
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She stopped to gather herself for the next bit, and he wrapped his arm
around her and hugged her close, pressed his mouth against her temple.
“And then things got kicked into high gear around me. I had no idea
what was going on and even after they explained it, it wasn’t sinking in.
What? This little boy I was going to have for the next eighteen years was …
dead? How could that be?”
The tears started to well and she dropped her head.
It was a long time before she could continue, her voice creaky. “I had to
have the baby because— Well, if I wanted to have my uterus scraped, I’d have
done it at the beginning.” Her jaw clenched against the sobs welling up. “I
held him, Jack. He was so tiny. Wrapped up in a blanket like he was alive,
but he was so cold. His eyes were closed. He wasn’t moving.”
Jack tightened his embrace and dropped his forehead to her shoulder.
That was when she felt moisture on her skin. He was hurting, the way she
wanted him to, but she wasn’t finished yet, not because she wanted to make it
worse, but because the story wasn’t over.
“I didn’t stay in the hospital,” she rasped, her head still down. “I couldn’t
bear to. God, I was in so much pain, but I left— I left him there, to pick up
when they got him ready for me to. I just got on my bike and went back to
my office. I was alone. So alone. My house in Kansas was in the process of
being destroyed. I still had to coordinate a conference call with KU and the
Lawrence police department. The prosecutor couldn’t make anything stick
and since I was in Spain, I wasn’t available to do anything else and I wasn’t in
danger. I hated Victoria’s apartment because it was a dump. Clean, but still a
dump, and I was sharing a bedroom with her.
“Then— She’s a thirty-something Mormon virgin, and she’s going into
this relationship with this guy who’s just like you and I’m looking at him,
thinking, ‘She has no idea what a rough ride she’s in for’ because not only is
he a manslut cunt, he’s a celebrity there. The whole country knows who he’s
slept with and it’s all documented in the tabloids. Twenty years’ worth of
wealthy socialites and jet set party girls. And he was never discreet.”
Jack started a little bit. “What the fuck does he do?”
“He’s a bullfighter.”
Jack laughed harshly. “I shoulda seen that coming.”
“The thing is, Victoria had never been in love. She was born knowing how
to handle men, and she was practically frigid anyway, so she had an edge. But
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Emilio— He thawed her out and she fell in love, and it scared me. Not only
that, but he took her away from me when I needed her, you know? I was already mad at him about that, but it was like I was watching a replay of you and
me, and every other guy I’d ever been with and done the walk of shame … ”
Jack groaned.
“And the ex-parasite, who just wanted to co-opt my relationship with the
piano. I thought Emilio saw Victoria as a challenge because she wasn’t going
to be one of his paper towels, and he was going to seduce her and it wouldn’t
take much because he’d wound her up tight. It would’ve been so easy, but …
he didn’t really seem to be trying. He was going along with her thing about
saving it for marriage for no reason I could figure out. I was so confused. So
when I had the baby, I couldn’t bear to go back to the apartment, I couldn’t
bear to be in the hospital knowing there was no baby in the nursery waiting
for me, but I couldn’t bear to be alone, either, which was why I didn’t get my
own apartment. So … I went back to work. Lots of women go back to work
immediately because they don’t have a choice. But I needed to work to keep
what little sanity I had left. I could distance myself from the baby. You. Her
and Emilio, knowing exactly what kind of man he was, watching this train
wreck in slow motion. He was driving me fucking crazy.”
She stopped. Lola would’ve reprimanded her for her profanity, but it
came out so effortlessly. She was still mad at Emilio, apparently.
“My office was neutral,” she muttered. “My piano was there. My to-do
list. And oh, God, it hurt, riding my bike and sitting on a piano bench.”
Again she stopped, but now it was because her throat was parched and
she needed a bite or two. She reached for the lox slowly and made a ritual of
putting it on top of the cream cheese spread over an onion and poppy seed
bagel. Jack knew. He remembered she liked toasted onions and poppy seeds.
“I told Victoria some story. I don’t remember, except I lied through my
teeth because I didn’t want her faking sympathy.”
“Isn’t a gal pal supposed to be sympathetic?”
“Generally, yes. Her, no, which is why she doesn’t have any friends. She
tries really hard when she thinks she’s supposed to, but I find it annoying
when people try to convey genuine sympathy. Awkward. They don’t know
what to say, don’t know how to help and usually they’re feeling almost as bad
as the person they’re trying to comfort and need their own comforting. Sympathy forces me to wallow in my tragedy and I can’t stand that. I needed her
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to be her, which is knowing and believing, but expecting people to deal with it
and go on with life like what happened to them was a mild irritation.” She
paused. “Which is what you do, so … ”
“Not today,” he croaked.
“This is our tragedy. Together. It’s not sympathy. It’s sharing a burden.”
He made a small noise of understanding as she took a sip of what she assumed was pop, but was surprised to find he’d made her a lemon drop.
“Thank you,” she whispered, touched, even if it was in a Styrofoam cup
with a straw.
He’d also had the presence of mind to buy milk, which she chugged. He
shifted a little away from her and she wasn’t exactly surprised when he
plunked a bottle of vodka and two shot glasses on the table, then moved slowly through the ritual of pouring.
“You said we’d need this,” he muttered before shooting his down his
throat with a grimace. “Another thing you were right about. Don’t even know
why I’m fucking around with glasses.”
“Here,” she murmured, snagging a piece of salmon on a fork and offering
it to him. “Eat first, drink later.”
He ate slowly, as did she, communing like they had the year before, when
they were survivors, seeing their lives nearly snuffed. Seeing Brenda die. The
poor tortured man who couldn’t even die right. And finally, Val. Still living
with Julie’s plans, her actual death, being forced to wallow in her grief and the
death of her wonderful life at KU.
She mused over these things out loud, feeling him nod here and there.
Hearing little sounds of agreement from low in his chest.
“I thought,” she said plaintively, “I’d come to terms with Mingo’s death,
but Julie brought all that up again so it’s been like he died twice and I have to
do this all over again.” She stopped. “I miss my daddy so much. He’d know
what to say. How to help me through this.”
They were quiet for a while as Lydia cried and blew through half a box of
Kleenex.
“Then … ” she finally continued, “my baby died.”
“What did you do with him?”
She sighed. “I picked him up a couple of days after I had him. Did the
paperwork. Took him to Plaza de España, just him and me. And you. Part of
you anyway. I sat on the wall of the canal that flows through it and sprinkled
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his ashes in the water. I watched him swirl like my eyes. And yours. So I’m
told. I don’t know. We don’t have souls. And I told him about you. I told
him how we met. When he was conceived or, well, when I’d like to think he
was conceived. You know, at the Easy-Offs, the day I left. When we just …
When we didn’t move. Daring Mother Nature to call our bluff.”
“Yeh,” Jack croaked.
She looked up at him to see him watching her intently with tears in his
eyes.
She cleared her throat and wiped her nose on her arm. “Um, anyway, I
told him about Tony and Lola and Rico, and about Mingo, how much I
missed my daddy and now my baby was gone, too, and— I told him I was
sorry I couldn’t give him his father’s name but I didn’t know if— I didn’t
know if his father would want that. Or … even if he’d want him.”
Jack made a low sound of despair in his chest.
“I told him how much I loved him. How sorry I was that I wasn’t more
careful. I honestly didn’t know. But what halfway intelligent woman thinks
it’s okay to ride a motorcycle when the person you’re supposed to be protecting is right there, practically being dragged over cobblestones and potholes on
his head? If I’d had any brain cells left, I’d have bought a car, but I didn’t.”
“Daize,” he croaked. “Stop.”
That hurt. “Stop telling the story?” she asked in a small voice.
“No. Stop blaming yourself. I want to know. No, I don’t want to know,
but I do want to help you carry this.”
“Oh,” she breathed, cautiously comforted. “You really do?”
“Yes.”
“Um, well. Anyway, I sat there and talked to him and said goodbye when
he was all gone.”
He took a deep, quaking breath and practically wrapped himself around
her. “Did you name him?”
She hesitated. “Yes. You … don’t want to know.”
“Tell me anyway.”
She gulped. “Tony Anaya Charbonneau.”
“You didn’t,” he breathed, clearly horrified.
“I did. It was as close as I could get to naming him after you. You look so
much like all the pictures I have of Lola’s Tony, and … He was a good man,
Jack. Yeah, I got sick of hearing about him, but that was the impatience of a
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kid dealing with a broken-hearted old woman telling the same stories over
and over again. I also wanted to honor my dad. He would’ve been so proud,
such a good grandfather. More indulgent with him than with me, and that’s
saying something.”
“God, I hate that so much,” he rasped.
Immediately angry, she snapped, “You don’t get an opinion.”
“I—” He stopped. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”
Lydia took a deep breath and slowly relaxed against him because suddenly, her grief was lightening, oozing out of her. She wasn’t happy Jack was hurting the way she’d intended, but she was grateful he was willing to listen, to
hear things he really didn’t want to know, to take responsibility. To help her
carry it.
She felt his mouth pressing against the top of her head and he gathered
her to him.
“I’m done,” she concluded matter-of-factly because now it wasn’t so
heavy. “That’s it. The end. Emilio stepped up to the plate with Victoria and
knocked it out of the park. Then I found out Victoria had had her own
agenda with Emilio. Where I thought he just wasn’t trying to seduce her—
and he wasn’t, trust me—it was because if he pushed too hard, he’d lose her.”
“In a negotiation,” Jack said low, his voice tight, “the person who can walk
away has the power.”
“Yes. She knew exactly what she was doing and she is just the kind of person who can walk away regardless of how much it hurts. He never consciously
acknowledged she’d had all the power in the relationship and he still thinks he
could’ve seduced her if he’d actually tried to. I felt ashamed for not picking up
on it because I know her better than that, but I wasn’t all there. Then Victoria went to live with him and so I was alone again. I told her it was better for
me to be alone, but it was the worst possible thing right then. I didn’t want to
rain on her parade.” She paused. “I was ashamed,” she said low, “that I
couldn’t have walked away from you.”
“You did. You wouldn’t have come back without Sebastian.”
Lydia hesitated. “You were right about us, though. You trying. Me hanging
on. If you had stayed celibate, I would’ve come back on my own eventually. I
don’t know if it’s because I’m still trying to catch the brass ring, or if you’re that
much of a drug to me, or if it really is real and we’re just doomed to having a
tragic affair, or if it really is real and we just can’t get our act together.”
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“The last one,” he rasped, “because we are each other. How can you stay
away from yourself? If anybody else had walked out on me at lunch the way
you did, I’d’ve been pissed off, but forgotten it by the next morning. But when
you walked off, I ceased to exist.”
Lydia sniffled and dashed tears off her cheeks with her fingertips. “Thank
you.”
“For what,” he said flatly.
“Listening to me. You didn’t have to, you know. Most guys wouldn’t.”
“Most guys wouldn’t have kept trying.”
She burrowed deeper into his body. “Most women wouldn’t keep hanging on.”
They sat quietly for a while, resting against each other as if they’d just
run the Iron Man together. Eventually, he wearily reached for the bottle and
poured more shots.
“And now it’s time to get drunk,” he muttered.
“Sloppy drunk.”

12:
SOULLESS MATES
“DOES YOUR HEAD HURT as much as mine does?” Jack croaked when he
dropped back into bed Sunday afternoon after having answered the phone
the third time it rang.
“No. I can hold my liquor better than you can.”
They’d passed out some time after finishing the third bottle, getting sillier
and trading increasingly stupid jokes the drunker they got, laughing hysterically,
trying to kiss but missing each other’s mouths and making them laugh harder.
It shouldn’t have surprised her they were both happy drunks. She didn’t
know when or how they’d managed to find the bed, but it was now the next
afternoon.
“I have a hangover recipe, though, so I’ll make you one. I wish I had a
cure for the fallout from all that emotion and crying. I’m wiped out and my
eyes are still burning.”
“I hate you so much,” he grumbled, then yawned.
That made her smile. “What’d I do this time?”
He hugged her close. “You’re just you. It’s— You know what? It’s fucking awful, knowing someone finally gets you and then she’s gone and for the
first time in your life, you feel nobody getting you and you care that they
don’t. I’ve been so pissed off this year. At everybody, even the kids. My parents. My siblings. Sebastian and Melinda and Simon. Piri and Sergei. Nobody around me even tries to get me, including my parents, which really— I
missed you so much.”
It was so fervent, the way he said it, but he’d always been that way with her,
from the moment they met and he snapped at her to stop condescending to him.
“I missed you, too.” She lazily stroked the dark skin of his chest with her
fingertip. “This.”
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He took a deep breath. “I’m going to have to go home in a bit. Those
things we don’t have yet because we just met? They’re upset. Really upset.
That was Sebastian on the phone telling me to get my ass home before the
howler monkeys pull the walls down.”
She shifted a little to rise on an elbow. “I thought you said they liked Sebastian more than they liked you. That it’d be a vacation for them.”
“They do, but they get antsy when their routine is disrupted for too long,
which I didn’t think would happen with him. They did better with him than
at Crazy’s house, though—my sister, Carissa.”
“I remember. Did he tell them where you are?”
“If he had,” Jack said dryly, “they would’ve been over here in a heartbeat,
demanding to see you. I didn’t plan storytime. I didn’t know what I was going
to say or even if you’d let me say it. Your concierge was being a hard-ass. Cordy
and Straff were on their way up. She’s my dad’s sister, but she and my mom are
tight. Cordy told me to get my shit together with you. I’d pretty much decided
just to ask you if you wanted to throw dishes at me and then it was just there.”
That was sweet and she was touched, but now she was starting to panic a
little. “Jack, we took this too far. I did not intend for you to ditch them for me
for days on end.”
“I didn’t think I was ditching them,” he insisted. “That’s my point.”
“But— Why did you come back? I mean. Why are we here?”
“Sebastian put my head through the window. Again. He was more explicit about what you’d been dealing with the last year and I had to compare
my year and my life now to your year and your life now.” He paused. “But
Daize, I need to get something off my chest, too, which is one reason I’ve
been so pissed off.”
Dread curled through her.
“I know, intellectually, that you don’t owe the kids anything. I’m not going to use them to pressure you or anything. This is me telling you up front
what I’m feeling. Okay? I need you to understand where I’m coming from.”
“Okay.”
“I’m Fifth’s and Mari’s father. I’m all in with them and they’re my priority. And because I’m their father, I want what’s best for them and you’re it.
I’m sorry, but that’s a fact and it’s not going to change.”
That was all true, and she admired him all the more for it, whether it
made her uncomfortable or not. She’d just have to work around it.
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“So, yes. I do feel in my gut that you owe them something. Them. Not
me. I don’t even know what. Or why. But you don’t. I know this. What I’m
asking for is patience while I deal with that. I’ve had a year of it. It’s habit. I’ve
developed a lot of those. So, this is me confessing and asking for time. I think
it’s a fair trade-off.”
She blinked. “Um. Sure. I— Where did that come from?”
“I’ve spent a lot of time in therapists’ offices in the last year,” he drawled.
She chuckled.
“Thankfully, none of them for me. I’m perfectly fine.”
“‘Dickhead’ is not an official DSM diagnosis?”
He snorted. “No. And I am neither a narcissist nor sociopath.”
“I know,” she whispered.
“But I am trying to learn to listen and distill details. I’m fairly good at it
with the kids now because they have needs I have to tend immediately and I
need to understand what they are so I can give it to them. But adults are a
different matter. I don’t have any adults I have to do that for.”
She hesitated. “Jack, I know you’re trying. I know that with the kids, everything you’ve said is true. So I think—hope—you can be in it for the long
haul for me, too. First. Lovers. Then partners. Then parents. What I’m saying is, we—you and me, our relationship—we have to become your priority
to make this work right, and you are my priority. But if I’m not sure you want
me for me, the children will think you want me for them and they aren’t going
to get what they need, which is you and me. And they’ll resent us and they’ll
be worse off than if I’d never come back. Do you see? In putting us first, as
lovers, we, together, put them first, which is what’s best for them. Not you.
Not me. Us.”
He took a deep breath. “I see your point better now. I’ll work at it, but as
a practical matter, I do have to split my focus.”
“Yes, I know! I don’t want you to choose. I want you to expand. That’s why
I’m upset that we’ve been wrapped up in each other for five days.”
“Don’t take it on you. Their reaction is a surprise to me and I will deal
with the fallout.”
Lydia sighed and relaxed back into his body. “Thank you.”
“Now. About my fidelity. I still don’t quite know how to explain what I
feel, but let me try.”
She stayed silent and waited.
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“No matter what, I can’t go back to the way I was before I met you. After
you disappeared last year, I started thinking about your comparison of my sex
life with a Ponzi scheme. Then Val wrote her statement, one sociopath
throwing the book at another, one legal, one not, but no less evil. That bothered me. She wasn’t a spurned ex-lover. You weren’t a spurned ex-lover. What
both of you were angry about was my hypocrisy, and that I didn’t see it as
hypocritical. I didn’t think about it at all.
“If there is a moment I hit bottom, it wasn’t when you disappeared. It
wasn’t when Val made her statement. It wasn’t when I acquired kids. It was
when I put ‘Ponzi scheme,’ which I consider evil, together with Val’s fervent belief I’m evil, and Julie’s parents forcing her to undergo treatment by lying under
oath, which you consider evil. Then I got a very delicate daughter to protect. It
was all of it. A four-piece puzzle that I could finally see the whole picture.”
She listened to his voice, heard the regret thick in his chest.
“It wasn’t the sex,” Lydia said quietly. “It was whatever you did or implied
to coerce the ones who weren’t after your money into bed. Using them, and
their emotions, like a salesman. But when I pointed it out, you seemed to be
feeling a little regret. You seemed to want to change.”
“No, that’s just it. I don’t seem to. I don’t want to. I did because I don’t
want to be evil.”
She thought about that for a while. He didn’t want to be a bad person as
other people defined it, which did not include anything to do with money,
and everything to do with relationships.
“Your friend and her manslut. His word, her faith. That was the contract, right?”
“Yes.”
“I give you my word.”
Oh, God. He was killing her. “I can’t give you my faith yet,” she said reluctantly. “Now I’m not concerned about your fidelity. I believe you. Your
word is your currency and the reason Wall Street trusts you. I’m concerned
about how you see me. Lover or employee?”
He groaned. “It’s not that either. Daize, we’re the parents of a child,
whether we like it or not, even if his death makes it a moot point. This whole
situation sucks, but it is what it is and we—I have to juggle it.”
“If I didn’t want to try,” she murmured, “to keep holding on, I would’ve
kicked you out five days ago.”
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He took a deep breath. “I didn’t expect it immediately, but I’ll hold on to
that.”
Heart full, she could only sigh and caress his velvety skin. After a while,
she asked quietly, “What happened to Val?”
“What do you think happened to her?”
Lydia sighed deeply. “I felt sorry for her.”
He said nothing for a few second, then said abruptly, “I posted her
bond.” That didn’t surprise her. “I had Paco and Manny take her home and
sit with her to make sure she didn’t kill herself. I got there later that day and
let her rant at me. Didn’t say a word. Took hours. She ran out of steam. I
told her I’d pay for her defense. Told her about my time with you, how I felt
about you. She was surprised you got to me. She was happy you left, though,
so I could know what it felt like, but it still wasn’t enough. Wasn’t ever going
to be enough. For her, my death wouldn’t be enough.”
He paused. “I told her I’d buy her a nice place anywhere in the country,
set up a trust for her, make sure she got job training and a good job if she
wanted one, healthcare, that she was taken care of.”
Lydia wasn’t surprised by that, either, but she was touched nonetheless.
“I made sure she knew it had nothing to do with our sexual relationship.
She said she understood and she appreciated it. I suggested she think about
volunteer work, that she was a compassionate person and had a lot to offer
and maybe she could help other people. It wouldn’t make up for Brenda’s
death, but some good could come out of it. She said she’d think about it, but
in the end, she couldn’t live with Brenda’s blood on her hands.”
“Train?”
He nodded. “She went fast. Did it right, not like Talking Head.”
Lydia’s heart cracked a little. “She was in a lot of pain.”
He paused. “Her baby,” he said low. “The one she miscarried. I— I’ve
been thinking about that. Our son. Ton— Okay, I can’t say it. I hate it. But
our son, maybe … ”
He couldn’t seem to be able to finish that thought, either.
“A life for a life,” she whispered.
He took a deep, shuddering breath. “Right. And you got caught the same
way she did, because I was evil. Her husband was evil. Collateral damage. She
tried to save you. You tried to save her. But you and Val and our children all
got caught in the web her husband and I wove. So my point is,” he said
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hoarsely, “that while I believe I can stay faithful to you simply because I love
you—whether you think I’m lying to myself or not about that—my viewpoint has changed drastically. Practical limitations aside, trying to raise children makes you look at the world a whole different way.”
He took a deep breath and shook his head wearily. “Having a daughter
is … I’m one of those guys I’d drive into the sewer for treating my daughter
that way. I don’t want some rotten cunt manslut sociopath doing that to Mari, and it’d be so easy. She’s delicate. Unstable. We’re not sure if she’ll ever
grow out of it. Or even if she’s all there. Don’t know if she’ll ever be able to
live on her own, have a successful relationship. Who I was last year, before I
met you? If I met a woman like the one I suspect Mari will become, I
wouldn’t know. I can’t— It’s torture, wondering if I … ”
Lydia melted into Jack when he couldn’t finish, and pressed a kiss to his
chest.
“The gossip at the party was unbearable not because I care about what
other people think of me, but because you were on the receiving end. You do
care and you were embarrassed and I did that to you. I haven’t been that guy
in a year, but nobody knows that except my parents and my dad still doesn’t
believe I can keep it in my pants.”
“That does bug you. Your dad’s opinion.”
“Yeah, because other than being hyper and hitting a homer through a
window every so often, I was the perfect kid. My dad has this look. It’s the
‘You make me ashamed you’re my son. Get out of my sight’ look.”
“Whoa, that’s harsh,” she murmured. She could see it, too. Third was an
imposing man, taller and broader than Jack, his skin much lighter than Jack’s,
his thick salted sandy hair perfectly coiffed, his face chiseled, his hands large. He
had blue eyes. One wouldn’t believe they were father and son at all unless one
looked past skin color. Their profiles. Their smiles. Their laughter and voices.
She could see Third in Fourth, but Third was more physically intimidating.
“One of my brothers got caught with his hand in the cookie jar at work
and did a few days in juvie, with community service. The other one drove
while he was drinking and ran into a tree, but he could have killed somebody.
They got that look. They’re not ostracized or anything and those were teenage
asshole stunts, but I have never had that look turned on me and I never want
it turned on me. His ‘I told you so’s are bad enough, although I haven’t had
many of those.”
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She puffed a soft laugh. “See, these are the stories I want to hear. There
are several stories in there.”
“Yeah, okay,” he said testily, “but the point is I still have to figure out
how to strike that balance between Daisy-as-Secret-Girlfriend and the kids,
which means I can’t be about you twenty-four-seven. Even when we get—”
He stopped. Took a deep breath. “If we get married, I can’t be about you
twenty-four-seven.”
“That’s fine. Just first. Even if that means the only thing you can do is call
me before you go home from work to say hi. First. We can concentrate on
being lovers after everybody’s tucked in.”
“Got it. Good. Then when do you want me to tell them you’re here?”
She took a deep breath and thought about it. “Please don’t yet. I believe
you, every word of the story you told me.”
“But do you believe I love you?”
She hesitated. “Yes, with caveats.”
“And those would be?”
“I think,” she said slowly, trying to parse it out, “you’ve slipped into oldmarried-couple love already and bypassed the newlywed phase. You’ve had a
year of single-dadhood, where you’re thinking about me in terms of family, in
terms of wife and mother of your children, not in terms of a lover, which
would give you a sense of our relationship I don’t have because I am still
thinking of you in terms of being my lover. That’s what I left with, that last
moment we were together before Mari opened the door. I want the opportunity to put you first, to feel me again, to know I’m all about you, the way I
was in Harlem. Not the kids. You. You are my lover, my philosophical soul
mate, my intellectual equal. You are also the father of my child, and I have
been mourning the death of this little boy who was evidence of us. When he
died, it was like we never happened. That’s where my head is.”
He sucked in a shuddering breath.
“I love Fifth and Mari. Dearly. And I want to be Mean Mommy. I wanted to last year, or I wouldn’t have been making plans to adopt them. But I
know what I’m walking into and I can’t do it when I have nothing to give
them. They’ll be able to tell and it’ll be a disaster for all of us.”
He hummed thoughtfully.
“That’s why we need to start over again. Go out. Do things. Talk. Get
back to lunch when we were going to spend the week in foreplay and the
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weekend making love by candlelight and talking about money and music,
watching Traders, and eating chocolate and lemon truffles. Living this wonderful story you told me. I need to believe that you see me as your lover before
making me—” She took a deep breath. “Before getting their hopes up.”
He said nothing for a few seconds. “Before making you accountable to
them.”
“Yes.”
“Giving you an out in case you decide to leave.”
She took a deep breath. “Yes. I didn’t expect to be shoved into
parenthood immediately just because I showed up. ‘Oh, hey, you’re back.
Great. Get to work.’”
“God,” he groaned. “I’m so sorry, Daize.”
“Your head was in a different place and you couldn’t switch those gears as
fast as you usually can. It caught me by surprise and I reacted badly, and I
apologize. I don’t like it, but I understand and as long as we’re getting on
track, working together, communicating well, I’ll be okay. And then I can put
my heart and soul into being Mean Mommy.”
He breathed a long sigh of relief. “Thank you. As for gossip, my mom
and Cordy are going to run interference for you with their friends. Straff’ll do
what he can. The kids don’t quibble about work parties, which they know I
hate but occasionally have to go to, so you should be able to have a good time.
Wanna come to the office tomorrow and have lunch with me? Noon-ish.
Wear leathers.”
She laughed, knowing what he had in mind. “Sure.” She paused. “You
know, I’ve been nice about your hygiene and all, but you need to go brush
your teeth now. And take a shower.”
“You also smell well fucked and not minty fresh. I’ll scrub you if you
scrub me.”

13:
WILD HORSES
HOWLER MONKEYS was an understatement.
Sebastian had had the foresight to tell Ivy where Jack was, but Jack had
grossly misjudged how they’d react to his absence with Sebastian in charge,
whom they loved almost as much as they loved Crazy.
“Jack!” Mari squealed, running to him, jumping in his arms. Fuck. She’d
called him Jack, which meant she was pissed. He looked over her shoulder to
see Fifth there, hanging back as he always did.
“Hi, Dad,” he said carefully.
Jack grinned at him. “Hi, kid. Good to be home.”
“Where did you go?!” Mari screeched in his ear. “You were gone for five
days!”
That sounded a whole lot worse when Mari said it. “Sebastian was here.
You like Sebastian.”
“But he’s not you!”
That he hadn’t expected at all. Was it possible they’d learned to like him
a little? “Well, I called.”
“I had a nightmare. Jack.”
And he hadn’t been there for her. Timothy would’ve had to take care of
her. Mari adored Timothy but she needed Jack.
On the other hand, Daisy had had a few of her own that, while she didn’t
seem to remember having, were exhausting her. The only other difference
between hers and Mari’s was the clarity of her sobbing babble.
Daddy, please come back, Daddy! Daddy! Daddy, what did they do to you?! No!
Stop! Stop hurting my daddy! Pleeeeeze stop hurting my daddy!
My house!
I can’t even die right …
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Let me go, let me go fast.
Hush little baby, don’t say a word, mama’s gonna buy you a mockingbird …
How had Sebastian phrased it? A quivering wreck of a human.
Boy, was she.
He was a bit quivery himself, after hearing her nightmares and her story
and feeling all the agony that went with it. If he were really going to get deep
about it, it’d pretty much shredded his soul. If he had a soul. And, unlike his
short-lived guilt for Brenda’s death, the story of his son and what Daisy had
gone through alone, halfway around the world because she was avoiding
Jack’s reaction to his son’s existence wasn’t going to fade into minor twinges
now and again.
“Look,” he said, putting her down and directing them both to the library.
“I’m straight with you, right?”
“Right,” Fifth said, but Mari harrumphed and refused to go any further
into the room. Jack ignored her and went to a club chair, inviting Fifth to
snuggle with him. That got Mari moving, but he pointed to the couch. She
snarled and sat where he pointed.
“You want me to bring Daisy home, right?”
They both stilled, which was a bad sign. It was always a bad sign.
“Yes, you do. You can’t stop talking about her. Here’s the deal. If you
want me and Daisy to be a daddy and mommy, like the family you want, that
you said you wanted when we were at Simon’s, remember?”
“Yeah,” Fifth said warily.
Mari nodded hesitantly.
“Daisy and I would have to be into each other first, before we could pay
attention to you. You savvy?”
Sort of. He could tell by their expressions. Maybe they just weren’t old
enough to get the concept even though they could feel it. Shit, he hadn’t even
gotten it before Daisy had gotten explicit about it.
“I was falling in love with Daisy before we met you. That woman who
pushed me wrecked that. You didn’t.” Fifth relaxed. Mari rolled her eyes like
this was a lecture she’d heard before. “But you did barge in on us twice while
we were having sex—”
“You were done!” Mari wailed.
“That is beside the point. You knew what we were doing and you came in
anyway, and the second time after you’d been told to knock. You can’t do that.
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The kind of family you want? It takes lots of mommy-and-daddy time without
children to build that.”
“But the mommy would still live with the daddy and the children, right?”
“Right.”
Mari shrugged. Fifth said, “What’s the problem?”
“The problem is that Mari—” He slid her a glance. Not a nice-daddy glance.
“—wants more of my attention than everybody else. The mommy gets more of
daddy’s attention than anybody else gets. You, Mari, would have to deal with
that. Daisy would get my attention first. Always. Every time. Got it?”
Sort of.
No, they really just weren’t old enough to understand that abstractly.
“Is she coming back?” Fifth asked slowly.
It took him longer to ask that than it should have. “Maybe. She and I
have some things to work through.”
“Like what?” Mari demanded.
“I found out where she was—” Their jaws dropped with hesitant hope.
“—and that she’s having as rough a time as you guys. She went away to try to
fix herself. I—You couldn’t have helped her. And she can’t find a good therapist. This is what’s been happening to her.”
He went into detail, starting with what he thought might be the least distressing.
“They tore down her house?!” Fifth whispered, horrified.
“Yes. She didn’t go back because if she had, they might have hurt her,
too, and you would never have been able to see her while they were after her.
Sebastian didn’t tell you because he didn’t want to scare you. She still can’t go
back because those people are still there.”
That hit them harder than he thought it would.
He let that settle for a moment before he dropped the big thing on them
though he wasn’t even sure he could say it out loud.
Both kids gasped and Fifth scrambled off Jack. They both were staring at
him in horror.
“She has a baby?” Mari squeaked.
Jack opened his mouth, but instead of saying what he meant to say, he
clapped his mouth shut. Then he said, “Would that bother you? If Daisy and
I had a baby?”
Their faces said it all. Definitely.
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Shit.
“Okay, well, you know how sometimes women want to get rid of their
babies and they get an abortion?”
They nodded, their expressions hopeful.
Fuckfuckfuck.
They were just going to have to deal with the reality of siblings, because
fuck him if he didn’t want that now, sitting here grieving his lost one.
Like, like we almost wanted it to happen.
They had.
“Sometimes the baby dies on its own—” Jack’s ribs were turning inside
out again. “—and comes out by itself. It’s called a miscarriage, when nobody
does anything to make the baby die. It just does. If the baby has been there
longer than four or five months and the baby dies, then the woman has to
actually have the baby and bury it. That’s what happened to our baby.”
They were both staring at him as if they didn’t understand, but they were
working to get to the logic.
“So,” Fifth drawled thoughtfully, “her baby—”
“My baby,” Jack corrected firmly.
Fifth nodded impatiently. “Was actually born?”
“Yes. Daisy had to have the baby after the doctor figured out he was already dead. His name was Tony.” Which he hated.
“He?” Fifth drawled warily.
“Yes,” Jack said pointedly. “He would’ve been born before your adoption
and name change went through. But since your name change was already in
the pipeline, I wouldn’t have felt right about giving him your name. So maybe
you should think about that.”
Fifth grimaced.
“Anyway, now you know. Oh, and that’s not including everything that
happened last year.”
Fifth sighed and looked away, trying to hide tears.
“Poor Daisy,” Mari said low, looking down at her lap and picking at her
fingernails.
“Right. She needs lots of help she hasn’t been able to get. She doesn’t
have the energy to love us the way she really wants to yet, the way she did last
year. So what I’m trying to say is, we have to be patient with her. It’ll take a
while before she comes home to us. If she does, because you know I have hurt
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her feelings very badly in the past—”
“You always do,” Mari muttered resentfully. “She left because you’re
mean to her. Jack.”
So they did understand that if Daisy left, it wouldn’t be because she
didn’t love them.
“You’re right,” he said matter-of-factly. “Very few people like me, and
there’s a reason for that. But if she did decide she could live with me, we
would have to help her feel like this is her home. You’ve had time and people
around you to love you and help you. Fifth, you have school. Mari, you have
Timothy and your tutors you like.” So far. “Daisy’s daddy is dead and she
only had her sister.” It wasn’t quite a lie, but best friend didn’t have the right
connotation and she didn’t have her for long. “She was basically alone. And
she still had to go to work every day.” Jack wrinkled his nose because it was
stinging again. “She was too sad to talk to anybody.”
“Where did she go?”
“To Spain.”
Their mouths dropped open.
“She needed to be with her family. You know what that’s like now, to
have family you know loves you. You have Grandma and Grandpa Blackwood, Ivy, Aunt Crazy and Uncle Loony and Sebastian. You still have Simon
and Sergei. Paco and Manny and Piri. The other folks in Harlem you trust.
Right?”
They nodded.
“Daisy only has her sister. She went where she could cry and be comforted by someone who knows her better than anyone else and loves her completely.”
hide and lick her wounds like a dying dog
They looked at each other, then looked away from each other.
“Daisy and I need to get back to where we were before that woman tried to
push me in front of a train.” Before he’d shot his mouth off fifteen minutes into
the mating ritual. “If she comes to live with us, my doors get closed and locked
at night because you—” He pointed at Mari. “—won’t do what you’re told.”
Instead of the tantrum he expected, though, he got a reluctant acceptance
that was a cover for relief. As if they’d been up too late and just wanted to let
their eyelids close, but were too proud to admit it. No, I’m not tired, Da—
zzzzzzzz
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“This is what you said you wanted, me and Daisy as your daddy and
mommy. But she and I would have to be all about each other first. All I need
from you is to be patient.” Ha! “The rest is up to me, to make her feel loved
and safe, to make her understand I’m trying not to hurt her, trying to make a
home for her, trying to give her some energy back.”
“Do you think she will come back?” Fifth asked softly.
“I don’t know, kid,” Jack muttered, looking down at the floor. “She
doesn’t have any faith in me.”
With that, both kids walked away from him without a glance or a word,
much less a goodnight, Daddy.
Their bedroom doors closed quietly.
Jack leaned over and put his face in his hands. They didn’t have any faith
in him, either.
They never had.

14:
MILF
LYDIA SAT ON THE PIANO BENCH late that night looking around at her
packed boxes and half-packed suitcases, her hands trembling with … something. It wasn’t good. It made her want to puke; anything that made her want
to puke wasn’t good, was it?
She told him she wanted to go back to the beginning. His unexpected arrival and narrative five days ago had taken her completely by surprise, made
her heart hurt because he was trying.
He’d told her a story. One he’d spun out of thin air because he wanted to
talk to her but didn’t know what he was feeling so he couldn’t figure out how
to say it. Feelings just fell out of his mouth like gumballs.
Making me crave you, love you, in just a few hours, wanting to keep you forever,
not knowing if you could want that too …
She wasn’t queasy because she’d just locked herself into motherhood.
She was queasy because it felt like they were trying to force a relationship
where the universe had decreed there could not be two alphas in a relationship, and, like money, it was going to keep itself in balance.
But she kept hanging on.
It was midmorning in Spain. Victoria didn’t have class until two, so Lydia called. Explained.
Silence.
“My mind processes it like this,” Victoria said finally. “The universe
wasn’t interested in you and Jack last year. The universe wanted to get help to
people who needed it and it used you and Jack to do it. But while that was
going on, you had to communicate with each other, to work together, talk,
get to know each other, support each other, be upfront about your feelings.
He was the first person you told about Julie. You were the only person to
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find the inflation-proof bond satisfactory pillow talk.
“You weren’t meant to be just a fun weekend in bed, but you might never
have followed that path if the universe hadn’t grabbed you to help it with
other things. You left, he got the kids, and the universe took care of moulding
him into a better version of himself so you didn’t have to. The universe made
sure the fire was still there and it made sure you didn’t go back to KU. If the
universe didn’t want you together, you wouldn’t be.”
Lydia simply didn’t know what to say to this. It was always perfectly logical when Victoria said it.
“But Jack and I keep falling on our faces.”
“Not really. Now, you know I am not his biggest fan.”
That was an understatement. But Lydia hadn’t approved of Emilio, either, which only meant Victoria’s judgment in men was as bad as Lydia’s.
“But in this case, I see where he’s coming from. He thinks ‘I love you’ and
‘let’s get married Friday and get on with life’ and ‘my son needs his mother’
should pretty much cover everything from ‘I adore you’ to ‘my penis belongs to
you’ to ‘let’s grow old together.’ He doesn’t understand why for you it doesn’t,
which means he has to stop and think about it when he’s got other things to
deal with, and he’s frustrated. You’re not speaking the same language.”
Lydia blinked and she looked up at the ceiling. That was when it occurred to her that Jack was a socially aware version of Victoria—the only
person outside Lydia’s family who got her.
“You know what he’s saying when he tells you he hates you. So use that
as your Rosetta Stone and give him time to learn your language. He’s fully
capable of it if he has a compelling reason, and there’s nothing more compelling than ‘When you walked away, I ceased to exist.’ And I must say, I am
wildly impressed by that.”
It was very difficult for a man to impress Victoria. That was when Lydia’s eyes began to sting.
“How’d he take the baby?”
Lydia sniffled. “Hard.” She relayed their life-for-a-life discussion.
Victoria said nothing for a few seconds. “Well. There are a lot of ways I
could reason why Tony died, and no, I don’t believe it was because you were
riding a motorcycle. Women have sex when they’re pregnant and I don’t really
see how that can be more safe. The most likely explanation is that there was
something physically wrong with the baby. Remember. There are two people
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involved, the mother and the baby. So if we’re going to blame the universe, then
let’s give it the benefit of the doubt and assume it did what was best for the baby. In short, it’s not about you. Or Jack. Or the things you did. Or karmic retribution for those things. It’s about the baby and that the universe did what was
best for him. But really, that’s just another way of saying science did it.”
Lydia missed Victoria so much.
“If you can’t accept that’s it’s not a life for a life, remember also that you
saved two children’s lives. Intelligent children who were alive, mostly healthy,
who needed you more than your and Val’s babies needed you. The babies are
fine where they are. Fifth and Mari were destined for miserable lives and early, probably miserable, deaths. But not now, only because you noticed them
and got them help, and Jack followed up. They might be more or less messed
up than he thinks, but they’re in excellent hands.”
Lydia felt relief and joy flood her. That was true.
“The real question is this: Barring infidelity, at what point do you decide
Jack is not worth the trouble?”
“I don’t know, but things change. A woman loses her sexual worth when
she becomes a mother. I feel like I have to choose one or the other.”
Victoria paused. “That’s an interesting concept,” she mused. “What a
crappy choice.”
“Exactly. Before you married Emilio, you wouldn’t understand that.”
“Correct. This doesn’t apply to my brother and sister-in-law, however,
because they’ll ditch their kids to have sex if they’re in the mood. ‘Pick one’ is
logical, but is it a rule? You don’t believe in the G-spot—”
“The Great Pumpkin, you mean,” Lydia muttered.
“—but I have proof. You might be right, but it doesn’t necessarily follow
that just because the kids’ welfare is his first priority, he can’t also separate
your sexual worth from your worth as a mother.”
Lydia chewed on her bottom lip, still uncertain.
“Lydia,” Victoria said matter-of-factly when she didn’t answer. “Take the leap.”
Click.
God, I love that girl. She’s right, you know.
“What would you know about it?”
You’d be surprised what I know and how.
“Mingo, what did you keep from me? What could be so bad that you’d
hide it from me?”

BLACK JACK | 389
Silence.
There were only two people Lydia trusted with her grief. Jack was one of
them. She hadn’t even talked to Victoria about Julie before she unloaded on
Jack, which said a whole lot about him she didn’t need to dissect at all.
She sauntered off the elevator the next day, and down the hall toward
Jack’s office where he was pacing, a phone to his ear, and yelling.
She pushed the glass door open to hear him bellowing something at
somebody. He slammed the phone down, cast her a glance then turned to a
table full of people, who were looking at her—
“GODDAMMIT! PAY ATTENTION! SHE’S NOT THE ONE WHO
SIGNS YOUR FUCKING PAYCHECK!”
Lydia barely choked back a laugh.
—and began yelling at them about thinking about what needed to be done
and doing it.
She leaned back against a credenza, crossed her ankles, and her arms over
her chest until he was finished and told them to get out. They did, some
cowed, some angry, some resigned.
“I would starve to death and risk dying of hypothermia before I’d work
for you,” Lydia drawled.
He cast her another irritated glance while he continued pacing, his hands
on his hips. “Little shits straight out of school thinking their MBA entitles
them to the title of Big Swinging Dick.”
“I’m envious.”
He stopped and stared at her. “Why?”
“I only wish I could yell at my freshmen that way.”
He grinned suddenly. It made her heart beat faster. “Would you?”
“No, I’d just rip their self-esteem out through their noses.”
He sidled up to her and said low, “Sebastian said you do something with
your eyes.”
She gave him a coy smile and said, “I suck men’s souls out.”
He stared at her for quite a few seconds. “I must not have a soul, ’cuz I’m
not seeing it.”
“You haven’t been sucked properly or from the right places.”
“You offering?”
“Maybe,” she said coyly as she offered him her leather-clad arm.
“I don’t ride bitch, sweetheart.”

15:
In the Year of the Cat
THERE SHE WAS. In her smile, her flirting, her willingness to roll with it, no
sign of skittishness from the almost-week they’d spent in bed with nothing
intruding on them, cobbling themselves together again from the rubble of last
year’s catastrophe and the ashes of their son.
“So you rode?” he asked throatily as they descended the elevator. “All the
way from Kansas?”
“Oh, yes.”
“Why would a librarian— You’re a librarian, right?”
“Piano teacher,” she corrected saucily.
“Right. Isn’t it illegal for sweet, innocent little piano teachers from Kansas to wear leathers?”
“No.”
“It should be. I’ll bet you left a string of wrecks in your wake, men looking at your hot little ass in those tight leathers.”
“Just because something’s illegal doesn’t make it immoral,” she said archly. “In which case, you have to examine the morality of the law. And any law
restricting what I can wear is immoral, therefore, I would have no obligation
to follow it.”
“Beef with a side of philosophy. My favorite.”
She laughed. It was genuine. And her eyes sparkled the ordinary sparkles
of someone who was happy.
“I’m told,” she said as they were shown to the same secluded corner table
where they’d begun this relationship over a year ago, “that I have no soul,
either.”
“Yeah,” he drawled as he removed her jacket and handed it off to a waiter.
He gestured for her to slide into the booth, which she couldn’t do in leathers,

BLACK JACK | 391
so they both laughed as she moved over, stuck and peeled her leathers off the
vinyl over and over until he had enough room to slide in beside her.
He leaned left toward her, nudging her while he reached for the bread,
broke a piece off and said, “Open up.”
“That’s what she said.”
This was brilliant, he thought as she took a bite, shifting everything back
to this. “I only recently became aware some people think I have an idiopathic
physiological anomaly.”
“Have you had it tested?”
“I’ve lived with it this long without knowing I had it, so I don’t really care
as long as it gets me what I want.”
Her smile faded a little, but he was prepared for that.
“Women,” he said throatily, “suddenly started buying lots of municipal bonds.”
She gaped at him for a couple of seconds before she burst out in laughter.
The waitstaff interrupted them for their order.
“Filet mignon,” she said promptly. “Salad, bleu cheese. A glass of your
best red wine and mints.”
“A woman who knows what she wants.”
Her eyebrow rose.
“To eat.”
Her mouth twitched.
Jack ordered the same, except for the wine, and then said, “One chocolate
soufflé, one lemon.”
He felt her start of surprise and he slid her a smug grin.
“I love lemon,” she murmured when he was gone.
“So did my last girlfriend,” he said deliberately.
She looked at him with exasperated amusement.
“So I had it put on the menu for her. In case she ever came back.”
She blinked and her smile faded. “Did she?” she asked, her voice husky
with emotion.
“Yes,” he whispered leaning close, kissing her lightly. She returned the
kiss, laying her palm on his warm, smooth cheek. “But honest to God, I don’t
know why she keeps giving me more chances. You gave your boyfriend a lot
of chances. Why?”
“I love him.”
He drew away, shocked. “You do?!”
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She nodded soberly. “I fell in love with him when he poured water on my
fingers and wrapped them with his pretty tie,” she continued softly, looking
into his eyes. His wide eyes because he was fucking floored.
“Why?” he croaked.
“He brought color to my life,” she murmured. “After Julie told me what
she was going to do, the carnival inside me shut down, went cold and gray.
Not even my house could cheer me up. I met him and suddenly, there was
color again. Vibrant color. Energy. Even when he was being a dickhead, he
was colorful. Anything was preferable to fifty shades of gray. But I thought I
was lying to myself or maybe I was just dazzled or maybe I was grieving or
feeling guilty, and needed some physical connection with someone or …
maybe it was just stress. But I was away from him for a year and I missed him,
missed that connection we had.”
“Then why didn’t you stay?” he asked quietly. “At least try.”
“I’d lost so many people. But they didn’t choose to leave me. They died.
And I was grieving. If I lost someone I loved because he chose to leave me— I
couldn’t— That would’ve broken me. So when you put us last and said,
‘Yeah, the sex, whatever,’ and ‘I don’t need you for me,’ I knew you’d already
left me. I was devastated. That’s why I’m still … You know. Doubtful.”
Jack couldn’t speak, his throat was so tight.
“I wasn’t getting any better in Spain,” she said low. “But now I’m with
him and he’s trying to do what I asked him to do. It’s hard for him, I know. I
didn’t know it was going to be that hard, but he has a lot more on his plate
now. I don’t know how to work around that and I think maybe I’m being
inconsiderate or too demanding. I don’t know. I can’t gauge that. So I don’t
want him to think I don’t appreciate it. I also want him to know that I know I
screwed up, too.
“Should I have told him I loved him anyway? I don’t know. It’s one of
those little snowflakes packed in my snowball of screw-ups and sins. Did I
screw up when a girl came to me to tell me exactly when and where and how
she was going to die, and I kept silent? Did I screw up when I ran from the
cops and dragged my boyfriend along with me instead of just trusting them to
do the right thing and—”
He scowled. “I think dragging your boyfriend along with you might be
overstating it a bit. He coulda walked out at any time.”
Her mouth tightened. Trying not to laugh. “Did I screw up when—”
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Then she started to giggle, which he had never heard her do.
He loved it.
But she sobered and went on. “Did I screw up when I didn’t tell him I
was pregnant? I don’t know. So what if he asked me to get an abortion? I
could have just told him to go to hell.”
“You didn’t screw up,” he said hoarsely, feeling like there was gravel in his
lungs. “He would’ve shot his mouth off just to have something to say and he
wouldn’t have meant a word of it and it would’ve been fucking awful and
there’d’ve been no coming back from that.”
Their food came. It was an opportunity to escape a little from a conversation that started out light and fun, and progressed to deeply personal rather
quickly. It gave Jack a chance to figure out how to get them back on track the
way they had been the last week.
“How ’bout you forget about all your flaky little sins and maybe have
dinner with me tonight?” Jack said once the waiters had gone away.
She flushed little. “I would love to, but what about the kids?”
“Well,” he grimaced, “dinner tonight is going to involve Big Macs and white
papers, not in that order, so they’re not expecting me home before ten or so.”
“I thought they … ”
“Well, it’s either they deal with my late evenings or I make them listen to
an economics lesson. They called my bluff. Once.”
She laughed.
“But I do have to be home by ten because Mari’ll be waiting up for me even
though she’s not supposed to and she’s a wreck if she doesn’t get enough sleep.”
Daisy stared at him for a second or two then gave him that smile, the smile
he’d missed every single day of the last year, the smile he would’ve missed after a
fun weekend and she went home never to think about him again.
“How’d they take your absence?”
“I smoothed it over pretty well. And I found out they like me better than
Sebastian, so put one in the win column for me.”
She snickered. “You knew that would happen.”
“No,” he corrected solemnly. “I didn’t. I’m a better disciplinarian than
any of us thought I’d be but Mari still steamrolls me and Fifth is still deferring quality time to her.” He scowled past her, out the window. “I can’t tell
how much progress they’ve made or if they’ve made any at all, especially with
Mari getting kicked out of every upper-crust private school from Battery
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Park to Washington Heights.” He looked back at her. She was listening intently, somber, attentively. “That’s frustrating.” She nodded. “I told them I
just found out where you’d been and why you’d gone away.”
Her face opened up in shock.
“I did not tell them where you are now or that I was with you.” He
shrugged. “As a rule, I’m completely straight with them. I was gone for five
days without notice. I had to tell them something so as not to say, ‘Oh, hey, I
was with Daisy’ and get swamped with their demands to bring you home,
especially if they knew you were three blocks away. I’d have never gotten out
from under that or you would’ve had them banging on your door or both.”
She nodded again, slowly this time. She really did understand even if she
didn’t like it.
“I explained that you and I need to get back to where we were when Val
pushed me, and I did make it clear to Mari that I’m still mad about her busting in on us. Twice.” He shrugged. “They would not have welcomed a
child—especially one that’s ours, biologically.”
Daisy’s mouth twitched and she sighed.
“I told them about your house. They took that harder than I expected,
especially when it really hit them that you were basically homeless.”
Her eyes glittered with tears, but he’d expected that and picked up a
napkin to dab her eyes. “Fucking up your makeup there, Daize,” he muttered.
She laughed. Sadly.
“I told them those people might have come after you, so you had to hide.
I almost let it slip that your nightmares are worse than Mari’s, but I caught
myself in time.”
She gasped. “When— During storytime?”
He nodded. “Yes. They were bad.”
She looked stunned. “I had them in Spain, but I don’t remember having
them during storytime.”
“Which means you’ve made progress. The upshot is, all is forgiven. I told
them that we have to work to make a home for you in case you decided you
wanted to come live with us.”
Her mouth tightened. “That still puts the onus on me.”
He shook his head. “No, they’re already furious with me for hurting your
feelings badly enough to make you leave me last year. ‘She left because you’re
mean to her. Jack.’ That’s a direct quote.” She puffed a melancholy laugh. “I
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didn’t know they already understood that, so you’re off the hook no matter
what.”
She took a deep breath and rolled her eyes up to the ceiling in thought.
“Okay,” she muttered. “I’m sorry I’m such a wreck.”
“You weren’t before Julie, were you?”
She shook her head.
“Look, Daize,” he murmured, reaching up to tuck a curl behind her ear.
“If it makes you feel any better, I can’t imagine you being as much of a wreck
as you have been this past year.”
“Still am,” she admitted softly.
“Yeah. You seem so resilient, so badass. The leathers. The Harley. So
clearheaded in a crisis. But then the crisis is over and everybody collapses, you
know? That’s where I come in. I’m the cleanup guy.”
She smiled and turned her face into Jack’s palm. “Yeah.”
“The kids are a wreck, too, but I couldn’t have taken care of all three of
you. I’m good, but not that good. I can barely take care of Mari, and I’m shit
with Fifth. I wasn’t kidding when I said he needs you but I didn’t mean it like
a threat or extortion or anything. You came in all badass again, laid your cards
on the table. You were put together. It didn’t even occur to me you might be
in a fog.”
“I didn’t want to negotiate from a position of weakness,” she murmured.
“You don’t respect weakness.”
Fuck. Now Jack’s ribs were turning themselves inside out again. “Daisy,”
he murmured. “Stop. In reality, there can’t be two alphas, but here we are.
We take turns. That’s how it’s always been with us, how it’s always going to
be. We need to learn how to roll with it and maybe we can even learn to enjoy
it.”

16:
ALWAYS BE CLOSING
LYDIA SAT AT THE BACK of the lecture hall where Jack was presenting one
of his white papers on the underground economy. He wasn’t reading the paper. He was lecturing it. At almost every academic conference she had ever
attended, the presenters read their papers—papers she’d already read. It was
dry, boring, and never helpful. She and Victoria were the only professors she
knew who lectured their papers, bringing new and fresh things to their scholarship because they only had so many column inches.
And now Jack. She shouldn’t have been surprised, but she was very impressed. And, because he was Jack, he was excited about it, which was infectious. He was clear, organized, and entertaining. She wouldn’t say “humble,”
but not arrogant. She listened to what he said, and smiled every time she
heard her words in his. He had always been upfront about crediting her as
the catalyst of his new work and, in fact, had footnoted her in several of his
papers by name. He used parts of her experience in the underground and
theirs together (very judiciously) to illustrate his data.
Tonight, when introducing her to his audience of academics, economists,
and traders, he had referred to her as his muse.
“You heard right,” he said. “A musician is my mathematical and monetary muse. Think about that for a while. It’s significant.”
Of course, she knew where his thinking lay, but she doubted anyone here
would be interested enough to figure it out. They were here for information,
not philosophy.
He answered questions graciously, never pointing out he’d already explained a concept. He merely found other ways to say it.
Once he’d concluded the Q&A and dismissed the audience, he gestured
to Lydia to join him on the dais. He introduced her, bragged on her, showed
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her off. He did that the way he talked about math: with the excitement of a
little boy. She was at once embarrassed and touched.
“Really,” she kept saying, “I’m just a former small business owner and pianist. I went out of my way to avoid econ in college.”
“Practical experience sometimes trumps theory,” came the refrain.
Then the hall was empty and Jack was packing up.
“You’re a very patient lecturer,” she said lightly. “I’m surprised.”
He held his hand out for her to take and led her up and out and toward
McDonald’s. “Here, yes. I’m talking to smart people I don’t have to grade,” he
explained as they walked. “They’re here because they want to be here. It’s a
form of shop talk. I get to talk about it with people who are at least supposed
to understand. You have freshmen to weed out. I have interns to educate or
boot.”
“Mmm, that’s true. I might not have avoided econ 101 if you were my
prof.”
“I would never teach freshmen.”
“Weeeelll, not just because I think it’s boring,” she drawled at him with a
side-eye.
He grinned. “Oh, yeah?”
“I’m shocked you haven’t been cornered in your corner of NYU by some
pretty young thing. You aren’t hard to look at.”
“You make me hard every time I look at you,” he purred, leaning over to
nuzzle her throat.
She laughed.
“Meh,” he said as he drew away. “I’d never do students, no matter how
hot.” He paused to hold the restaurant door open for her. They picked a line.
“Diamond bracelets, no problem. Grades? Fuck you. I can barely stand breaking in people fresh off their MBA, especially since I’m paying them. Hello,
you got through business school not knowing brokers are glorified door-todoor salesmen? Did you think clients magically appear in your account roster?
You don’t need an MBA to cold call. Get a white pages and a refund on your
tuition. I turn into fucking Alec Baldwin in Glengarry Glen Ross.
“‘That watch costs more than your car,’” Jack said in a harsher New York
accent. “‘I made $970,000 last year. How much you make? You see pal, that’s
who I am, and you’re nothing. Nice guy? I don’t give a shit. Good father? Fuck
you! Go home and play with your kids. You wanna work here, close. You think
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this is abuse? You think this is abuse, you cocksucker? You can’t take this, how
can you take the abuse you get on a sit? You don’t like it, leave.’”
She laughed at his pitch-perfect delivery, and he looked at her the way
she’d wanted him to look at her, all those sleepless nights in Spain.
“I love it when you laugh,” he said softly. “I love that we’re here, on this
wavelength together. Teaching, lecturing. Equals. I can talk about this with
my dad sometimes, but he’s tired and jaded. He loves his subject, but his faith
in humanity’s IQ is gone. And I’ve always suspected he’s a little jealous of my
place in academia. Not this or that. Having the freedom to teach juniors and
seniors in my niche, grad students, and industry people who aren’t going to
pick me apart on student evaluations. They need my expertise too much, a
trader who’s also a mathematician. Thousands of people teach British literature. Maybe a hundred people in the world teach what I do. I can get my nerd
fix without having to go through a doctoral program, not having to deal with
academic politics.”
“I can see why he’d be jealous, but I’m highly specialized too so I’m not,”
she said.
“You teach freshmen to get ’em on the ground floor. My dad has to take
his turn teaching freshmen and he hates being department chair. You have
management experience, so that wouldn’t bother you.”
She looked at him, surprised. “I don’t have to chair at KU. I’m too much
in demand to teach and chair. I did it at Covarrubias because I wasn’t going to
work in that kind of disorganization and it wasn’t a big department. I also
didn’t have any advanced students. I was teaching freshman orchestra until I
hired someone, they were so short-staffed.”
He looked shocked. “You teach orchestra, too?”
“Don’t be impressed. It’s a function of being able to read a score and conduct when I have to.”
He laughed. “Oops, I just became supreme ruler. Now what do I do?”
She grinned. “That’s it. I give way too much homework to do much else.”
“Yeah? I do, too. Last semester, I assigned an essay.”
“Diogenes, ships, ballast, and oceans?”
He grinned at her. “A variation of it, yes. I only graded it if they didn’t
turn it in. I wanted to know what they thought or if it was important to them
at all. I gave that lecture at the beginning of the semester, had them write the
essay between the midterm and final. Did it again this semester, but this time,
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I had them write another at the end of the semester. I wanted to know if
they’d thought about it and if so, how their viewpoint changed. It was interesting. You can read them if you want.”
“Oh, yes!” she said, delighted. “I would love to. Thank you.”
They stopped the conversation to give their order and wait for it. Then
they found a table in the back.
“Do your students read your work?”
“Here,” he muttered, fumbling a French fry then sticking it in her mouth.
She squeaked and chewed quickly, sucking down some of her Coke.
“That was hot!”
He looked her up and down. “So are you. Can I eat you when I’m done
with these?” he asked as he shoved fries in his mouth.
She laughed. “Am I not nutritious enough?”
“Man cannot live on pussy alone, although I’m willing to try. The classes
I teach have nothing to do with my other work now because I’ve completely
changed my focus. Used to be, nobody read what I wrote except guys who
wanted to argue about it. Hey, man, if you got a problem with it, write your
own fucking white paper. And by the way, did you make a living doing this?
No? Fuck off and die.”
They ate quietly for a few moments. “You still don’t have anybody to talk
shop with. The finance, I mean.”
He shook his head. “I like my shop talk the way I like my music.
Straight-up feel-good conversations like— Well, like the ones my last girlfriend and I had, laying there in bed talking about money and music. She was
a piano teacher too, did I tell you?”
Lydia tried to keep from smiling, but she couldn’t. “No, but I’m going to
get jealous of your girlfriend.”
“You don’t have any reason to be jealous,” he purred. “I can show you
how jealous you don’t have to be.”
“You promise?” she drawled softly.
Then he leaned into her. “Kiss me,” he whispered. “You know you want to.”
It was a sweet kiss, one of newness and history and tragedy all rolled up
into one thing. And salty, all mixed up with French fries.
“Yeah, so, no,” he murmured when they drew apart. “I know few people I
can talk to like that. But, speaking of shoptalk, I’ve been looking at music
theory. The math, I mean,” he added quickly.
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Lydia stared at him, confused.
“It’s interesting. I’m never going to like listening to it, but I got intrigued
and asked a jazz improv guy I know. He showed me about time signatures,
the alphabet of music, how it’s patterned. Written. It’s like a whole ’nother
mathematical language. But once I got the letters—notes, I mean, just variables in an equation, right?”
She had no idea who’d turned the world upside down and she was a little
dizzy. “Um, er, well. Yes.”
“Only he called it poetry. He said the time signature tells you how it’s
punctuated.”
Lydia nodded, because what else was she supposed to do?
“Yeah, okay, good. But I couldn’t figure out why it was a big deal because
the math itself is elementary—”
Jack had thought about it enough to research it the way he’d researched
musicians with stage fright. But why was she surprised? Of course Jack would
take apart any process he suspected could be mathematical.
“Actually,” she interrupted, “it’s very complex. Your friend either didn’t
want to have to break it down for you or he doesn’t understand it.”
Jack blinked. “How could he not understand it if he can do it?”
“Many improvisational musicians, especially jazz, can only speak the language. Can’t read it.”
“Well, okay, but this one also got pissed off when I said that and he started showing me irrational time signatures, like the ratio of the square root of
forty-two to one.”
She blinked, shocked. “Oh.”
“Mm hm,” he said smugly. “He said it wasn’t playable. I said my girlfriend could. Stupid shit bet me five grand you couldn’t.”
She smiled, but it was tight. “Pay up. The square root—that composer’s
work—is for a player piano. No human can play it.”
Jack’s jaw dropped.
“He didn’t tell you that part?” Honestly, under other circumstances,
Lydia would have found that hilarious. She did find it hilarious, but she
had bigger problems. “They were sound experiments, pushing technology’s
boundaries.”
Jack squinted for a few seconds in thought. “So Piano Galaxy is bigger
than you thought?”
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Good heavens, she was going to attack him right in the middle of
McDonald’s. “It, uh— That would be, maybe, a worm hole. Taking us to a
different galaxy.”
“Oh, huh. What does it sound like?”
“It’s, um … aural vomit.”
She meant to make him laugh and he did, but she wanted nothing more
than to feel his naked body against hers, in hers, talking about irrational time
signatures. Feeling the time signature of his strokes in and out of her.
“What’s wrong?”
“I want to make love with you so badly right now it hurts,” she whimpered.
He stared at her for a second before bursting out into laughter, hauling
her against him and pressing his mouth to her temple. “So your brain and
your microdick can play well together.”
“This is a very recent development,” she said wryly. “Don’t make me go to
the ER.”
He cast her a wide grin. “Now you know how I feel, talking money
with you.” His smile faded. “Thank you for coming with me. I’ve never had
anyone in my life who was interested in what I do. It’s an odd feeling because I never cared, but then I did. I don’t do this to impress anybody. I do
it because it’s fun. Now I have somebody to share that with me. I like it.
Love it, actually.”
She pressed her lips to his cheek.
“God, I love you,” he whispered. “You were interested in my work, but I
didn’t like yours, then I remembered you said music was math. So I started
researching it.”
Lydia was going to melt all over her French fries. “You did that for me?”
“No, I did it for me, to be able to understand something about your
work. Why art is important, which I still don’t get, but I can relate to the
math. I can even relate to how written language goes from abstract to concrete, something with form. I’m never going to get that with Shakespeare or
cinema or whatever. I wanted to be able to talk to you about what you do.”
“I can teach you how to play my piano with those time signatures,” she
said throatily.
“Fuck me,” he groaned.
“That was the plan.”
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“One problem. I can’t take you up on it tonight unless you want to risk
the kids seeing you in the morning because there is no way in hell I’m going
to let you do the walk of shame.”
Lydia’s arousal gently dissipated as warmth and love spread through her
chest. “Thank you,” she murmured. “But I didn’t expect to be within shouting
distance of an arousal after an econ lecture.”
“What’s on your agenda tomorrow?” he asked huskily. “I might be able to
tickle your ivories. My office bedroom.”
She grimaced. “Um … no.”
“I got a new bed,” he said snidely.
“Not until you gut it, redecorate, and get rid of the riding crop. Pick me
up at eleven.”
The next day, he laughed when he saw what she had planned. “You
could use some culture,” she said dryly as she paid for tickets for Austin Powers. “Have you seen this?”
“Nope. No one to go with and don’t have time to waste going to movies I
won’t bring the kids to because I have no one to go with.”
He bought popcorn and pop and candy and, she thought with amazement, she was having a good time with him. Genuinely. They laughed and
shared the popcorn and every so often, they’d kiss a little. Not much.
“Okay, I have a confession to make,” he said as they pulled up in front of
a little pub the pit traders frequented. He sent his driver on, telling him
they’d walk back to Blackwood Securities.
“What do you feel guilty about this time?” she asked as they were seated.
“I feel really guilty that you like lowbrow humor but I don’t like what you
play.”
She sat back in the seat and looked at him. “You mean, like you think I
shouldn’t like lowbrow humor?”
“Mmmm, not quite. More like, I don’t get how you can. My family would
hate that movie. You had fun.”
She pursed her lips. “That’s kind of a long discussion,” she finally said.
“Do you want to have it today or do you want to have it when we’re with your
family? I can casually relay that because I grew up with a harem of drag
queens, helping them tape up their dicks and pad their bras, I have a broader
appreciation of all art forms, even if I don’t like some. Like rap and synchronized swimming.”
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His grin grew as she spoke. “Definitely with my family.” Then he looked
around at the dark pub. “I haven’t been here in forever. You mind? I mean,
McDonald’s last night … ”
She shrugged. “Lola, Mingo, and I worked constantly, and Lola wasn’t
physically capable of cooking. Mingo considered school part of my job, and
Lola was sewing. We didn’t eat well, nutritionally speaking. Sandwiches.
Eggs. Beans and rice. Not snack foods. Too expensive. A bag of Doritos was
a treat. I threw stuff in a Crock-pot on the weekends and packed leftovers for
my school lunch. Cooking is not rocket science, and I’m no foodie.”
“I lived at home through college. Wasn’t interested in campus activities
or frats or anything. Also, mom’s food.”
She laughed, and the conversation was interrupted by the ritual of having
to decide what to eat and order it.
“I’m curious,” she said as their Cokes were put in front of them. “Which
part of what I said about underground economies got you thinking?”
“The charitable contributions deduction,” he said promptly. “That its
true purpose is to track recipients. The whole tax code is set up for everyone
to report on everyone else, which I never thought about.”
“Few regular folks do.”
“Yeh. You get a deduction, you think it’s awesome, you file the forms to
back it up, then someone else gets looked at. I mean, people I know are
scrambling around finding every receipt for every deduction they can get,
thinking they’re being meticulous and possibly creative.” Jack laughed. “The
Clintons’ underwear donations.”
She snorted, but her drink stung in her nose and she put her hand up her
face.
“I was thinking about what you said, then my PIs started sending me reports about Mingo, and he didn’t seem to be one to take charity. Or give it.”
“Take, no. He grew up upper-middle class and he was too proud. Give? I
suppose that depends on your definition. We couldn’t afford to give monetarily, but we helped people. ‘Time is money’ is like the truth of the universe.
And we bartered a lot. We had an underground doctor like Simon. At the
cabaret, we could find out who had the connections to get him the stuff he
needed. If you have a rich and well-known businessman in your bathhouse
three nights a week getting sucked off by a succession of twinks while the wife
and kiddies are at home, you can get pretty much whatever you need.”
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“Ooooh, into blackmail, were you?”
Lydia shook her head emphatically. “Nooo. Mingo’s currency was trust,
so he was like you in that respect. We gave that guy a safe place to get his
rocks off so he wouldn’t have to cruise the parks and beaches. In return, he
didn’t rat us out. He paid the regular fee. We weren’t trying to nickel-anddime him or anything. We did, occasionally, ask if he could look into this
situation or that situation or buy a skid of medical supplies for our doc. It was
a mutually beneficial relationship based on trust. Our business would never
have thrived if people didn’t know we were discreet about our clients.”
Jack said nothing. He was staring up at the wall absently tapping his fingertips on the table. Lydia didn’t interrupt his thinking. Their food arriving
didn’t interrupt it, either. She could practically see his cogs turning, and she
wondered how long it would be before she read about this conversation in
one of his papers.
“Okay,” he asked slowly once the waiter was gone and they were left to
their meal, “if you didn’t have any reason to use the deduction, why would it
occur to you that the deduction is for tracking the recipients’ revenue?”
“From where we were on the underground food chain, we had a clear
view up, down, and all around. Mingo observed, pointed things out. Object
lessons. It’s one of the cornerstones of keeping people dependent on the government.”
“Huh?”
“Let’s assume for a moment,” she said, “that funds collected in the name
of helping Diogenes actually gets to him, but it’s barely enough for him to
subsist. No more, no less. Now, let’s say Diogenes gets a few alms thrown at
him or he gets a job picking fleas off dogs and in addition to payment, he can
eat the fleas for dinner.”
Jack laughed.
“The funds Diogenes gets from taxes to support him get cut by an
amount equal to the alms given him, which includes the food value of the
fleas off the dog. There is no net gain.”
Again Jack was thinking. “The rational actor,” he mused, “would choose
to not work for the same amount of money.”
“Or work under the table. Mingo wanted people to do more than subsist,
wanted more for people than being happy with their bread and circuses. He
wanted people to not fall for the government’s Ponzi scheme.”
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Jack looked at her speculatively. “Government as Diogenes’s jailer.”
“Where Diogenes has Stockholm syndrome.” She grinned when he
laughed. “You’re going to have your dissertation written before you apply for
a PhD program.”
“That’s what I’m afraid of,” he drawled as he looked at his watch. “Hey, I
need to get back to work,” he said reluctantly. “I have a meeting this evening,
which will run late, and then I’ll go home. Mari’s still nervous I won’t come
home. You gonna be okay this evening? No date or … ”
She shook her head. “I’m fine. I have things to do.”
They walked a few blocks hand in hand until they reached her building,
and he left her at the elevator. “I have some errands to run tomorrow afternoon. Wanna go? Pick you up about noon? Jeans.”
“Sure.” She caught him when he was about to leave and whispered, “Kiss
me. You know you want to.”

17:
HUMANS BEING
DAISY WAS WAITING FOR HIM in the lobby of her building the next day.
His eyebrow rose. “Are we back to 1950s girls’ co-op?”
She laughed. “No, but if I let you in my apartment, your errands won’t
get done.”
He grinned and captured her face for a kiss, long and soft. “This is
nice,” he whispered as the kiss lightened. “This, you and me. Us. You were
right.”
She flushed a little. She did that sometimes when she was complimented,
but there was always a smile to go with it. Her laugh, her smile, filled that
hole where his soul should be.
He didn’t think he could be more lost in her, but he was, and he finally
realized how right she was about us, connecting as lovers first, which they never got a chance to do until she demanded he make the chance. Until she demanded he give her the opportunity to invest herself in him.
He liked it. God, he loved knowing this brilliant woman wanted to be all
about him, and he was beginning to wonder if he was going to get jealous of
the kids when she could no longer make him the sole point of her attention.
“Where are we going?” she asked as they walked to the Wall Street station hand in hand.
He flashed a smile at her. “I usually take the kids on this errand and usually on the weekends, but today, it’s about us. Doing things. Without sex.”
“You know, I’m sorry about that. It was a horrible idea and I don’t blame
you for being mad.”
Now that shocked him. “How?”
“If it’s not going anywhere, the flirting and the sexual banter mean nothing. I was having a hard time getting turned on knowing it wasn’t going to
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end up in bed anytime soon. Possibly indefinitely. What made Victoria and
Emilio’s abstinence work couldn’t be applied to us. It worked for us last year
because we knew almost immediately we were going to become lovers, but
you turned into a pumpkin at nine. There was no possibility of anything before the weekend, but Friday night was coming, you know? It was there. The
anticipation, the build-up, the foreplay. It wasn’t artificial. I wanted to be
with you as lovers again, but I didn’t want our relationship to be all about sex.
I was trying to find a way to make abstinence into foreplay, but with no Friday night coming up, it wasn’t working. You were right. There were better
ways to go about this, but I didn’t give you a chance to speak.”
“You know something, Daize?” he said abruptly. “I like it that you
acknowledge when you’re wrong and apologize. That you help me stand up
when I’m dead on my feet or half drunk. That you tell me when I did something right.”
She gave him a wistful little smile. “You do the same for me. And you research things to try to understand what I do. To be able to talk about my
things. You’re right about us, that we’re good together.”
Jack reached up and put his arm around her, pulling her close, feeling
her curl into him, her ear against his heart, feeling part of something bigger
than himself. It wasn’t that he didn’t know there were bigger things out
there than Jack Blackwood the Fourth. It was that he had only been concerned with his little spot in the universe and it wasn’t big enough to hold
anybody but him.
Then he got two kids and his spot ballooned immediately, leaving him
still a tiny spot bouncing around in a huge bubble filled with people he was
solely responsible for. He felt alone for the first time in his life. Disconnected.
Confused. Overwhelmed. Frustrated. Drained.
Terrified of messing up two small, defenseless people worse than they already were.
He’d wanted Daisy’s help with the kids.
It hadn’t occurred to him that he needed her to help him, to charge him
up, to join him so he wouldn’t be alone anymore. To tell him he was a good
person as if it were true. He didn’t believe that and it made him uncomfortable, but knowing she believed it made him feel valuable to someone on a personal level. He’d never cared before and he only cared that Daisy found him
valuable enough to spend time and thought on him.
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He ran his fingers through her curls and pressed his mouth to her head.
She stroked the inside of his thigh and sighed. “This is part of being lovers,”
she said softly.
He scowled. “How did you know what I was thinking?”
She tilted her head back to look up at him. “I don’t,” she said testily.
“We’re sitting here being together. This is part of being lovers.” She shifted
and sat up. “What’s wrong?”
He tried to explain. She listened. She always did. Nobody else did.
When he was finished, she smiled and squeezed his hand.
That was all.
That was all he needed to know he wasn’t in it alone anymore, and it had
nothing to do with the kids. Or sex. Or money. Or music. Just this brilliant
little woman who matched him, topped him about half the time, kept him on
his feet the other half, and sprinkled magic on his staid little life.
“The kids have been doing better,” he blurted. “More relaxed. Mari’s getting more schoolwork done. Not a lot, but it’s noticeable. Fifth’s a little more
talkative at dinner instead of always yielding the floor to Mari. They still
don’t know you’re in town, but they do know you and I are trying to smooth
things out, that it’s my job to make you want to be with me. They’ve been
relatively patient about it.”
“They feel us through you,” she murmured. “You’re bringing you and me,
us as lovers, home with you.”
“Right, but I’m not going to be able to keep you from them for much
longer.”
“I understand. One more week? Of us?”
“Oh, that soon? That’d be great.”
She smiled softly. “Thank you.”
He didn’t know what she was thanking him for, but he simply said,
“You’re welcome.”
They said nothing more until they switched trains going uptown. She
scratched at his worn-denim-covered thigh. “We’re going to see Simon.”
“Usually, I bring the kids up on Sunday. We run her errands, visit with
folks around the neighborhood. Help out. Mrs. Easy-Off died.”
She sighed heavily and leaned against him. After a minute or two, small
spots on his jeans turned dark from her tears.
“When?”
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“Her funeral was the morning you came back. I’d just come from the
church.”
She straightened and stared at him, her face a mask of shock. “Oh, Jack,”
she whispered. “I— Oh, my God, Jack, I am so sorry. And then I told you—
Jack,” she croaked again, her eyes filling with tears.
“Don’t,” he murmured, pulling his tee shirt up and wiping her eyes. “At
some point, you have to be happy to have known people, right? Isn’t that how
you think of Julie?”
She nodded. “How did she die?”
“Quietly in her sleep. She was ninety-two. I don’t know if you knew
that.”
“No.”
“She played the tapes you made for her every night when she was going
to sleep. You made her last year of life very happy. You made the last two
weeks of Julie’s life happy.” He paused. “I wish,” he murmured, “I could’ve
met you before Julie died, so I could have known you when you were happy. I
could’ve seen you in your house, how you interacted with it, how you looked
in your own window display.”
She looked at him strangely for a few seconds before she croaked, “Why
would you want to be with someone you see as unhappy?”
“Because nobody likes me. Nobody thinks I’m funny. I like knowing that
when you smile and laugh, it’s because I said something filthy, crass, uncouth,
or stupid.”
She laughed, surprised.
“I like knowing that I’m the only person in the world who can make you
happy, even if it’s only for fifteen minutes. What I don’t like is that I make
you cry as much as I make you laugh.”
Her smile faded and her brow wrinkled in thought. “Well,” she began, “if
you think about it, isn’t laughter the sails and crying the ballast?”
Jack stared at her, completely unable to speak because his heart was
banging against his ribs.
“Yes, you’ve made me cry a whole lot the last year, but you’ve also made
me laugh more than I have in … I can’t remember how long.” She smiled
softly. “You put color back in my life. I came to New York and somehow
ended up on a Tilt-a-Whirl.”
“You want another ride?” he purred, turned on and feeling the flip side of
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the grief that rode his ass. He didn’t have a name for it. He wasn’t sure there
was one.
“Not in public,” she drawled slyly. “I want this to work because no matter
how much you make me cry, the way you make me laugh makes up for it.”
He took a deep breath. “Gimme some idea of deal-breakers so I can avoid
those.”
She shrugged helplessly. “It’s kind of like pornography. I’ll know it when
I see it.”
They got off the train and walked toward the labyrinth. They were noticed, recognized, greeted with a wave or by name, and went on, picking their
way through the rubbish, filth, and stench.
He pushed the door open to see Simon lying on her couch watching TV
and snacking on candy corn. “Lazy,” he drawled.
“Mmm hm,” she mumbled around a mouth full of mellowcreme. “First
vacation I’ve had in years.”
“Brought you something.”
Simon looked up then, saw Daisy, gaped, then hopped up to crush her in
a hug. Daisy hugged her back just as tightly, and Jack smiled. Simon, so tall
and lanky. Daisy, so short and plump. It was cute.
“Goodness!” Simon breathed, taking her hand and drawing her to the
couch. “How are you?”
Jack smiled and dropped a wad of cash in a dedicated section of the lettuce crisper of the refrigerator. He rummaged around Simon’s cabinets to see
what she was low on. He looked at her shopping list and stuffed it in his
pocket. He fiddled around here and there while Daisy and Simon chattered
excitedly, trading tales of travels and adventures.
“I’ll be back in a bit,” he said, but all he got was a hand-wave from Simon
to acknowledge that she’d heard him. He went up to the bodega, gave the
owner Simon’s list, settled her tab, chatted a bit with some of the old neighborhood regulars, shook hands, clapped backs. Everybody around here knew
who Jack was, but they didn’t care. Jack liked hanging out here because he
could be himself, he could “talk shop” with people who didn’t know labels but
were intimately acquainted with concepts and applications.
These people were about as close to friends as Jack was ever going to get
because he valued their company the way he valued Daisy’s. Furthermore,
they taught him the black markets, the underground economy. He showed
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them his papers, explained the academic-speak, let them know what he was
doing and why. They trusted him with their business, opened their books to
him, let him mine their brains and data.
They were smart, independent, driven, with a treasure trove of philosophy. This was where Diogenes got parsed, examined, and put back together in
interesting ways.
“Got one more stop, Daize,” he said as he came through the door and
started putting groceries away. He smiled a little to himself because both
women were cry-laughing. “I have a meeting at four.”
Jack and Daisy were on their way to Sergei’s walking hand-in-hand,
when Jack asked suddenly, “How do you know Spanish Harlem so well? You
can’t have just picked that up from growing up in a Miami barrio.”
She took a deep breath. “Mingo would bring me to New York three
times a year, a week, maybe ten days, at a time. He’d drop me off here at a
distant relative’s apartment. They were nice, but they were old and couldn’t
keep me in the apartment. So I wandered around by myself. Ran into some
other folks who were thrilled when they heard my accent. Thrilled that I was
from Miami, a Cuban neighborhood, thrilled I knew people they knew. We’d
had an influx of people from Cuba, and they all settled in South Beach, but it
went down hill fast. When I wasn’t wandering Manhattan, I was here visiting
all my friends, cooking, laughing, dancing, talking. I’d bring news and gossip
from Miami.” She shrugged. “This is my second home.”
Jack ran his hand down his face. “God, I feel like a dick.”
“Well, you are a dick, which is why I love you.”
He laughed. “You know my city better than I do. I never thought about
walking around, finding out what’s here, talking to people, getting to know
the tiny neighborhoods and such. Take the edge off. What about now? Do
you remember anybody?”
“No. I stopped coming here when I went to KU. I ran the cabaret and
Mingo came up here almost my whole summer break, which made me mad. I
didn’t mind running the cabaret, but I hadn’t seen my dad in nine months
and practically the minute I got into town, he vanished?”
“What was he doing up here?”
“I don’t know. I’ve never known and the longer I’m here, the more I
wonder and the madder I get. There were some drag shows, I think. He always had a lot of fabric and patterns and things to take home to Lola. It
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wouldn’t take a week or more to gather a trunk full of satin. If he were going
to drag shows, I would have thought he’d take me with him.”
“I don’t understand why he didn’t leave you with Lola. My investigators
said she needed a lot of care.”
“No, not like that. If somebody checked on her once a day, it was good.
She just wanted to be alone for a while, neither of us running in and out, yelling about what had to be done next, a constant stream of people needing costumes or fabric or whatnot. It was as much a vacation for her as it was for us.”
She laughed. “Saying all this out loud sometimes is surreal, even to me. No
wonder nobody believed me. Who lets a child one loves out on the streets of
New York to go do something secretive?”
“I wouldn’t believe it either if my investigators hadn’t come back with all
this bullshit. I’d like to strangle him.”
Daisy sighed.
When they got to the Easy-Offs’, Jack pressed some hidden buttons and
the door swished open.
“Jack!” came a bellow from the top of the stairs. Then the door flew open.
“Hey, Sergei. Brought somebody along for the ride.”
“Jack,” he growled. “I do not hear children running up the stairs.”
“Neh. Picked a flower for you.”
Silence. “Daisy?” he breathed.
“Hi, Sergei,” Daisy said wistfully as she climbed the stairs. In the dark. It
was easy, when one knew where not to step. Once she was engulfed in the big
man’s arms, she sniffled and said, “I’m so sorry to hear about your mother.”
“She had a good life,” he rumbled, rubbing her back.
Jack caught Sergei’s eyes over her head. He tilted his head toward the
music room then put his finger to his lips. Sergei nodded slightly.
“Come. We will drink and talk.”
Daisy turned toward the living room, but there was no piano. “Oh,” she
breathed, deflating. “I guess—”
She didn’t finish the thought. Neither Sergei nor Jack said a word, but
Jack gently directed her to the kitchen table, where Sergei poured Daisy and
himself vodka, and gave Jack a Sprite.
They walked the same ground, catching up, laughing, crying a little. Daisy wanted to see the bedroom where she thought their child had been conceived and cried a little about that too.
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“Time to go, Daize,” Jack said quietly, turning her away from the bed
where their relationship had started to gel over a year ago.
Daisy held onto his hand like a lifeline all the way back to the train, then
curled herself into him, her head on one shoulder and her hand on his other,
his tee shirt absorbing her tears all the way back to Wall Street.
“I want my baby,” she whispered.
“Me, too, sweetheart. Me, too.”

18:
SEVEN YEARS’ BAD LUCK
THEIR NEXT EVENING DATE, three days later, was another cocktail party,
but a more quiet one in the lobby of Jack’s apartment building, this one for
his colleagues and clients, and, it appeared, the Sedgwicks and Jack’s parents—and thank God for that because she adored his parents. They were
funny and clever like Jack, but spoke her language. His dad didn’t see her
sparkles either and his mother was versed in the music Lydia played.
“So,” Samadrita said as she and Cordelia steered Lydia away from Jack,
“how’s it coming? I have to give you a lot of credit for staying with Fourth
after he backed you in such a corner.” Lydia blinked, confused.
“I thought you knew he was my nephew,” Cordy said softly. “He has
carte blanche to my apartment, key and all. It was a surprise to me Sebastian
had blacklisted him, so I asked him and he told me what happened. I told
Drita so we could help, but by that time, you two were fine, so … ”
Lydia stared at her in shock. “Are we fair game for gossip for everybody?”
“Not gossip,” Samadrita said stoutly. “Information. To do our parts. We
all love the children you and Fourth brought into the family. We love you for
being exactly what my child needs.”
For some reason, that didn’t sit well. It was a valid emotion. Lydia would
feel the same way about anything or anyone Fifth and Mari needed.
“It’s fortunate we like you as a person and admire you professionally, too,”
she went on. “So we want to keep you for our own selfish reasons. Our job is
to repair Fourth’s reputation and make sure everyone in New York knows
he’s serious. You’re not a dupe and we won’t let people go around thinking
you are.”
Oh. “Well, I— Ah, thank you. I appreciate it.” Very much. “I had a hard
time at the last cocktail party. That was what set Jack off.”
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“He doesn’t react well when he isn’t sure what he’s feeling or how to deal
with people.”
Lydia shrugged a little. “I know. It’s cute. Charming.”
Samadrita’s brow rose. “Cute? Charming?”
“I— It’s hard to explain.”
“Um. All right, well. In any case, we thought Fourth would never grow up.
Yes, running last year was pure paranoia—” Lydia’s mouth tightened a little.
“Now, Drita,” Cordelia broke in. “Even Straff thinks it was the better of
two bad choices.”
“Even so, Fourth needed it. It didn’t make him a better person or less selfish. It didn’t turn him into a knight in shining armor, wanting to save the
world. It certainly didn’t do anything for his lack of couth and culture. It didn’t
make him any more susceptible to relationships he doesn’t want because he’s
still not capable of working that hard. It made him slow down enough to be
able to see what was going on around him and then think about it.””
Lydia’s brow wrinkled. “Why did he need to almost die to smooth off a
few rough edges? He’s not immoral or a narcissist. He’s a hyperactive genius.”
She waved a hand. “I think almost dying’s a bit of a stretch.”
Lydia was shocked. Appalled. “I was there. We—almost—died. Someone
stalked Jack to kill him. For months. She almost succeeded. Someone did die
and we saw that, too. She was still stalking him after she failed and you think
we had no reason to be paranoid? Would you have even missed him or
mourned him if he had died? Or would you think he had it coming?”
Samadrita flushed and Cordelia laid a hand on Lydia’s arm. “She didn’t
mean it like that. Of course we would grieve and no, of course he didn’t deserve to die. Jack will talk about his time in Harlem, but he doesn’t seem to
find that part interesting enough to answer direct questions, so we forget.”
Lydia bit her lip. Yes, that was entirely in keeping with Jack’s personality,
and no, almost dying didn’t seem to have fazed him at all. She hadn’t asked him,
either, so now she had another sin to slap on the snowball that splatted him.
“Forgive me,” Lydia murmured, looking down into her glass. “I know how he
is.”
“There’s nothing to forgive,” Samadrita said just as softly. “You saved us
from the pain of losing a child, and you make him happy, which … We have
never seen him happy. Feeling things for other people. Caring.”
“He’s always cared.”
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She looked doubtful. “He can’t care alone, though, especially not for the
children. He doesn’t have enough. All of us together don’t have enough for
Fifth. If we did, he wouldn’t still be pin—” She bit that off.
“Pining for me,” Lydia finished softly.
“That’s not us trying to guilt you,” she muttered guiltily. “I’m sorry. It’s
just … fact. We like you, and it doesn’t have anything to do with Suleikha or
what happened last year or who you are in the music world or what you mean
to the children. But you saved my son’s life, you’ve made him a better man,
you make him happy, and parents want the best for their children.”
And Jack was trying so hard to do what was best for the children. Lydia
sighed.
“He’s got different flavors of twitchy; I don’t know if you noticed that.”
Lydia nodded wearily, going along with Samadrita’s desperate attempt to
get off that topic.
“He used to get twitchy when he couldn’t trade for a while. The kids
took care of that twitch because they take too much out of him. They supply
his adrenalin and wear him down.” No, they didn’t. He was jonesing for a fix.
Hard. “He’s had a twitch all year I rarely saw. He’s been quietly angry.”
“At me,” Lydia said low. “The problem was that because of the situation,
I didn’t think he knew who I really am.”
Both she and Cordelia started. “Is that what you think?” Cordy asked.
“I did,” she stressed. Did, until he told her he’d missed being with her,
missed talking with her, missed fighting with her, missed her approval and
had simply misunderstood her desire to be all about his needs because nobody had ever been all about his needs. “It was bizarre. Stressful. Survivor
bonding. Guilt. Surely you can see why I didn’t believe him.”
“Noooo,” Samadrita said in a tone that sounded vaguely disapproving.
“Fourth is a salesman. He knows people. He can pinpoint an adult’s motives,
discern their natures in half a heartbeat, and even quell buyer’s remorse before
it happens. I can guarantee he knew the real you the second he met you.” Lydia couldn’t argue that one. “He might not have been interested in your history,
but to him, it doesn’t matter. Your history made you who you are, and he
doesn’t care about putting all those threads together to ask why you are who
you are. He came out of the womb a blank slate and he’s never changed. He’s
no more interested in why he is the way he is than he is anybody else.”
“That’s not true,” Lydia said softly. “He has stories. We all have stories.
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Well-adjusted self-made millionaires don’t come out of big, perfect, middleclass families with no history. Parents, siblings, grandparents, cousins, nieces,
and nephews. School, sports, work. Doing the maintenance on your house.
All these things helped make him who he is. He didn’t suddenly get a story
when he got pushed into a train.”
“Yes, he did,” she said bluntly. “He didn’t get in any trouble. He didn’t
like video games. He played baseball and tennis. He didn’t party. He rarely
drank nor did he experiment with drugs. He lived at home through his
bachelor’s. He was on the court or diamond when he wasn’t in class or in the
library. He didn’t go backpacking overseas. He did whatever he was asked to
do. He had no big rebellions. Nothing. He got a bachelor’s, got a job, got a
master’s degree, made his first million by the time he was twenty-five.”
Which was the opening Lydia needed because now she was concerned
about how his family saw him. “He sounds like every parent’s fantasy son.”
“That’s what Straff says,” Cordy offered. “He doesn’t trust his own sons
as much as he trusts Fourth. That’s why Fourth’s the executor of his estate.”
“Yes, but,” Samadrita said to Cordy, “he’s always been so high maintenance. It’s hard to see his virtues when you can’t get enough distance to get
some perspective.”
Lydia’s brow wrinkled. “High maintenance? A kid who’s a force unto
himself isn’t high maintenance. He’s only high maintenance now because he’s
got two high-maintenance kids.”
“His motor mouth,” Cordy said wryly.
She had a point, but—
“Lydia,” Samadrita said, “the truth is, we are all just props in his life, his
springboard, his seed money and then only because he couldn’t get his hands
on a market account until he was sixteen.” Lydia’s mouth dropped open. “Until a year ago, we didn’t think he was capable of loving anyone, and forget
about having a real relationship with a woman.”
“He—” Lydia squeaked, appalled by how badly this woman misunderstood her son. “He loves you. He talks about you all the time. He doesn’t tell
stories, no, but—”
“Oh, I didn’t say I was offended,” Samadrita stressed. “He never gave us
any trouble. He just never shut up.”
“He can listen,” Lydia insisted, feeling almost desperate to explain Jack—
to his mother! What the hell? “He can converse. He’s never had anyone to talk
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to about things that really matter to him. He likes being told he’s doing a
good job, likes knowing that somebody actually sees who he is and cares
about him.”
Samadrita waved a hand. “Oh, he knows we love him.”
“No, he doesn’t.”
She sighed. “Lydia, it wouldn’t matter. He doesn’t care.”
“That’s not true! He needs—”
“He needs?!” Samadrita demanded suddenly. Surprised, Lydia stepped
back a little. “What about what we need? He doesn’t love us. He doesn’t care
about us or our feelings. If he did, he’d care about not embarrassing us with
his women—”
“Drita,” Cordelia said sternly.
Samadrita flushed. “Forgive me, Lydia. I know it must be more difficult
for you. It’s difficult for us, and we’re mostly removed from his … habits.”
Lydia decided she didn’t want to get into this chicken-and-egg discussion. She couldn’t fathom living with only expressions of disapproval, no expressions of approval because one’s loved ones thought he should “just know”
he was approved of in all other ways. Jack talked lovingly about his parents,
especially his father, all the time. Why in the world would his mother think
he didn’t love them?
But Jack’s discomfort with Lydia’s approval wasn’t a front. He liked it
but he didn’t know what to do with it. So what if he had always been his own
man and to hell with everybody else? That wasn’t the point. Was an occasional Hey, keep up the good work too much to expect?
“What Samadrita means is,” Cordelia was saying, “for instance, everything you went through last year together. He doesn’t tell that like a story,
either. He doesn’t know how. He’ll answer direct questions, but we only
know what they are because it was in the news and the kids give us enough
detail to know what questions to ask.”
Against her better judgment, Lydia tried again. “He may not tell it like a
story, but he has one. Many. Everyone does. I hear them every semester.”
Samadrita simply shook her head. “No,” she murmured. “He doesn’t.”
Lydia looked down into her martini, thinking. Thinking hard about this
man she was going to marry, to make a family with, who was not the same
man Lydia’s future mother-in-law was talking about.
“Cordelia, dear!” came Straff’s voice from across the lobby. At Straff’s
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gesture, Cordelia left Samadrita and Lydia alone. Lydia wasn’t sure she
wanted to be alone with Jack’s mother now.
“You think he’s a MacGuffin,” Lydia resumed after a few seconds. “A
prop that triggers the action, but is forgotten by the end of the movie because
it was never important.”
“Yes,” Samadrita said. “It doesn’t sound very nice, does it? But that’s exactly it. How astute.”
“But he’s not. He’s just as involved in the story as the rest of us. Connections made, threads woven into tapestries that never end because we’re all
connected.”
“Perhaps your moments, but not Fourth’s. I’m sure your stories are quite
colorful.”
She said it teasingly, no edge to it, perhaps a little envious. But it still irritated Lydia. “Does everyone know my history?” she asked coolly.
Samadrita winked. “No secrets in our family. But that’ll all get worked
out in therapy.”
Lydia’s brows rose. “What?”
“Don’t you have anyone to talk to?”
The question surprised her. “Well, yes. My sister. Sebastian occasionally.
Good listeners. Victoria gives good advice. Sebastian doesn’t always give the
best advice in the world, but he has good insight. Jack is an excellent listener.”
Samadrita grimaced. “I’m sorry, Lydia, but I do not believe that.”
That knocked the wind out of Lydia, and she could only gape. She was always polite a few steps past her tolerance level. Just in case. Samadrita was a nice
lady, well meaning, and Lydia’s future mother-in-law. She wanted to get along.
“Jack can’t help you,” Samadrita said earnestly. “He’s a salesman, not a
therapist and you need a real one.”
Lydia was holding onto her temper by a thread now and she did not want
to break out the Vindictive Bitch. “My efforts to find a grief counselor,” she
said gently, “have never panned out. No therapist found my grief credible
since they didn’t believe the backstory.”
“That won’t be a problem now, with Fourth’s reports.”
This was getting worse and worse. “I don’t need a therapist right now. I
need Jack. I need him to help me feel settled first, like I have a home because I
don’t right now. I can get grief counseling after everything else shakes out,
when I can mourn my house along with the rest.”
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Samadrita paused and looked at Lydia oddly. “A house does not make a
home. How do you mourn it as if it had held a family or had its own life?”
Mother-in-law. Mother-in-law. Mother-in-law. Mother-in-law.
“My house was my home.” She huffed. “I know this is difficult for most
people to believe—” Just like the rest of her life. “—but I must have roots. I
can’t just pick up and move somewhere without mourning my severed roots.”
Her brow wrinkled. “Most people are like that.”
“It’s different for me. My house becomes my family, a living thing, a thing I
made, almost like a baby.” She knew what that feeling was now that she’d had
a baby. “Part of me and everyone else I’ve loved and lost. When I came home
at night, my house welcomed me with smiles and warmth, a giant hug that
said, ‘I missed you.’ At Christmas, it was a wonderland, and when it snowed, it
was magical. It was an amusement park, and I loved being in it.” She paused,
smiled slightly, then whispered, “Almost as much as I love being inside Jack.”
Samadrita looked shellshocked. “Um … ”
Lydia looked across the room at him, who was in a conversation cluster,
as animated as ever, laughing, his grin flashing, his expression open, a ticker of
thoughts and feelings only she could read. He was debonair in his navy suit,
standard white shirt and red tie, a glass of Sprite in his hand.
“Inside Jack?” Samadrita asked carefully.
Lydia turned back to her. “Yes. Jack is a place I’m moving into, one I
couldn’t have decorated more perfectly if I tried. But I want to know the history of those things so I can settle completely. Stories make the home. I have a
story and my house was the storybook. Jack and I have a story. I want to
know Jack’s stories so I can feel completely at home in him, so he can be my
home.”
Samadrita was shaking her head slowly, looking at Lydia with something
akin to horror. Honestly, now that she’d said it aloud, it did sound weird, like
she wanted to possess Jack like a demon.
“Um,” Lydia backtracked. “That didn’t come out right.” Not for normal
people. “What I mean to say is that Jack’s mind is an amusement parks and I
feel most at home with all that color and energy surrounding me.”
“Jack is an amusement park for you?” she asked in a tone Lydia couldn’t decipher.
“Yes. To me, amusement parks, carnivals, circuses, whatever— A drag
show, especially. That’s love. Family. Food unites most people. Eating is a
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social activity. It cements, repairs, builds, and maintains relationships. But I
need the carnival more than I need a good meal, and yes, Jack is the carnival.
His mind. His quick wit. His charm, crude as it may be. We can pick up corn
dogs and funnel cakes between rides.”
Samadrita took a deep breath. “If that’s what you’re expecting from him,”
she said low, “you’re not going to get that. Not now, I mean. Not with the
kids in the mix.”
“I know,” she murmured, “and that’s why I’ve been holding back.”
“That’s why? Not the women?”
“Oh, no. Jack has given me his word he’ll be faithful to me and his word
is gold on Wall Street. If the finance industry trusts him, I will too.”
“Oh,” she said in wonder, as if she never knew that. Maybe she didn’t.
“Mrs. Blackwood—”
“Drita, please.”
“Drita. Thank you. The simple fact is, I love him and I need him and to
be what he needs, so—”
“Sooo you think Jack needs an amusement park also? And that you’re it.”
“Not as much as I need him,” Lydia said. How many times was she going
to have to explain this? “He needs someone who understands him and loves
him for who he really is, to approve of him, to tell him he did a good job, to
give him the intellectual stimulation he needs, to apologize for hurting his
feelings—”
“He doesn’t have feelings,” she said flatly. “He doesn’t need anyone or anything. Well, except for the children. He needs help with them. That’s what
I’m trying to tell you.”
Lydia was silent for a few seconds, trying to parse that. “Are you … warning me? Away from your son?”
She grimaced. “Oh, that sounds awful, too, doesn’t it? No, I am not.
What I’m trying to say is that what he needs is a mother for the children—”
Lydia couldn’t breathe. He’d done it again. It was all an act, the dating,
the courting and wooing, because all he had to do was make Lydia believe he
wanted her as his lover, so he’d gotten his mother to do what Lydia wouldn’t
allow him to do. There was no need for his parents to be at this party, which
meant they were here specifically to—
Oh, God, she had to get out of here. Out of New York. Back to Spain.
Her students would learn Spanish or they could find someone else.

422 | MORIAH JOVAN
“—and I don’t want to see you get hurt when you realize he’s not capable
of loving anyone.”
All the preparations Lydia had made to stay: She was about to close on
Sebastian’s apartment. She’d hired movers to vacate her storage units in Kansas City. She’d made arrangements to go back to Lawrence to take care of her
money … It all flashed through her mind in the span of a breath.
“I’m not trying to pressure you, but if you love him, you’ll give him what
he really needs, which is to take care of the children. After all, he’s not asking
you to be a stepmother to his biological children, whom you don’t know. He’s
asking you to come back to your children with him.”
I want my baby.
Me, too, sweetheart. Me, too.
“My children?” she growled. “My children?!” She raised her voice, getting
everybody’s attention, including Jack’s. “Let me tell you about my child. MY
child died in Spain!”
With that, Lydia raised her martini, shot it down, then deliberately
dropped the glass on the terrazzo floor and strutted out.
God, you put on a good show. Proud of ya, kid.

19:
THE GRIND
“SHIT, MOM, what did you say to her?” Jack demanded as soon as he hustled
his parents into his kitchen.
Jack listened with increasing dread as she relayed the conversation. She
was remorseful, wringing her hands, crying and sniffling, but he was livid.
“You told her what?!” Jack croaked in horror.
She repeated it, then said, “I was just trying to—”
“Trying to what?!” he roared. “Destroy what little faith she has in me?” Jack
was so angry he wanted to punch something. “GODDAMMIT, this is why I
hate having relationships with people!”
He grabbed a plate out of the rack and pitched it across the room where
it shattered against the edge of the granite countertop. He plunged his hands
in his hair and looked up at the ceiling while he paced.
“I didn’t know,” she pleaded. “I didn’t know about the baby.”
“That’s because it was between her and me!” Jack began to pace, his mind
racing as to how he could salvage this, this catastrophe. “My son, Mom. Mine.
The one I didn’t know I wanted, the one I’m grieving, the one that—”
“I wanted to help!”
“HELP?! What’s helpful about telling her the man she loves only wants her
for one thing, which does not include love or sex? You think the bitches at that
fucking cocktail party didn’t make that clear? You think the woman who tried
to kill me didn’t tell her that? You think she hasn’t already told herself that?
“Do you really think so little of me that I can’t love anybody? That I can’t or
wouldn’t love the mother of my son? My son, complete with my DNA. And
hers. The most brilliant woman I’ve ever met and you told her I don’t love her?
If I didn’t love her, I would’ve used a fucking condom! Oh, my god,” he rasped
miserably, his head down, hands clasped behind it. “Oh god, oh god, oh god!”

424 | MORIAH JOVAN
He grabbed another plate and pitched it against the edge of the granite.
Shards went everywhere.
“Why would you say such a thing to somebody you claim to like?” he
asked desperately. “Why would you think that would—” He stopped. He
couldn’t sort out all the shit swirling in his head.
Third held up a hand. “Son—”
“Don’t tell me you’re okay with this bullshit,” he barked at his father.
“I have the same doubts about your ability to love and commit that your
mother does,” he retorted. “Furthermore, I don’t think you can keep your
zipper up.”
“Jack!” his mother gasped at Third.
Jack stopped cold, gaping at his father, not knowing which thing to address first. “I spent the last year celibate as a monk, got a hundred PIs spread
out all over the country to find the woman I love, you see how we are together, and you’re asking me that? Again?”
“Jack,” Samadrita rushed to say, “she did say she had no doubts about
Fourth’s fidelity to her.”
“Things look a whole lot different once the honeymoon’s over and mum’s
settled in,” Third snapped back. “No sane woman would marry him, and
she’s either delusional or she sees something in Fourth nobody else sees.” Jack
stood stunned—hurt, if he had to put a name on it. “He’s damaged his relationship with Lydia enough on his own, but you damaged her relationship
with the rest of us, and we, unlike Fourth, are normal. I wouldn’t blame her
for washing her hands of all of us.”
Jack didn’t think he’d ever been so miserable in his life.
“I would want to know!” Samadrita said desperately. “If my mother-inlaw had doubts about your ability to commit, I’d’ve wanted to know.”
“You aren’t her!” Jack bellowed.
“I didn’t grow up with a pervert for a father!”
Jack stopped cold and gaped at his mother, who’d clapped her hands over
her mouth and was staring at Jack wide-eyed.
“Is that what this is about?” he asked tightly. “Were you warning her off
me or were you trying to keep the riff-raff out of the family?”
She shook her head desperately. “No. Fourth, I swear to you! I never
thought about it before. That just came out and—”
“Okay, let’s talk about the perv dad,” he snarled. “This is how I see it: A
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twenty-two-year-old dirt-poor immigrant, running from a dictator, who was
already taking care of a washed-up brokenhearted showgirl, took in a pile of
dying little girl and turned her into a goddamned concert pianist and brilliant
college professor. My investigators paint him as the devil. She thinks he was
an angel with a few interesting black feathers. The truth is somewhere in between, but he raised the woman I love, so I don’t give a good goddamned who
he fucked, what he wore, or how he made his money!”
“But … you can’t give her what she wants,” his mother offered weakly.
“She wants you to be her amusement park, to, to, to climb inside you. That’s
what she said, yes. That’s … strange, don’t you think? That’s the only point I
was trying to make and then it just blew up and—”
“I know what she wants!” he snarled, noting her shock with bitter satisfaction. “What she wants is to not be seen or treated like a fucking employee!
Four weeks. That’s how long it took for me to finally convince her this was
going to work, that I love her for her, that it’s not some weird bond we forged
when we almost died together, that I’m not looking for a nanny for the kids.
“She’s been in hell for the past two and a half years, people dying all
around her, almost dying herself, our son dying. She is fragile, Mom. More
fragile than the kids. Any nudge in the wrong direction shatters her like that
glass she dropped. But you don’t know that, do you? You don’t know her.
You don’t know how much of a carnival she is and how much I adore her for
it. You were pressuring and guilting a woman you don’t know into doing what
you wanted her to do. You know what she’s thinking right now? I do. She’s
thinking I sicced you on her—”
“Dad?”
Both Jack and his father turned to the kitchen threshold to see Fifth
there, watching with wide eyes.
Jack groaned. God, could this get any worse? “Fifth—”
His eyes glittered with tears. “Is Daisy here?”
“In New York, yes,” he said miserably. “I’ve been with her on and off for
the last month. That’s where I was that five days.”
He gulped and his chin was quivering. “Did you make her go away again?”
Jack dropped his head in his hand. “Oh, God,” he whispered. “Um,” he
croaked. “I didn’t, no. She was three days away from reuniting with you and—”
“Three days!” Fifth cried.
“—and now she thinks— She’s not gonna stay. Not after this.”
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His mother started to cry.
“Can I go with her this time?”
Jack should’ve expected that. “Um … I don’t think she’d have a problem
taking you guys back to Spain with her.”
“Not us. Me. Not Mari.”
Jack’s head popped up to gape at his son. His mother and father were also staring at him in horror.
Fifth needed Daisy so much. Had always needed her. Jack couldn’t love
this child the way he needed, and the only way he could show Fifth how
much he loved him was to let him go with the parent he needed most.
“Um … if it comes to that,” he muttered, “then … yeah. I guess. It’s up to
her, of course, but somehow I think she might be happy with that.”
“You can’t promise him that!” Third roared and looked past Jack to the
boy. “Do not get your hopes up, Fifth. I’m sorry, child, but some things just
can’t happen no matter how much you wish it, and it is not her fault.” He
glanced at Jack. “Son, you have done enough damage without promising Fifth
something you can’t deliver. How dare you speak for her, especially when you
know how much that boy misses her, needs her, loves her.”
“I’ve done enough damage?!” he demanded. “Her worst nightmare just came
true and I did it?”
“No, Fourth. It’s you. Everything about you. You don’t deserve a woman like her!”
Jack said nothing. He couldn’t. It wasn’t, he suddenly realized, that he
had never cared about having his father’s approval. It was that he was born
knowing he had it.
Or … not.
He could’ve handled his father’s deep-seated contempt better at another
time, but not when he was about to lose the only person who did love and
approve of him no matter how badly he fucked up.
It was a stake in the belly, worse than—
“I am ashamed you are my son,” he rasped, “and worse, that you bear my
name, the family name. I cannot stand to look at you any longer.”
Jack stood frozen in shock, but then … as he watched his dad turn away,
he caught a glimpse of Fifth who, surprisingly enough, was staring at Third
in horror, his eyes glittering, his mouth trembling.
Be a man. Not a boy.
“Fuck you,” he said calmly at his father’s retreating back.
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Samadrita gasped and clapped her hands to her mouth.
Third stiffened and over his shoulder growled, “What. Did. You. Say.”
“I said, ‘Fuck you.’ Fuck your disapproval and embarrassment that I have
fucked every hot leggy blonde stewardess on the East Coast. Fuck your favorite child bullshit. Fuck your ‘we’re more normal than Fourth is.’ Fuck your
fucking name. Your father’s a rotten cunt, treating Mom like shit because
she’s Indian, trying to pit me against you because your sperm wasn’t man
enough to override Amarjeet’s skin color, and you are a fucking coward—”
Third paled and dropped into a chair looking like he’d been coldcocked,
but Jack barely noticed.
“—for not standing him down for it. You’re a fucking coward for not
shoving Amarjeet’s head up his ass for the same thing. I put your name on a
fucking skyscraper on fucking Wall Street, which is something your father
couldn’t have done, and you think I’m going to stand here and take this bullshit? You trashed the woman I love, the mother of my child, my wife. I’ll be
shocked if she’s not on a plane right this minute. It’s not like she hasn’t done
it before when she’s been warned off me convincingly enough. Last time, it
was an ex-lover. Now it’s my own mother! At least this time I know where
she’ll go.”
“No!” Samadrita cried. “I didn’t— I didn’t mean to—”
“But you did,” Jack snarled at her, then looked his father straight in the
eye and said, “So fuck you, that last year, I met a woman who understood and
liked me within fifteen minutes of conversation, whereas the only thing you
know or care about me is my sexual history, like I appeared in the world fully
formed at thirty and you never met me and you don’t like me but somehow
got stuck with me. Fuck you, that you mock me for being paranoid and running and never said one fucking word about somebody almost killing me and
would’ve shrugged and gone on if I’d died. ‘Eh, didn’t like the kid anyway.’
Fuck you, that you treat me like a loser child in front of my son, like you’re
giving him an object lesson. ‘Don’t be like your dad, boy.’ I am ashamed you
are my father, that I bear your name, the family name, and worse, that I stuck
Jesus with it when he did not want it. I cannot stand to look at you any longer. Get the fuck out of my house.”

20:
MY FATHER’S EYES
“HEY.”
“Hey.”
Jack took that as an invitation to enter Fifth’s dark room, where the boy
was lying in a very tidy bed, which meant he wasn’t asleep and wouldn’t be for
a while. The linens rustled as Fifth moved over so Jack could lie beside him,
lace his fingers behind his head, and close his eyes.
“I’m not going to allow you to go to Spain,” he said abruptly.
“I know.”
Surprisingly, his tone said I was hoping you’d say that. “What do you need
from me to be able to live with Mari?”
There was silence for a long moment. “I … don’t know what you mean.”
“I know that you’re mad at her, and you’re getting madder. I don’t blame
you. I can’t do what Sebastian and Daisy can do to control her and I’m never
going to be able to. I’m sorry about that. I want to know what else can I do to
make this work for you, to make you as happy being part of this family as I
am that you’re my kid.”
More silence. “Um … you’re happy I’m here?”
Jack was shocked. “Of course. You’re my son. I love you. You’re a good
kid. Smart. Strong. A leader who can think, who commands respect, who can
and will back it up. I feel privileged to call you my son, to be the one to raise
you. Have I given you a reason to think I’m not happy?”
“Um … you’re always mad. Not at us, I mean. I know that. But about the
things you have to do for us.”
Jack sighed. His heart was shattering. “I could hire people to do that stuff
if I didn’t want to do it. I’m lonely and I’m pissed at Daisy for leaving me.”
“Oh, but … I didn’t think you could get lonely.”
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“I couldn’t,” he said flatly, “until I met her. That day we took you and
Mari to Simon’s, we’d just officially met two days before. We’d had maybe
four hours of conversation total. We fell in love that day, and we were on our
way here to spend the weekend together when we found you.”
There was a tiny gasp. “But she was really mad at you that day,” he said
in a small voice.
“Yeah, because I hurt her feelings. For the second time. In two days. She
walked away from me and then saw you, which would never have happened if
I hadn’t shot my mouth off, so think about that.”
Fifth sighed heavily.
“But the second she left Simon’s, I missed her and I haven’t stopped
missing her. I did not mean to take it out on you, though, and I didn’t think
to tell you how I feel about you. I’m sorry. I have never had to do that for
anyone. But now you know. I need to know how you want me to show that.”
He took a deep breath. “I want to move upstairs.”
“Done,” Jack said immediately.
Fifth started. “Really?”
“Yes.” The upstairs was the staff office, laundry room, and Ivy’s and
Timothy’s suites. Mari was not allowed upstairs, but Jack had had to have the
stairwell enclosed and locks put on the door and elevator to keep her out. It
was inconvenient for everyone, but the alternative was worse. “It was on my
to-do list, but I forgot about it in all the drama.”
“Oh.”
“Next?”
He sighed. “I just want Daisy and now … Why did grandma say mean
things to her?”
Jack took a deep breath. “She didn’t mean to. She was trying to— She
loves you and she wants the best for you, and Daisy’s it and— But Daisy’s
her own person and grandma didn’t take the time to find out who she is.”
Jack paused. “I will do what I can to fix this because I love Daisy with all my
tiny, cold, black heart.” Fifth chuckled. “I don’t want anybody else. But I have
never done this before, raising kids, being in love, loving people other than my
parents and siblings, wanting to get married and have a family. And I’m not
very good at any of it. I can only keep trying and hoping I’ll get it right before
everybody else gets fed up with me.”
“And we don’t have a choice,” Fifth said dryly.
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“Do you want one?”
Fifth hesitated. “No. I like it here. I like you. I love Ivy and I love my
school and I wouldn’t want to be with anybody else.”
“Uh … Really?”
“Uh huh.”
“Then tell me something. You like Sebastian more than me. You liked
Kansas City. You liked his nieces and nephews and the school you’d be going
to. You liked everything about his setup. Why’d you want to come back to
me other than Daisy not going back to KU?”
He hesitated slightly. “If Daisy ever came back,” he finally said, clearly
choosing his words carefully, leaving Jack to wonder what he wasn’t saying,
“she wouldn’t be with Sebastian. She’d be with you. And then we wouldn’t
have her at all.”
That made sense. “So you were gambling Daisy and I would eventually
get back together.”
“Yeah. But … ”
Here he stalled out, and Jack was already so bowled over he couldn’t
begin to guess what he was thinking. “But … ?”
“I don’t like Sebastian better than you and I don’t want any other dad but
you,” he blurted. “I just want Daisy too.”
Jack simply didn’t know what to do with that. He was uncomfortable
now. Embarrassed. “So … that thing about going to Spain with her. You’d
rather be with her than me.”
“No,” he muttered petulantly. “I just want to get away from Mari and
that’s pretty far away.”
Huh. “So your problem is solely Mari?”
Jack felt him shrug. “I like Mari. I love her, I guess. She’s just— I’m tired
of her. She won’t leave me alone. She won’t go find her own things to do. She
won’t stay out of my stuff or let me sleep— Gah!”
Jack took a deep breath. “I’m not defending her here, okay? But she has
never had anybody but you. She trusts you more than everybody in the world
put together. You are her dad, as we all know. I’ve been trying to get her to
where she trusts me as much as she trusts you, but I can’t. I don’t know if that’ll
ever happen, but I can only keep trying. Her therapists don’t even think that’ll
happen. You know it wouldn’t have happened with Sebastian, either.”
“Daisy could do it,” he muttered resentfully.
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This conversation was starting to curl. “Yeah, okay, but in lieu of Daisy,
moving you upstairs is the best I can do.” And he had to get out of this topic
because it had gotten tedious five minutes ago. “Now, why were you so upset
with what Third said to me? I’m a dick. Everybody knows this. Not that I
care. Why would it make you cry to hear my dad yell at me?”
“You’re not a dick,” Fifth mumbled. “I know people lots worse than you.”
Jack couldn’t deny that. “Generally,” he said dryly, “dicks are a few steps
up from killers, drug dealers, pimps, prostitutes, and pedophiles.”
Fifth heaved an impatient sigh. “I meant my friends’ dads.”
Oh. Jack flipped through all of Fifth’s peers’ fathers, most of whom Jack
knew and either had business with or saw socially when he was forced to be
social. Masters of the Universe. Big Swinging Dicks. Those dads also had
mistresses, sometimes more than one. Jack had thought nothing about it. It
was just what guys like him did. Like expensive drugs. Jack hadn’t done drugs
and he’d never been interested in juggling women. They were dicks, but what
did Jack care as long as they weren’t thieves or cheats?
“Well, kid, you can’t do what we do without being a dick. Comes with
the job.”
“Hrmph. Dicks,” Fifth said, “yell at their kids for nothing. Even when
you’re really mad, you never yell at us. You don’t talk to us like we’re stupid,
even when we couldn’t read and you don’t lie to us. You take us with you
when you go to Atlanta. You have dinner with us and you don’t go anywhere
after except for your lectures and we know where you are.”
Hm. “That’s important to you?” Jack asked low. “That I come home and
stay in in the evenings?”
“Yes, because you’re not trying to get away from us. You don’t go out
partying. You don’t have a bunch of girlfriends—”
“But I did,” he said testily, getting more and more uncomfortable being
seen as … an angel with a lot of interesting black feathers. “That’s why
Third’s mad. All the women I’ve been with.”
“All I know is you with Daisy. I know you don’t want anybody but Daisy. He acted like you practically killed somebody.”
Fifth’s indignance on Jack’s behalf put him on the fucking floor. “He
doesn’t know me. It never bothered me.” Until now. “The only people I want
to know me do. Daisy knew me the minute she met me. You and Mari, it
took a few hours, but then you did. That’s all I need, pal.”
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“But how doesn’t he know you?” Fifth insisted. “You’re not even my father, but you know me. Isn’t he your real father?”
Jack nodded wearily at the familiar question. “Yes.”
“I’m mad,” Fifth went on, “because he basically said he wished you’d never been born and that’s what my friends’ dads say to them, and you wanted to
be our dad from the very first, when you said you’d bring us home with you.
If you didn’t want to, you wouldn’t’ve said it. You never promise anything if
you’re not gonna do it.”
Jack stared up into the darkness, looking at the ceiling, painted in various
shades of dark blue and purple, dotted with glow-in-the-dark constellations.
Those dots were starting to swirl like everyone said Daisy’s eyes did.
“They actually say that?” he asked carefully. “‘I wish you’d never been
born’?”
“Well,” he said reluctantly, “only one did, but he said it in front of everybody in the class.”
Jack was nauseated. It was easier to believe the evil that went on in the
streets, easier to deal with because it was so blatant. Nobody, including the
criminals, thought otherwise. But, as Jack had learned, there were all kinds of
evil, some more subtle than others.
“Then another kid told us later his dad said that to him once. My mother
said that to me. That’s why I ran away.”
Jack already knew that. He thought it had been dealt with in therapy,
but … “That’s what you heard in what Third said to me?”
“Yes.”
Oh boy.
“I thought rich people weren’t like that,” Fifth continued, his voice getting stronger with indignation. “I thought they all loved their kids and said so
and it’s like all my friends, they have money but I’d rather live in the street
than have parents like that. In the street, I can do whatever I want, but my
friends have nowhere to go and they wouldn’t be able to make it on their
own.”
“You feel sorry for them.”
“Yeah. It’s why I don’t talk about you, because it’ll make them feel bad
that they don’t have dads like you.”
Jack slapped his hands to his face. “Oh, fuck,” he whispered, now unable
to bear the weight of Fifth’s approval. Jack had never expected either child to
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feel that way, but the contrast of Fifth’s peers’ parental relationships must
have gotten the boy thinking about it.
But for Jack, understanding the mechanics didn’t make it hurt any less.
Approval. Approval meant responsibility. Obligation. Relationships. More things
taking up space in Jack’s brain.
God, he’d never wanted something less than other people’s approval.
Except Daisy’s.
“Look,” Jack finally croaked, “I grew up the way you think it should be
done. My life was perfect. I was practically perfect. I never got yelled at. We
had family dinner every night. It wasn’t constantly fun like it is at Crazy’s
house, but it was a low-key version of it. And yeah, I love my dad.”
“Still?”
Jack shrugged. “Fact is, he did the dad thing right. I’m trying to follow his
example and give you what he gave us, which was awesome. I don’t know
what’s going to happen now. I didn’t know he doesn’t seem to like me.”
That hurt. God, that hurt. What had he told Daisy at the beginning? He
was a daddy’s boy?
Guess not.
Silence. Then, “Soooo if you don’t talk to grandma and grandpa anymore, will Daisy come back, since it was grandma who hurt Daisy’s feelings?”
“Jesus,” he said wearily. “Daisy is alone here. She’s getting hit from all
sides. She won’t know what happened here tonight and she may think I
would never choose her over my parents. She’s not going to sit around and
wait for somebody else to take more swipes at her when she has somebody to
go to who’ll love her and can help her the way she needs.” The way Jack could
take care of her if he thought about it for half a second. He sighed when he
heard Fifth crying again. Softly. He thought Jack wouldn’t notice.
“But I can tell you this,” Jack added, his voice cracking, his throat sore, “if
she goes back to Spain, we’re all going with her.”

21:
GOOD MAN
“SHE’S NOT HOME on Tuesday nights.”
Jack, his fingers hanging off Daisy’s door knocker, looked to his left to see
Cordy hanging out her door. “What?”
“She goes somewhere on Tuesday nights. I thought she was meeting
you.”
He shook his head. “Any idea where?”
“No.”
Then Jack narrowed his eyes. “Has my mother talked to you?” She
flushed. “Mmm hm.” He walked down the hall watching one of the queen
bees of New York society brace for a chewing-out she knew she deserved.
She sighed and opened the door for him to come in.
“It’s been over a week. Is Daisy speaking to you?” Jack asked quietly as he
closed the door behind him, then plopped in a chair. “Because she won’t
speak to me.”
“No.”
He watched in a bit of surprise when she dabbed the corner of her eye.
“Fourth!” she burst out. “I just adore her so much! We didn’t mean to hurt her!”
“‘I didn’t have a pervert for a father’ is pretty fucking hurtful.”
“Nobody said that to her!” she protested.
“It would’ve been nice,” he drawled testily, “if you just asked Daisy directly and let her tell you. She’s okay telling people she thinks might believe her.
Shit, she’s been begging for people to listen to her stories and believe her.”
“I didn’t want to be insensitive! What if she had bad memories?”
“Then she’d have said she didn’t want to talk about it! That’s her standard answer when she thinks somebody won’t believe her. And the woman’s
with me. Insensitivity is kind of a relationship hazard with me.”
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Strafford, whom Jack hadn’t seen at a corner table reading a newspaper
and having a cup of something, laughed.
“Cordy—” He sat up and leaned over, his elbows on his knees and his
face in his hands. “God, what a mess.”
“She goes,” said the old man in his trembly voice, “to a place up in Spanish Harlem called Cordeeda.”
Jack’s head snapped up. His aunt’s snapped to her husband. He was sitting there calmly reading the paper, sipping his tea, his mouth pursed as he
continued with his perusal of the paper.
“Or something. She ran out the door before I could ask her how to spell
it and where it was.”
“How do you know?” Cordelia demanded.
“I asked, dear,” he said somewhat acidly. “She’s still talking to me.”
“What kind of a place is it?” Jack asked.
“It’s a tapas bar.”
“Tapas?”
“Spanish appetizers. The concierge never heard of it, but he’s checking
around for me. And yes, I do know about her father. Sounds like a fine fellow.” He looked at them both then with a raised eyebrow. “I asked. Investigators’ reports tend to be a bit sparse on story.”
“Maybe you should direct that to your sister-in-law and your wife. I am not
the one who fucked up this time.”
“Fourth!” Cordelia gasped.
Strafford grunted his concession of that point. “She’ll tell you anything
you ask if you moan over her brownies enough and ask the right questions.
Since she knew I had proof so I would believe her crazy story, it wasn’t difficult to get her talking.”
Jack’s aunt heaved a resigned sigh.
“She loves talking about her childhood. Quite colorful, which is why I can
see exactly why you appeal to her. Quiet lives were not made for people like
you and her.”
Jack scowled at him. “Hers sounds plenty quiet to me.”
“She is a mover and shaker in a culturally rich city, which means cocktail
parties, which she enjoys, and being surrounded by people who share her sensibilities. She helps shape arts offerings and curricula, is part of the cream of
society, is constantly in demand for her experience and contacts.”
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Jack shrugged. “Yeah. And?”
“Her wardrobe,” Cordy offered, “is one of her most prized possessions.”
Of course it was. “She has places to wear her evening gowns and cocktail
dresses and those matador jackets she loves, all custom, all perfect for her, to
display her vibrance. Black-tie occasions are rare enough, but a woman like
her would go out of her way to find those opportunities.”
Jack’s mouth twitched in wry amusement.
“And then,” Strafford continued, “she can get in her flashy car and drive
to her flashy home. On paper, her life looks as dull as yours always has. In
reality, she lives in a prince-less fairy tale. Or as close to one as she can get.
And when it all came crashing down around her, you reached into the rubble
and pulled her out.”
Jack rolled his eyes. “God, you’re as melodramatic as she is.”
Strafford chuckled. “And you simply juggle it all.”
At that, Jack gave his aunt the stink-eye. “It’d be easier to juggle if people
would stop helping.”
“Fourth!” she cried yet again.
“I’m not in a forgiving mood, Cordy. I assume Mom told you I threw
them out of my house and why.”
She nodded hesitantly, biting her lip.
“I’ve been waiting for you to do that,” Straff said, taking a sip of tea. “You
should have done it years ago.”
That surprised Jack. “Why? I did it when it was important to me. If I
didn’t care what he thought, what difference did it make?”
“Jack,” he said firmly, folding his paper and looking at him. “In case you
haven’t noticed, I have been your advocate since I came into the family.”
That wasn’t the only place Straff had saved his ass. Jack’s name wouldn’t
be on a Wall Street skyscraper without his help. “You’ve got no credibility.
You were my client before you were my uncle and I made you a lot of money.
Now you’re my landlord. Of course you’re biased in my favor.”
“True, but I am not biased in your brothers’ favor and I have many times
spoken with Third about the way he regards all three of you. Good boys who
turned into good men with fewer hiccups than most. You all have many virtues, but he can’t see them because they lack flash and bang. In your case,
your personality is the flash and bang Lydia needs, but your one vice overshadows everything else because it is sexual in nature and humans are odd about
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such things. In the span of your life, that is a fairly recent habit which broke
the second you met Lydia. In short, you were going through a phase. You have
never had any of those, so you were due.”
Jack snorted.
“Straff told Third,” Cordelia said low, “he deserved everything you said
to him.”
Jack’s eyebrows shot to his hairline. “Oh. Hm. Okay then. You know I
don’t really care, right?”
“Well, that is one of your virtues, my boy,” Straff said. “You don’t hold
grudges. If you had accepted Third’s rebuke, he would still hold your behavior against you for months. He is still stewing about your brothers’ adolescent
misadventures, years later. Your brothers have done their penance, yet they
tiptoe around him. You never had anything to apologize for at all, nor do you
now. He may not want to speak to you because he is crawling around in the
shame he expected you to be in, but that is his problem, not yours.”
“Shame?” Jack hooted. “You mean contempt.”
“Not contempt,” Cordy rushed to say. “He loves you, but he doesn’t know
how to— It was a blow to Drita, finding out you think they wouldn’t have
cared if you died. She’s ashamed she doesn’t know you at all, that you’re so
much more than she knew, that you need things everybody needs, things you
should have gotten from them, but haven’t been getting until Lydia— And
Lydia! She has the power to take you away from them— For God’s sake,
Lydia feeling like she had to protect you from them. They don’t know what to
do. They don’t want to lose you, especially if you chose to leave.”
Jack looked at his aunt for a long time. She’d been right about Daisy loving him, so maybe she was right about this. “Yanno,” he drawled after a few
seconds wherein Cordy watched him with earnest pleading, “it’s one thing to
grow up with that dynamic, but it’s an entirely different thing to introduce
the concept to a kid who’s afraid to feel loved and wanted in case somebody
turns on him. Then this guy he’d begun to trust turns on him. Daisy may or
may not try to persuade me to walk away from my family, but since she’s declared war, all I really have to do is make sure I have enough popcorn for the
whole show. But I will not hesitate to walk away on Fifth’s behalf because he’s a
broken, defenseless kid I have taken as mine to love and protect. So take that
back to my mom because I might be able to salvage Daisy’s opinion of them,
but I will never be able to salvage Fifth’s.”
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Cordelia winced a little. “It’s habit,” she offered weakly, “‘I am ashamed
you’re my son.’ Your grandfather did that.”
“Does,” Straff intoned.
“Yes. To all my brothers, which is why they all left England. None of
them stood up to him the way you did, much less at such a young age, and I
believe that has eaten at Third for years. I believe that he is jealous of you.”
Jack rolled his eyes. “I know that, but J.R. is a dick I don’t like, much less
respect.”
Cordy grimaced. “Yes, well, you threw it in his face and that made Drita
mad at him all over again—”
“So it took me thirty-seven years to cause a relationship fight between
Mom and Dad,” he said caustically. “That’s some kind of record, right?”
“He deserved it,” Straff muttered vaguely.
“Look, Dad’s a good father and a great role model. He screwed the pooch
with my son because he tried to channel J.R. and he fucked it up because he’s
not a dick. Generally. But I can’t think about that right now because I have
bigger problems than Dad’s daddy issues. Or Mom’s, which is where all this
is coming from, right?”
Cordy sighed in resignation. “Yes.”
“Am I the only person in this family who doesn’t have issues or need therapy?”
“Yes,” Straff said.
Jack looked at his uncle. “I have to clean up this mess your sister-in-law and
your wife made with my future wife—I hope—but I don’t know how. At least
she hasn’t left yet, so … I appreciate your consistent advocacy, old man, but
now I’m begging for help.”
“What you need,” he intoned, “is bait to keep Lydia in New York that
does not include guilting her into staying for the children or obliging yourself to
put on a perpetual fireworks show.”
Jack looked back at Cordelia. “Juilliard?”
Her mouth flattened. “Hrmph. She maligned Truscott a few too many
times. He’s got friends in that department. He may be a hack, but she
should’ve assumed he’d have connections since he does live here. I can get her
another audition, but she will have to audition.”
“Does she know that?”
“No. And I wasn’t sure how much to say since she seems rather ambivalent about it. They’d like to have her but they don’t want the politics.”
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“Shit.”
“Fourth!”
“If you think I’m going to say, ‘Sorry, Aunt Cordelia’ after all these
years … ”
“You are an awful boy.”
“Cordelia!” Straff snapped.
“I don’t care, Straff,” Jack sighed. “What kind of bait?”
“Maybe you should ask questions until you figure it out.”
“Do you know or are you being cryptic?”
“Neither. Something’s tickling my mind, but I can’t even get it to gel into
an inkling.”
All three of them jumped when the phone rang and Straff answered, said
a few “uh huh”s and “hmm”s and one “if you would be so kind.” He picked up
a pen and painstakingly wrote. “Thank you, kind sir.” When he hung up, he
gestured to Jack and peeled the paper off his notepad. “Here. Coreeda. She
has a bit of an accent when she’s rushed, and I can’t always understand her.
That should be enough to forgive your aunt, eh?”
“You’re forgiven, Aunt Cordy.”
She beamed when he kissed her cheek.

22:
BAD WIZARD
CORRIDA WAS SIX BLOCKS north and three blocks east of Simon’s place, so
he hailed a cab. He was in khakis and a black shirt, but he didn’t know if that
would make him as inconspicuous as he’d need to be up there. Just as he was
opening the door, another honked at him, the cabbie gesturing at him. Jack
squinted for a closer look, then grinned, abandoning that one for his friend’s.
“Hey, man,” Jack said as he slid into the front seat and handed Piri, Paco
and Manuelito’s father, the slip of paper. “Look who’s taking me uptown again.”
“¿Cómo estás?”
“Not good.”
“What’s wrong?”
Jack gestured to the piece of paper. “Get me there and hopefully I can
give you a better story than I’ve got now.”
“Gotta be honest with you. I don’t know what’s at this address. Want me
to hang out for a bit?”
“That’d be good, thanks. How’s my boys?”
“Well, you yelled at them today, so how do you think?”
“Bouncing off the walls.”
He chuckled. “The top dog knows who they are. Hey, they told me Daisy’s back in town.”
Jack gestured to the paper. “Supposedly she goes there on Tuesday nights.
I don’t know what it is or why she goes there or even if that’s the right place.”
“Hmmm … Corrida means ‘bullfight’ in Spanish.”
“I doubt it’s a bullfight,” Jack said dryly.
Piri laughed. “When are you going to bring her by?”
Jack sighed and looked out the window. “I don’t even know if I can keep
her in town,” he muttered. Then he started and pulled his mobile phone out.
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He called Ivy, told her he’d be late getting home, and to make sure Timothy
knew to be on call for any of Mari’s nightmares.
“Also, tell Fifth he and I will be meeting with architects and designers
tomorrow after school.”
“Oh? He said something this morning about moving upstairs.”
“Yes, and I’m also going to gut Mari’s sitting room.”
“She’ll be so happy.”
“That’s the point.”
When Jack clapped his phone shut, Piri said, “Problems?”
If any other non-relative besides Ivy and Timothy said that to him, he’d
have bitten that person’s head off, but Piri, too, was a friend who also knew
the history and the things Jack had gone through the past year to adopt the
kids. Everybody in Spanish Harlem who knew the kids were completely
versed in Jack’s struggles. He took a breath and dove in.
As Piri continued to drive, his looks of disbelief grew more and more frequent, as did his protective growls.
“So it’s as rocky now as it was last year. I do not know what the fuck I’m
doing with her. Shit, I didn’t tell the kids I knew where she was for three
weeks, and then Fifth figured it out. And this is where my problem with the
kids comes in.”
Piri drove and nodded here and there while Jack talked. He was quiet for
a little while as he navigated traffic. Finally, he said, “I don’t know what to tell
you, but separating them like that is a good idea. Jack, you have to get tough
with Mari.”
“Every time I try to discipline her I feel like a complete dick. And the
therapists don’t help at all. I’m not sure what they’re telling me to do is any
different than what I’m already doing, you know?”
“I don’t have any daughters, but I know these kids, remember. She is playing you and her shrinks, and Jesus knows it. You can’t let her get away with it
or you’ll lose him.”
That was exactly what Jack was afraid of.
Piri turned onto a block of boarded-up buildings and broken streetlights.
“Even if Daisy does—” He stopped talking and started looking around.
So did Jack.
“Uh, Jack … ”
“That’s what I was thinking.”
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“This is the one, but—”
Just then a steel door opened and a couple emerged. They were dressed
like Jack, business casual. They were laughing and headed up toward First.
Jack rolled down the window and called to them. “Hey, hi! Yeah. I think my
girlfriend comes here, but I’ve never been here and I have no idea what this is.”
They looked at each other. “What place are you looking for?” the male
asked carefully.
“Corrida?”
“Who’s your girlfriend?”
“Lydia Charbonneau.”
“What’s your name?”
“Jack.” When they still hesitated, he added, “Blackwood.”
They got a lot friendlier. “Oh, well, sure. Come.”
“They know who you are,” Piri muttered. “That’s a good sign. I think.”
“Only one way to find out.” Jack got out and followed his friendly escorts.
They spoke to the hostess in rapid Spanish.
“Hola,” she said to Jack.
“Uh … Hola?”
She said something in Spanish, and he shook his head. “Oh,” she said
with a genuinely warm smile. “Welcome to Corrida, in case you haven’t been
here yet.”
“Ah, no. I’m, uh, looking for Lydia.”
She smiled. “So I was told. We’re glad to meet you finally.”
His eyebrows shot up. “Uh, oh. Hm. Can you hold on a sec? I need to
deal with the cab.”
It was a quick exchange of the cab for Jack’s benefactors. Jack paid for his
fare and theirs and told Piri to come back when he’d dropped them off.
“This way,” she said when Jack returned.
The hostess opened the inner door and led him inside the bar proper. If
Jack had expected anything at all of an unmarked bar in a boarded-up building of a dark, boarded-up block, this wasn’t it.
It was dim, but a romantic dim and decorated with inexpensive elegance,
the clientele dressed somewhere between business casual and cocktail, talking
and laughing quietly at tiny tables with arrays of dishes in front of them, and
a nicely polished bar with a bartender who was pretty in an ordinary way and
dressed as nicely as everyone else.
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Everything about this place was ordinary but nice, as if care had been
taken with a tight budget. There was a little stage at the back of the place, but
no one was on it. There was no music. The food came out on trays held high
by servers who weren’t dressed in uniforms.
He followed the hostess between the tightly packed tables, where they
both brushed people as they passed, squeezing through, but no one seemed to
notice or care. She seemed to be looking for a place for him to sit the way any
random walk-in would, but he was surprised when she pulled out an empty
seat at a table filled with three people already at it, with dishes of hors
d’oeuvres and beer bottles covering the top. He sat warily.
“Guess who this is,” she said cheerfully. “Make some new friends, Jack.”
“Hi,” said one of his new tablemates, holding his hand out for Jack to
shake. “Oscar.” The other man and the woman with them introduced themselves and spoke English.
“Nice to meet you.”
“Here,” said the second man, picking up a small plate from a stack of
clean ones and handing it to Jack. The woman gave him a cloth napkinwrapped set of silver.
“Oh. Um, thank you,” he muttered, wondering why the hostess hadn’t
given him silver. Or a drink.
“Dig in. Beer? Wine? Something stronger?”
“Sprite, thanks.”
The first man got up and went to the bar. Jack looked over his shoulder
in amazement.
The woman laughed. “We all work here.”
Jack looked around. “All of you?”
“No, I mean, the three of us.”
His eyebrow rose. “You spend your off hours here and wait on strangers
off the clock?”
The second man shrugged. “Any man of Lydia’s is a friend of ours.”
“How do you know who I am?”
They blinked and stared at him in shock. “Oh,” the woman finally said,
then whirled her finger in the air. “You didn’t know?”
He shook his head. “She— I guess she needed some … Spain?” He
looked around. “Where is she, anyway?”
The three of them exchanged glances. “We’ll let her tell you that. If you
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don’t know about this or what she does here, how’d you find it?”
Jack shrugged. “I’m nosy.” He paused, then slouched in his seat a little
and muttered, “We had a fight. I’m trying to grovel. Again. But she’s been
avoiding me. I tripped over this by accident.”
They all exchanged glances of total confusion. “Huh. She talks about you
all the time. Jack this, Jack that, Jack something else. Completely lights up.”
Jack’s heart started thudding in his chest. He made her light up?
“We were beginning to think you were a figment of her imagination.”
“Maybe,” he said slowly, choosing his words carefully for once, “I’m not
in as much trouble as I thought I was.”
“Or you are and she’s just been trying to keep Raul off her back,” one of
them said dryly. They all laughed.
“Who’s Raul?” he asked, thoroughly uninterested. It wasn’t that he didn’t
think Daisy got hit on. It was that no woman who’d told her first lover in
seven years that she loved him would be interested in somebody else. That
was just human nature.
One of the men grunted. “Troublemaker. But she knows how to handle
herself.”
Yeah, Jack knew how she handled herself with teenage thug wannabes
and bona fide gangbangers three times her size who outnumbered her.
“Eat, eat!” the woman urged with a smile.
So he picked up one of the goodies in front of him.
And they were.
Good.
So good he stopped chewing, closed his eyes, and let whatever he had just
put in his mouth melt on his tongue. “Oh, God,” he whispered reverently
when it did and he opened his eyes.
He didn’t know how long he’d been there, eating as if he were alone, savoring each morsel, ignoring everything around him until he heard the sound
of a guitar tuning up. Hm. Music. He should’ve expected that, the way people had arranged their chairs around their tables.
Then the guitarist put a chair up on the little dais, close to the back,
and sat there alone, bending over his guitar and flexing his fingers. Then he
began.
Jack didn’t care for Spanish music, but he didn’t find it unbearable, so he
continued to eat.
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So did everyone else, the talking and laughter fading into stillness. No
one applauded at the end of the musician’s piece, but no one spoke. They ate
quietly, awaiting the next piece. And dancing, judging by the sound of heels
clacking rhythmically. A young man wearing basic black pants and a loose
white shirt came clacking out from behind a narrow curtain and danced, his
heels going ninety miles an hour.
When the dancer finished with a flourish, there were murmurs of approval, but no applause. He didn’t seem to expect any, though, and threw his
hand out toward the curtain, his fingers slowly rolling as if beckoning someone. The guitarist stopped playing and looked at the curtain, which Jack
thought was odd.
A woman in a white flamenco dress with a long ruffled train came slinking out under a red spotlight, her almost-completely bare back to the audience, doing things with her body Jack had seen only belly dancers do. Her
dark hair was up in a sleek bun, yellow and orange and red roses stuck in it.
Her arms raised high, her hands moved slowly, gracefully, her back
straight, her heels clacking slowly. Her generous ass and hips—
Jack’s mouth opened a little. “God, no,” he whispered.
No, Jack didn’t know from flamenco, but he sat electrified, watching
Daisy do this as if she were born to it.
He thought. He didn’t know from good.
“Aaannnd now you know,” Oscar murmured with some amusement.
She twirled slowly, kicking her train out from under her feet as rhythmically as she danced, moving toward the man who had his hand out for her.
She didn’t take it. Instead she started clacking things in her hands. But she
looked straight at him, and he did what every other man who looked in her
eyes did. Stared.
Hypnotized.
He collected himself, then danced with her, their feet making all the music
they needed for what seemed to Jack very much like a mating dance. Except …
she didn’t seem to be interested. He burst into flurries of heel taps and danced
all around her, trying to get her attention, getting faster and flashier.
She continued to ignore him, dancing as if he weren’t there and Jack
watched, dazzled, as her heels got faster and her body got more fluid. She was
calm, cool, and collected as her arms and hands and fingers flowed slowly
through the air like rose petals drifting on a slight breeze and clicking the
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things in her hands. Her body’s slow, controlled undulations were completely
divorced from the pounding of her feet.
The dance was coming to a close and she wasn’t giving it up for the male
who preened for her.
“He doesn’t get a hint, does he?” Jack muttered to himself.
“That’s Raul,” Oscar whispered. “That smackdown was a long time coming and he’s not going to hear the end of it for a while.”
“Attagirl,” Jack muttered, pride swelling in his chest, feeling privileged
that such a woman knew him. Humbled that she loved him. Chosen to keep
his child—and, dammit, yes he knew it was wrong for him to consider their
biological son his, but—
Jack hurt. He hadn’t let himself think about little Tony too much. He
had never wanted a child in his life until one was taken from him. But what
would he have done if she’d shown up with his baby in her arms?
Meet your son, Jack.
Daisy hadn’t left Jack; she just needed to—
He sighed.
Hide and lick her wounds like a dying dog.
Nobody could help a dog who just wanted to be left alone to die.
Or heal. Whichever came first.
But they weren’t out of the woods. If they kept going like this, their relationship really would die, crushed under the weight of their consistent miscommunication and struggle for dominance. On the other hand, this rift was
caused by his meddling family.
No, Jack didn’t carry grudges. He didn’t stay angry about anything more
than a few minutes, if that, but relationships—the fucking grind of relationships—required he think about them, which kept his anger simmering and he
hated that. Anger was useless except in the moment and grudges kept people
from moving forward.
Yeah, his employees hated him, but they wouldn’t stay if he kept poking
at them about the stuff they did yesterday. The market moved too fast for that
money-losing bullshit.
Like badly-timed alcohol, caffeine, and sugar consumption, sexuallytransmitted diseases, and sleep loss, chewing on old mistakes made people
do stupid shit—and this Blackwood family drama had stupid written all
over it.
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In the week since Jack had kicked his parents out, his brothers had
dropped by his office to get the scoop.
“Mom wouldn’t give Crazy any details, but Crazy says she can’t stop crying. Dad’s practically a zombie.”
Jack relayed the conversation matter-of-factly in between barking orders
at his assistants and traders.
They were more impressed than they should’ve been, which irritated
him. “So … you’d let Dad rip you to shreds in front of your sons and stand
there and take it like naughty puppies? After Mom just tore your women open
in public, intentionally or not?”
They looked at each other.
“Pussies. Go grow a fucking spine.”
A sudden flurry of heel stomps from the stage jolted his thoughts back to
her. So slowly Jack almost missed it, another woman was coming out on stage,
dressed in pale yellow and green, mimicking Daisy’s movements almost perfectly. She gave Raul the attention he wanted, then somehow, as if by magic,
danced him right off the stage until it was just her and Daisy, dancing in
unison.
White and yellow and green, the color of daisies.
Kicking their long ruffled trains around as if blown by a sharp breeze.
Jack was finally able to breathe when the set was finished and the crowd
applauded.
“She’ll be out in about twenty minutes,” the guy on his right said.
Jack nodded his thanks.
There was another dance routine before the place began to thin out. It was
a Tuesday. Jack looked at his watch. Ten-thirty. People had to work tomorrow.
He started when a big hand landed on his shoulder. Piri was squeezing
behind him and taking the chair on his left. He started in on his own plate of
tapas that had magically appeared in front of him. “How’d you find this?”
“Daisy. She dances here.”
Piri gaped at Jack. “No shit?”
Jack shook his head. “You just missed her.”
When Oscar saw Piri, many smiles and greetings were exchanged. Piri
said something at length, his mouth half full, and gesturing to Jack.
“I told him where you fit in around here other than as Daisy’s imaginary
boyfriend.”
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Jack snorted a laugh. “Since I spilled my troubles on the way up here,
catch me up.”
The three of them sat there while Piri gave Jack broader neighborhood
news Sergei wouldn’t know. Oscar contributed to the conversation, telling
him about a problem the owner of a neighborhood bodega was having with
his landlord, and made sure to give Jack the landlord’s name. He borrowed a
pen and napkin to write it down. Yeah, Jack really was part of Spanish Harlem now. Three or four blocks of it anyway. They opened their minds and
books to him. He wielded his power for them. It was a fair trade.
A scuffle at a dark corner of the club interrupted him and they looked
that way. Raul stalked out as if he’d been fired, casting a killing look straight
at Jack, who smirked.
Daisy made her way toward Jack’s table a little after that, dressed in jeans
and a royal blue Jayhawks hoodie. Her hair was its usual adorable mess,
bouncing around her shoulders. Her face was devoid of makeup.
She barely glanced at him as she walked by, but tilted her head slightly
toward the door.
“Hey, listen, I’m going to get going. Thanks, man. I’ll be in touch.”
“Bring Daisy with you.” Jack grimaced but Piri nodded sagely. “It’ll work out.”
“Lemme walk you to the station,” Oscar rumbled. “I usually walk her there.”
Usually. “Thanks.” Jack sighed wearily and followed Oscar out the door.
The street was dark, but surprisingly quiet. Daisy was standing in the entryway, a backpack slung over her shoulder.
Jack took her hand and laced his fingers through hers. She didn’t look at
him, but she held his hand tightly as they emerged and began walking. He
didn’t know if she was afraid or if she was mad or if she was glad he was there.
Oscar said nothing as he escorted them the few blocks to the train and
said good night.
Neither Jack nor Daisy said anything while they waited, and then they
were on the train. It was a long ride to Wall Street.
“This is new from last year?” he asked low when they sat. “The dancing?”
“Yes,” she murmured. “I needed an outlet while I was in Spain. Something different. Off the wall. Demanding. It didn’t hit the spot, but I do like
it. They let me perform here. In Spain, I’m not good enough.”
“Is that why you haven’t gotten on a plane yet?”
“No.”
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She didn’t elaborate. He didn’t push. It was enough.
“Thank you for coming,” she murmured after a while, shocking him. “I
didn’t know if I should tell you because Raul would have gone after you in
public to prove his machismo, but then I’d embarrass him and then the owner might not have allowed me to perform anymore.” She paused. “I have to
find a new studio now though, because he’s my teacher. He’s never been to
Spain. He can’t afford to go.”
“And he wanted to draft on your experience like your ex-parasite.”
“And my money.”
“Not sex?”
“That too, but he’d have used it as a weapon if he could.”
“Ah.”
“I didn’t want to have to ask you to come because—”
When she didn’t continue, he said, “It would make you feel weak. Like
you couldn’t protect yourself.”
She squeezed his hand and gave him a wry little smile. “Yes. My ego
stuffed in there with my paranoia.”
He smiled a little. “If you’re glad I came, why have you been avoiding me
all week?”
Her nostrils flared and her smile turned into a glare. “Forgive me if I can’t
separate you from your family at the moment, because I have been dealing
with you all week.”
“I’m sorry for my mom. And Cordelia. That was not me.”
“It might as well be,” she said hotly. “Could the Blackwood family embarrass or pressure me more if they tried?”
He winced. “They were trying to help. They really love you and it just
didn’t come out right.”
“Love?” she hooted. “After one evening of good dinner conversation? Because of what I can do for them? For you? For the children? They don’t know
me. How can they love me? Where was the love when you passed your investigators’ reports all over Manhattan?”
Jack sighed. “I didn’t— Look, my mom’s helped me a lot with the kids
and I’m trying to balance all this stuff and … I can’t.” And then it all came
pouring out, backward, because it was where it was in his head, culminating
with Fifth’s—
“What?” she breathed. “He— You told him he could go to Spain with me?”
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Jack cast her a helpless look. “Daize, hang with me a sec here. I was in the
middle of yelling at my mom about how I didn’t know if I could convince you
to stay now after whatever the hell she said to you, and here comes Fifth with
his, ‘Can I go with her? Without Mari?’ I give the kid whatever he wants. It
was habit.”
She was looking at him with an expression half horrified, half angry. All
despair. Her jaw was working up and down, but nothing was coming out. “I
can’t … ” she said weakly. “I can’t even … Jack, what have you done?”
Jack closed his eyes as tight as he could and curled his hand in a fist. He
slipped his other hand out of hers and curled it, too. He put one on each
knee, bowed his head, and took a deep breath. Another one. He was trembling with rage.
“This would be,” he said low, without opening his eyes, “a whole lot easier on both of us—all of us—if you just stepped up to the plate. It’s not like
you don’t want to be with us.”
“This is why I can’t separate you from your family! She was just saying
what you want, which you have said from the second I got here. First Sebastian
starts pressuring me to come back, then Emilio piles on, then after you and I
get ourselves worked out, your mother flat-out tells me to do my job and help
you with the children. It’s all about what I can do for you, like I’m a wellspring
of emotional strength and stamina, when I am dry as the Sahara. They’re just
following your lead because so far, it’s worked, so why change now?”
“I said I was sorry,” he snarled. “And I am. I did not set her on you. I have
been trying to do this your way and I will admit you were absolutely correct.
This has been fun for me, getting to know you without having to be up to my
elbows in blood or laundry detergent, or running around East Harlem with
two snotty teenager thug wannabes organizing and rearranging storage units
to find one surgical instrument. Sleeping with you in a twin bunkbed and being all philosophical. I wish we could’ve done this from the beginning, but as
much as we try to go back to the beginning, we can’t and that window has
closed.
“I have limitations you don’t have. I have to think about things I didn’t
last year, and being a parent is a full-time job, never mind to kids as wild as
Mari. I’d like to move out to Connecticut and give them a big lawn and a couple of border collies, but I can’t. Why? Because I have to be able to drop everything at work and get to the kids ASAP. I’d like to be able to turn ’em loose
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in Central Park by themselves, but I can’t. Why? Because Mari won’t keep her
hands out of other people’s pockets and Fifth refuses to keep a lid on her.
The second time she did it, he left her there and came home. For all my
preaching about ethics, what do I get? A daughter who’s a thief. So what happened? The NYPD brought her up to my office. It was only because they
knew the situation that I didn’t have CPS all over me.”
He heard her little gasp.
“So yeah,” he said snidely, “if it weren’t for the NYPD’s help, because
they’re reasonable people who can think, I’d be in hot water, which is another
reason I can’t move out to Connecticut. But now I’ve got a kid who’s cracking—the kid that, yes, needs his mother—because of his little sister’s craving
for attention that I don’t know how to control. None of us do, short of
knock-out drops. He and I had a long talk, and I’m pretty sure we got it all
worked out, but he’s got a mind of his own and he’s not afraid of anything.
I’ve gotten home every day this week wondering if he’ll be there or if he’s
slipped school and skipped town. He wouldn’t know how to get to Europe—
I don’t think. But he’d know how to get to Sebastian, and now he’s got access
to money to do it.”
She said nothing for a long time. Her body was trembling, but he didn’t
know if she was crying or if that was just the swaying of the train.
He didn’t want to look. He just needed to get all this off his chest.
“As for me, I am in a different place and arguably, I’m a different person.
You have to cut me some slack for shit like that, what my mother pulled. I
can’t grovel every time something hurts your feelings because I have other
things to worry about and not enough time to do it all, much less do what
you want me to. You’re dry as the Sahara? Well, dig me a place in your dune,
Precious, because I’m just about to come bunk with you. I can juggle two
hundred-hour-a-week jobs, not well, but I can do it. I can keep a whole lotta
important shit between my ears. But I can’t spin time out of thin air. Your
problem is you don’t have anything to do, anywhere to go, or anyplace to be.”
Holy shit, he’d shocked himself. That was exactly it. He was absofuckinglutely brilliant.
Must be all that time in therapy.
“So my mom says, ‘She wants you to be her amusement park.’ I have no
idea why she thinks that’s a problem because I want you to be my amusement
park, too. All this brain candy, right? Sailing on Good Ship Money and surfing
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Piano Galaxy, feeding Diogenes and assembling gunshot wound kits. Except I
can’t do that anymore. You are bored and you’re expecting me to entertain you
with neverending cleverness. I can’t do that. I told you at storytime I couldn’t
be all about you twenty-four-seven. You said, ‘That’s fine, just put me first.’ I’ve
been doing that. So you say, ‘Give me another week of us.’ The light at the end
of the tunnel, right?
“Then my mother—not me, mind you, my mother—pisses you off
enough to drop a martini glass on marble and walk out, which, by the way,
was not cool at all, and Fifth says, ‘I want to go back to Spain with Daisy,’
and as far as I know you’re packing right then because I know you’re not going
to put up with that shit. So I say, ‘It’s up to her, but I don’t think she’d mind’
because you know what? Last year I had zero relationships. The one with my
parents was low to no maintenance. This year, I’ve got Mari—who is a thief,
remember—Fifth, a dozen staff and doctors and school and tutors I have to
coordinate all the kids’ shit with, then you come barnstorming in, and my
mom and Cordy decide to be helpful, my dad throws the Words of Shame at
me and I fire back, my siblings decide they need to know all the nasty details
and oh by the way, can I go yell at my dad for my little brothers too because
they’re pussies, and all of a fucking sudden, I’m juggling a dozen highmaintenance relationships. This is a fucking full-time job!
“I can deal with the kids by myself—not well, but I can. I can make
Straff deal with my mom and Cordy. But I can’t deal with the kids and Daisyas-Secret-Girlfriend. I told you up front I couldn’t do it for long. You haven’t
spoken to me in a week. I’m going to keep the kids together and after my parents left, I told Fifth in no uncertain terms I wasn’t letting him leave. I want a
family, me, them, you. Us. The way they wanted it last year. So while I understand Fifth’s frustration and his wish to go with you to Spain, in spite of
what I said in a moment of confusion and frustration, I’m not letting him go.
But make up your fucking mind. Now.
“If you stay, find something to occupy your mind or I really will start
pouring on the guilt, and then we’ll be back where we started, only this time
with bitterness and outright anger, which isn’t conducive to being lovers,
much less lovers-as-family-foundation. Every single which way I’ve cut this, I
can’t think of one good thing that’s come of your being here.”
“It would be a lot easier if you hadn’t said anything to the children,” she
said tightly.
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“Yes it would. But I owed them something because I’d abandoned them for
five days, which— Never mind. Also my problem. Mari does not know
you’re here, thank God, but now Fifth has a weapon he’ll use at his most strategically advantageous moment.”
“You are the one compounding this,” she snapped. “You go back and
forth from hot boyfriend to nagging husband so fast I can’t catch a breath.”
He turned his head slowly to look up at her, her expression as angry as
he felt. “Nagging husband?!”
“Yes,” she snapped. “I never know which one’s going to show up or be on the
phone. I haven’t made any secret of the fact that I want this to work, but if you
think I’m going to put up with nagging husband any more than I’ll put up with
infidelity, you’re kidding yourself. I’ve been trying, Jack, but you’re killing me! If
it’s not you, it’s your family. My only marginal friend here went home, so I am,
once again, alone. But this time, I’m under attack, outnumbered, outgunned, and
you’re telling me I have no reason to gum up the works? Did you not hear a
word I said about what I’ve been dealing with for the last two years? Do you
really think you can say ‘I love you’ and I’ll be magically healed? Are you so disconnected I have to keep repeating it until you feel some empathy for me?”
“I don’t have room to have empathy for an adult!” he almost yelled, sitting up again. “The kids take everything I’ve got, which wasn’t much to start
with. It’s been one crisis after another all fucking year long!”
“Fine. I get it. And you’ve done very well. But tell me how much better it
would’ve been if I’d stayed.”
“For one thing, I wouldn’t have had the ‘Oh, let’s go live with Sebastian
because we can see Daisy! Oh, wait, no Daisy? Never mind. Let’s go live with
Jack!’ bullshit.”
“Right. I remember that proposal. ‘Hey, it’s not a bad idea. It’s efficient
and we like having sex so what’s the problem?’”
“Well, if you had, you wouldn’t have killed my son, now would you?”
Her face went ghost white, her eyes and mouth open in shocked horror—the same look she’d had the night a legless torso talked to her.
“Oh, Daisy,” he breathed, horrified. “I am so sorry. I— That— Um—”
Her jaw was trembling and tears were spilling over. She was licking her
cracked lips, but then she dropped her head and began to sob.
Oh, God.
Jack pulled her into his body. “I am so sorry,” he whispered as he stroked
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her curls, her body convulsing in sobs. “I’m sorry, Daisy,” he whispered over
and over again all the way down Manhattan. It was a long ride.
“Shhh. I’m sorry, Daisy. I love you. I’m so sorry … Shhh.”
He did love her.
He didn’t want her to go.
She was going to walk away from him forever and he’d never see her
smile again, much less smile at him. She had no reason to. He’d gone too far,
pushed back too hard. Said the unforgivable.
Pushed her right out of that big bubble where he felt completely alone in the
middle of a throng of people who didn’t give a shit about him but needed him.
Pushed out the only person who got him, loved him, wanted to take care of him.
Jack could live without her, but he didn’t want to. Didn’t want to wake
up alone in bed. Didn’t want to walk around knowing no one found him funny. Not even the kids. Didn’t want to look at them knowing he’d broken
their hearts by breaking hers. Knowing he’d killed any hope of spending the
rest of his life with the only person who would ever understand him.
“Shhh. I’m sorry, Daisy. I love you. Sweetheart, I am so sorry … Daize, our
stop’s coming up. We have to get off. C’mon, sweetheart,” he begged. “Please.”
“Then—get, get—off.”
“No,” he said, half panicking. “It’s almost midnight. I’m not leaving you
here and I have to go home.”
“Go—go—go home,” she hiccupped.
“I can’t do both.”
“Go ho—ho—home.”
“Daisy, don’t do this, please,” he begged. “I’m trying. I’ve been trying, but
I can’t leave you here like this.”
“Go home!”
“Daisy, please,” he begged, desperate now because their stop was the next
one. “I can’t choose between you. Please don’t make me choose between you
and the children. Please don’t.”
“I’m no—no—not making you choose,” she sobbed. “I ju—hic—hic—
just want you, you, you to ge—ge—get away—from me!”
He tugged at her, but she wasn’t budging.
This train went to Brooklyn. Once they left Battery Park, it was a long
way back. He sighed and sat back, his fingers lightly stroking her curls, and
watched the Wall Street station sign slide to a stop. Helplessly, he watched it
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slide right out of sight again.

23:
WORDS GOT IN THE WAY
LYDIA AWOKE SLOWLY, the swaying unfamiliar to her, her bed extraordinarily hard, her pillow scratchy and too warm. There was a weight draped
over her arm and a familiar scent in her nose. She opened her eyes slowly to
see an empty subway bench across from her. Her pillowcase was denim.
The train was coming to a stop and her brow wrinkled at the sign. The
word itself was vaguely familiar, but—
She closed her eyes again when she remembered …
“Jack,” she croaked.
“Yeah,” he whispered from above her ear. His fingertips caressed her
cheek.
“Are we in Brooklyn?”
“Yeah.”
“What time is it?”
“’Bout one.”
She popped up and looked at him, her eyes burning. He looked as awful
as she felt.
She almost asked what about the children? but he had staff. Yes, she knew
Mari had nightmares, but Jack wouldn’t be without contingency plans if he
didn’t come home unannounced.
He didn’t speak. He simply held his arm out, wrapped his fingers around
her upper arm and pulled him into his body. She melted into him and he dug
his fingers into her curls and pressed his mouth to her forehead.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “So sorry.”
They reached the end of the line.
They didn’t move.
The engineer came through to head to the other end of the train, casting
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them the side-eye as he went by.
It was another hour back to Wall Street. They sat silent, but every so often, Lydia would begin to cry again, quietly.
Yet even though it was awful, being here with Jack like this, she was just
being with him.
They finally got off, but neither of them could walk very well. They were
stiff. They didn’t have their land legs. They were holding each other up, helping each other walk. What might have been funny was just the latest in a long
series of mishaps and miscommunications and mistakes since she’d come
back.
Since they’d met.
Why couldn’t they stop trying?
Life would be so much simpler for all of them if they just … went their
separate ways.
She looked down at the yellow line where they got off the train where
their bonding began. She stopped him and pointed. He nodded wearily, kept
his arm around her and they wearily trudged up the stairs.
Jack hailed a cab as soon as they hit the street and wearily gave the cabbie
his address. She didn’t protest.
He’d chosen her. She was appalled. “I didn’t mean for you to choose,” she
croaked. “I never wanted you to choose.”
“Shhh.”
Lydia had never been to Jack’s apartment before, but all she really wanted
to know was where the toilet was, then the bed so she could flop on it and cry
herself to sleep. He unlocked the front door, locked it behind them, re-set the
alarm, and trudged into the apartment, pulling her gently along.
She wasn’t aware of much except that his bedroom was very streamlined
and masculine, and his bed very big. He waved a hand at it, went across the
room, and disappeared into another room. Lydia sat on the edge and worked
her shoes and socks off, pulled off her hoodie and tank, jeans and panties. She
went into the bathroom to empty her bladder and wash her panties out, then
returned to crawl into bed. Jack came back in the room and closed the door.
Locked it.
She lay on her side unable to sleep until all the lights went out and he
was in bed, spooned against her back, his arm around her, and his mouth
against her ear. Until she was sure he wasn’t going to start talking.
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“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I didn’t mean it.”
“Yes you did.”

She didn’t know what time it was when she awoke again, but this time
she knew exactly where she was and why and every word that had been exchanged between the cocktail party and now.
Barring infidelity, at what point do you decide Jack is not worth the trouble?
This was it, where the decisions got made and set in stone.
Jack was no longer spooned around her, but he was asleep not too far
away. She looked around, but could see almost nothing because of the blackout drapes hanging from the high ceiling to the floor. She sat up and had to
deal with the sudden dizziness. That happened sometimes if she hadn’t had
enough sleep. She looked over at Jack’s side of the bed and saw it was just
past eleven.
She was in the shower when Jack joined her again, as he had the last day
they’d been at the Easy-Offs. He wrapped his arms around her the way he
had then and pressed his mouth to her shoulder.
They washed each other silently, wearily. They were both still exhausted
and no wonder.
“How—” she croaked. She cleared her throat, but that didn’t help much.
“How do they know not to bother us?”
“I called Ivy last night to tell her I would be home late,” he said low, his
voice gravelly. “She must have gotten Mari out of her room before she started
banging on our connecting door so I could sleep. Mari’s companion doesn’t
come on duty till seven.”
“Companion?”
“Timothy. A young man whose neuroses make him unemployable for
everyone but Marigold Blackwood.”
Lydia tried to smile but it was too hard.
“He’s got OCD and some anxiety disorder or other and fuck-all what
else I don’t know. Can’t keep a job because he’s so precise and such a perfectionist he can’t get anything done. Can’t keep a girlfriend for the same reason.
But the kid’s a miracle worker with her, with all his routines and schedules
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down to the minute, contingency plans for anything and everything. She
needs that stability and she trusts him. So I don’t care what his résumé looks
like or what psychiatry and drugs and whatnot he needs, I’ll pay it.”
“Where’d you find him?”
“Ivy hired him. She knows his family.”
Lydia opened her mouth to say something, but then closed it. That was
more thinking than she was capable of. When they finished in the shower, he
tossed her the silk top to the pajama set she bought him when they were at
the Easy-Offs. He put on the bottoms. He waved her back to the bed. “I’ll go
round us up some food if you want breakfast in bed. If not, you can come
tour my fridge with me.”
But she held out her hand and he took it, guiding her to the kitchen where
a cute little old lady was sitting at a table having tea with … Jack’s parents.
“Fourth!” his mother said, “It’s been a week. Please let us—”
She stopped, but her lack of surprise infuriated Lydia. Her jaw tightened
and she squinted at Samadrita, who at least had the grace to flush a little before looking at Jack. “Fourth, we’re here to apologize.” She cast a penitent
glance at Lydia. “To you, too.”
“Uh huh,” Jack drawled testily. “And you just happened to want to do it
the morning after I’d been out with Daisy.”
Samadrita gulped.
“Of course. Because I didn’t think to tell Cordy to keep her fucking
mouth shut. God, Mom, don’t any of you learn? I told you she was fragile,
and you think this is going to help?”
Third glanced at Lydia. He was ashen. Ashamed and penitent. But she
wasn’t feeling generous and raised her eyebrow at him.
“I love ya, Mom, Dad,” Jack said abruptly, “but I’m not afraid to cut you
off. Make me choose. I dare you.”
“Jack,” Lydia said quietly when he took a breath to keep going. “This is
not the priority crisis.”
Jack whirled his finger in the air and said snidely, “This is why we have a
fucking priority crisis.”
“Lydia,” Samadrita said before Jack could say anything more, her voice
pleading, “I am so sorry. I never meant to hurt you. Or, or, or try to pressure
you or anything. I was trying to be helpful. I think you’re charming and lovely
and, um … ”
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Lydia looked away. “Jack,” she growled.
“Go home, Mom,” Jack said bluntly. “Dad. The only reason I haven’t
kicked you out is because I topped your blunder all to hell and back last
night. You might get a chance to grovel later, but don’t hold your breath.”
“Lydia?” Samadrita whispered, uncertain, and somewhere inside Lydia
thought it was charming she was that distressed. It wasn’t for show; Jack’s
mother was a nice woman who just didn’t get her. Right now, though, Lydia
didn’t really care.
“Please go away,” Lydia said hoarsely.
“Out,” Jack said.
Everyone was silent as his parents left them with the old lady, who
looked at them with a serene smile.
“Daize, this is Ivy, the brains behind the household. Ivy, Lydia.”
Lydia smiled shyly at her because she knew how much the children loved
her and this was one enemy she didn’t want to make. God, all these relationships. She was beginning to get Jack’s point.
But Ivy’s smile was kind. “I’ve heard so much about you Dai—er,
Lydia—”
“Daisy’s fine,” she said softly.
Awwwwwwwwwww.
“Thank you. I’ll let you get on with breakfast then.”
Jack waved at Lydia to sit down at the bistro table while he got out a pan
and milk and butter and … two boxes of Kraft macaroni and cheese.
That made her smile a little. Sadly.
He put water on to boil and leaned back against the island, his arms
crossed over his chest, and looked at the floor. “I don’t even know where to
start,” he muttered, yawning, rubbing the sides of his mouth with his fingers.
“How about we start with all the reasons why I should leave?” Lydia
asked tersely.
Jack’s head dropped and his eyes closed.
“I was making arrangements to go back to Spain after you laid your
ground rules.” She stopped to clear her throat. “But then came storytime, and
I thought, yes, this is what I want. Not all the time, not even every day. Just
the promise that when Friday night comes, we’ll be lovers for a few hours
before we have to get back to real life. Then you asked me not to blame myself for what happened to our son. You said it was better you didn’t know
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because you would’ve shot your mouth off and then regretted anything you
said or did. You understood and I thought, yes, we can do this. We can build
us, the way we should be built. You gave me your word that you would be
faithful, that fidelity was part of your ethics now because you understood that
money isn’t the only bitch who demands to be in balance. And I thought, yes,
we can do this. In my mind, there was still the nanny issue because I didn’t
know how fast you’d revert to ‘Hey, help me with the kids,’ once I committed. But you were doing what I asked and I promised that once I believed you
needed me for me, I would be happy to marry you, be the kids’ mom. I asked
for another week to prepare.”
“And then my mom opened her mouth.”
“Yeah,” she said flatly. “I could’ve dealt with that. What I won’t tolerate
is you walking around still wishing I hadn’t come back, and thinking I killed
our baby.”
“Daize,” he croaked. “I’m sorry. I’m grieving. I—”
She sliced the air with her hand. “Welcome to my hell,” she hissed.
He clapped his mouth shut.
“So many reasons I shouldn’t trust you, but your fidelity isn’t one of
them.” She laughed harshly. “I can’t think of one good thing that’s come of
my being here, either. Unless you count a few hours of good conversation and
a week of good sex. Unprotected sex. Maybe I’ll have another souvenir when I
leave. That I might end up killing somehow.”
He flinched.
“You have herded me, said you wished I weren’t here, and totally disregarded my opinions, concerns, wants, and needs. You embarrassed me in
public and that’s on top of how embarrassed I am by your sexual history.
Then your mother says you are never going to love me, so don’t expect anything but if I really loved you, I’d get my butt over here to take care of the
kids. Your dad comes over to try to fix it—”
Jack started.
“Yes. The next day. He wanted to apologize to me on your mom’s behalf
and your behalf. He told me he doesn’t think you can keep any vows you
make—”
His mouth dropped open.
“—then ended up talking about how much he wants me to stay to entertain him. You know, as a colleague, a fellow professor, a student of human

462 | MORIAH JOVAN
nature, to tell him my stories. That was when I kicked him out and then
Cordelia’s trying to get me to talk to her for what? To plead your case, how
much you need me, the kids need me, she needs me. Good Lord, Jack. Is everyone in your family that clueless? Thinking ‘I need you to do this thing for
me’ is enticing?! Strafford got everybody off my back, but by then, you were
kind of irrelevant because you had been with me all week in some form or another. Then you showed up right when I needed you the most and I was so
happy, so in love with you right then—until you accused me of killing your
child when last year you’d have asked me to get an abortion.”
He dropped his head again and groaned in misery.
“Victoria asked me what you’d have to do, barring infidelity, to drive me
away from you permanently. I couldn’t imagine anything. Now I know.”
He shuddered.
“This has been a nightmare! Hostility and blame disguised as professional
admiration and gratitude. Everyone feeling like I owe the children but not
knowing what or why, and angry that I left them in the first place. Expectations
of cooperation—no, compliance, like I’m a naughty child. ‘Go stick your nose in
the corner, Dr. Charbonneau! Until you can do what you’re told!’ Giving me a
reluctant pass because I was raised by a drag queen and I just don’t know any
better, but ‘Hey, you’ll fix that in therapy because you must be seriously messed
up!’ And expecting me to be grateful for the care and loving concern. Reading
your PI reports like they’re the National Enquirer then gossiping about me like
I’m the town slut. Your family might know high culture, but they’re as gauche
and rude as you are—at least you’re charming about it!—and they have the gall
to look down on you? Your mother’s lucky all I did was drop a glass.”
He blanched. “Daisy—”
“I’m trying. Honest to God, I’m trying, but you moved the goalposts until I called your bluff, so you got your people to carry your water—”
“No, I did not!”
“—which answers the question of am I your lover or am I your nanny.
You asked me if it was going to be one long ‘I don’t trust you’ until you got
fed up and walked away, but you are the one doing everything you can to
make me walk away because I won’t immediately give you what you want and
then you can blame me for being selfish. And you accused me of manufacturing melodrama. God, I hate you so much right now—”
He cringed. “No,” he croaked hoarsely. “I’m—”
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“—and your people can go to hell. You are a wonderful dad. I’m not going
to be coy about it. I’m very impressed and I know I couldn’t have begged the
universe for a better man to father my children. I was already upset with your
family about the way they treat you, that they don’t see you and what a good
man you really are in between all those jagged edges. But with me? Half the
time, you’re a man I don’t even like, much less love. Who are you and where’s
the guy I fell in love with?”
His head snapped up and he glared at her. “He doesn’t exist,” he snarled,
making her draw back in shock. “He disappeared the day his reflection did.
Me, this guy standing here, the one you don’t like? Is just a guy wandering
around lost and alone, not knowing if he found his reflection or not, and if he
did, if she’s going to disappear again, but forever this time.”
“Jack!” she whispered, her eyes wide, her fingertips to her lips.
“Mmm hm. Because maybe, just maybe, I really can’t be what she needs.
Maybe the only thing I am good for is taking care of two little kids who are
savvy enough to know exactly who and what I am and can’t wait till they’re
eighteen to get out because they know this is this best alternative they have
because I put them on the system’s radar.”
Her mouth dropped open.
“And you know what? I never cared. I don’t care that the kids tolerate
me. Barely. I don’t care that my parents are embarrassed. I don’t care that my
employees hate me. I don’t care that my ‘friends’ are only my friends because
they’re seeing me through my reflection. It doesn’t matter. The first and only
time I ever cared what somebody thought was when I met my equal, my
muse, my reflection, the only friend I’ve ever had, ever wanted, and I can’t take
care of her the way I want to, the way she needs me to, the way she takes care
of me, because suddenly all these people who don’t like me need me and I’m
the cleanup guy.”
Lydia swallowed. Hard.
“One cleanup guy for a whole bunch of people who don’t get me and don’t
care enough to try and have taken so much from me I don’t have anything left
to give the only person I want to clean up because I love her more than I love all
those other people put together and she needs me more than all those other
people put together and I’m the only one who can do it. But plot twist! I just
figure out what it really means when she says that all she wants to do is take care
of me in return, to fill me back up when everyone around me sucks out every-
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thing I have, and now I’m panicking because the only thing I can think about is
how empty I am going to be when she leaves. Me. Not the kids, me. That’s what
she wants me to feel first, and I do, that I am not me without her, just a shell
going through the motions of life because she sucked out my soul and took it
with her when she left. And she gets the shaft so I get the shaft, too, because
I’m her and she’s me, and we’re both getting the shaft because other people are
piling on top of me because they want want want want want—
“Pushing out the only person who can recharge me not because they don’t
like her but because they don’t understand what she means to me. Don’t believe I can feel that about anybody, much less a woman. I’m looking into my
future and seeing nothing but me pushing a broom alone in some basement
somewhere cleaning up other people’s messes while she’s wandering the
globe, just as lost as I am, looking for the home I want to give her but can’t
because there are too many other people already living in it!”
He ended on a roar, and Lydia gaped in shock. He was furious. But he
just shook his head slowly as he turned to make the macaroni. He drained it.
Put it back in the pan. Plopped some butter in it. Poured some milk in it.
Dumped the orange powder in it. Stirred. Looked at it. Poured in some more
milk. Salt, pepper. Until he was happy with it.
He got out some bowls and dumped some in each. “Milk?” he muttered.
“Water? Sprite? OJ? Vodka?”
She cleared her throat. “Um. OJ. Thanks.”
Then he was sitting with her. Food he had made was in front of her. It
was hot. She blew on it gently, working through his rant. He never had to
think about the poetry he spewed when he really cared. It was just there, like
algorithms, so this must have been building for a long time.
“This is good,” she finally said around her first bite.
“Lots of practice,” he muttered. “It’s one thing Fifth and I do. If Mari
goes to my sister’s for the weekend, he stays home. We have this and sit here.
He reads his comic books. I grade homework or write. Or we play Old Maid
and Go Fish. Board games. Stupid shit like that. I hate that stuff. We talk
about computers. Then we go to the batting cages. We both like that.”
She thought about the stories in that little bit of information. “You’re not
really mad at me about the baby, are you?”
“No,” he muttered. “I’m pissed at you for leaving me last year, not giving
me a chance or a choice, not— For not telling me about the baby then digging
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your claws into me until I came to my senses. Which I would’ve done and you
know that, and you would’ve kept me from being stupid like you always do. So
I’m pissed off and I say stupid shit.”
She knew that feeling all too well. No sex, for God’s sake. What was that
supposed to prove? “I’m sorry.”
He shrugged and continued muttering, “As for the baby, I never
thought it was your fault, but something about the story felt off. Why
didn’t they make you stay in the hospital? Why did they let you go back to
work knowing you were on a motorcycle? So I asked Simon. She said miscarriages and stillbirths are common and they happen because there’s a
problem with the baby or the pregnancy. She said your OB either didn’t
give a shit or she was backlogged. Simon thinks she just told you it was
your fault to get you out of her hair.”
Lydia gulped, because that had occurred to her, but she had desperately
wanted to get out of the situation. “She hated Americans,” she whispered
hoarsely. “Thought I spoke gutter Spanish. But she was my only option right
then.”
“Oh.” He paused. “For what it’s worth, Simon was horrified. Even if it
were true, she shouldn’t have said it.”
There was so much wrong with what had happened, but she’d been too
deep in the emotional hole to deal with it properly. She’d tell him that later,
though, because this wasn’t about the baby at all and she didn’t want them to
get sidetracked.
“You really do need me for me?” she asked in a small voice.
“Yes,” he said wearily. “I keep telling you that and you keep not believing
me. But I didn’t understand you’re upset I’m not putting myself first in relation to us, you and me, our relationship.”
She nodded. “I wanted you to be selfish about me, my time, my attention, and … ” She cleared her throat. “I’m sorry. I don’t seem to be able to
explain myself very well to you.”
He sighed heavily. “And I don’t listen, so … ”
More silence as they eased away from the tension and ate.
“Do the kids really just barely tolerate you?” she asked quietly after a few
bites. “I thought they couldn’t cope without you.”
He shrugged. “Started out that way. Now, I’m not really sure, but I’m
used to thinking that and I don’t care, the same way I don’t care about my
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dad’s approval.”
“But you do,” she said softly.
His head snapped up. “Not anymore,” he growled.
Lydia closed her eyes and released a long sigh, relaxing into her chair.
He’d chosen her. Again. He was clearing out his life for her.
“Um … Fifth saying he wants to go with me to Spain is part of his feelings about being with you?”
“No. He wants to get away from Mari.”
“Does he hate her?”
Jack shook his head. “He’s tired of getting left in the dust. He’s even
more frustrated because I let Mari take over because I feel guilty if I discipline
her or even set her aside in favor of him. It was the first shot in the war.”
She blinked. “Uh, what?”
“Fifth doesn’t play. It’s easy to forget he’s a street kid because he’s small
and he’s genuinely nice. Tender-hearted. His parents were like that, then his
father was killed and his mother went off the deep end. Anyway, I always
wondered how he could control Mari and keep them out of trouble and then
I found out.”
“He has this demon face … ” she ventured. “I meant to tell you … ”
“Yeah, I’ve seen that. It’s fucking creepy, but that’s the tip of the iceberg.”
She gestured for him to continue.
“At the first school I had them in— That was a rush job. One day I was
waving goodbye at the airport and two weeks later I had a house full of kids.
Anyway, some bigger kids with blowhard fathers decided they were going to
initiate the new kid—the one who couldn’t read, by the way—”
Lydia groaned.
“Yeah. I didn’t see it, but I’m told it was ugly. That happened a couple of
times before everybody up and down Manhattan got the memo: Don’t fuck with
Jack Blackwood the Fifth. He might be little, but he’s smarter, faster, tougher
than you are and he will kick your ass so hard you’ll wish you could change
schools. And then he’ll blow through four grades in a semester and a half, and
put you on the back side of the bell curve. Kid knows how to negotiate like a
pro, he’s a strategic thinker, and he fights like a pit bull that’s been starved and
beaten.” He paused. “He is a pit bull that’s been starved and beaten.”
She sighed. “And the blowhard dads?”
“Came to me whining and I asked them why their sons don’t have the
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balls to back up their mouths.” She chuckled. “He’s just such a nice kid that
it’s easy to forget and so he goes back to being a nice kid immediately. Friendly. Talks to everybody. Helpful. The teachers all love him. He’s even nice to
the people he beat into the ground. At this point, I’m not sure there’s one rich
kid in all of Manhattan who isn’t part of his fan club.”
“He’s a leader,” she said softly.
“Yeah. I’m proud of him, so his saying he wants to go to Spain with you
is his way of kicking my ass since he doesn’t want to deal with Mari directly.”
“Because he’s afraid he’ll be expected to do it all the time and turn back
into her parent.”
Jack nodded. “I asked him what it would take to make him happy here.
He wants to move upstairs even though it’s for the staff and storage because
Mari’s locked out of it. We have architects and designers coming this afternoon. I’m hoping that’ll do the trick. Give him space and security.”
“That’s a good plan.”
“Piri thought so, but he also accused me of being a pussy with Mari.”
Lydia thought that was quite sweet. “When do they get home from
school?” she asked quietly.
“About four. I’ll let you make the decision as to whether you want them
to see you.” He laughed bitterly. “Whether you’re staying here at all.”
She sighed. “Jack, I don’t want to be anywhere but with you because
when I’m not with you, I’m lost. But then your mother— She didn’t care
about my story any more than you did and— And your dad bashed you,
and— They already treat you like a third-class citizen and I— I’m horrified—
By, well, everything. Who does that to a perfect child?”
She saw his Adam’s apple bob and he nodded slowly. “Look, my parents—Cordy—they mean well. They’re nice people. Gentle, kind-hearted,
like Fifth. And, no, I don’t blame them for being frustrated with me because
even you get upset when I won’t shut up.”
She gave him a small, wry smile. “Only during sex.”
“Right, but you understand me. They don’t. They never have. So they
aren’t going to understand you. I should’ve known that, but I forget nobody
can see your inner carnival but me because you’re so fucking cute, classy,
cultured, and educated. They think they do know you because you speak
their language, so they wouldn’t believe you’re the low-key female version of
me. Honestly, this is the first time I’ve ever seen them so socially clumsy, so
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I can’t explain that any more than I can make them understand me.”
She cracked a reluctant smile.
“Uh, did you mean what you said about wanting me to be the father of
your children?”
He sounded so hesitant and uncertain, her brow wrinkled with concern.
“Yes,” she said gently. “I had the most wonderful dad. I didn’t think I’d ever
find a man who could meet the standard he set because it was so high, so I
was willing to cut any man some slack. But you meet that standard. I
wouldn’t have said it if I didn’t believe it.”
“But they aren’t happy here.”
Lydia shook her head wearily. “You’re misreading them because the only
thing you care what people think about you is your financial integrity. They
aren’t going to be able to express anything but disapproval because that’s all
they know. That doesn’t mean they don’t love you. They’ve always loved you.
They just didn’t want you to hire a cruel nanny. I guess Ivy fired one Sebastian hired and the kids thought you’d be even more clueless about hiring.”
His brow wrinkled. “Really? That was it?”
Lydia shrugged helplessly. “That’s what they told me.”
He was silent for a while, eating, thinking. Finally he sighed and muttered, “Are we finished? Everything out on the table?”
“The floor,” she muttered. “But yes, I’m finished.”
“Right. Okay. This is where the therapists say to restate what’s been going on in the conversation and make sure we’re both on the same page.”
She nodded. “All right. Go on.”
“You want to stay with me. Me. Nobody else, just me.”
“To be about you. Support you and take care of you. Love you the way
you really need. Listen to you. Tell you you did a good job. Apologize when
I’m wrong. Tuck you in when it’s past your bedtime. Give you hugs and kisses and occupy your space with you.”
“Okay, and you know what? I love that.”
She blinked. “Oh,” she breathed.
“I want you to stay with me. Just you. Okay? Lovers. Friends. Partners.
No kids. Nobody else. You do your thing, I do mine, we come home together
at night where I can take care of you the way you need it. I want the same
thing you want. I have never not wanted that. I need you to believe that or this
isn’t going to work.”
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She looked into his plain brown eyes for many seconds. No sparkles or
swirls or stars. Just her reflection. How many times had he tried to tell her
and she hadn’t believed him because he seemed so cavalier about feelings and
averse to relationships with anyone? And how many times had evocative,
heartbreaking narrative just fallen out of his mouth because it was just there?
He wasn’t cavalier and he only spent time on things he truly cared about.
He was an open-minded genius who was willing to accept truth as soon as he
understood it, and he wasn’t going to waste time figuring out when or why or
the coolest, most alpha way to manifest it. He had important shit to do.
Important Shit To Do. That was his language.
“Yes.”
“Okay. Thank you. It can’t be that way.”
She huffed. “I got the concept. You don’t marry a person. You marry his
whole family. I’ve always been willing to take the whole package. I just wasn’t
prepared for how big the package was. The kids— I know them. I do love
them. I knew they had a train full of issues and I knew they’d be high maintenance. I was prepared for that. It was that you weren’t seeing me at all because
you were so desperate to give the kids what they want and need and you
steamrolled me. Then your family went— I can’t even … ”
He looked down in thought, then nodded. “That’s fair. I see your point
and I’ll deal with them.”
“But,” she added. He stiffened. “I need to figure some things out that
have nothing to do with you or this situation. It’s been bubbling underneath all
this drama ever since Julie confided in me. It’s been getting stronger and
knocking me off balance as if I weren’t off balance enough. I came back before
I was ready to and I can’t carry all this anymore. I just don’t know what it is
or how to describe it.”
He released a long, loud sigh of relief. “Well, sweetheart, you’re in the
right place. I’m the cleanup guy and I’m gonna take your trash out.”

24:
ROPE ON FIRE
SHE GAVE HIM THE LOOK he was dying to see. Of hope, of promise, of faith.
It was wary, but it was there in her red nose and bloodshot eyes and little
frown lines around her mouth. He didn’t feel any better than she looked.
“Something’s wrong with me,” she continued. “It would be wrong anyway, no matter where I went, even if I did go back to Sevilla.”
“You still need to deal with your grief.”
“I can do that wherever I light. It’s a disconnect from life. I can’t put my
finger on it, like that snowball of my sins I can’t separate.”
“That snowball melted a while back.”
Her smile was fleeting, but it was one and this conversation had not been
as bad as he’d feared it would be, considering he’d expected her to walk out
without a word. It’s what he would have done. But, inexplicably, she wanted to
be with him, no matter how much she hurt. Her assertion that he, of all the
men in the world, was the one she found worthy of being her children’s father—that she wanted to have his baby—had nearly broken him in two. Fortunately, his incoherent rant seemed to have made some sort of sense to her.
He didn’t know why his feelings always fell out of his mouth at the eleventh
hour, but it was starting to get fucking irritating.
“Last night you said I was bored. You were right. I’ve known for a while,
but I haven’t been able to figure it out.”
“You said the dancing didn’t hit the spot.”
She shook her head.
“I talked to Straff yesterday.” Was it only yesterday? Time warped when
he was with Daisy. “And I’ve been thinking about something he said. I need
to give you a compelling reason to stay in Manhattan for yourself. Not for me,
not for the kids. For you. That’s where ‘you’re bored’ came from.”
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She didn’t interrupt him; she was eating slowly and listening with some
interest and curiosity. She gestured for him to continue.
“So let’s run down your frosh list. You don’t have a home. You don’t have
a job at KU. You have a prestigious job offer at the University of Seville you
don’t want to take. You have a job at Covarrubias that you love because it’s
small and it was a no-brainer for you while you were sorting out your grief,
because you have management experience from the bathhouse, so you could
rehab a department with your eyes closed and teach. If you go back, once you
get on your emotional feet again, you’ll get bored fast. It’ll be the same here,
once you get into the rhythm of the household.”
He stopped.
Waited.
“You’re right. I was almost finished when I left and hired my replacement.”
He felt like he’d gotten halfway around the Sorry board. All that time in
therapy had just paid off in spades.
“Okay. You didn’t get the job at Juilliard. I don’t even think you want the
job. You haven’t said a word about getting a job at any of the unis around
here, so I’ll assume you’re ambivalent to any teaching position at all.”
She shrugged. “I’m homesick for KU, so I don’t want to think about that
right now.”
And six steps backward. “Let’s dump that idea completely, then. Would
you say New York is a comfort city for you? Because of your childhood?”
Her brow furrowed in concentration. “Um, yes?” she said slowly. “I think
that’s probably true. Yes.”
A couple of steps forward.
“Did you know your archenemy Truscott is good friends with two faculty members in Juilliard’s music department?”
She gasped as her head snapped up. Her eyes were wide. “No!”
“There’s your vendetta. Cordy says most of the powers that be would like
to have you, but they do not want to get in the middle of a feud since you
aren’t likely to back down and he’s not likely to accept a truce. She can get
you another audition if you want, but I doubt you want to begin a new job
when you have two entrenched enemies already.”
“No,” she said flatly. “Especially not when they put their loyalties above
what’s good for the student. He’s a disgrace and has trashed more than one
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talented pianist’s career possibilities.”
Jack couldn’t help his slow grin.
She huffed. “All right. All right. Pure ethics. Loyalties. Blah blah blah.”
“You gonna write a white paper on that?”
“I might,” she shot back, but she couldn’t suppress her smile. “A Tale of
Two Brendas: Avarice versus Incompetence.”
He laughed. “Okay. For the sake of this exercise, let’s also throw Juilliard
out the window since it was some weird word-association thing to try to help
you with Julie and you wanted an excuse to spend time in Manhattan.”
She puffed a little laugh then. “Boy, you have spent a lot of time in therapists’ office this year.”
He gave her a crooked grin. “What other rock solid commitments do you
have left? Two students who are waiting for you to settle down. How many
hours per week would you spend on them?”
“They pay by the hour, but at that level, they should only need twenty to
thirty minutes every other day. They may stay with me a year. Two, maybe,
since they’ll also be taking advantage of being in New York to build their résumés and book concert tours. I will probably end up hiring managers for
them because their parents are already being a pain in my butt—”
“More parents?” he demanded.
“Oh. Did I forget to tell you they’re ten and eight?”
His jaw dropped.
“Stage parents. They aren’t Julie’s parents, but they’re high maintenance.
They’re all like that. That’s why I charge outrageous fees Truscott can’t hope
to demand. It’s my pain-in-the-butt surcharge.”
Jack started to laugh, and she smiled. A genuine one, warm, full of
amusement. God, he loved those smiles.
“If I’m just giving private lessons, I can take four, six more students. I
have enough prospects for that, so let’s throw that on the pile.”
“All right. Let’s say a couple of hours a day on the high side. You have
practice time, which Cordy tells me you spend all night doing.”
Daisy nodded. “But the kids like for me to play for them, so that would
probably be in the evening and through the bedtime routine, like we did at
the Easy-Offs.”
“Good. And you have flamenco. I will assume you don’t spend hours and
hours a day practicing.”
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“After last night, I don’t have a teacher or a studio, so not until I find a
new place. I love it, but it’s never going to be more than a hobby, a physical
outlet, and it’s never going to be something I’ll get really good at. I’m okay
with that.”
“It looked good to me.”
She smiled a little. “Thank you.”
“The problem is there’s not enough color in your life, but I can’t give you
as much as you need anymore. What I gave you last year wasn’t as much as
you need. We savvy?”
She nodded with a weary sigh.
“What about Manhattan is not giving you what you need?”
Her expression grew thoughtful. “It’s busy, noisy, crowded. It’s alive.
There’s a heartbeat here, under your feet. That’s why I love it so much. Lots
to do. But all the colors blend into one big floodlight. Maybe I’m not looking
in the right place. I even tried to find good drag shows, but they were all really
lame, lip-syncing instead of singing. Not even karaoke.”
Jack opened his mouth to ask his next question, but she kept going.
“Lip-syncing is fine if you can dance or strip, but they couldn’t. Their
outfits looked like middle-school prom dresses out of the Sears catalog, the
makeup was awful, their wigs didn’t fit and the ones that were intended to be
outrageous were sad. Their tucking and padding was horrible.”
Now she was getting worked up and Jack watched, fascinated.
“No, you cannot perform in a bikini if you have a bulge. That’s not the
point. Stop being a pussy and pop your balls up back where they came from.
No, I do not care how much the tape hurts. Tape your damned dick. God, I
hate queens who don’t tuck. Lazy bitches. No, you cannot wear sports bras
just because you can’t figure out how to pad a Cross-Your-Heart bra. Uniboobs are not hot. And for the love of God, wax your effing toes!”
Jack’s eyebrows shot into his hairline.
“We were doing so much better in the seventies and eighties! More flash,
more style. More outrageous. And this is New York. They should have
something better than what I’ve seen. I could fall asleep watching those
shows. What do you mean, you can’t sing ‘I Will Survive’? That is like the
official gay anthem! Get off the effing stage! Augh!”
Jack began to smile, but she didn’t seem to notice.
“Put on some platform stilettos if you’re short! If Gene Simmons can do
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it, why can’t you? Excuse me? You can’t walk in hooker heels? And you have
the gall to call yourself a drag queen? Get your flat butt out of my club and
don’t come back until you can pass!”
With a wide grin, Jack waited for more, but she seemed to be finished. “I
see you feel strongly about this.”
She pouted at the table. “They were awful,” she muttered. “I felt personally violated.”
He started to laugh, then harder when he caught her trying not to laugh,
too. “God, I missed you, Daisy.”
Her smile faded a little. “Jack, I’ve been trying to figure it out and I can’t.
But I also haven’t been able to think about it. My position at Covarrubias was
as much as I could handle. I got my color from the bullfights and flamenco
and festivals and just being there. Sevilla is a carnival of color just by itself,
bright reds and yellows, up against the richest blue sky you’ve ever seen. The
flowers, the history, the architecture, the—everything—is just so over the top.
Manhattan can’t hope to compete with Sevilla. But I wasn’t part of it and I’m
even less a part of it here.”
“That’s what you need, to be part of the color.”
She nodded. “That’s one reason I began taking dance lessons, to be part
of the color. Then Emilio came along and I was marginally part of bullfighting for a while, but there are very few matadors worth watching. Sitting
through a boring matador’s performance is torture. You know what you’re
going to get when you see Janet Jackson or Pearl Jam or Barry Manilow. A
bullfight is an artistic crap shoot.”
He shook his head helplessly. “I’ll take your word for it.”
She shrugged. “I’ve tried, Jack. I can’t do here or in Sevilla what I did at
KU, build my own color smack dab in the middle of a blank-canvas prairie
covered in wildflowers, the way I like it. Color that gives me my dad and
grandmother. I told you. Like a wonderful window display by a designer who
knows what they’re doing. Hidden gems and Easter eggs for people willing to
look deeper. Little trails for rabbits and nooks for birds and butterflies. Fairy
gardens. Yard art from local artists. Sculptures. Gnomes and gazing balls and
windchimes. Those sound tacky until you see them used brilliantly. I worked
on it all year ’round and I have a whole storage facility to hold my holiday
decorations. Jack, I swear to you, it was a masterpiece, especially at Halloween
and Christmas.”
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Jack watched her talk, heard the passion and pain in her voice, saw the
tears in her eyes. “Your grief about Julie and your house is inextricably
linked,” he murmured.
She gasped. “Yes! Yes, exactly!”
“I can help you with the house part.” He stood. “Come with me. I want
to show you something.”
He held his hand out. She took it. He led her out of the kitchen and
down the hall, past two sets of double doors on the right and two sets on the
left. When he opened the third set of doors—
She clapped her hands to her mouth, covering her gasp. “Oh, my God,”
she whispered reverently, stepping into it and walking around carefully.
She walked around in silence, going to the large soda fountain counter
first and caressing the Carrera marble top, the white wrought-iron bar chairs
with plump pink-and-white candy-striped seats, the pink-and-white awning
over it. She went behind the counter, where a sink was, and the frilled acrylic
sundae cups were stacked next to the carbonation dispenser that wasn’t attached to a carbon dioxide tank and only squirted plain water. There was a
small refrigerator and a freezer that weren’t plugged in. Drawers for silverware and kitchen linens were empty. On the wall under the awning were oldfashioned candy jars neatly lined up, empty except for pictures of candy taped
to the inside. There were aluminum fudge dispensers all in a row on top of
more Carrera marble, all empty but for ladle handles sticking out of the slots.
There were stacks and stacks of sundae and float glasses, all acrylic, unbreakable.
She left that and went to the miniature carousel. It was almost twelve
feet high and had three child-sized carousel animals. She pressed a button,
then screeched and jumped back when it came to life, the animals bobbing up
and down as they went around and the calliope piping cheery music. She
laughed, looking at it in delight, then pressed the button to turn it off.
There were shelves and shelves of untouched children’s books. There was
a sitting room with a TV over a gas fireplace. There were stuffed animals
everywhere, artfully placed. There was a small stage with a fortune in brightly
colored marionettes hanging there doing nothing, never having been played
with.
“Mari doesn’t use this room,” Jack said low. “It’s too much for her. I hate
to get rid of it because it’s so … ”
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“Beautiful,” she whispered in awe.
“Yes.”
“It’s from one of the Witch Mountain movies.”
“Yes. It was my mother’s idea after Mari went nuts over it in the movie. I
told her it would be a disaster in real life, but she doesn’t understand Mari.”
“But she raised you.”
“Mari’s damaged. I wasn’t.”
“Oh, right.”
“Mari will cause all the chaos she possibly can, but she can’t stand chaos
around her. A TV screen she can watch from ten feet away is fine, but in real
life, all those patterns and bright colors and noise are a threat. The marionettes scare her to death. The carousel— The one in Central Park, she loves.
This one, no.” He gestured toward a set of heavy drapes. “Her bed and bathroom are in there,” he said.
That part of the suite was plain by comparison, softly lit, muted greens
and blues, her bed with a simple dull green duvet and a navy corduroy headboard. There were plain wooden nightstands with plain lamps on either side
of it. There were no decorative pillows or stuffed animals. The bathroom was
similarly plain, a warm cream, dimmer lighting than normal for a bathroom,
more muted greens and blues, with a walk-in closet off it hung with plain
jeans and tee shirts of all colors. A slew of school uniforms from various private schools were tucked in a corner. The few dresses were also colorful but
plain. No patterns, no frills. There were rocking chair recliners just next to
the bathroom door. The connecting door between this room and Jack’s was
right next to the bed.
“She really really doesn’t like the amusement park.”
“I like this, too, though,” Daisy said softly. “My house. The inside. It was
very plain. Calm, soothing. The outside, I had an acre to work with. Oversized everything.”
“I know,” he murmured. “I saw it.”
“My tenants asked me if you were allowed to tour it, but never told me if
you had or not. What did you think?”
“It was brilliant. We think we found all the Easter eggs. Mari and Fifth
were completely entranced and they didn’t want to leave. So I had a professional photographer out. I wanted to—” He stopped. Looked up at the ceiling. “I intended,” he said slowly, “to have a coffee table book made, but I
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haven’t had a chance to get it done. When you told me Julie’s parents went all
Carrie, I didn’t know if you’d want it.”
He lowered his head to see her eyes glittering, her mouth trembling.
“What a wonderful gift,” she whispered. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
She sniffled and gestured to the suite’s great room. “The carousel is out
of proportion. I love it, but it’s too much for the space. Can you have this
photographed before you gut it?”
Jack nodded.
Then she gestured to the door next to Mari’s nightstand.
“She goes through my bedroom to get out.” He laughed wryly. “I don’t
dare go anywhere in this house without clothes on, Ivy and Timothy can
come in and wake me up if my door’s open, the lock on my bathroom is very
sturdy, and I sure as hell don’t jack off in my bed.”
Daisy laughed suddenly. “She just … ?”
“Runs through,” he said with weary amusement. “Nowhere in this
apartment is sacred except my bathroom and the upstairs. There’s a keyed
lock on Fifth’s door, which he keeps locked most of the time, but she’ll pound
on it if she wants his attention.”
She sighed. “She won’t let him stop being her father.”
“No. But she will also go in there and take anything she wants.”
“Poor Fifth,” Daisy whispered. “They’re used to taking whatever they
want without a thought.”
Jack nodded. “Mari will, yes. For her, it’s a learned behavior that turned into a compulsion, especially when she’s feeling insecure. I could put a thousand
dollars in her hand, and she’d stuff it in her pocket and go mug somebody. She
doesn’t get the connection between money and stuff. She sees the connection
between purses and food, which to her means security. When we go out, we have
to take a lot of food to keep her from picking somebody’s pocket. If Timothy
takes her shopping, he makes her fold her hands in front of her so he can see
where they are. He also pats her down before they leave the store.”
“That’s interesting.”
“Fifth loves being able to buy things, not having to steal. He doesn’t have
to work so hard. He sees buying as an act of security, being able to afford to
go to the register and pay for it. For him, it’s a privilege. Granted, he doesn’t
have to work for that money, but learning how to work for it comes later.”
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“I see.”
“I’m sure he’d like it if you supervised his new room, the designers and
architects.”
She turned to look at him, and he panicked at her blank expression.
“That’s not a request for you to take over mommyhood immediately or, or to
guilt or bait you into staying for the kids. You love this room. Your house
was gorgeous. You’re grieving it. I like your aesthetic. I was only thinking it’d
be something you might enjoy.”
She smiled again, her face softening. “That’s sweet. Thank you.”
He took a deep breath. “So, um, I have another thing to show you, but
I’m not sure how you’re going to react because I don’t want you to feel obligated or … ”
Her throat bobbed, but she only said, “Lead the way.”
Again, he took her hand and walked her gently out to the hall, up to the
library, and opened the doors.
She stood frozen for a few seconds in shock, her mouth slowly falling
open at the sight of the enormous Bösendorfer piano taking up most of the
space.
“Oh,” she croaked as she entered the room, approaching the instrument
as if it would bite her.
“Mrs. Easy-Off wanted you to have it,” he said low, his chest tight as
her tears began to fall on the wood, as she caressed it lovingly. “She wanted
me to keep it for you. She said you’d be back when God told you to come
home to me and she wanted it to be waiting for you.” He stopped. Then he
laughed harshly, wiping his hand down his face. “Home. To me,” he rasped.
“God, I’m a dick. I didn’t catch that until just now. The woman was so
fucking cryptic.”
“But you loved her,” Daisy whispered as she sat on the bench and pressed
a key so softly it didn’t make a sound. “She knew you. Understood you. In
ways your family doesn’t.”
“You too.”
He knew he shouldn’t be doing this, letting her walk around his apartment in his pajamas—that she had bought for him—looking so at home here
whether she felt it or not, being his reflection, the only person in the world
who knew him for who he was because she was also a soulless alpha. It was a
mistake when he wanted this so badly and she would be right to leave, to get
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away from him and his unwitting and clumsy cruelty. Away from his cluelessly meddling family.
“What?”
He snapped to. “What what?”
She had a soft smile on her face. “What were you thinking?”
“Will you marry me?”
Her smile faded. She pulled her lips between her teeth, but she didn’t
look away.
“Yes.”

25:
MAGIC IN HIS EYES
What had she done? she wondered when Jack walked her to her apartment, hand in hand, but for the first time in this whole ordeal, from the moment she first looked in his eyes and he pronounced hers an ordinary gray to
last night’s stab in the heart, she felt …
Good.
Right.
Whole.
Again.
Or at least, more whole than she’d felt since Julie told her her plan, when
Lydia sat in her house tense, unable to sleep, and paced, waiting for the day
she knew Julie would die, knowing she could prevent it, but …
Lydia had never regained her equilibrium.
She was never going to be able to do it on her own, but now she had
someone she knew she could lean on. For the first time since Mingo died and
Victoria moved to Spain, she had someone, someone who saw through the
cute, classy cocktail conversationalist to the carnival. She was all those things,
but only Lydia’s family, which included Victoria, knew that.
Jack had known her from the beginning.
“When can I see you again?” he murmured when they got to her door.
“I dance tomorrow night,” she said, her voice hoarse from the hurt, the
lack of sleep, the crying, the anger and stress. “The regular broke her foot and
it was a last-minute substitution. Otherwise I’m free. Don’t disrupt your routine for me anymore.”
He nodded. “Thank you, but I’d like to come if you’ll have me.”
Her mouth twitched. “Come?”
He laughed. “Vulgar, not boring.”
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She sighed. “That was boring, wasn’t it?”
“Would you have family dinner with us Friday? Six.”
“I would love to,” she said immediately. “Thank you for inviting me.”
He gave her a heartbreakingly happy smile. “I have another cocktail party
Sunday I have to go to, but before I bring you to any more, I want to get rings
and have an engagement party.”
“Thank you,” she whispered again, so very touched he would be sensitive
to it enough to think of a party when it had to be the last thing he wanted to
do. “A party’s a good idea. If your mother would like to plan it … ?” she asked
gingerly.
He was shocked.
“I’m not interested in being enemies with my mother-in-law. You have a
really nice family. They just don’t have any boundaries and I had to set some.
Fast and hard.”
His shock melted into a smile. “That’s true. And I’m sure she would love
to. Thank you.” He raised his hand and caressed her cheek. “I’m trying, Daisy. I’m gonna screw up, but it won’t ever be with any other woman and I never
saw you as my nanny.”
“I give you my faith.”
“I hate you so, so much,” he breathed, then took her face in his hands and
kissed her passionately. She kissed him back, almost crying at how much
she’d missed that, I hate you, which was passion, need, longing, love all rolled
up in a package he was begging her not to throw back in his face.
It was them, just the two of them, lovers first, the safety net Fifth and
Mari needed.
Except that she hadn’t expected to display it so soon when he showed up
the next night with them. It was an ambush, and she was about to tear him
open when he looked away. Flushed—or about as flushed as he could get.
His mouth tight. His fists clenched. His jaw clenched. He wouldn’t look at
her.
Then she realized—
No, he wasn’t ambushing her. Not when Fifth knew she was here and
he’d already fired the first shot. She could figure out how that had gone
down.
Heeeyyyy, Daaaaaad. Is Daisy staying at Sebastian’s or what?
DAISY’S HERE?!?!?!? DADDY DADDY DADDY!!!!
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Jack had brought them under duress, duress he couldn’t withstand anymore, not with howler monkeys jumping up and down on top of him. She
wondered what had tripped Fifth’s trigger, but she was absolutely certain
Mari had done something.
She smiled wryly and collected her hugs, kisses, demands to come home
with them, reprimands about leaving them, questions about what she’d done
while she was in Spain, plans to do this, that, and some other thing, interrogations about a wedding and on and on and on.
She didn’t answer any of that, but they didn’t seem to expect answers.
They were babbling, words they’d saved up for a year tumbling out of their
mouths.
“You were gone for a whole year!” Mari screeched.
Right in her ear.
She looked up at Jack. He was angry. Embarrassed.
“I … locked myself in,” he muttered, looking everywhere but at her.
“Telling Fifth when I knew he was on the warpath. I wasn’t thinking.”
“I know,” she said gently. “I understand.”
He laughed bitterly. “Which part?”
“Why you did it. You always shoot your mouth off when you’re feeling
cornered.”
He slowly looked up at her, but she couldn’t decipher his expression. “Yeh.”
“You don’t get cornered much, and you deliberately make yourself vulnerable to the kids and I find that—”
“Stupid?” he said tightly.
“No,” she answered patiently. “Sweet. I knew you’d be an indulgent parent, but I thought you’d do it to make them not bother you.”
His jaw clenched. “That’s not much better. I’m either a pussy or an asshole.”
She shrugged. “Dads who love their kids are occasionally pussies. Mine was.”
I was not!!!!
“Jack!” came Straff’s voice as the elevator dinged open.
“Fifth!” Cordelia called. “Mari, you sweet girl! I haven’t seen you two
since Easter.”
“Hi, Aunt Cordy! Uncle Straff!”
It seemed the kids liked the Sedgwicks fine, knew where they were in the
family tree, but were right now too excited about being with Lydia to give
them much attention.
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“Lydia,” Straff said imperiously, “where is this place you go on Tuesdays?
Corrida? A tapas bar, is that correct?”
She was surprised he remembered that, the name tossed out as she was
scurrying out the door because she was late and the owner hated that. “Yeah,
up in Harlem,” she said. “I miss Spain. The culture. I didn’t expect to fall in
love that fast and that hard. Didn’t expect to miss it as much as I do.”
“She dances,” Jack offered stiffly. “Flamenco. She took lessons in Spain.
She’s trying to keep her chops.”
Cordelia gasped, utterly delighted. “That sounds lovely! We must go
with you some time!”
“Um, sure. Thanks.” Lydia turned to Jack once they’d gone. He was
twitching, looking around, being bored. Pissed off. “Jack.” His head snapped
to her. “Corrida’s a bar. They don’t allow children.”
“I thought it was technically a restaurant,” he mumbled. “I— Howler
monkeys.”
“I figured. I’ll call the owner. She knows the story.” She hurried to the
concierge phone, explained quickly, and said, “Thank you, Lupe.” She nodded
to Jack and then caught up. “Tonight only. You have to sit in the back.”
Jack nodded wearily, and she felt love fill her chest like a blooming peony.
He was trying so hard to balance what was best for the kids and fulfill Lydia’s
expectations.
Huh. He might not be as much of a dick as I thought.
Jack was who he was and people held him in contempt for it. Even his
parents, who couldn’t appreciate him for being every parent’s dream son.
You were a perfect daughter, so I suppose it fits.
Jack and Lydia had their issues, but like wasn’t one of them. She’d liked
him from the beginning and for once, she’d chosen wisely. He was a good
man, but he was so hyper, mouthy, and vulgar, nobody could see it.
Love wasn’t their problem, either.
Learning how to live with each other, two soulless alphas vying for dominance all the time, trying to roll with it and even enjoy it— That was the
problem.
“C’mon, guys,” Lydia said lightly, turning the children to hustle them
outside and into Jack’s car, she on one side, Jack on the other with the children in the middle. Sort of. Where they weren’t on top of her.
Mari was still babbling, but Lydia pulled Fifth onto her lap facing away
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from Mari and pressed his head to her shoulder, rubbing his arm, kissing his
forehead. She knew. She could feel him the way she felt her students. Julie.
He was lost. Hopeless. Hanging on by his fingernails.
Because—
“Fifth!” Mari barked, kneeling on the seat and bouncing. “I want a turn!”
That. Going into his room and rummaging around. Banging on his door
demanding attention. Not allowing him to settle into a life where he was a
child, where he would be taken care of as he should be.
That was going to stop.
Jack pulled Mari down and into his lap, holding her steady in spite of her
trying to break free. “Jack!”
“Mari,” he said. “Cut it out.”
But she didn’t.
Lydia looked at her with the Evil Eye. “Stop it. Now.”
Mari looked at her in shock, then she slumped against Jack, taking comfort with Nice Daddy.
“Mean mommy,” she muttered, as if they’d last seen each other at breakfast during which they’d had a mother-daughter tussle instead of having just
reunited after a year apart.
“I can get meaner,” she said with a raised eyebrow.
Mari stuck her thumb in her mouth and scowled at her.
You’re a born mother, doll. Knew you would be.
“Why’d you come to New York all those times?”
Silence.
“What’d you say?”
Her head snapped to Jack, who was looking at her funny. “What?”
“You asked me why I came to New York.”
She laughed softly. “Oh. I was talking to Mingo. I imagine him talking to
me sometimes when I need to work things out. I talk back.”
That’s an understatement.
“Out loud?”
She shrugged, embarrassed. “I don’t have anybody else to talk to.”
He sighed and looked away.
“Who’s Mingo?” Mari mumbled, now lying on Jack’s chest, her thumb
still in her mouth.
“My daddy,” Lydia said gently, scooting closer to Jack, which made him
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scoot closer to her. They met in the middle, touching, each with a child in
their lap.
“Where is he?”
“In heaven. If there is one.”
“There’s a heaven,” Fifth murmured into Lydia’s neck. “There has to be.”
“I hope so, too,” she whispered, running her fingers through Fifth’s silky
black hair. “For Julie, too. And Tony.”
Fifth tensed, but Mari asked, “Who’s Julie?”
“A student of mine who was very sick and died. Her parents are angry
with me, so instead of letting me be happy because I had her and loved her,
they decided to tear my house down and make it so I couldn’t go back to
Lawrence.”
“Ohhhhhhh,” Mari breathed. She was silent, then said softly, “Are you very
sad now?”
Lydia smiled at her and reached out to caress her face and comb her fingers through her gorgeous black hair, now long, shiny, and smooth, well cared
for. “I’m very sad about a few things, yes. But you make me happy.”
Mari’s delighted smile and Fifth’s arms tightening around her said everything.
“Jack,” she said softly.
He looked at her. He was not happy.
“You got marinara on your tie.”
He started and looked down, then back up at her. “What? I don’t even
have a tie.”
“Oh. You got it on my lavender dress, too.”
He looked at her strangely, as if that tickled his memory, but didn’t know
why.
“I need to get this stain out. Quickly. It’s silk.”
His expression cleared. “My apartment’s close,” he purred.
“Oh, is that your bathroom?” she asked breathlessly.
The corner of his mouth turned up. His lids closed a little. “Yeah, that’s
my bathroom.”
“Can you unzip me? I can’t reach.”
“Be happy to,” he said throatily, leaning into her, kissing her lightly.
She kissed him back. “Maybe you should clean your tie and hang it on
your headboard,” she whispered.
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“Mmm hm. So I can tie you up and eat you till you scream my name.”
“God, yes,” she breathed as the kiss deepened.
“Hey, what are you guys talking about?” Mari demanded.
“Us being us, baby girl,” Jack murmured as he drew away slowly, giving
Lydia a look that promised all sorts of fun games tonight. In his bed. When
they just met. And didn’t have howler monkeys. She raised her eyebrow and
gave him a coy smile in return. “Just us being us.”

26:
ARABESQUE NO 1
IT WAS WAY TOO EARLY for children to be bouncing on top of her.
“Daisydaisydaisy!” Mari squealed. Lydia groaned and looked over her
shoulder at the clock, blinking sleep out of her eyes. Six a.m. Jack was gone,
but there was a faint whiff of his cologne in the air, so he was either eating
breakfast or had already gone to work. Mari dropped herself on the bed right
beside Lydia. Then kept bouncing.
“Stop it.”
Mari bounced once more then stopped.
“Why are you up so early?” she croaked.
“Daddy said you came home with us last night!” she squealed, bouncing
on the bed again. “And helped put us to bed! Tucked us in and kissed us and
everything! Like a real mommy and daddy!”
“Stop bouncing.” She did, with one last bounce. “Come over here on my
other side and snuggle with me.”
The girl scrambled over her, making her oof. Lydia lifted the duvet but
not the sheet that covered her. Lydia wrapped her arm around her once she
was settled and pulled her close. She pressed her lips against the girl’s sweetsmelling hair and sighed. “I love you, Mari.”
“I love you, too, Daisy,” she muttered, then yawned. “I’m so glad you
came home.”
Lydia’s heart ached, but she was too tired to let that percolate. So was
Mari because she yawned again and promptly fell asleep.

488 | MORIAH JOVAN
Fifth had long left for school by the time Lydia and Mari woke up. Lydia felt bad about that because he was the one who needed her and she had let
Mari preempt him. Again.
She sent Mari to do … whatever she did in the morning. Once the door
was closed, Lydia dragged herself out of bed and into the bathroom. She’d
been here only two days ago, but it felt familiar, with Jack all over it. It had
gnawed at her, once she received notice that her house had been condemned,
that she had nowhere to go where it felt like home.
Victoria’s apartment didn’t. It had one small bedroom and for some reason, Victoria had a trundle bed. Two twin beds taking up space that Victoria’s wardrobe usually took up didn’t lend itself to feeling at home, but
Victoria wouldn’t hear of Lydia sleeping on the couch.
Sebastian’s was comfortable, but very outdated and not her style, all
mauve and powder blue baroque, which, he told her, wasn’t his style, either,
but he didn’t feel like spending the money or time to redo an apartment he
lived in maybe two months out of the year. She was still going to buy it from
him to provide a convenient place for her students and their stage mothers to
live if they wished.
But Jack’s room was a nice blend of sleek, modern lines, and strong male.
It was calm. Soothing. Restful. She liked it. Her bedroom had been a Zennish retreat, large but unlike Jack’s room, it was light, airy, almost all white
shabby chic broken only by glimpses of cherrywood. He needed large spaces
that were clear and open as much as Mari did, with precise lines and dark,
quiet colors and nothing on the beige walls or dark-wood horizontal spaces,
not even a TV. She could guess why Mari’s room wasn’t as big or dark as
Jack’s, and she could also see why Mari’s amusement park would frighten her.
The girl wanted light, soothing colors but a cozy space, like a warm blanket
fresh from the dryer on a cold day. It was the same reason she didn’t want to
be on Wall Street during evening rush hour, all those people in dark suits
crushing in on her as the sun set.
Lydia looked at herself in the mirror. She was a wreck. A very well-loved
wreck. The good kind of wreck, and she smiled sleepily at herself. Jack was
the most wonderful lover she had ever had, and having a commitment to each
other made it exponentially better than it was last year.
He’d felt so good last night.
I love you so much, Jack. I give you my faith.
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She brushed her teeth, then went looking through Jack’s drawers for
something to wear that would not swallow her whole. There. A tee shirt and
boxers would do. She was surprised, when she wandered down the hall into
the kitchen, to see a man and a woman in jeans at the breakfast table. There
was a young man—twenty or so—who was giving Mari the Evil Eye, at
which she giggled, but when his eyebrow rose, she went back to her breakfast.
Lydia was very impressed. Ivy saw her first and scrambled to get up, but she
was old and her bones were creaky.
“Oh, Dr. Charbonneau!”
Lydia waved at her to sit down. “No, no. Don’t get up.”
“Ivy, you can call her Daisy,” Mari piped up.
Lydia nodded absently while she perused the contents of the refrigerator.
“Uh, y’all go ahead and continue your conversation. I’ll butt in in a minute.”
They did. She opened some cabinets looking for glasses and the first one was
chock full of medication. “Oh, my.” She looked closer. Half of them was for
Mari. The other half was for Fifth. “Oh, my,” she repeated.
Once she had a very tall glass of orange juice, she found an empty seat
and looked at the person who must be Timothy. “You are the Mari whisperer?”
He might have blushed, but he was almost as dark as Jack so she couldn’t
tell. He stammered, “Ye—ye—yes, Dr. Char—char—”
“Daisy,” she said, then yawned. “So, Mari, introduce me, please.”
“Well, that’s Mr. and Mrs. Seroussi. They’re my tutors.”
“Hi.”
“This is Timothy. He’s not mean mean. He’s you and Sebastian mean.”
“Good, good.”
“And that’s Ivy.”
“We’ve met. Briefly.” Lydia smiled at her. “But I have heard so much
about you I feel like I know you.”
“Same here,” she said, a little shyly.
“So just to make everything perfectly clear,” Lydia pronounced as if she
were passing out syllabi to freshmen at the beginning of the semester, “I have
my own thing, and I am not here to upend anything.” She looked at Timothy. “I am not going to interfere in any way with whatever you’re doing. Jack
likes it so I like it.”
There was way too much relief in that boy’s face.
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“Note: I will back you up on probably every single issue you have with
her, so come to me for resolution. You aren’t going to get it from Jack, which
you probably already know. I will also not allow her to pit him against you.”
“Thank you,” he breathed.
The adults all snickered. Mari huffed.
Lydia looked at the Seroussis, who were calmly eating, and said, “Same
to you. I don’t know you from Adam, but you must have the patience of Job.”
They laughed. “We’re retired professors, also,” said the mister. “History
here. Early childhood development for my wife. We both specialize in pedagogy.”
Lydia gasped. “Oh! Fabulous. Where did he find you?”
“On the subway,” Mrs. Seroussi said dryly. “We overheard him and Sebastian, and we got a wild hare to talk to him.”
“That is wonderful! How long have you been here?”
“Just after you came back,” Ivy said softly.
“Ah. Oh. Okay. Now, what I will need from you all is a schedule of the
daily routine so I can flow around that and not get in your way.” There were
murmurs of no problem, and she looked back at Ivy. “But for today, where
would I find Fifth’s school and how much trouble would I be in if I pulled
him out for a day to go do stuff?”
Ivy’s expression melted into a happy smile, but Mari burst out, “Hey!”
“Mari,” Timothy said calmly but sternly.
But Mari wasn’t having it. “How come he—”
Lydia narrowed her eyes at her and growled, “Don’t even.” Mari’s face
crumbled, but there were no genuine tears. “You got to sleep in with me this
morning and I didn’t even say hi to him. Mari, I am not going to let you demand his attention, steal from him, or shove him out anymore. He is not your
protector anymore, so you will leave him alone to be a kid. He and Jack might
let you get away with that, but I won’t, which you know very good and well.”
“Hrmph.”
“Mmm hm. Which means you better stop pounding on his door and taking his stuff. I don’t know what I’ll do to you if you do it again, but you’re
going to be sorry.”
“Mean mommy.”
“And you love me for it.” She looked at Timothy and the tutors. “I’m sorry I killed your schedule for the day by letting her sleep in with me.”
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“It’s really not a problem, trust me,” said Mrs. Seroussi, “but we’ll explain
why later.”
“Okay.”
Soon enough Mari and her three keepers were gone and it was just her
and Ivy and whoever was deep in the apartment vacuuming. She looked at
Ivy and sighed. “So … how badly am I going to disrupt the household?”
Ivy smiled. “You’re not, actually. What we couldn’t say right then was
that ever since Jack told the kids he knew where you were and explained what
had happened to you, and that you and he were trying to work things out,
they’ve been far more tractable. More settled. Relaxed, I suppose.”
Lydia sighed. “They were waiting for me to die or walk through the door
so they’d have closure.”
“Yes.”
“I feel like the worst mother ever.”
Ivy laid her hand over Lydia’s and murmured, “You’re not that, either.
Trust me. Jack needed that year alone with them, to teach them how to trust
him, that he was trying. He’s always been absolutely truthful with them,
which is something they expect. They’re half adult and they won’t tolerate
Santa Claus lines.”
Lydia nodded.
“Whether he knows it or not, he is good for them in ways you can’t be. A
father always is. And they needed to feel that before you reeled them back in
again.
Her brow wrinkled. “He thinks they can barely tolerate him.”
Ivy looked a bit shocked. “Oh, good heavens, no. They adore him. They
would never have—” She stopped, opened her mouth to say something, then
snapped it shut.
“Would never have what?”
“I don’t want to sound disloyal, but— Jack is a better father to them than
Sebastian would have been,” she blurted.
Lydia blinked. “Um … ”
“Sebastian is very loving, but he’s also very stern. You probably know
that.”
Lydia nodded.
“He has definite ideas about how to raise children, but they’re a bit oldfashioned and he doesn’t have a girlfriend or wife who can temper that. I was
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going to move to Kansas City with them, so I was with them the whole time.
Jack left after we toured your little house, which, by the way, was lovely.”
Lydia smiled a little. “Sebastian’s home is a showpiece. They weren’t allowed
to touch anything and he had no intention of redecorating with children in
mind.”
That surprised her. “What about his art studio?”
Ivy shrugged helplessly. “He expected them to be tidy about their work
area.”
“For an art project?”
“He’s very much like Timothy, but Timothy is only allowed to oversee
Mari’s suite. He’d go behind the housekeepers if Jack allowed it, and Mari’s
only legitimate complaint is about his perfectionism. So one of the Seroussis’
jobs is to keep Timothy from demanding perfection from her, teaching him
what’s reasonable to expect of her and himself. Who’s going to do that to Sebastian?” She sighed. “He hired me, so I do feel guilty in confiding this to you
and I’m not going to tell Jack, but I think you should know where the kids’
heads are.”
“Oh. Thank you.”
“Mari came to my room every night to cry and honestly, it broke my
heart. By the time they decided they wanted to be with Jack, I was about
ready to call him and talk to him about it.”
“He told me they came back because I wasn’t going to be at KU.”
Ivy shrugged. “That was just the last straw, and Fifth used it as an opportunity to get them out of the situation. He’s very clever that way. Sebastian
will make a fine father one of these days, but not until he’s mellowed quite a
bit and has a wife who can keep him in check. These children? Match made
in hell.”
“They never told Jack?”
Ivy shook her head. “Fifth told Sebastian they wanted Jack because if you
ever came back, you’d be with Jack. That was true, but it wasn’t the major
reason. They would’ve run away sooner than later. And Sebastian would’ve
cracked down harder. Fifth would’ve declared war and I’m not sure Sebastian
would have won.”
“Goodness,” Lydia murmured.
“Jack is exactly what they need. He listens to them. He made sure the
apartment functioned around them. He doesn’t mind if they’re messy so long
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as they clean it up just for an exercise in self-discipline. He’s more stern than
his sister, whose home is very fun but too chaotic for them to stand very long.
They need a much lighter touch than Sebastian would have been, but not as
light as his sister or mother. He’s not a teddy bear by any means, but they
don’t doubt he loves them and they feel secure with him. They know he is
never going to put them on the back burner or abandon them. He makes sure
they have what they need and most of what they want, so they know that
when he enforces something, it’s really important to him and they do their
best to comply.”
“What about Fifth’s issues with Mari?”
Ivy shrugged. “That’s as much his fault as Jack’s. He won’t take the initiative to come out from under Mari’s shadow and tell Jack what he wants, and
Jack doesn’t know what questions to ask to suss it out. He doesn’t really give
Jack much to go on. Sometimes I don’t think Fifth actually knows what he
wants.”
Lydia smiled bitterly. “He wants me.”
“Yes. Now, Mari’s explicit about what she wants and Jack can give her
almost everything she needs, materially and emotionally. The one thing he
can’t do for her is let Timothy do his job.”
Lydia rolled her eyes and took a bite of a cinnamon roll Ivy had offered
her. “That went without saying. Timothy’s too young to stand up to Jack and
say, ‘This is the way it has to be to get the result you want.’ Especially if he’s
ever seen Jack at work.”
Ivy puffed a tiny laugh. “He has, so you might be right. The children do
love Jack, but they think he should know that simply because they haven’t
bothered to run away.”
Lydia laughed suddenly. “And so my job is to referee.”
“No,” Ivy said softly. “Your job is to be yourself, let Jack take care of you,
and let the children love you.”
That hurt. So good. “Thank you,” Lydia whispered, her eyes stinging,
because no matter how much Lydia wanted to be here, or how much the kids
wanted her here, it wasn’t going to be what any of them expected or hoped
for. Jack had always known that and he’d tried to warn her, but Lydia had
had to learn the hard way and drag him through it a second time. She sighed.
“For what it’s worth, you didn’t disrupt today’s schedule at all because
you finally got Mari to sleep. She’s tamer when she’s had good rest, and she
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very rarely gets any. She takes sleep medication, but she can often fight it off
and Jack doesn’t want to give her more. The Seroussis will be able to get a lot
more done in a lot less time.”
Lydia was half sad, half relieved. “How did Fifth take the news Mari was
sleeping with me?”
“We didn’t tell him. He won’t know unless Mari tells him, which she
might, but by then, it won’t have ruined his day and you’ll have had the opportunity to make it up to him. He was ecstatic you were here, so he may not
have cared that much.”
“Oh, good. Good.”
“Jack said you and he are getting married?”
She smiled. “Yes. Does anyone else know?”
Ivy shook her head. “Nothing Jack and I talk about privately goes beyond
us.”
“Good, then. Fifth’s schedule?”
Ivy grimaced. “Not today. They’re on a field trip, so you wouldn’t be able
to anyway. But they’re not going to let you take him out. I don’t believe you’re
on the list.”
“I’ll fix that later, then. That means I get to go play on that gorgeous piano Mrs. Easy-Off gave me.”
Ivy looked at her speculatively. “Do you take requests?”
Lydia grinned. “I sure do.”

27:
DATA POINTS
JACK WASN’T SURPRISED to see Daisy at Mrs. Easy-Off’s piano when he
got home from work. She was pounding it, standing, playing some wild thing,
reaching into the piano and plucking its strings.
She was in one of his tee shirts and boxers.
Her curls were bouncing.
If only she could play like that in front of a jury. Did she even want to?
He closed the library door quietly and leaned back against the door jamb,
crossing his arms over his chest to watch her perform for herself.
No pressure.
Right now, her passion had filled the room and it was getting thicker.
He started at the bang of piano keys. Daisy was looking at him, wideeyed, startled.
“I’m sorry,” he murmured. “I didn’t mean to scare you.”
“No, um—” She swallowed, looked away, gathered herself. “It’s noon. I
wasn’t expecting you so early.”
“I wanted to see you. Welcome you home.”
She smiled shyly and blushed a little.
And to start talking. Getting her story from her, to ask the kind of questions she wanted him to ask so she could tell him her story. He’d once again
spent hours thumbing through his reports because he didn’t know where to
start nor how to phrase things.
“I should’ve taken a shower.”
“Sweetheart, I have smelled you at your worst.”
She laughed.
“Did you know Mingo was bootlegging whiskey and unstamped cigarettes?” he asked abruptly.
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Her bottom lip dropped open and she blinked rapidly. “Well, yeah.”
“And guns,” he said flatly. “He was running guns, Daize.”
“Yeah,” she drawled again as if that were a given. “I kept the books. Of
course I did.”
That was not a good way to start. Jack dropped his head in his hand.
“I’m … so torn.”
“Jack,” she snapped. He looked up, and she was furious. “I am not going to
tolerate this. I resent like hell you trying to convince me how awful my dad
was. People thinking what a horrible horrible childhood and adolescence I
must have had and that’s if I was telling the truth, which nobody thought I
was, so there was that. How is it going to help either of us, or the kids, for me
to start believing that Mingo was awful to me? To you, he was an awful person!
I get that. I don’t care. Stop trying to make me hate my dad.”
He sighed heavily. “How old were you the first time you saw people actually having sex?”
Her mouth twitched in thought. “Mmm, I don’t know. Eight or so?”
She said it like it was normal.
“Okay, let’s start there. A man raised a little girl in a brothel. Last year,
when I was an indiscriminate manslut, I would’ve thought, ‘Wow, that’s
fucked up.’ This year I’m a parent of children who are severely damaged from
seeing the worst of humanity, being terrified, basically alone, cold in the winter, and depending on the mercy of others or foraging for their sustenance.
Children who may have been forced to do more than watch people have sex.
That’s bad enough. Then I find out this guy was running guns up and down
the East Coast, along with other contraband like it was still Prohibition, and
he was having a little girl do the accounting. Please tell me which part of any
of that I should just take in stride.”
Daisy’s expression slowly cleared. “Oh, um,” she said low, stepping away
from the piano, gracefully pushing her curls out of her face. “I—” She grimaced. “That does sound bad, doesn’t it?”
“Yeah,” Jack returned flatly.
She took a deep breath. “Fair enough. Yeah. Okay, um. I see what you’re
saying. I guess. I don’t have any experience with people believing me so the
conversations never got that far.”
He grunted. “Also fair.”
She was at ease in his clothes, he saw, and he liked it. He liked that, once
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he explained his reasoning, she could set aside her own issues. She gestured to
the sofa as if she were the resident and he the guest. He sat at one end and
she the other, crooking her knee and leaning toward him, looking at him earnestly.
“Were the children molested? I got the impression from Piri that the
neighborhood and their delivery clients protected them.”
Jack massaged the bridge of his nose. “A lot happened between when
they hooked up and when they dropped into that neighborhood, started running messages. I gather street justice was administered, but by whom, to
whom, for what, and when, we don’t know.”
Daisy sighed and looked down, picked at her fingernails.
“When they came home from therapy in tears, fighting going back, I told
their therapists to stop digging. They need coping mechanisms, new habits,
and drugs. They don’t want to remember and I don’t think making them
dredge something up they’re actively trying to bury is helpful, especially when
they’re permanently living in a safe place with someone they trust implicitly.”
“Poor babies,” she whispered. “That’s why you think I have repressed
memories and can’t understand my nostalgia.”
“Correct.”
There was a long silence broken only by soft sniffles before she spoke
again. She took a deep breath.
“The first thing you have to know is that I didn’t see a whole lot of sex.
Mingo did what he could to make sure I didn’t. We didn’t have a community
hot tub or heated pool. We had showers, locker rooms, and saunas, a bar, a
rec room kind of thing with strippers, and private rooms. During business
hours, I was only allowed at the front desk and in the bar to tend it and waitress. Because everyone in the club was gay, I didn’t have to worry about being
groped or anything.
“Every once in a while I had to deal with something or somebody elsewhere in the building or serve alcohol somewhere else, and that’s when I
would see stuff. Mingo told me not to watch. I tried not to. He told me to tell
him if something bothered me, and I did, but then I had to be given a crash
course in BDSM. He did all the cleaning until we could afford to hire someone so I wouldn’t have to deal with bodily fluids.”
Hm. That was interesting. Marginally honorable. “How did that not affect you?”
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“You know how a bathhouse works, right? People pay memberships or
entrance fees, room fees, locker fees, whatever?”
He nodded.
“We were in the business of giving people a place to do the things they liked
and quite often, people just needed a cheap place to sleep and shower. As far as
we knew, nobody was forced. Mingo told me he wouldn’t be able to tell if
someone was being forced, but that was a hazard of choices people make. He
reminded me that these people loved me and protected me, and I needed to
honor that, even if I didn’t like them or what they did. That’s why I let it roll off
my back. If I paid attention, I couldn’t honor their affection for me.”
“Allies,” he said blithely. “Not friends.”
The corner of her mouth turned up and she blushed a little. “Yeah, yeah,
yeah,” she muttered, trying not to laugh.
“And minors?”
“He didn’t allow minors, but he couldn’t enforce it, especially once we
started the drag show because then we were in the business of total transformation. You have to understand. Mingo didn’t like it. Sometimes he hated it.
But like taxes, he thought laws restricting people’s sexual behavior were immoral, and he was going to capitalize on human nature. His line in the sand
was drugs, which, as we know from Simon and Melinda’s situation, isn’t that
cut and dry.”
Jack looked off into the distance, thinking about that. “You grew up with
prostitution, but you have a problem with how I conducted my affairs.
Why?”
“I don’t like it. Mingo despised it.”
Jack stared at her, shocked speechless.
“Mingo was from an upper middle class family. He was raised learning
how to run a chain of five-star restaurants catering to only the wealthiest
people in the world who went to Havana to play. He was perfectly bilingual
and could speak English like he was from the wealthiest neighborhoods on
the Upper East Side. He was attractive and charming. He was constantly
propositioned but he wasn’t interested.”
“Was he gay?”
Daisy shook her head. “Wealthy, bored socialites. But he had a girlfriend,
he was part of a reigning family of Cuba, and he wouldn’t have sullied himself
or betrayed his girlfriend like that.”

BLACK JACK | 499
She stopped.
“I hear a ‘but.’”
She sighed. “But when he left Cuba, he had to leave his girlfriend behind.
When he got to Miami with Lola, he didn’t have much. He found a job at a
high-end restaurant because he had the skills and accent. He was mouthy and
would’ve been fired, but he was bringing in a lot of money just by himself. He
raked in tips, but it wasn’t enough for him to do anything but pay the bills.
And it wasn’t long before he got propositioned by a wealthy, bored socialite.”
“He took her up on it.”
“It was a lot of money, Jack,” she said soberly. “He hated it. He hated
feeling caged. Powerless. The bottom, by default of who had the money. But
he’d rather be exploited for a lot of money being an escort than a little money
being a waiter. He only kept waiting because that was where he got clients.”
Jack couldn’t really find a flaw in that logic if one were open to making
money that way.
“He was still doing that when Lola found me.”
“And he told you all this.”
Daisy nodded. “He was straight with me the way we have to be with the
kids. He needed me too much to sugarcoat anything. He also wanted me to
not make the same mistakes he did or be backed into a corner where those
choices were my only alternatives. Yes, we ran a whorehouse. Yes, he hated it.
No, he couldn’t keep a job because he was too mouthy. Too alpha.” Jack
snorted. “No, we weren’t going to find a different business because yes, we
were the only game in town and yes, we were doing it for the money and yes,
we made lots of money he poured into buying land while yes, we continued to
live in the same tenement we’d always lived in and wore thrift store clothes
and ate beans and rice because he was cheap. Yes, we ran hot whiskey and
cigarettes and guns. Yes, I kept two sets of books and fudged our tax returns.
But he had his own code of honor, which I know you will never believe.
“You think he exploited me,” she continued matter-of-factly. “No. I was
an equal partner and I knew I was working toward something, which was
owning the bathhouse after he retired—and he wanted to do it as soon as I
graduated from college so he could go to college. I was working for my future,
not his gain. That was how it worked in his family, businesses handed down
like heirlooms, the patriarchs retiring early and rich, and I have millions of
dollars to prove it because he and Lola and I owned everything equally.”
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Jack had no frame of reference for that and he had to admit that maybe …
Mingo wasn’t evil.
“And in the meantime, I was having fun—at everything. I loved doing the
books almost as much as I loved playing the piano. I was a thirteen-year-old
hiring people, running a business, knowing that no matter what happened, I
could build a business on my own. I was important, you know? I got told I was
adorable and fabulous and brilliant constantly. Who thinks that’s awful?”
Jack took a deep breath. “I’m sorry,” he said low. “Sorry I didn’t ask. Sorry I shared those reports with my family. Sorry my mother ran her mouth,
and then my dad— Straff was the only one who had the good sense to ask. I
couldn’t imagine how you could come out of that undamaged. I assumed you
had to have buried bad memories. We all did.”
Daisy shook her head. “I was with Mingo and Lola for several weeks before my short-term memory started working and then that eye thing came on,
so … Everything before that was gone. Why would I not continue in that vein
if it was horrible? Why would I create an alternate reality when all I really
had to do was wander away to die or be homeless or institutionalized? Concert pianist college professors don’t come from unconscious amnesiac fiveyear-olds who may have been through hell.”
Jack’s gut clenched, seeing Mari in that pile of dying little girl behind a
Dumpster and feeling his gut clench. Would twenty-two-year-old Jack have
done such a deeply humane and loving thing as Mingo Anaya did? No. He
wouldn’t have walked away and left her there, but he’d have called the cops
and let them deal with it.
Now he had a pile of jacked-up little girl he’d taken in to care for. Mingo
Anaya, as much as Jack found to make him dislike the man, had had a solid
core of humanity and commitment at twenty-two that it took Jack thirty-six
years to find.
“It was why I was so furious,” she was saying, “that I couldn’t get a therapist to at least go along with my ‘alternate reality’ long enough to deal with my
grief over how Mingo died. His autopsy is a matter of record and there’s no
question how. The problem was proving who.”
“My investigators were able to talk to people who’d heard the rumors,”
Jack said low, “but they dug and drew conclusions. We weren’t sure cops did
it, but we did have reason to believe it was true.”
Daisy nodded. “I got the story from a couple of drug dealers I knew who
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were straight. They were—yes—my friends. They both refused to give me
details. Just enough to back up the ME’s report. It was bad enough I had no
recourse to hold someone accountable, and then people whose jobs it is to
help you through your grief don’t believe you?” She paused. “The only thing I
don’t know about Mingo Anaya was why he came up to New York other
than running guns. It doesn’t take a week to ten days to fill a trunk with guns
and satin. I know he had to have been doing something else, but I have no idea
what it could be. And you know what? It made me mad then and the longer
I’m here, the madder I get.”
That was a detail he was going to put his PIs on. “A lover?”
“I can only hope! He never had one, as long as I can remember and he
never told me his girlfriend’s name. All he ever said about her was that he had
one, he loved her, wanted to marry her, but her parents wouldn’t leave Cuba.
She was too scared to run away and he was too scared to drag her out anyway. He said she was the love of his life and he didn’t want to talk about it
anymore. In Miami,” she continued, “he was a boytoy too long. Jaded. Bitter
about women. Not only was he not gay, he didn’t like anybody who walked
through our doors. He—” She laughed suddenly. “Hated everybody. But he
could sell anything.”
Jack shook his head wearily. “Where did the drag show come in, then?”
“Oh. I don’t know where he got the idea, but there wasn’t one in Miami.
So he did what he always did when he had no idea what he was doing and no
money to hire anybody. Did it himself.”
Jack’s eyes nearly popped out of his head. “That’s it? He saw a market
gap and put on a dress?”
She nodded. “He was really good at it. When he was Heloise, he could
step out of his feelings of loss. Grief. Anger and bitterness. He was a completely different person. He could forget. And Heloise was a lesbian.”
“Did he like doing that or was it just for the money?”
“Mmm, well, he compared it to being a cake decorator. A whole lot of
work for a little slice of enjoyment that’d be gone by the end of the evening. But
its transience didn’t make it any less valuable as art. To him, getting into drag
was a meditative ritual, something he had never had. It gave him a sense of
peace because when he was done, he looked in the mirror and saw a good friend
who could help him cope with his grief. His … reflection, I guess you’d say.
Heloise was an entirely different person and he talked to her. Out loud. Like I
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talk to him. But then performing became his job and he found out that when
he was Heloise, he also loved being the star of the show.” She paused, then
mused, “Sometimes I think he took me in because he could focus on my needs
and forget Castro, forget his family who refused to leave with him, forget his
girlfriend and his guilt for not taking her anyway. He needed family like he
needed to breathe, so he made one. He was very sad when I went to KU, but it
was the only place that offered me full-ride scholarships and grants that paid
for a car and gas and insurance, and he wasn’t going to let me pass that up.”
“And now you have a PhD.”
Daisy shrugged. “He was killed at the beginning of my senior year. The only thing I could do right then to honor his memory was finish college. I didn’t
want to stay in Miami by myself. The restoration of South Beach was starting
to crank up and I’d already been notified the cabaret was going to be zoned out
so I’d have to build a different business if I wanted to stay. It wasn’t my home
anymore and even if it was, it was going to be taken away from me.”
“Torn down. Like your house.”
“Yes. And my grief over Mingo is inextricably linked to South Beach as
it looks now. I hate everything art deco. But I had somewhere to go. I’d already halfway put down roots in Lawrence and I was going to miss it when
I went back to Miami to stay, so it wasn’t a leap to stay and keep going until
I figured out what to do with my life. I was a millionaire. I could do anything I wanted, but I couldn’t do it in a place that didn’t feel like home. I
looked at houses in Kansas City, but I couldn’t bring myself to move there.
Forty miles away, just across the state line and I couldn’t do it. I had to stay
in Lawrence.”
Jack was feeling her grief in his gut, her feelings of loss and confusion. It
was how he’d felt for the last year, a new life, his home not feeling like his
because he suddenly had two kids in it, suddenly had to learn how to be a
good father. It was fortunate he had a good example.
She laughed. “And I spend half my time in Kansas City anyway. So I
built a house and kept going to school while I built a reputation as a private
piano teacher. Got my doctorate. Applied for a faculty position. Got tenure.
Drafted onto arts boards which was fun. I’m important to the arts in Kansas
City and I love being important. Lawrence stopped being my home when Julie
died, just like with Mingo and Miami, but this time, Kansas City was all of a
sudden way too close. And the only other city I knew was New York.
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“So that’s a really long way of saying that it was because of what Mingo
had to do, because of the business we were in, he raised me to be careful. He
was Catholic, of the generation where girls were virgins until they married.
Lola was from the generation before that. She was still a virgin when she died
because she and Tony weren’t married when Rico killed him, and she would
not have been silent if I were sexually active. She willfully ignored others’ sexual behavior. She just wanted to make sure I was a good girl because I was her
responsibility. In fact, I didn’t lose my virginity until I was twenty.”
Jack’s jaw dropped open.
“After Lola died. On the other hand, I was jaded, too, but not in a normal, bitter way. There was no mystery to it at all. I saw how it was done.
Men. Women. Or a whole bunch at the same time. I knew what an orgasm
looked like as an observer. I figured out how to give myself one. I had my
share of crushes, but I was too busy to date and I had nothing to prove. Mingo would have rather I stayed a virgin until I married, but he expected me to at
least save it for a person I knew loved me.”
Jack’s whole view of Mingo Anaya, which had slowly been taking a different, uncomfortable shape, had suddenly flipped upside down and Jack’s
head was spinning with all this new information. He didn’t like it, having to
change his year-long opinion in a matter of minutes. If he’d just asked last
year or even thought about it with an open mind …
“The only mistake I made was believing that when a man said he loved me,
he was telling the truth and that we would be together, as a couple. I had no reason not to believe him. All the people who said they loved me did and they
showed it. So I tried again. And again. I cried on Mingo’s shoulder. He told me
to be careful about who I believed and said if I couldn’t tell for sure, to be celibate. He said the way you can tell is what a man does, how he shows it.”
Jack grimaced, but she didn’t notice.
“I didn’t take that advice for a few years after that. That was my mistake.
It’s not reflective of what I was taught. I just wasn’t around healthy relationships for any length of time. It’s not like anybody in a bathhouse has relationships. They’re there for sex, preferably with strangers.”
Hm. Fifth and Mari hadn’t had any relationships to look to for guidance,
either, except glimpses at Jack’s parents and siblings. Jack had never had a
relationship in his life until Daisy, and that one couldn’t be called healthy by
any stretch.
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She laughed suddenly. “Jack, I had sex with you because I was in love
with you, not because I thought you loved me. It was the first time I have ever
had sex for me, because I wanted to have sex with a gorgeous guy who was
smart and could think and made me laugh.”
That hit Jack so hard he could barely breathe. “But,” he said slowly, “you
were going to before I shot my mouth off.”
She shrugged. “You looked in my eyes and saw me. And then you kept at
me, which was something I didn’t think was normal for you. You were really
mad that morning you said you wanted to try again. No man who really
wants another mulligan thinks he can get it by being pissy about it, so you
were laying it all out in front of me and inviting me to kick you in the ribs.
You wanted me in spite of the odds and because you’re you, you had to give it
another shot.”
He rolled his eyes because of course he hadn’t thought about it that
deeply.
“When you said you loved me, it freaked me out because I’d been told
that before, to get me to put out. But you said it after we had sex, after you’d
been pissy at me the entire time we’d spent together. You told me you loved
me in the middle of not wanting to love me, but because you were feeling
cornered, you shot your mouth off, and used my first name. And I didn’t
know what to do with that. It was safer to distance myself.”
“You don’t believe the survivor bonding bullshit?” he asked hoarsely.
“Oh, yes,” she said earnestly. “I believed you were confusing it with gratitude and that I was a novelty to you. I still think that, but not to the same
extent.”
“And I’ve shown you nothing but grief. Not love.”
Her brow wrinkled. “Yes, you have shown me you love me, but that
doesn’t mean I can survive your way of showing it. I wouldn’t be here except
for Sebastian and then Emilio, but … ”
Jack was definitely going to have to buy this Emilio guy a drink. “Why did
you listen to somebody you don’t like?”
She took a lingering breath and looked up as if to find words. “It’s not
that I don’t like Emilio. It’s that Victoria was vulnerable to him in a way she’d
never been vulnerable to any man. He knew that and I didn’t trust him to
respect her boundaries, to not push her until he got her in bed and then walk
away. What I didn’t know, but she did, was that he was lost professionally
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and emotionally. He didn’t know what to do. She kicked him in the butt and
gave him clarity. Focus. He didn’t want to let that go, so he was willing to toe
her line. She seduced his mind and I knew I’d grabbed yours, so watching
him court her, how perfectly he treated her after they were married— It
made me ask ‘What if?’”
“That’s what you wanted, for me to do what he did.”
“Yes. But you’re not Emilio and I’m not Victoria, which was the first reason it wasn’t going to work. It was wrong of me to expect that, especially with
what you’ve been going through, how much your attention was divided, how
much energy and thought you were putting into the kids. If I were a single
mom, nobody would expect me to do for a man what I asked you to do for
me. I’ve been trying to force something that should’ve been more organic. If
I’d waited a little longer until I was ready, if I’d been able to find a counselor,
if I’d done any number of things, it would’ve worked itself out, so there’s another few snowflake sins.”
He sighed. “Is it force if we both want the same thing?”
She blinked. “We didn’t. You wanted a mom for the kids. I wanted to be
with the man I love.”
He dropped his head, looking down at a sofa that was once cream and
now was faintly stained with jelly and peanut butter grease, dirt, salt, and
blood. “I have a ton more questions about your growing up. Do you mind?”
She gasped as if delighted. “Of course not!”
“Tell me about Lola.”
“Listen to the song, Jack,” she teased.
“I didn’t think it was a true story.”
“Manilow and company thought they made it up, but they must have
heard the story somewhere and forgot about it.” She took a deep breath. “Lola was a star back in Havana in the fifties. People went there just to see her
and dance with her because she made people feel good about themselves. She
gave dance lessons in the daytime. Everyone knew she was a good girl, and
that she and Tony were engaged. Think what you like about our son’s name,
but Tony was an honorable man. Upright, honest, respectful of women.
Good with money. A saver, not a spender. Liked kids. Hard worker. He was
cheerful, not overbearing, and everyone loved and trusted him.”
“Sounds too good to be true,” Jack muttered, suddenly feeling unworthy of
Daisy, unworthy of Little Tony, unworthy of some guy in a song.
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“He was also illiterate and not especially bright, but neither was Lola. He
had other faults, I’m sure. But he was an excellent example of a real man, how
a real man steps up to the plate and knocks it out of the park. There are
worse people to be named after.”
“Like … Rico.”
Daisy nodded. ”She broke down when Tony died. Mingo’s family took
her in. His mother didn’t like her, but from what I can tell, his mother was a
bitch. He brought Lola with him when he left Cuba.”
“Why? She had to be a drain on his resources.”
“She loved him unconditionally. All Lola wanted was for him to not
curse or be in drag in front of her. She never said it, but he knew and respected it. She approved of him and told him frequently what a wonderful person
he was. How grateful she was. There were very few things he could do to
earn her disapproval and he needed that. I assume because of his mother,
which might sound pathetic, but he was only eighteen when he left. Lola said
she never had a good word to say to him.”
Jack was starting to understand. “You grew up with unconditional approval.”
“Yes. And love and gratitude.”
“If you grew up understanding gratitude, if it’s so important to you to
think about it, to feel it, to express it, why did you have a problem with
mine?”
“Because I equate gratitude to family and platonic relationships, teacherstudent ones, and that’s not what you and I have. We’re equals. We have a
stormy relationship, but it’s not lopsided. Ballast. Sails. They aren’t grateful
to each other, the way I see gratitude. They’re a team, one tilting left or right
and the other tilting the other way at the same speed and angle, never out of
balance because we’re equals and there are beams holding us together. But I,
ballast, and you, sails, are in an ocean of people who are tossing us around because we can’t figure out where we want to go or how we want to get there.”
He thought about that, let it settle. Then he nodded slowly. “Okay. I
understand that. Can you … Are you okay with talking about how Mingo
died?”
She looked away in thought. Her mouth twitched. “I— Well, if you’re
the only therapist I can get … ”
Jack chuckled when she cast him a wry smile.
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“Mingo only went out in drag when he had to deal with my school or
doctors or whatever. He was my Aunt Heloise, who was my legal guardian.
We had a whole backstory and forged documents for everything. But when
we were out, he got harassed by men constantly.
“This is the story I got from my friends: For whatever reason, he went out
in drag late one night. He was in a hurry. He got pulled over. It was our neighborhood and everybody knew who he was, in and out of drag, so he probably
felt safe enough. I was told there were some words exchanged. Mingo shot his
mouth off. Cop called for his partner, who called for backup. Another pair arrived. They were talking and laughing right by Mingo’s door so he couldn’t get
out. He carried, but he couldn’t get to his gun without getting shot. They
dragged him out of the car, bent him over the hood, and handcuffed him. He
fought. They yanked up his skirt and … there it was. Not a woman. He—”
“Stop,” Jack said, trying to make sense of the bigger picture. “They didn’t
know he was a man when they pulled him over?”
“No.”
“Soooo a woman got pulled over, then got bitchy and four cops pulled her
out of her car, handcuffed her, and bent her over the hood?”
“They pulled over a beautiful woman,” she said softly. “There was a lot of
that going on in Miami then. It was notorious for it, like a city-wide crisis
type of thing. On national news. I grew up with gay men and I saw how
they’re treated by men. Cops. Like they were mice or cockroaches, there for
the sport of squishing them or batting them around until they died. Not human.
“Mingo wasn’t gay, but he was a Ginger when he was in drag, so I saw
how beautiful women were treated. Lola was a Ginger, too, so she had a lot of
Ricos. She thought being engaged, then married, would protect her. I don’t
know which one had it worse, honestly, Gingers or gay men. Women are
seen as property and a beautiful woman belongs to everybody. If you see her,
you have a right to her. So I’ve always been very happy to be a Mary Ann. I’m
glad to not be ugly, but after Mingo died, I saw ugly girls or fat girls with
pretty faces and think, ‘They have no idea how lucky they are.’”
“Holy shit,” Jack whispered, his heart pounding, his stomach churning,
remembering every word of the autopsy report and seeing the faces of all the
women he loved …
Daisy. Mari. Crazy. His mother, aunts, cousins, nieces …
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“I will never know,” she continued softly, “if they would have killed a
woman or left her to die. Rape is about power. But guys like that are deathly
afraid of being seen as queer, so they get angry when they’re duped. Rape becomes revenge. Murder is the denial that they’d ever been attracted to or had
sex with a man. They were going to rape a woman. They murdered him for
being a man.”
Jack couldn’t speak.
She took a deep breath and went on. “Mingo wasn’t tucked because that
takes a certain kind of tape. Beauty queens use it to keep their bikinis from
riding up. Anyway, he was cheap and he used duct tape.”
Jack grimaced and squirmed a little.
“Mingo’s … backside. If he were tucked, it would’ve been covered with
tape and the ME’s report didn’t say anything about tape burns or glue residue
from being ripped off. And that is where my eyewitnesses stopped talking. I
can only visualize the rest because of the autopsy.”
Jack’s chest hurt and he began to feel some of that empathy she needed
him to feel for her.
“How do you know he shot his mouth off?” he asked quietly
She shrugged, looking down and dashing tears from her cheeks with her
fingertips. “My witnesses heard the argument. They said Mingo started it,
but that’s all they would say.”
“You blame him for his death?”
“Partially, yes,” she agreed, to Jack’s surprise. “Mingo’s mouth always got
him in trouble, and Lola always said he’d meet his death that way. He knew
better than to go out late at night in drag, cops out hunting women, and he
knew better than to get bitchy to one.”
“Where was he going?”
“I don’t know, but he had to have been too much of a hurry to get out of
drag. He didn’t deserve what they did to him, but he let his alpha take over,
forgetting he was in drag. He could’ve fought off two cops and made sure
they’d never bother anybody again. Four? No. And certainly not in heels and
a dress.”
She looked at Jack. He knew what was coming, but he needed to be beaten with it. “He forgot he was in the vulnerable position, thought he was the
alpha, and he was used to looking cool and wielding power. Even as Heloise.”
“That’s why you were so angry with me.”
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“Yes. And I was in love with you and— Call me paranoid all you want, but
you don’t know when to keep your mouth shut. You would’ve said something
to piss off a cop and given him a reason to rough you up.”
Jack’s mouth flattened and he looked away.
“I had a good childhood, Jack,” she said softly. “It was hard work but it
was fun. My dad did a good job, especially for how young he was. He was
stubborn as a mule and usually made good decisions. Even if he screwed up,
he screwed it up so thoroughly it all sort of turned out okay. I don’t fault him
for anything he did, but sometimes … Sometimes I wanted him to get married.”
That surprised him. “Did you ever ask him?”
“Once. I said something about moving on from the teenage girlfriend and
finding someone new and— It was the only time he ever lost his cool at me. I
remember it so clearly. We were in the back room stocking booze and cigarettes. He said he’d never get married because women always put their ambition before their men and he wasn’t going to let some cunt grab him by the
dick and try to top him. He was furious. He threw a bottle of whiskey against
the wall and walked out. I didn’t see him for a couple of days. Ran the joint
without him and I was terrified that he’d never talk to me again.”
Jack’s eyebrows rose. “That sounds like a man who’s pissed at his woman.”
“He would keep his sex life from me, if he had one, but he wouldn’t keep
a relationship from me.”
“You sure about that? You don’t know what he was doing here.”
She looked at him sharply. “Did you find something?”
“Not yet. He’s a hard man to track, but my people are savvy to his habits.
And if you don’t want to know if he had activities you’re not going to like,
don’t ask.”
She sighed.
“I say that because I am a man who’s ranted over a woman who’s given
him a hard time.”
Her mouth twisted. “Oh,” she said in a small, hurt voice.
“Doesn’t mean we don’t need you like we need air,” he continued loftily.
“It means we need to vent.”
“He used the word ‘cunt,’” she said softly.
“I didn’t,” he said flatly. “Just ‘that woman I hate so, so much.’”
That made her smile, but it was sad. “I never understood, Jack. He had
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people crawling all over him for sex, but he wasn’t interested. A relationship is
different from getting paid for sex and it hurt. It hurt that I didn’t have a
mother, that he had no interest in getting me one. It hurt that he was so bitter and angry, which I never saw until after he blew up at me.
“Trust me. I know exactly where Mari and Fifth are coming from. I have
been in that exact position. I wanted to be their mother. I wanted us to be a
family as soon as they said it, which was why I had to get away from you immediately because you’d be able to tell.”
Jack felt like he’d been sucker-punched.
“But—” She waved her hand in the air. “As a child, I assumed that anybody Mingo brought home would love me and Lola instantly and we would
all be a happy family. I wasn’t old enough to see that she would have to love
Mingo very much to take on me and Lola. I’m looking at it from my childhood point of view and my adult point of view, and they’re conflicting. But
I’m not a child anymore so my reality is, I need my lover and to be what my
lover needs, but to do that I also have to become an instant mother. Jack, if I
didn’t already know and love the children, I wouldn’t do it no matter how
much I loved you. So if Mingo had a woman, she was not willing to be my
mother, and that hurts. But he also didn’t give me a reason to expect one, so
bringing a woman home to me was just an abstract concept.”
Jack’s empathy was growing but so was his regret that he hadn’t been interested in the story.
“Ever since I came back, I’ve wondered if he stayed out of relationships because he didn’t want to put someone in this position. But whatever his motives,
he chose me and Lola over his own personal happiness. I respected that you
were willing to give me up for the kids no matter how much it hurt, which was
why I was going to leave. It’s why I told you to tell them I didn’t want to be
their mother, so they wouldn’t keep hoping and they wouldn’t blame you. But
you came back for storytime and I couldn’t bring myself to kick you out. Just to
talk to you once more before I left, even if it was just a screaming match.”
He shook his head. “Our communication skills suck,” he muttered.
She sighed. “I know. But we keep trying. Keep getting mad. Keep hanging on.”
“Which is why I’m convinced he had a woman. A relationship. No man
gets that pissed off over a fling, paid or not. And shut down come-ons?” He
shrugged. “I’m a guy. I was pissed at you and you’ve seen how I get with

BLACK JACK | 511
women who come on to me now. And apparently I’m a Mingo clone without
mommy or daddy issues. You have daddy issues?”
“Only because he died because he was being stupid and shot his mouth
off,” she returned, scowling. “Women often choose men like their dads, but I
was looking for a real relationship.”
“With a bad boy who couldn’t keep his mouth shut,” he shot back, “none
of whom have relationships. Daddy’s girl much?”
She heaved a sigh, rolled her eyes, and muttered, “Uncle.” He grinned.
“But Mingo would never have told a woman he loved her to get her in bed.
My problem was I couldn’t tell who was lying, and I got conned every time.”
“Right, because I was so interested in a relationship when we met and our
relationship is so angst-free.”
She looked at him with an earnest expression. “Jack, you didn’t try to
hide who and what you were and what you wanted. You were fast and explicit. I trusted that you were who you presented yourself to be. For the first time
in my life, I wanted to have a no-strings-attached affair with a hot guy who
made me laugh. I could have a fun week and go home with my pride intact.”
“I would never have let you go,” he rasped.
She watched him carefully for a few seconds, then whispered, “I would
never have left.”

28:
HAPPILY EVER AFTER
FAMILY DINNER was stilted, with Daisy—Jack’s lover, the kids’ mother figure, the mother of his son—being the outsider, and everyone was all too aware
of it. The kitchen table was long enough to seat eight, even though he didn’t
entertain. Jack sat at the head, Mari and Timothy on his left, Fifth and Ivy on
his right. Daisy was at the foot, with empty chairs on her left and right, looking very … lost. And alone.
“Okay, this isn’t going to work,” Jack said abruptly, interrupting Mari.
He stood and picked up his plate, then plopped himself in the chair between
Daisy and Fifth. Everyone scrambled to pass Jack’s utensils and glass down
the table to him. Fifth was thrilled. Daisy was shocked.
He looked at her, his eyebrow raised. “Hi.”
She laughed suddenly, her smile wide. Delighted. Her eyes sparkled
again. “Hi.”
He grinned, then took a bite. Gesturing around the table with his fork,
his mouth full, he said, “Buy a round table.”
“Okay.”
Disaster averted.
Jack sometimes worked during the twilight time between dinner and
the kids’ bedtime, so he wasn’t quite sure what to do with Daisy, but she
wanted to watch a movie with the kids that Jack definitely wouldn’t like.
He retreated reluctantly, though, because it was odd for him to be able to
go into his office and close the door knowing Mari wouldn’t slip Timothy
and run to Jack for attention. Indeed, Daisy told Timothy he was welcome
to join them in the library, but he could take the rest of the evening off if he
wanted.
Neither Ivy nor Timothy knew how to react, either, and Jack sighed.
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Even while making everyone’s lives easier, Daisy’s integration was going
to be rough.
Jack heard nothing while he was working. No Mari screeching. No
pounding on his office door. No Timothy chastising her and trying to guide
her away. No Fifth’s door slamming and locking.
It was so unnerving he couldn’t concentrate and finally gave up and headed to the library. There they were, the three of them laid out flat on the floor
in front of the TV, Daisy sandwiched by the kids, watching some cartoon
with a bunch of unicorns and a red bull. Mari asked her to explain something.
Fifth seemed like he was half dead, lying on his side with his back stuck to
Daisy’s ribcage, his head pillowed on his outstretched arm. That kid wasn’t
leaving her even if it meant he wouldn’t get the hour-long hot shower he liked
before falling into bed.
Jack stood in the threshold of the library and watched them as the closing credits rolled.
“That’s the song you sang to us at the Easy-Offs!” Mari gasped.
“Yes.”
“Do it again!” she demanded.
Jack thought Daisy was going to reprimand her for her demand, but she
just smiled softly and leaned over to kiss her nose. “If you want me to play for
you in the evenings, you’re going to have to go to bed without a fight.”
Jack snorted. “Right.”
Daisy cast him a wicked smile over her shoulder.
“I liked the other thing you played,” Fifth mumbled. “A rock something?
Three?”
Her head swung around to him. “You remember that?” she asked with
surprise.
“Uh huh. It’s how I feel.”
Jack watched, knowing something significant was going down here, but
not what.
“It’s very poundy,” she said gently. “Not going-to-sleep music.”
Very poundy was the last thing Mari needed to go to sleep to.
“Please?” he asked softly.
“Okay.”
“Fifth!” Mari barked.
“Stop it,” Daisy said calmly.
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Mari hopped up with an outraged squawk and zipped past Jack. Daisy
didn’t flinch at the slam of Mari’s bedroom door down the hall.
“It’s Rachmaninoff’s Concerto Number Three in D Minor,” Daisy said
as if she hadn’t just kicked Mari’s butt. “We call it the Rach Three for short.
It’s my favorite piece of classical music, but it’s meant to be played with an
orchestra.”
“I don’t care,” Fifth said sleepily.
“Well, okay,” she sighed.
Jack walked across the room and squatted, rubbing the boy’s back.
“C’mon, pal.”
Fifth obeyed with alacrity, half asleep. Daisy arose and gave him a hug
and a kiss. “Night. I’ll be playing.”
Fifth looked up at her and said, “Thanks, Daisy.”
It seemed like a simple thing, that thanks, but there was a whole lot
packed in his tone and face, things Jack knew but didn’t feel like parsing it
into words. Daisy felt it too, he could tell, and they both watched as Fifth
headed out of the library.
Jack looked at her. “This is going to be harder than I thought.”
Daisy grinned suddenly. “Only because Fifth loves the stuff you hate, and
you know I’m going to play for him.”
He growled, because that really was going to suck a big fat cock, but he’d
wanted her to fix Fifth and if he had to listen to three rocks, he’d damn well
do it. The same way he played Old Maid and Go Fish with the kid.
“JACK!” Mari screeched from her room.
He rolled his eyes. Daisy’s eyebrows rose. “I thought she was firmly on
the ‘Daddy’ train.”
“‘Jack’ is mostly reserved for when she’s pissed,” he said softly, capturing
her fingers and bringing her to him for a soft kiss. “After everybody’s tucked
in, you said?” he whispered.
“And asleep,” she purred.
He left her reluctantly and headed to Mari’s room while Daisy opened
the piano and began with some wild, fast thing she had used at the Easy-Offs
as a warmup. Jack was impressed with himself that he could even tell that
much, and when she changed from that into three rocks.
Daisy would always be the bad cop in this relationship, Jack thought as
he opened Mari’s door to see her wrapped in a towel with her hair up in
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another, standing in the middle of the room with her fists on her little hips,
glowering at him.
It was the first time she’d ever willingly taken a shower, much less done it
without having to be told even once, and he started to laugh. “She sure knows
how to motivate you, doesn’t she? Sniff test.”
She ripped the towel off her head and stomped over to Jack so he could smell
her hair. “Meh. Not great, but I guess you’ll pass. Go get your jammies on.”
She huffed and stormed off into her bathroom, which opportunity Jack
took to fetch her sleep medication. When he returned, she was lying in bed,
still glowering at him.
Good God, all Daisy had to do to get Mari’s compliance was show up and
say Stop it a few times. It was like magic, fairy dust she’d sprinkled over the girl.
“Daddy!” she barked, jerking Jack out of his mini-trance.
He raised his eyebrow. “Back to ‘Daddy,’ are we?” he asked mildly as he
sat on the edge of her bed and gave her her medication and water.
“Is Daisy coming to live with us forever?” she asked when she handed him
the glass.
“Yes. We’re getting married.”
“Really?!”
Jack was completely bowled over by the joy in Mari’s eyes and smile. “But
remember I told you that if she came to live with us, our door was getting
locked?”
“Yeah,” she grumbled.
“That starts tonight.”
She huffed.
He smiled. “Can you hear the piano?” he asked softly.
Mari yawned. “Yes.” She slid down in her sheets and turned over on her
side with her back to him, which was his cue. “Night-night, Daddy.”
“Night, Princess,” he said softly, kissing her on the cheek, feeling her little
smile.
Fifth’s room next.
“Hey,” he said underneath Daisy’s playing.
“Hey.”
Jack strolled in, his hands in his pockets, clicked off the slightly greenglowing computer monitor, and flopped on the bed beside Fifth. “How ya
doin’, pal?”
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“Good,” he replied with a yawn.
“I asked her to marry me,” Jack said abruptly. “She said yes.”
Fifth released one long, very relieved sigh and even with a few inches and
linens between them, Jack could feel him relax into the bed, his tension melt
away.
“How would you feel about letting her help you design your dream
room?”
The covers flew and suddenly he found himself with his arms full of boy.
“Thanks, Jack,” Fifth whispered into his ear.
It hurt, Fifth calling him by his name instead of “Dad.” Unlike Mari, for
Fifth, Dad was a way to distance himself from Jack because Jack couldn’t give
Fifth equal time with Mari. “Jack” meant Fifth was starting to find some faith
in Jack as his father, and Jack didn’t know how much he wanted that until
now.
“You’re welcome, Jesus,” Jack murmured, hugging the boy to him. “I’m
sorry about your name. We can change it if you want.”
“No, it’s good.”
“You still want to be Fifth after what Third said?”
He was silent for a long time. “I still don’t like it, but … I … don’t want
anybody else to be Fifth, either.” This dad gig was really painful sometimes.
“I’m happy Daisy’s here, but—”
Jack waited. And waited. And waited. “But we’re going to have children.”
Fifth sighed. “Yeah.”
“And you want to know I don’t love them any more than I love you.”
“Yeah.”
“That’s why I made you do that. Didn’t I tell you?”
Silence. Again. “Uh … no.”
“So you would never doubt that you were my eldest son and I love you.
Not some kid I picked up off the street and took home with me like a charity
case or foster home or a project. My son. Everything you are, everything you
do makes me proud to be your father. Yes, Daisy and I are going to have
children. Yes, I wish our baby had lived. I have two sons, you savvy? My second son died.”
Sniffles.
“And you’re going to have to deal with siblings. But remember: I made
you take my name so you would always know you are my son. My first son.”

29:
EROTES
LYDIA HAD BEEN PLAYING for better than a half hour and was now lost in the
middle of the third movement of the Rach Three, with an imaginary orchestra
behind her as she played at the Met in front of thousands of discerning people.
Perfectly.
In that moment, deep in her head, she was there, feeling it, feeling the piano, her best friend, her lover, surfing Piano Galaxy alone, trying to find that
one star she could explore in its entirety, which would never happen until she
could solo in a full concert hall without puking. She was crying, the way she
always did. It embarrassed her, to cry in front of an audience, but she couldn’t
help that somewhere deep in the pit of her existence there was this thing she
could only express with her fingers on a keyboard. Alone. Or behind an orchestra, where no one would see her cry. She hadn’t known until she got to
college and started digging into music she knew only cursorily because her
teacher wasn’t advanced enough to help her get much better.
Then she’d found it. The light came on and she was in love with Rachmaninoff and Beethoven and Orff and Gershwin and Moz— Not Mozart.
She hated Mozart. She was a junior when the Piano became her first and
most faithful lover, comforting her through Lola’s death, making love to her,
telling her everything would be all right.
Jack had known.
Of course he would know she was in love with someone—something else.
Of course she would know that her lover was in love with something else also,
sailing Good Ship Money through economic hurricanes, helping keep her
steady.
She was vaguely aware that at some point through the third movement,
she had stood.
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Vaguely aware that she had knocked the bench over.
Vaguely aware that she was sobbing, her head down, her eyes closed, her
chest heaving, all senses but touch and hearing gone, her mind far away.
Vaguely aware that she was achingly aroused and dripping wet.
Vaguely aware of the whisper of a warm, human touch against her skin.
Vaguely aware of the caress of fabric against her butt. Down her thighs.
Vaguely aware of cool air between her legs.
Without thinking she adjusted her stance, opening herself to the not
vague feeling of the human male she loved entering her.
She whimpered.
God, yes.
She leaned forward, putting all her weight on her fingers and pouring
everything she had into the keys, feeling her human lover inside her, stroking
her while she stroked her Entity, her Concept and he responded.
Slick, so slick.
She stopped playing on the long rest where the orchestra played without
the piano, but kept the count and the beat by bobbing her head, and groaned
when Jack’s fingers dug into her hips and jerked her backward. Then she dove in
again, feeling the music so much more deeply now that she had someone who
knew her give her this, a ménage à trois with her long-time and forever lover.
Jack was stroking in and out with each note and how she was playing.
Light. Hard. Slow. Soft. Fast. And she was pouring more into the keys than
she ever had, the piano was giving it back and pouring it back through her to
Jack, who took it and gave more.
The piece was coming to a close and she was close to coming. Jack thrust
harder, faster as her fingers went harder, faster, leaving the orchestra in her
head … far, far behind.
Her playing was impeccable, but she wasn’t playing. Jack was. The Concept, the Entity, the Piano was. She was between the two and now she was
coming while the Piano was.
Her wail came from deep in her gut when she came just after she’d
pounded the last chord out, and collapsed against the piano, feeling the
wooden keybed dig into her lower belly, feeling Jack behind her, over her, his
arms braced on the piano and fucking her hard, hurting her almost as much
as the Piano was, pinning her between him and it, surfing Piano Galaxy with
both her lovers.
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She felt his fist in her hair, jerking her head back. Yes.
He came with a hoarse roar, ramming himself in her. Staying. Twitching.
Doing it again. And again until she felt him empty himself in her, daring
Mother Nature to call their bluff.
He fell on her, panting, his mouth in her neck as she lay with her head on
the wood and her arms draped over the fallboard, her hands wilted over the
cavern of the cast-iron frame and strings.
Lydia didn’t know how long they stayed that way while sentience returned, before he slowly left her and the evidence of them trickled down the
inside of her thighs, but at some point, her weakened legs began to buckle.
He caught her. Held her while he pulled the boxers up her quivering legs,
shifted so she could tuck his dick back in his trousers for him.
Together they stumbled around the discarded piano bench, somehow
made it to their room and flopped into bed fully dressed, wrapped up in each
other. He tucked his hand under the tee shirt and kissed her harshly while
massaging her breasts, pinching her nipples.
She was almost naked, lying atop a fully, expensively dressed CEO who’d
just fucked her savagely against a piano while she was playing Rachmaninoff
with their clothes on and she’d never felt so wonderful in her life.
They lay for a while not speaking, catching their breath, Lydia burrowing
against his ribs.
“I have wanted to do that to you since I met you.”
“I’ve wanted you to do it,” she sighed, her eyes drifting closed.
They were silent for a long time, then Jack said abruptly, “You have stage
fright when you play classical music for a discerning audience because you
don’t want them to see you fuck a piano and know that’s what you’re doing.
You resent that they’re intruding on your privacy. You wear flashy clothes to
distract them, keep their eyes on the clothes, away from your face and body.”
Her eyes popped open. “How do you know that?”
“You’re me. I’m you. It’s the same reason I don’t trade derivatives out on
the floor, why I lock my office and don’t let anybody bother me during market
hours. Who wants to be caught jacking off in the middle of a high-stakes
trade? Millions of dollars? I’m negotiating with somebody on the other end of
the line or plugging numbers into the computer, Money right there just waiting
for me to grab her and fuck her. Because she loves me. Why? Because I love
her and I treat her with respect.”
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She closed her eyes and began to cry, turning her face into his white shirt
to let him absorb her tears of joy, of being so thoroughly understood, while his
hands caressed her back and her butt, squeezing, while she felt his hard, muscular chest under her palm.
It took a while for her to stop crying and somewhere in there, Jack had
rolled her aside, and gotten into his pajamas.
“What do you do?” he asked throatily when he got back in bed and
pulled her back into his arms.
She didn’t have to ask what he meant. “I have ben-wa balls,” she said softly, caressing his shoulder with a finger, feeling him against her, around her,
being with her. “There are certain pieces he and I make love to. So when I
practice at home or late at night in the concert hall, I put the ben-wa balls in.
‘Rhapsody in Blue.’ Carmina Burana. All of it. Beethoven, Chopin, deBussy.
It’s just—”
She took a deep breath. “I didn’t know these pieces existed before I got to
KU. Somebody in the department had faith in my potential and I was admitted on the strength of my performance tapes from the cabaret. My scholarships and grants were all hardship-based. I didn’t know that until my
doctoral advisor—the ex—told me he was the one who lobbied for my admittance and scholarships. He told me I had far surpassed anything he’d seen
in me to begin with. But I’d still disappointed him because of my stage fright.
If I couldn’t perform, then why had he let me waste everyone’s time and
money? He wished there was a way to force me to pay back my scholarships
and grants.”
“Fucker. Did he want you from the beginning?”
“No. He was only interested in me as a find.”
“Bragging rights to having found a hidden gem.”
“Yes. He just never comprehended how deep any of his gems were and he
couldn’t get them proper training. See a tip of a diamond, think that’s all
there is to it, chip it off then botch the cutting and polishing.”
“And he was mad he couldn’t display his brilliant find because she
choked on stage.”
“Exactly. I’m lucky he was never my instructor, so I was largely removed
from him until I drew him in the advisor lottery. He didn’t want me as a grad
student, either, because I’d gone the theory and instruction route, but I already had a large private student roster so I never knew why that surprised
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him. He wasn’t interested in me as anything but a concert soloist and he resented the hell out of the fact that I could perform with shit music—his
words, not mine—but not with classical music.”
Jack said nothing.
“When I got to KU, the first time I heard some of these things—things
my classmates could play, had been practicing since they were children, mind
you—I cried. They brought me to my knees that there was something so
majestic, so passionate and male. I sobbed. I’d grown up surrounded by gay
men who were mostly femme and drag queens. A few of our clients had families they were lying to, and the only significant heterosexual male in my life
hated women. I had nothing, but I didn’t notice and I didn’t care until I heard
this music. It made me want a lover who could fill me the way it did, but also
physically. I wanted to feel a man inside me to personify the music. Human.
Warm, strong. One who loved me the way Piano did.
“But I was in love and I practiced and practiced and practiced until I
could play these things the way I felt them so that one day, maybe I’d find a
lover who could do what I wanted. But since I was a student, I practiced
alone in my assigned practice room so I was able to indulge myself sexually
while I played. It got to be a habit and then it crippled me professionally because it ends up like my auditions. I can bring people to tears—I have—but
it hurts. I’m sharing my lover with people who feel entitled to him, but don’t
deserve him. Pearls before swine. He’s mine.”
She stopped again.
“After I graduated and got hired as an adjunct,” she continued low, “he
caught me practicing alone. Late at night. In the concert hall. It was always
better with the acoustics. I was … gone. More than I was tonight. That was
when he figured out why I had stage fright. The way I was playing turned
him on, and he wanted some of what I was feeling. We ended up in bed that
night, but he could never get what I had, either through me or in his own
playing. I wouldn’t let him do—” She waved a hand toward the library. “—
that. He begged. I refused. He told me he loved me. I demanded he prove it.
Take me out. He wouldn’t make our relationship public. Or spend the night
at my house, but he didn’t like my house, didn’t understand how it related to
my music. Or he could make me breakfast after I’d spent the night with him,
but he wouldn’t do that either. Said it wasn’t professional and he was concerned about my career. Did I want to be seen as having gotten my position
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because we were sleeping together? But nobody was stupid enough to believe
that. He wanted me for one thing, which didn’t include love—or even very
much like—and he didn’t want to have sex with me. He wanted to have sex
with the piano, with me as his conduit. But when I told him that wasn’t a
compliment to my ability, he flat out told me he didn’t really love me. He was
mad because I didn’t immediately give him what he wanted and he used his
academic support of me as my obligation to give it to him.”
Jack took a deep breath and muttered, “That clarifies things a lot.”
She paused. For a long time. Let it gel in her mind. “I never put that together.”
She felt him shrug. “Human nature. Fool me once … ”
“He wasn’t the first one who fooled me.”
“But he was the first one who wanted something other than love or sex,
something only you could give him. Immediately. The others wanted sex and
they could get that from anybody.”
“Yes.” She sighed. “Anyway, he couldn’t very well try to get me fired after
having championed me, so he demanded I leave KU. I told him to go to hell.
Lawrence was my home and I could not leave. I’d tried. I told him I wasn’t going to be with a man I could top and I topped him every time I put my hands
on the keyboard. That was when he said all those cruel things to me. I would
never have slept with him if I’d known how he felt about me.”
Jack caressed her back. “He left.”
“Eventually, but he had to book a concert tour to do it, and that takes a
while to set up. I sneered at him. Mocked him. Cutting innuendoes about his
playing, his lovemaking, his dick. He wasn’t clever enough to do it to me
without people noticing. If he did it in private I just laughed at him. He
couldn’t take it anymore. You would have been so proud of me.”
Jack barked a laugh. “I have the privilege of being insulted outright.”
“It’s because you’re not a pussy and I wasn’t going to sleep with another
pussy.”
“Liiiiiiike Hal Truscott.”
She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Yeah. How long have you known
that?”
“I didn’t. I don’t have to know the details; I just have to know human nature and I know you. I knew there had to be something more than just his
crap teaching because actively trying to destroy a man’s career just because
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you can isn’t your style no matter how bad at his job he is. You only get
vindictive when you’re deeply hurt or embarrassed, and that’s over-the-top
vindictive, which, I will have you know, turns me on.”
She chuckled. “It’s not his teaching. It’s not that he conned me. It’s not
that he used me. I got my revenge by driving him out of Lawrence. It’s that I
didn’t know until I started teaching the students he left behind just how bad he
was. I fought it for a long time. Surely he couldn’t be that bad, could he? But as
time went on and I saw student after student he’d ruined, I— Jack, I was devastated. I felt betrayed that this person who was supposed to respect and love
Piano didn’t deserve to touch it. Didn’t deserve to touch me. I felt filthy and I
was so glad he’d never slept in my bed. He was a swine stealing my pearls. I
cried every day after my new students left because they were so messed up. My
goal is to get him as far away from budding virtuosos as I can. It’s not for me.
It’s not even against him. It’s for them, the ones he’s ruined and the ones he’ll
ruin in the future. Just. Like. Val. Which was why what she to me said stuck.”
Jack pressed his mouth to the top of her head.
“I didn’t know where he’d gone after KU and I didn’t care until your colleague said his daughter was studying with him, and I still didn’t make the
connection to Juilliard. It must have been like Christmas for him to hear I’d
applied and pressured his friends to make me audition. He knew I’d choke
and why. I’m surprised he didn’t show up just to rub my nose in it. Maybe he
did and I just didn’t see him.”
They were silent for a long time, Lydia feeling very safe and loved.
“How do the drag shows fit into—” He gestured toward the library.
“Oh, they don’t. That’s a carnival ride. Simple, mindless fun. But by the
time I got my bachelor’s, it got kinda boring, which was why I started writing
arrangements to mimic what you hear on the radio. I wanted to make it fun
again for myself, to challenge myself, and then I ended up teaching classes on
pop music. I found the drag scene in Kansas City, which wasn’t terrible, and
spent the weekends there. If there was a live show, I could sometimes worm
my way onto the piano. I was active in the arts scene in Kansas City, got invited to all the best parties, knew all the right socialites, was on all the arts boards
of directors there—well, I still am—and helped make important cultural decisions. My life was fun. It was full and fulfilling. I had a place. Friends. I was important. Between that and my house, I had color and magic and then … ”
“Julie.”
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“Yes. And … I feel bad, but you know, I’m really mad at her for dropping
that on me. I was mad at the kids for dropping ‘Please take us home with you
and be our mommy’ on me. No decent human being with a shred of humanity
can turn their backs. You think I owe the kids. I don’t. I will never feel like I
owe them anything. I owe my dad. To do what he did, to love them, to make
their lives good—grand, even, guide them and help them find their selves, then
help them turn into the best versions of that. He raised me to make moral
choices and so I did. Do. Try to, anyway.”
“I understand,” he said simply.
Yes, he would. Which was why— “I— Um … I want to— How can
I— I don’t even know how to put it into words. You and Money. You go off
the rails, start making bad trades when she can’t get you off. You keep trading, trying to get there, but when you can’t, you start with the women to try
to get it. Then Sebastian comes to put a leash on you and you haven’t gotten
it yet so you get pissy.”
He took a deep, shuddering breath. “Yeah,” he sighed.
“I want to help you get your fix because I know what it’s like to go without, but I can find a piano anywhere and I can’t let you go off the rails.”
He pulled her even closer if it was possible, and buried his nose in her
hair. “Yeah,” he croaked again.
“Even if I didn’t know that, I would want to be able to do for you and
Money what you did for me and Piano. So what do you need me to do? How
can I help you get off? Two, three days instead of two weeks or months? How
can I give you … ” She waved toward the library again. “That.”
“Give me a blow job while I’m trading,” he said immediately. “Sitting,
standing, I don’t give a shit, but suck me off while I’m on the computer. Fuck
me, even, somehow. I’ll figure it out. Once I get there, I’m good to go for a
while. Shouldn’t take more than a day.”
“Okay.”
“I couldn’t manage her once I hit the CEO’s office because I had too many
things distracting me, then I got the kids, so it— God, I miss her so much.”
She pressed a kiss to his chest. “I know,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I’ll
help you get back to her any way I can.”
He pressed his mouth to the top of her head, and breathed, “I love you,
Daisy.”

30:

JACK DIDN’T KNOW he’d fallen asleep until he felt a gentle hand on his arm
and looked up to see Ivy, who stood over the bed with a sweet smile on her
face and gestured at his chest, where Daisy was lying half on top of him, as
she had in a twin bed in Harlem, dead to the world.
He must have left his bedroom door open all the way, which meant the
room was open for traffic.
“She’s lovely, Jack,” Ivy whispered.
“I know,” Jack croaked, stroking Daisy’s hair and feeling something settle
within him. It was a lead weight that, instead of being something that pulled
him down and under the waves, let him sit on the beach and enjoy a sunset.
She was his ballast. He was her sails.
The sound of Mari bouncing on her bed and screeching “Daddydaddydaddy!” came through the closed and locked connecting door loud and
clear. “What time is it?”
“Six thirty. I tried to settle her down so she wouldn’t wake Daisy up,
but—”
Timothy’s workday during the week began at seven. Ivy’s started whenever she wanted, but, she’d told him, she was old and old people didn’t sleep
well. She was usually in the kitchen around six and gave the children their
medicine. Jack was the one who made sure Mari was dressed and fed and
ready for the day before Timothy came on duty. Fifth got himself ready because for him, every day at school was a treat. A vacation. He preferred to
ride the subway to school, so he left when he pleased.
But Jack was a full-time dad on weekends so both Ivy and Timothy had
those days off. This weekend, Ivy had plans she’d been looking forward to for
two weeks. Yet she was here, taking care of the Blackwoods in her gentle way.
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He looked up at the old woman. “Why aren’t you at your daughter’s?”
She shrugged, her mouth turned down, looking like she was about to cry.
“She ended up with the kids this weekend.”
The ones who didn’t like Ivy because the ex’s mother had poisoned them
against her. “Fuck them. You’re a gem.”
She shrugged sadly. “I— Sebastian gave me a chance. At my age, with
my knees and hips, there’s nothing out there. And all he wanted me to do was
be grandmotherly and love them and supervise the girls who did the real
work.” Ivy was born to be grandmotherly, which she couldn’t do sitting all
alone in her microscopic rent-controlled walkup with grandchildren who
were trained not to like her. “I didn’t mind moving to Kansas City.” Why
would she? “But then the kids decided to come back here and I didn’t know
what I was going to do, but you took me on, too. You were an answer to
prayer.”
“What, I’m going to fire the grandmother figure my kids adore? You take
care of me as much as you take care of them. Like right now. You’re part of
this family.”
Her brow wrinkled. “The children need me and it’s made me start thinking about family a lot lately.” He could see why. “Reading the reports about
Daisy’s father. On paper, you’re nothing like him, but I don’t really think
there’s much different about you two.”
Yes, he’d already gotten the message. An angel with a lot of interesting
black feathers. Didn’t make it any less unnerving.
“So I was thinking, with my daughter and all—” The only problem with
her daughter was that she was timid and easily browbeaten by her ex and exmother-in-law. Ivy couldn’t counteract that because she wasn’t any less timid.
“—maybe family is who you make it.”
He gave her a wry smile.
She smiled back. “What I was also thinking was that bad fathers don’t
build normal, well-adjusted concert pianists and college professors.”
Normal, his ass. Normal concert pianists didn’t consider a wooden box
with some strings their lover.
Or did they?
He didn’t know and he didn’t care because now he knew what it was like
to ride Daisy’s arousal while she was fucking Piano.
Mindblowing.

BLACK JACK | 527
He couldn’t wait to do that again and he especially couldn’t wait until he
could fuck her and Money at the same time.
“And bad fathers couldn’t keep street kids in his house if they didn’t want
to be there.”
His smile faded and he looked at her soberly. “What do you mean?”
“The children love you, Jack,” she said softly. “They have minds and wills
of their own, ways to survive and places to go where you and an army of social
workers would never find them. If they didn’t want to be here, didn’t love and
trust you, they’d have run away a year ago.”
“Daisydaisydaisy!” Mari squealed as she came running into the bedroom
and threw herself on top of the first woman who’d ever cared enough to expect something from her.
Daisy oofed and pushed herself away from Jack. “Mmmm, hold up
there, Buttercup,” she muttered hoarsely and tried to maneuver between
Mari and the linens. “Get up for a minute.” But when she got turned over,
she opened her arms and suddenly they were filled with little girl. “Good
morning, Mari.”
Mari clung to her. “Good morning, Daisy,” she whispered. Then she got
tired of that and scrambled away to jump on Jack again. “Hi, Daddy.”
“Hey,” he answered and let her perch on his chest like a puppy. He
rubbed his eyes and yawned. Perhaps Ivy was right. Maybe the kids did love
him because no, they wouldn’t be here if they didn’t want to be.
“What are we going to do today?” she asked.
“Dunno yet.”
“Can we go to Aunt Crazy’s?”
“Loony’s brother’s family is there this weekend.”
“Never mind!” she chirped.
“Oh, good morning, Fifth,” Ivy said quietly as she made her way to the
door.
Daisy’s head popped up.
There he was, in the threshold of Jack and Daisy’s bedroom, fully dressed
as if to go to Crazy’s, his backpack on his shoulder and a book in his hand,
hanging back, letting Mari take whatever she wanted before taking any for
himself. Daisy would be able to break him of that, given enough time. She
was the only one who could.
“Jack,” she murmured. She didn’t have to say anything more.
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“C’mon, kid,” he said to Mari. “Let’s go. Just because Daisy’s here now
doesn’t mean the routine changes.”
“But Daddy, it’s Saturday! We don’t have a routine!”
Daisy rolled her eyes. “Mari. Out.”
“Augh!” she screeched, stomping out of the library. “Mean mommy!”

31:
GLINDA
LYDIA SAT UP once the door closed quietly behind Fifth, and leaned back
against the headboard, patting it to invite him to sit beside her. He climbed
on the bed hesitantly as if she were about to reprimand him.
“Here, let’s take this off,” she murmured, coaxing him out of his backpack. “Now sit back here. Relax.” She put her arm around him and pulled
him close. “Hi.”
“Hi.”
Lydia let him lean on her quietly for a long time, her arm around him. In
that moment, just after having held Mari, she noticed that Mari was growing
and Fifth … wasn’t. He was thirteen, he hadn’t grown in a year, and now he
was a little smaller than Mari. Lydia sighed and rubbed his arm and rested
her cheek on the top of his head. It was building. She could feel it. That moment a deprived child’s soul broke under the weight of all his dreams coming
true in a place where it was safe for him to let it all out and, hopefully, let it all
go.
Then the dam burst and he began to cry. Sob. Wail and scream into her
breast because he didn’t want anybody else to hear.
She’d done the same thing as an eighteen-year-old, far away from home
because it was the only four-year college with a music program that she could
get into and afford.
Where her life back home was not only not normal, but so farfetched no
one would believe her. She would tell her stories expecting to get acquainted
and make friends, and all she got was a reputation as a standup comedian.
The day Victoria had listened to her entire tale, it took hours. All night.
She never said a word. Never laughed. And when Lydia was done, Victoria
wrapped her arm around her shoulders and said simply, “I believe you.”
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That was all it took.
And when Lydia was on the edge again, where did she go? Back to Victoria. To break down again.
Fifth then collapsed completely and flopped in her lap to sob until he
wore himself out. She stroked his hair, caressed his cheeks, and rubbed his
back.
Finally he sucked in a long, shuddering breath. Hiccupped. Hiccupped
again.
“What do you want to do today?” she asked quietly when he was finished, languid but not asleep.
“Will you read to me?”
“Of course. Let me take a shower and get dressed first, okay? We’ll have
lunch at the hot dog stand outside the library, just you and me. No Mari. No
Jack. No Timothy, Ivy, or Seroussis. We’ll take the Harley.”
The look of joy on his face, one of a long-awaited dream come true, nearly broke her heart.
Welcome to the day you woke up in my arms, Buttercup.
There was no way in hell she would ever leave this child again.

FIFTH WAS DELIRIOUSLY HAPPY but almost dead on his feet by the time
he and Lydia returned to find the family in the kitchen at the dinner table.
Jack was indulging Mari’s bounce and her recitation to Ivy of everything she
and Jack had done today with an exasperated patience Lydia found endearing.
He simply rode the peaks and valleys of her excitement with a side-eye or sigh
or roll of the eyes here and there and demanded she eat her vegetables.
Lydia was surprised Timothy was at the table since it was Saturday, but
he did live here and it seemed Jack was indulging him, too. The boy was a very
young twenty-one years old and he probably needed Jack as much as the children did. She wondered if Jack knew that.
Yeah, he probably did, she decided, and he rolled with that the way he
did everything else. Without acknowledgment or fanfare. Just getting the job
done.
“Fifth!” Mari barked when she finally noticed that Lydia and Fifth had
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arrived. “How come you got to go somewhere with Daisy and I didn’t?”
Jack slid Mari a look. “You and I went to Harlem today, just us.”
“Yeah, but—”
“But you thought Fifth didn’t get to go with us and you were on board
with that.”
Fifth glared at her.
She crossed her arms over her chest. “Hrmph.”
“We had a picnic in the park,” Lydia said smoothly as she sat in the nowempty chair next to Jack. Fifth plopped into the chair beside her, a smug
smile directed at Mari. “We went to the zoo for a little while. Had snow
cones. Rode around on the bike looking at stuff. Then we went to the library
and read books.”
“But I want—”
Lydia squinted at Mari and pursed her lips.
Mari flopped back in her seat with a huff, but she didn’t pursue that.
“Oh,” Lydia purred. “You’re getting the message.”
“Mean mommy,” she grumbled. “You didn’t even give me a kiss and a
hug.”
Lydia heaved a fake sigh and arose, went around the table, leaned over
the back of her chair, wrapped her arms around her, and showered kisses all
over the girl’s cheeks, blew razzberries on her skin, and tickled her ribs until
she was squealing and laughing, squirming and giggling. “Stop it, Mommy!”
“Where’s my kiss?” Jack purred, and Lydia smiled when he scooted his
chair back so she could drop in his lap and kiss him passionately enough to—
“Hey!” Mari screeched. They parted a little and looked at her in shock.
“You can’t do that here.”
“We’re not going to do the whole thing,” Jack drawled testily. “Nice
Daddy kissing Mean Mommy hello. You got a problem with that?”
“Oh. No. That’s okay, then.”
Lydia grinned and slid off Jack’s lap and back into her chair. Fifth offered
his fist for a bump, and she obliged with a grin.
“You’re so pretty, Daisy,” Mari sighed wistfully, her head propped in her
palm and her elbow on the table.
It came out of nowhere, shocking Lydia almost speechless. Then she
smiled, her chest filling with warmth and love she hadn’t felt since she left
home for college. “Thank you, Mari.”
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“You were beautiful when you were dancing. When you came out and
Daddy told us that was you, it was almost like it wasn’t you ’cause to us,
you’re just Daisy.”
“But daisies are really pretty,” Fifth offered.
Lydia felt herself blush a little and she struggled not to show how
touched she was. It embarrassed her, these rushes of emotion. She cleared her
throat.
“When do we get to go see you dance again?”
She grimaced. “Well, you can’t, sweetie. It’s a bar. The owner let you
come that once because I had to be there and she knew I wasn’t going to go
without you.”
“You weren’t?” Fifth asked softly.
She looked down at him, surprised. “Why, no. I told her if you didn’t get
to come, I wouldn’t be there. She needed me more than I needed her. And I
needed to be with you more than I needed to dance.”
There was utter silence and Lydia looked up at Jack. “You love performing,” he murmured, an odd catch in his throat.
“Not as much as I love them,” she said quietly. “I loved them the second
you and I caught them. Together. I told you. I wanted to build a life and family with you the second Mari said it.”
His Adam’s apple bobbed and he took a deep breath, looking up at the
ceiling. “I’m so sorry, Daize.”
She reached over and laid her hand over his fist, which was clenching his
fork. “It’s okay.”
“Daisy?” Mari said in her little voice, the one she couldn’t control because
she was scared or intimidated or uncertain.
Lydia looked at her, this little girl who, in spite of her light olive complexion, looked uncannily like Jack. Tears glittered in her eyes. “Yeah?”
“I’m so glad you came home.”
“Me, too, Buttercup,” she whispered, her chest tight. “Me too.”

32:
TO OZ
A WEEK LATER, Jack, Fifth, and Mari stood hand in hand at the window at
LaGuardia silently watching Daisy’s plane to Kansas City pull away from the
concourse and taxi until it was out of sight. They stayed, unable to move,
waiting for the moment they might see it take off.
They couldn’t tell which plane was hers.
Daisy had to pack up her life back there to move to New York permanently, and she assured them over and over again that she was going to move
in, that she was going to marry Jack, that she was going to be their mommy
forever. They had nothing to worry about.
But of course Jack worried.
What about Julie’s parents?
Knox will be with me, and he doesn’t go anywhere without his gun, his badge, and
his bad reputation.
None of them spoke more than the bare minimum the rest of the day,
the question going unspoken: Is she going to come back?
But she called that night and talked to the children, reassuring them that
yes, she was coming back, that she had to say goodbye to her friends and colleagues, pack up her office, and take care of her beloved house. That, they
understood.
“Hello, Precious,” Jack said when it was his turn.
She chuckled. “I haven’t been gone long enough for you to call me ‘Precious.’”
He grunted. “I was pissed off the second you got on the plane.”
She laughed outright. “Julie’s parents seem to have disappeared to Alaska
or somewhere far away. Did you ask Knox to do something, gasp, shady?”
Jack didn’t know what Knox had done, but whatever it was must have
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worked. He would’ve laughed if his heart weren’t thundering in his ears because the option of going back to KU had just opened up for her.
“Yes,” he said gruffly.
She was silent for a few seconds. “Thank you,” she said hoarsely. “I …
saw my house.”
Jack was immediately relieved, knowing by her tone that she would never
go back to Lawrence to stay, not where her life had died, the way she’d never
gone back to Miami. He really was a dick—and he was okay with that.
“It was— I can’t describe it. I asked the fire department to use it for a
drill and burn it down. My property needed to be burned off anyway. I did
that sometimes, you know.”
He didn’t know what that meant.
“My neighbor wants to buy the land for a vegetable garden. They’re into
that. Their whole lot’s planted and they have an acre like I do.”
What he did know was that she was babbling, trying to keep from breaking down on the phone.
“I need to see the fire, the ashes. To eulogize it. To say goodbye. To bury it.”
“I’m sorry, Daize,” he murmured. He was.
“I’ll be home after I get the property cleaned off and the foundation
cleared out. I need to erase its presence. Like it never existed. Just an acre of
burned-off prairie,” she said, her voice sounding far away. Weak. Full of grief.
Jack’s heartbeat went back to normal. I’ll be home.
“I don’t know when that will be, but I’m safe, so you don’t have to worry.”
Not worry? She was nuts if she thought he wasn’t going to worry. “Are
you going to be okay to drive that far?”
“Oh, yeah. I’ve driven cross-country many times.”
“That’s not what I meant.”
She hesitated. “I’ll be fine,” she said softly.
Jack and the kids got to work, had his staff get to work, to clear and clean
and rearrange everyfuckingthing in the house to accommodate Daisy’s possessions, which were arriving in boxes every day. They went to Sebastian’s
apartment and cleared out her bedroom there. He arranged for parking spaces in his building’s garage.
He was determined to make sure she would truly feel like she was coming home, even if her stuff was still in mountains of boxes piled all over the
apartment.

BLACK JACK | 535
Every day that went by with no idea when she’d be home was worse. Mari got more and more out of control. Fifth got more and more withdrawn.
Jack got twitchier, more on edge, more of an asshole at work.
So when he woke up two weeks later to find her crawling into bed with
him at three a.m., he damn near wept the same way he had the day she’d returned two months before.
“God, Daisy,” he rasped as he wrapped himself around her. “Don’t do
that to me again.”
She kissed his cheek. “I won’t.”

33:
RAINY DAYS AND MONDAY
LYDIA HAD GROSSLY UNDERESTIMATED how hard the children would
take her absence, particularly since she didn’t know when the fire department
could get her house taken care of. It hit her hard that, no matter how high the
boxes piled up, they hadn’t trusted she’d come back.
Neither had Jack.
It made her feel obligated again, backed into a corner, squeezed into taking on debt she didn’t owe and guilt that had no basis. On the other hand,
she wanted the same thing Jack and the children wanted.
And she’d missed Jack desperately.
If, when she went back to Lawrence to pack up her life, she’d had any
shred of doubt about her decision to stay with Jack, it dissipated the day she
sat on the curb across the street from her house, Knox beside her, while they
watched the fire department work.
Watched her homage to Mingo and Lola, the amusement park she’d built for
herself, her first child, go up in flames. She put her head down on her upraised
knees and wept, a large, warm male hand on her back she wished was Jack’s.
Jack would know.
Jack would hold her and let her cry into his chest.
Yet it was cleansing, watching it die, released from its suffering, the vile
things those evil people had done to Lydia because they didn’t like what she
said at the funeral of a girl they lied under oath to keep in pain.
Lydia didn’t want to know what Knox had done to make them go somewhere far away, but at some point in the middle of the burial she asked.
He gave her the side-eye. “I don’t usually tell people stuff like that.”
She nodded and went back to watching the firemen spray water on the
cinders.
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“They lived in my county,” he murmured after a while, ripping up some
crabgrass from a crack in the sidewalk and fiddling with it, not looking at her.
“I don’t know if you knew that.”
“I knew they lived on the Missouri side.”
“I paid them a visit. I told them I was a good friend of yours. I knew what
had happened with Julie, that they’d lied under oath about her competency,
what you said at her funeral, that you had her copyrights. I also knew what
they’d been doing to you.” He gestured across the street. “I told them if they
ever wanted to see their other children again, they’d leave town.”
Lydia gasped and looked at him, but he gave her an amused look. “No, I
wasn’t going to kill them.” She bit her lip and he laughed. “I showed them a
dossier I’d compiled on them and told them that since the Douglas County
prosecutor couldn’t come up with a way to put and keep them in jail, I’d take
it to the family court judge, get a guardian ad litem for their kids, and have
them involuntarily committed until a shrink did or did not determine them
to be batshit crazy.”
Lydia sat there for a few minutes to digest that. “You know,” she said
slowly, “it kind of surprises me that they didn’t take you up on it.”
Knox blinked. “Really? Why?”
“They’ve always been willing to sacrifice their other children to keep Julie
alive against her wishes and then to pursue their obsession with me. I’d have bet
my house that they’d gladly have less responsibility so they could continue harassing me. I suspect they didn’t let you take the kids because you threatened to
have them committed. You can’t indulge your obsession from the loony bin.”
“I see what you mean.” He gestured to the pile of smoldering ashes across
the street. “If you’d known they’d do this, would you have changed what you
said?”
“Yes. I would’ve ripped them to shreds from the pulpit.” She paused. “I
don’t know that the younger ones have a bad home life, certainly not worse than
foster care. Julie was very happy until she was diagnosed, and then they fawned
all over her. But it can’t be pleasant, living with the knowledge that you’re taking up all your siblings’ resources, but you don’t have any choice in the matter.
Julie was aware of how much they were coming to resent her and it was eating
at her. That was a huge factor in her decision, to free them. But …”
The firemen were beginning to pack up now. The fire chief approached
Lydia and Knox, and held his hand out to her. “I’m sorry for your loss, ma’am.”
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She took it and shook. “Thank you. And thank you for doing this for
me.”
He gave her a melancholy smile. “Did it for us, too. We loved it. The
guys would drive by if they’d had a bad shift and it’d cheer them up. What
they did— We felt it too.”
She began to tear up again and couldn’t speak. He shook Knox’s hand
then went on.
It only got worse as her neighbors began coming home from work, sitting
with her, mourning with her.
Saying goodbye.
Now here she was, back in New York and sitting at a new round dinner
table with “her” family, once again feeling disconnected. Neither there nor
here, grieving all over again, not quite knowing who these people were or
what made them her family or what she owed them or what she wanted. It
was silent as she picked at her food, but she only vaguely noticed.
She was too numb.
“Daize,” Jack said low. She looked up at the guy next to her and noted he
was gorgeous. Really gorgeous. Gorgeous velvety skin and silky black hair and
plain brown eyes. Gorgeous smile, as if she knew what it looked like. Gorgeous body, as if she’d ever seen what was under the tee shirt. But she didn’t
quite recognize him, much less the expression on his face. Like he was concerned. She didn’t know. Because she didn’t know who he was. He tipped his
head slightly toward the kitchen opening. “Let’s go.”
Her eyebrows rose. The children, Timothy, and Ivy looked between
them, but she couldn’t take the scrutiny. She rose when Jack did, took his
hand when he held it out to her, followed him through the apartment, out
the door, down the elevator, up Wall Street, down the stairs to the train
where they waited together on the platform just behind the yellow line.
Here, where they really began, on a subway platform in New York City,
their history together inextricably entwined with the MTA. She leaned against
him, her tears already beginning, his arm around her, holding her close.
They got on the train going uptown and, as they had the night that had
cemented them, they put their heads together to commune.
“You’re not here,” he murmured, stroking her cheek. “What happened?”
Their entire relationship was based on tragedy, the things that went
wrong the things that kept them together. She didn’t know why that was.
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She didn’t think that was the way it was supposed to be. She hoped their relationship could transcend that.
Sitting here with the only man who knew her, she began haltingly. She
had been certain of her decisions until she got back to New York, but didn’t
know why because there was nothing left for her in Lawrence.
By the time they got to the end of the line in the Bronx, she’d talked herself hoarse and into a doze halfway through the story, cradled in Jack’s arms.
Again. She was coming out of her trance as the Wall Street sign was sliding
away.
Soon she took up the story again and they reached the end of the line in
Brooklyn. On the way back, she told him how she’d felt at dinner. Disconnected. Not knowing anybody at the table or even why she was there, like
she’d been plopped in the middle of people she thought she might like, given
the chance, but didn’t know at all and was expected to call them family.
Jack, her lover, a man who, if she were honest, she barely knew. But also
boyfriend. Fiancé. Husband. Father of her children. Words with no meaning.
Children she’d acquired a week after meeting them when they’d demanded she be their mother. Daughter. Son.
Lydia, a college professor and concert pianist. Girlfriend. Fiancée. Wife.
Mother. As abstract as the rest of it. She’d had a baby once, hadn’t she? She
didn’t know. Had that really happened or was it a nightmare?
Where was she? How had she gotten here? When had she gotten here?
“Who are you people?” she whispered.
He pressed his mouth to her ear. “I am the cleanup guy.”
She blinked and looked at him, surprised.
The corner of that really gorgeous mouth turned up. “Forget those other
people. The right question isn’t who I am. Or those other people. The right
question is: Who are you?”
“Well, I’m—” She stopped. Who was she? She had been a professor of
music at a state university in the middle of the U.S. She had been a professor
of music and de facto department head of a private university in Spain. She
was a concert pianist, except she couldn’t concert piano because she didn’t
want people watching her and Piano make love. She was one of the top
instructors in the world, but she only had two students and that was a prestige job anyway, getting paid in ego strokes.
So she was … nobody. No job. No life’s work. Nothing that was hers.
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“I’m the piano player in the back of a drag show,” she said finally. “A carnival act.”
“Are you happy being that?”
She pulled away from him a bit to look at him in astonishment. “What
kind of a question is that?”
His mouth flattened. “Play along.”
She rolled her eyes and huffed, then settled back into his body, laying her
head on his shoulder. Was she happy being the piano player in the back of a
drag show?
“Yes,” she whispered, wanting to go back, reel in the years when she and
Mingo stacked whiskey, Heloise was the Queen of queens, and Lola faithfully
worked on the wedding dress she’d wear when she and Tony finally got married.
When Lydia walked around her school from class to class, laughing with
her friends, proud that she got to say, No, can’t go to prom, sorry. Gotta work.
And Hey, sure, I can come over for a little while Saturday, but I have to balance my
books first. And My aunt said I can go to Disneyworld with you next week. And No,
I can’t hire you because you’re underage. I have a family exemption.
When she was the darling of the Miami gay subculture because she was
just so cute and fun and good. Good. She was a good girl. Didn’t get in trouble.
Played the piano like a pro. Smart as a whip and totally trustworthy. Had
business savvy. Loved her family. Took care of her heartbroken and addled
grandma. Got a full-ride scholarship to college!
The perfect daughter. Half the family men who frequented The House
wished their daughters were like good little Lydia.
Technically, she was a pro. She stopped being a professional musician
when she went to college, eventually getting bumped up to virtuoso, then
professor, then one of the world’s top teachers, none of which ever really fit
right. She was a virtuoso, it was true. She was a professor and one of the
world’s top coaches. She’d stumbled into arranging music and got drafted
into the arts scene in Kansas City. But none of that was who she was.
Her childhood and adolescence had been fabulous. Nothing about her life
since she left home had been that fabulous and she kept chasing, kept building, and then …
“I can’t reconnect yet,” she concluded weakly. “Too much. The last two
and a half years have been hell. I can’t get my crap together.”
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“You have a place to live until you do,” he said matter-of-factly. “You’ll
move in when you’re ready.”
She scowled at him again. “You think I should go back to Sebastian’s?”
“No,” he said patiently. “You’ve got a place to crash with me. Not those
other people. They’re my neighbors. You can crash with me as long as you
want. Then, when you’re ready, you can move in.”
She continued to stare at him. “Are you being … metaphorical?” she asked
warily. “About relationships?”
“Yes.”
“Who are you and what have you done with Jack Blackwood?”
His mouth twitched. “There she is.”
She smiled in spite of herself, closed her eyes, and bowed her head, shaking it.
He nudged her. “Therapists, remember, but I reiterate, I am not the one
whose head needs to be shrunk.”
“Keep your day job,” she said dryly, looking up at him.
He grinned at her. “Ooops. I accidentally became the supreme ruler.
Now what do I do?”
She sat up and pressed a kiss to his cheek. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“No pressure, Daize,” he said, his smile fading. “I know better now than
to do that, and I forgot to tell Timothy not to tell you how the kids were
while you were gone. I’ll try to be more careful.”
He was trying. Again. He always was. He never stopped trying.
“I love you and I want the same thing you do,” she said earnestly. “I’m
just a little lost, you know?”
He nodded. “Soooo, you wanna bunk with me tonight?”
“Sure.”

34:
EMERALD CITY
“ARE YOU FUCKING WITH MY HEAD?” Jack whispered the next afternoon,
gaping down at the open box on his lap.
“I am not,” Lydia said matter-of-factly as she went about unpacking her
photo albums onto Jack’s bed, where she was “bunking” with him. It was a
huge bed, so it was actually possible to bunk with him, although that wasn’t
what had happened last night when they got home.
Late.
Kids in bed asleep.
Ivy and Timothy off the clock.
She was still sore in all the right places.
She gestured to the pile of boxes just to the left of the chair Jack was lounging in. “That stack. Each box gets its own bank, its own safe deposit box.”
“Fuck, Daisy!” he barked. “You mailed three million dollars in cash?”
“No, only two. That suitcase over there. Another half million in cash. I
will assume you have a safe somewhere in this house?”
“Yes,” he sighed.
“Oh, good!” she chirped. “I only brought the cash I had in Kansas. The
rest of it is still in Nebraska and Iowa and Missouri. I don’t mind leaving it
there for the time being. And before you yell at me for mailing it, registered
mail is an excellent way to do it.”
“Because using the government to get around the government isn’t risky at all.”
She chuckled.
“You’ve got balls I only wish some of my traders had,” he grumbled. “Is
all of it accounted for?”
“Yes.”
“Along with all your tinfoil hats, I hope.”
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“I keep those with me at all times. They’re very stylish. You’d never know.”
He barked a laugh. “How did you get the developers to pay you in cash?
My investigators found a quit claim deed and a bill of sale for something ridiculous like a hundred bucks.”
“Well,” she said as she dug into a box and pulled out long-buried keepsakes. It was amazing how much she’d been able to stuff in her tiny childhood
bedroom. “When the developers have an interest in getting something as
cheaply as possible, and the seller has an interest in not paying taxes, it’s easy
to negotiate. Lola made enough from dressmaking to pay our bills and buy
groceries. The profits from the bathhouse and cabaret went into property
and we had a whole block smack in the middle of South Beach. The fight to
develop that area had been going on for years, so Mingo kept buying little bits
in the hopes that one day it’d pay off. Two hundred square feet here, a tiny
lot there. It added up.”
“How much did you sell it for?”
“Twelve million. I was asking twenty because I knew how badly they wanted it. Miami Vice got popular, and the fight between the developers and the restoration organization and the city was ramping up because of it. You can see
the bathhouse and cabaret on some of the old episodes if you’re paying attention.” She looked over her shoulder and grinned. “Miami Vice made me rich.”
He laughed wryly, again looking down into the box that held a quarter of
a million dollars in cash.
“I didn’t have anything to lose by asking for some outrageous amount.
They’d pay it or they wouldn’t get it. I had a guaranteed income whether they
did or not because all I had to do was get a loan and rehab my section to go
along with the art deco theme. Hello, expensive lofts and chichi shops.”
“The city could’ve condemned it. Eminent domain.”
“They tried that,” she said matter-of-factly. “But our friend the wellknown businessman on the downlow took care of me. He’s the one who negotiated the deal, but I was straight up and I wasn’t budging. I knew I was
asking a reasonable price against long-term revenues, but I didn’t want to pay
taxes. My friend thought I wasn’t asking enough. Twelve in cash under the
table or twenty aboveboard.”
“And nobody got suspicious.”
“Look at me, Jack,” she said snidely. “Do I look like I could beat you at
your own shell game and pick your pocket at the same time?”
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“Point taken.”
“I was a young, adorably cute, wide-eyed, clueless piano major at a university in Kansas who wanted to get back to Dodge. I wouldn’t know I was
being taken, would I?”
He groaned and dropped his head in his palm. “Why don’t you work for
me?”
“I would rather sleep under the only tree on the prairie during a lightning
storm than work for you. Daddy taught me well. ‘Debt is a drug, Buttercup,’”
she said in a deeper voice. “‘Paychecks are for sheep. Drugs are for trashy losers.
Taxes are for chumps and naïfs. If I ever catch you with a loan or credit card,
drugs, or a paycheck, I don’t know what I’m going to do, but you won’t like it.’”
Jack laughed.
“So of course, as soon as I got away from home, I rebelled and got a
paycheck job. He was so mad at me. ‘I taught you to be your own boss! Or at
least an independent contractor! What is this bullshit? I bet you filed a fucking 1040-EZ, too, you spoiled brat!’ But then I found out I was as unemployable as he was because I wasn’t going to take orders from someone who
treated me like I didn’t have a brain.”
“Did you quit or get fired?”
“I don’t remember,” she said stoutly.
“You got fired.”
She snickered.
“For mouthing off.”
She shrugged with helpless amusement. “He was very proud.”
“Like daddy, like daughter,” he observed dryly.
Lydia grinned. “Says the guy whose daughter is just like him and lets her
run over him on a regular basis.”
“I hate you. I really do.”
“If I’m careful, I will never have to work again. That was an odd feeling at
first, after so many years of being frugal, pouring everything back into the
business, having nothing left over, to suddenly being able to buy anything I
wanted. But I didn’t really want anything, you know? A car.”
“A fully restored vintage collector’s item.”
“A house.”
“A custom-built Hansel and Gretel house.”
“A motorcycle.”
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“A custom Harley in 1950s diner chic, lowered and trimmed for a fivefoot-two piano teacher.”
She grinned. “I also didn’t want to have to shop at thrift stores anymore
or make my own clothes.”
“All your clothes are custom. You have four sets of leathers and two
seven-grand matador outfits.”
“Three. Just because I have no self-esteem issues doesn’t mean I’m not a
realist. I’m never going to be able to dress this body well off the rack. That’s
just a fact of life. I could make my own clothes, but I don’t want to.”
“You have a thing for the fifties. Why not your car?”
She shrugged. “I looked, actually. I did not like anything from the fifties. It
really does ruin the theme. I feel incomplete.”
“Hm. Doesn’t it bug you your money’s not earning anything?”
“Why do you assume it isn’t?”
He scowled. “You have it all parked in safe deposit boxes.”
She wrinkled her nose at him. “This is how it works: I pay for everything
on credit, even utility bills, then deposit random amounts of cash in checking
accounts at three different banks every so often. I pay my credit card bills in
full every month out of that.”
“Mingo’s howling from his grave,” Jack drawled.
She snickered. “I would frame it as money laundering, which would make
him slap me on the back and tell me what a child-rearing genius he was.”
Jack snorted.
“My salary then gets shunted off into my investment portfolio, I throw in
a few thousand in cash—not enough for anybody to get suspicious—and that
is how I make my money pull its weight.”
He dropped his head and gave a wry smile. “I hate you so, so much right now.”
She laughed. “What’d I do this time?”
“You keep feeding me all this information I can’t wait to analyze from a
theoretical standpoint.”
“More fodder for the dissertation you don’t want to write.”
“And what would he say about your paycheck job at KU?”
She shrugged. “I would remind him that other people call me Doctor Charbonneau, and that my paycheck is a token of esteem and respect for my place
in the stratosphere of musicianship. He was the Queen of queens of Miami
and loved it, so he’d get that. Also, bragging rights.”
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“Getting paid in ego strokes.”
She cast him a grin. “I bought my land in cash. Actual green, not checks.
Built my house in cash, but when you do it piecemeal like that with a ton of
different vendors, it doesn’t raise any eyebrows.”
“You have this all figured out. Selling it?”
“Insurance payout on the house, no taxes. Neighbors bought the land
and I’m carrying that note myself.”
“Why didn’t you buy land, too?”
“I dabbled in being a landlord for a while,” she mused, remembering, “but
I hated it. I had a job and hobbies, so the profit margin wasn’t worth the
trouble. Mingo would’ve done it whether he liked it or not because he would
have needed to make money, but by that time, I didn’t have to. And at some
point, I had to stop doing things just because that’s what my dad would’ve
done. If I lost all my money, I still had a job that paid my bills, and a house
and transportation that were paid for.”
“I am so hard right now,” he muttered. “God, I love you.”
She stopped unpacking and looked into the next box, full of more beloved keepsakes.
“Daisy?” he asked carefully.
“I love you too,” she said vaguely. “What I— Yesterday, I was feeling that
disconnect. I’m not right now. Talking about this. With you. My childhood.
My—” She laughed. “Shadiness. Here, in this room that is you and part of our
story, even if only a tiny bit so far. I like that … Um. Hm. What words do I
need?” She paused, then half turned. “You understand how I do business and
you admire it even though you don’t like it.”
“I like that you can do business,” he corrected quietly. “That turns me on,
yes. What makes me mad is that I can read the math in music, but I can’t hear
it and I want to. God help me, Daisy, because I want to like what you do, but
I don’t, so I want to understand it instead, but I don’t but you understand
what I do and—”
“Noooooo,” she drawled. “I don’t understand any of the math. Quantitative and mathematical finance? Derivatives? Just because I get the gist of a concept doesn’t mean I understand it or want to. But everybody has intellectual
access to money. Some people can parlay that into practical application. I don’t
know if I had that potential before Mingo threw a calculator and a pencil in
front of me. For me, it’s probably a learned trait, not something inherent. And

BLACK JACK | 547
I’m certainly not interested enough in what you do to try to understand it.”
“Yeah, but everybody also has a— What’d you call it? Intellectual access
to music. Even me. But then you came along and dangled the math in my ears
and I— You don’t have to be able to do the math of my job to understand it.
I can do the math of yours but I don’t understand it. No! It’s that I can’t hear
it. Gah! I try to hear it, and I can’t and it’s driving me up a fucking wall.”
She smiled at his genuine frustration and said gently, “You can hear it
with Karen Carpenter.”
“That’s not what I’m hearing.”
“Yes, it is. It’s that her voice is pure enough and the production is subtle
enough for the math to get through to you. It’s elementary enough for your
mind to unpack it. You just never got that far in the process. Right now you
can’t consciously make the connection between the music you can read and formulize, and what you’re hearing. Yet. You’re never going to be able to hear the
math in Rachmaninoff, especially when that’s not what Rachmaninoff’s for.”
“Fucking.”
“Yes. But you see? Now we’re doing what we did in Harlem, in that little
bunkbed. Talking about math, you, and music, me. Figuring out where they,
we, intersect. Connecting on an intellectual and philosophical level. I need
that and you’re the only man in the world who can give it to me. But I also
need to connect our story to mine.”
At his look of confusion, she lifted a photo album. “I haven’t looked at
these things in years. Too busy. Just part of the gorgeous decor of my gorgeous house. That was enough. Here, now, you and I are being friends and
lovers, connecting, sharing our most precious intellectual pursuits, and I’m
going through my happy memories at the same time. You’re asking me questions. You believe me. You’re not laughing like I’m a storyteller at the library
on kids’ reading day. You understand my sexual fetish and you’re willing to
indulge it. Likewise, I understand and am willing to indulge yours. My colorful childhood and my affair with Piano and my deep relationship with a
man-who-is-me who is having an affair with Money are integrating, and that
makes me very happy.”
His expression cleared up. “And you’ll withdraw again when the kids get
home,” he said, but his tone told her it was just an observation, so she nodded.
“It’s important to be able to talk about these things with someone who
believes me,” she said, dropping that album on the bed and reaching into her
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box for another one. “Taxes. How I did that deal. I like that you understand
what I did, how I conduct business, how I think and why and who trained
me to think that way, and you’re coming to respect Mingo even though you
don’t want to.”
He sighed. “No, I don’t, but he seems to be forcing me to. Even if I’d read
the reports differently, I would’ve shrugged it off as irrelevant. Being kind to
kids and old people, not kicking puppies, isn’t an indicator of virtue in other
areas. Gangsters love their children and dogs, too.”
“Well, that’s true,” she mused. “But I’m never going to see him as a bad
person and I don’t want you—or anybody else—to keep telling me he was in
an effort to make me believe it. I know what your reports say. I was there. Did
I have a choice? It could be argued that, no, I didn’t.”
“No kidding,” he drawled.
“But tell me how my life is worse than it would have been with, say, any
random family who’d picked me up, taken me as a foster child, or if I’d been
left to die.”
“Your life with your bioparents would’ve been fine. Boring by comparison,
but fine.”
That irritated her. “You’re deliberately missing my point. I had no angst
in my life until Lola died. But she was an ancient lush with a broken heart,
and it was her time. That’s a normal part of life. Some boyfriend angst in college—stuff I should have learned as a teenager but I was too busy being a
grownup. Truscott was angsty, but every woman has that one guy. But when
Mingo was killed—it was the way he was killed that haunted me.”
“Still does if your nightmares are anything to go by.”
She grimaced. “I’m still doing that?”
He nodded.
“I’m sorry.”
“I’m the cleanup guy. It’s my job.”
She puffed a soft laugh. “Well, beyond that, everybody’s parents die. It was
when Julie told me what she was going to do, and when and where and how,
that my life went to pot. Thirty-some years with a carefree life, normal grief, a
few crappy boyfriends, and then the universe threw me under the bus. You’ve
had an angst-free life then suddenly somebody tried to kill you, and it headed
into the Twilight Zone. How well have you been handling the last year?”
“Not well,” he grumbled.
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“I did, however,” she said cheekily, “fall in love, so there’s that.”
“Arrgh. C’mere.”
She did, and sank onto his lap. He put one arm around her, but didn’t
say anything. She didn’t, either. They sat quiet, her head on his shoulder,
smelling his rich cologne, just being. He absently massaged her thigh. She
caressed one scratchy cheek and pressed a kiss onto the other. She could’ve
sworn he purred like a panther.
“Did you talk to your dad again?” she murmured.
“I had decided since you kicked him out and made sure he knew you
were the alpha, I didn’t need to do anything more.”
“Too much thinking.”
“Right. But then my brothers informed me that what he did with you,
warning you off me, he did to both their wives. We didn’t like Donny’s wife,
but Third had a hand in that divorce. I’m told he truly thinks he’s being helpful, trying to save these women from his imperfect sons. He’s looking at
Loony—Len, Crazy’s husband—who actually is perfect, and wishing his sons
were like that and he’s trying to fix whatever he thinks he did wrong.
“It’s not my job to intercede for my pussy brothers, but then I got to thinking about how betrayed Fifth feels, so I headed up to his office. I told him I
wasn’t going to let him take his issues out on my family, which has been cobbled
together from a whole lot of damaged and fragile people who need me to be the
cleanup guy. And I can do that because I am the way I am. And if he had any
regard for his sons, he’d back the fuck off. If he didn’t back off, I would assume
he didn’t have any regard for us and I’d cut him off just to protect my son and
he’d be lucky if you didn’t go after him. What Donny and Sammy do would be
up to them, but I would recommend they cut him off, too.”
“Whoa,” Lydia breathed, fiddling with the buttons on his shirt. “That
was harsh.”
“Well, I wondered if Fifth was the only one feeling that, then I started
watching my brothers and my nephews. They aren’t any chummier with
Third than Fifth wants to be. But Loony’s kids … All about Grandpa Blackwood. And that is fucked up. Fifth didn’t feel so alone when I pointed it out,
but he wanted me to explain why Third would care about his son-in-law
more than his sons. I didn’t have an answer for that. I still don’t.” He
shrugged. “I’ve never felt particularly protective of my sibs, but … ”
“You were the only one who could take care of it,” she said softly. “The
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cleanup guy. All the people in the house you wanted to clear out for me.”
He smiled. “Yeah, but sometimes you get lucky and when you take out
the trash, it stays out. I did for my brothers what I do for my frosh traders.
Go talk to daddy and give ’em a running start on cutting the apron strings.”
“But you love your dad.”
Jack nodded. “My feelings about my dad aren’t going to change much.
He’s a good role model in every other way, but I refuse to participate in his
issues and I had to make my position explicit, the way you did my mom.
They don’t get hints, which I didn’t know until you pointed it out. We’re a
close family. Casual.”
“Expressing affection in ‘I hate you’s and ‘fuck you’s.”
“‘Pound sand’s,” he corrected. “But yes. And Precious is our code for ‘fuck
off for real.’ I was the perfect son. My brothers aren’t perfect, but they’re pretty close to it. If he can’t appreciate his sons, it’s his problem. Donny and
Sammy may be conflicted or whatever, but I was born knowing who I am.
Third’s insecure because he’s trapped between his father and me, because J.R.
and I are quite a bit alike. He should’ve gotten a clue when J.R. and I got into
it the first time we ever met, which was when I was about eight.”
“Tell me about that.”
He huffed impatiently and Lydia expected him to refuse to tell a story.
“We were in England. J.R. decided I couldn’t possibly be his grandson, which
I’d been hearing my whole life, so it wasn’t a surprise. My mother had been
stressing over it since they began planning the trip. But J.R. was poking my
mom about it. Subtly. My dad wasn’t saying anything. I finally spoke up and
told the old man I didn’t want to hear him talking to or about my mother like
that, and if that meant I had to follow him around like a very dark shadow and
embarrass him everywhere he went, that’s what that meant.”
Lydia gaped at him. “You were eight?”
Jack nodded. “That’s not the bad part. J.R. looked at my dad and said, ‘It
was your job to say that, not his. So the kid’s got the Blackwood balls, after
all. You, I’m not sure about.’ We didn’t stay long after that.”
Lydia grimaced. “Oh, ouch. Your dad didn’t say a word?”
He shook his head. “He told me later it was a token of his respect for his
father. I knew it was cowardice, but I didn’t care. I didn’t have to see the old
man and my dad didn’t have to prove anything to me. I still don’t care, but I
refuse to let my dad do that to me in front of my son.”
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“If Fifth hadn’t heard it, would you have told him off?”
He shrugged. “Not sure. ‘Favorite child’ and ‘I am ashamed you are my
son’ and Loony being the favorite child are what we do. I might have gotten
pissed off about it later or I might have not cared at all.”
“Stories,” she whispered and bent to kiss him.
This, this was where she connected with this new world, against Jack, the
only thing in her vision, the only scent in her nose, the only heartbeat in her
ears, the only chocolate on her tongue, the only IQ in her brain, the only color in her soul. When they were Jack and Daisy, squished together in a little
bunkbed in a cramped closet in Harlem, or lying in a rich red velvet bed in a
rich red room full of Russian iconography.
Talk. And kiss.
Sail Good Ship Money through Piano Galaxy and dive deep into each
other’s souls. If they had souls.
With her precious memories three feet away on the bed they shared,
where he soothed her nightmares, where her wonderful childhood was becoming part of the story of Jack and Daisy.
CRASH
“DAISY!” Mari barked from the threshold of Jack’s bedroom.
Lydia ignored that. Jack did too, except to pull away from her just far enough
to smile, to let her focus on his eyes. Plain brown, no swirls, sparkles, or stars.
Door-crashing little girls, too, were part of their story.
“DAISY!” she yelled again before running across the room and tossing
herself into Jack’s lap. He oofed. Lydia’s eyebrow rose, but Mari didn’t respond except to stand on the chair between Jack’s legs and fall on her.
She sighed and wrapped her arms around the girl.
“Please don’t leave again,” she whispered in Lydia’s ear in Spanish, her
voice trembling. Mari didn’t shed legitimate tears often, but when she did, she
tried to hide. She couldn’t hide from Lydia.
Mari could feel Lydia’s disconnect. Deeply. And she was terrified Lydia
would leave again.
“I might have to here and there,” she whispered, also in Spanish because
it soothed Mari, “but I’ll always come back.”
“Okay, girls,” Jack grunted. “You’re killing my leg. Get off.”
Lydia snickered and arose, Mari around her neck. Jack smacked Lydia’s
butt, which made her squeak and laugh. “Still sore there.”
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“You’re welcome.”
And there in the door, Fifth. “C’mere,” Lydia said when she sat on the
edge of the bed, and welcomed the boy to her side. Mari didn’t make a peep,
but she was busy trying not to show anybody that she was crying.
“Hey, now, you two. I know I was gone for a while and I didn’t tell you
when I was coming back, but I didn’t know, either. I had lots to get done so I
could come home for good.”
She waited for the disconnect. It was still there, as this was not her home.
Yet.
“You promise?” Fifth muttered resentfully.
She gave him that look. “You do see all the boxes in this house, right?”
He glared at her. “That doesn’t prove anything.”
“Hrmph. Fine. Want to look at some pictures of my dad and grandma?”
That snapped them both to attention. “Help me clear off the bed a little so
we can all sit here.”
It was odd how, with a mundane little task as clearing boxes and clothes
off a king-size bed so the children could sit and look at Lydia’s history, listen
to her stories, she suddenly felt connected again. It was in her stories she felt
comfortable, where she could be at home anywhere, as long as she had her
photo albums, her keepsakes, and her stories.
The kids were excited. Jack was cute, admonishing them not to sit on anything or shove everything on the floor. Lydia plopped herself in the middle
of the bed, her photo albums in front of her and waited until everyone was
settled in. Jack tugged Mari out of the way so he could sit by Lydia, which the
girl protested because Fifth was on Lydia’s other side.
“God’s sake,” Jack muttered and pulled her onto his lap.
“Daisy, where’s your daddy?” Mari asked impatiently while Lydia rummaged around for a particular book.
“As with any good story,” she said as she pulled it from the bottom of a
stack, “we’ll start with a bang.”

35:
I’M EVERY WOMAN
JACK STARED at the drop-dead gorgeous bikini-clad leggy blonde on the
very first page of the very first photo album that Daisy picked up, and tried to
remember that Mingo was a drag queen.
“Is that your mommy?” Mari asked, putting her finger on the film that
protected the ancient yellowing photo paper.
Daisy chuckled softly. “No. That is my Aunt Heloise.”
“Good God,” Jack whispered. “No fucking way.”
“Way,” Daisy said dryly, then went back to talking to the children. “I
don’t know who my mommy is. Or my real daddy. The person I call daddy
found me and took me in. He never got married or had a girlfriend, so I
didn’t have a mother. I don’t know where I come from.”
Mari gasped. “Like me!”
“Just like you. I don’t remember anything about anything before I woke up
in Mingo—that was my dad’s name—and Lola’s apartment. I was five. Or,
well, that’s how old they thought I was. I guess I was really seven at the time.”
“Who’s Lola?”
“My grandma.” She turned the page.
Both Fifth and Mari sighed. “She’s so pretty.”
Pretty? Maybe to little kids, but to Jack, she looked like a grandma, even
though she had to have been only about eighteen. It was the early fifties. Her
short black hair was cut in the chic style of the time, but women that age kept
that hairstyle until they died, so to Jack, it was grandma hair. Her sparkly
yellow showgirl outfit was far more modest than Mingo’s bikini, and the tits
were pointy, which was also grandma fashion. Her tights were black, making
her long legs look short despite her dance pumps. The whole outfit was way
too matronly to be hot. The only thing about that picture that made it not
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grandma was the enormous yellow headdress she was wearing, the ends dangling to mid-calf.
“Was she nice?” Fifth asked quietly.
“Oh, she was wonderful,” Daisy gushed. “She was so talented with a needle
and thread, which doesn’t sound like much unless you try to make your own
clothes. She was kind and loving. She was— Well, she was a lot like Ivy.”
“What’s her costume for?”
“She and some other girls danced for people.”
“That’s lots of feathers.”
Daisy hummed, “‘ … with yellow feathers in her hair and her dress cut
down to there … ’”
Jack groaned.
“Jack,” she said, pointing to a big box across the room. “Can you get that
for me, please? The one marked Y57.”
The kids oo’d and aah’d over some more pictures as Jack opened the box
she’d specified. “Oh,” he said, blinking, then bent and carefully pulled out the
same feathered headdress Lola was wearing.
The kids gasped. Mari clapped her hands over her mouth. “Oh, Daisy,”
she breathed.
“I always said,” Daisy murmured as she took it from Jack and seated it
firmly on her own head, the intricately braided rhinestone headband glittering
in the light, “that I’d wear one of these when I got married, instead of a veil.”
Jack’s eyebrow rose and she tried not to laugh when she glanced at him.
“Not this one,” she clarified.
Mari was slowly reaching up to touch it as if it would bite her and Fifth
wasn’t much less apprehensive about its danger.
“Here,” Daisy said and pulled it off her head, only to plop it on Mari’s.
She squealed in delight and jumped off the bed to go run to a mirror.
“Can I have this?”
Daisy’s eyes narrowed. “No,” she said flatly, “and if you try to snitch any
of my stuff, I’m going to be really pissed off.”
“Okay,” she squeaked, cowed.
Nobody cowed Mari. Except pissed-off Fifth and pissed-off Daisy.
She let Mari wear the headdress while she continued. In another album,
there were pictures of Daisy as a little girl, beginning when Lola found her.
She was indeed skinny and filthy. Tiny. Skeletal. She looked like a fucking
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zombie, her expression blank, her eyes empty, her hair in dark tangled ropes
down past her butt. Daisy lingered over these pictures, her brow wrinkled.
She touched the film over them and began to frown.
“Are you remembering something?” Jack asked quietly.
She shook her head. “No, I’m seeing this as an adult who’s taken in two
active and alert, not-starving street kids. I was in really bad shape. It— I don’t
remember this. I told you I haven’t looked at these in years.”
The children were quiet, watching Daisy carefully while she told them
the story. Slowly. As if it hurt. Jack didn’t think she noticed they weren’t
looking at the pictures too much. There were a few pages of pictures documenting the time between when Lola found her and a picture Daisy recognized as one of her first memories.
She perked back up a little.
“Who’s that?” Fifth asked.
“That’s my daddy.”
“He’s cute,” Mari offered.
Daisy laughed. “He was about twenty-three or -four there.”
Jack had to admit, he was a handsome young man, dirty blond, in lowriding jeans and a tee shirt, looking very James Dean-ish, cooler than cool.
About the same height and build as Jack, leaner, narrower perhaps.
“Where’s that drag pic?” Jack asked, reaching for the album. He opened it
and put the two pictures side by side. “Shit, you’d never know.”
Lydia shook her head. “He wasn’t flashy when he was out of drag.”
“You look just like him. Why didn’t he just give you his last name?”
“Yeah, it was uncanny, and I never knew why. It would’ve made so many
things about our lives easier. Documents, school, doctors.” She paused. “Actually,” she muttered, “it hurt my feelings.”
Jack hummed noncommittally. There were a lot of things about Mingo
that didn’t make sense until she explained them or his PIs dug up enough to
piece things together. Jack could understand Mingo’s rationale for things now
that he had a vague grasp on his logic, but if Daisy didn’t know why Mingo did
something, his logic had to be even more obscure than it usually was.
Or he was hiding something. Like why he was in New York three times a
year.
“Did you call him Mingo or dad or daddy or what? You use them interchangeably.”
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“I only called him Mingo when I was mad at him. I did things like that. I
really was a spoiled brat.”
And now you have one just like you. Fuck money. Karma’s the bitch. Ha ha ha ha
ha ha ha ha ha ha!!! I shall have my revenge, DAISY!!!
“I call Daddy ‘Jack’ when I’m mad at him,” Mari offered.
Jack snorted, but Daisy chuckled and kissed her head. “I know.”
“Why are you mad at him?” Fifth asked.
Daisy hesitated. “That’s a really heavy discussion I don’t want to have
right now.”
“Oh, okay,” Fifth said amiably. Yes, Fifth would understand not wanting
to talk about something. “Is that his sister?” he asked, pointing to Mingo in
drag.
“Yes,” Daisy said firmly and looked up at Jack. “In drag-speak, it’s true,
but it’s too much effort to explain it right now.”
“Ah.”
There were more, and Jack was fascinated by these glimpses of a life he
really didn’t believe. He’d spent a year thinking she was an abused and exploited little girl. He’d spent weeks listening to her protest that her childhood
was happy, but not really believing it. He couldn’t shake the feeling she had
repressed memories, but now …
A small girl, dressed in a gorgeous light green princess gown, with a tiara
and a wand, posing haughtily. “That was Halloween one year. I always went
trick-or-treating with my friends and their dads in their neighborhoods.
Mingo had to work.”
A happy little girl in Daisy Dukes and a crop top, sitting at a beat-down
Formica table on a ripped-vinyl chrome chair in a tenement kitchen, her legs
dangling, grinning at the camera and showing off the spaces in her gums, a
pencil in her hand and books in front of her.
A grouchy little girl sitting on a threadbare comforter in a clean but
Spartan room, her legs crossed and her arms folded over her chest, dressed in
jeans and a tee shirt, glaring at the camera. “He wouldn’t buy me a pair of
shoes I wanted because they were too expensive. I was madder that he was
laughing at me than I was about not getting the shoes.” Jack laughed.
A girl about nine, her back to the camera, standing bent over in front of a
shiny new upright piano in a rundown apartment, again in short shorts and a
tank, her fingers bored into the keys.
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A preteen making silly faces with friends somewhere else not a tenement.
A girl getting older, more friends, Disneyworld, the beach, the pool, at
school, in a variety of teen girls’ rooms, laughing, always laughing—unless she
was glaring, which was its own kind of charming.
A beautiful, exquisitely dressed woman having a showdown with a teenage girl in leather and a croptop, each with their hands on their hips, glaring
at each other.
“Was your Aunt Heloise mean?” Fifth asked. “She looks mean.”
Daisy smiled and puffed a laugh. “No meaner than my dad was, which
was almost not at all.” She tapped the photo with her fingertip. “We were
fighting over a playlist.”
Jack barked a laugh. “Are you fucking kidding me? That was a fight over a
little playlist?”
Daisy gave him an amused grimace. “It was very important that night.
Long story.”
He held his hand up. “Understood.”
An adorably cute late teen in jeans and tank, and a much older, quite
haggard Mingo both relaxing in sturdy office chairs in a ramshackle office
crammed with whiskey cases and an open metal cabinet chock full of cigarette
boxes. They had their cowboy-booted feet up on the desk, grinning at each
other, toasting each other with lowball glasses of whiskey. Mingo had a cigar
in his mouth.
Jack smiled. “What was the occasion?”
“We’d just sold a trunk full of AK-47s,” she said blithely.
Jack dropped his face in his palms. “Why’d I ask?” he groaned.
There were more. Jack was fully aware that albums full of happy photos
didn’t tell the whole story—he sighed—but there were so many, taken in close
succession, most of them candid. That many happy photos didn’t come out
of a life that had a hidden dark side, so many with her and Mingo or her and
Lola or all three or each … A happy family.
“What’s that?” Fifth asked.
“That’s the business my dad and I had. It was a bar.”
It did have a bar, so the kids accepted that at face value. It was an okay
place. Nothing to write home about but clean and respectable looking.
Nothing on the walls. An upright piano in the back, a drum set, amps, a couple of guitar racks.
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Another series of pictures with a teenage Daisy barely visible through a
parade of beautifully dressed women on the stage. It was dark, too, so the
photos of Daisy weren’t great, but if this was the standard Daisy compared all
drag shows to, no wonder she felt personally violated by a substandard one.
“Are those dancing girls like your grandma?”
“Yep.”
It was a story out of a foundling’s fairy tale if fairy tales included illegal
weapons, bootlegged whiskey, unstamped cigarettes, prostitution, bartending
minors, and men who dressed up like women to put on a beauty pageant.
Jack gave up trying to disbelieve her. He knew from the reports that this
was all true. He just couldn’t see how her version of it could be real.
On the next page, a preteen girl was sitting in the same kitchen, wearing
pretty much the same thing as she had in the picture taken years earlier. This
time, there were ledgers all over the table and an adding machine with paper
curling out of it beside her, a pencil in her hand, her head down, her tongue
stuck out in concentration as she wrote. The sun was streaming in, giving her
tousled and frizzy hair the golden halo of a cherub.
The perfect daughter.
The perfect son.
Reflections of each other, so alike they’d never have a smooth relationship.
He reached up and smoothed a curl away from her eye. She smiled at him.
She was happy right now. As happy as she was when he took her out, when
they were just them, being together, walking down the street holding hands.
It was then he noticed the children were quiet. Too quiet. He looked at
them. They were watching the pictures go by, listening to Daisy chatter happily
about her childhood, and getting more and more unhappy and withdrawn.
He scowled. What the hell? What about this would upset them? If they
didn’t want to participate any more, they’d have said so and left, but they
hadn’t so what did that mean? He started to panic a little, wondering if there
was some deeper psychological thing going on he’d have to try to explain to
their therapists.
“You were really lucky, Daisy,” Mari said soberly when Daisy stopped
talking to turn the page.
Daisy started and looked down at Mari. “What’s wrong, Buttercup?”
“Your grandma found you right away and she was nice. Your daddy was
nice.”
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Daisy blinked, started to say something, then looked at Fifth, who said,
“And you don’t remember what happened to you before you got your family.”
“But we’re lucky too, right, Fifth?” Mari said faintly, as if from far away.
Fifth didn’t answer.
“Uh … ” Now Daisy seemed to be as alarmed as Jack. “Hey!” she said
with fake cheer. “I did not mean this to be a downer. I’m trying to tell you
how fun my life was. How much I loved my dad and grandma. My story. We
all have a story.”
Oh. That. “Some stories don’t need to be told,” Jack said gruffly.
“True,” she said immediately and closed the book. “Fifth, go get that cigar
box over there. It’s my dad’s little treasure chest.” He complied, but he was
dragging his feet. When he brought it to her, she opened it and poked around
in it for a bit. “This,” she said as she brought out a cheap little pin, “is a pin
from my daddy’s family’s restaurant in Havana, Cuba. So let me tell you his
story. It starts with Fidel Castro … ”
The kids fidgeted in boredom through the truncated history lesson, but
grew rapt at the story of Mingo escaping from Cuba, taking Lola with him,
having almost no money, surviving on the streets after coming from a well-todo family. She was frank about Mingo’s life as an escort and how much he hated it, which perked the kids up because Mingo’s life wasn’t all roses like Daisy’s
and she made it seem worse than theirs. It might have been. Nobody knew.
They were equally rapt about the story of Lola, Tony, and Rico—
“That’s who you named your baby after?” Fifth asked.
“Our baby,” Jack said pointedly. “And yes.”
“Oh,” he said in a tone that, for Fifth, could be described as bright.
“Remember that song I sang to you at the Easy-Offs?” Daisy said. “‘Copacabana’? That was about my grandma. My Lola.”
“That was real?!” Mari gasped in delight.
Trust the kids to find someone else’s tragedy uplifting.
“Oh, yes. I’ll play it for you again tonight for bedtime, okay?”
“I wanna choose!” Mari demanded. “Fifth got what he wanted last time.”
“Um, okay, we’re going to have to work out playlists, but tonight I’ll play
songs you and Jack like.”

36:
EF-5
THE KIDS WERE SETTLED into bed, Jack was lying on the sofa with his eyes
closed and his forearm over his face. Lydia was playing light and fluffy things
that might pull the kids out of their resentment that she, a foundling, had been
taken in, loved immediately, and given the gift of amnesia. She had not endured
whatever Fifth and Mari wouldn’t talk about and didn’t want to remember.
They were songs Jack wouldn’t object to too much, chart toppers, Disney
songs, modern lullabies, and … the Carpenters. Or at least, she wanted to.
She wasn’t sure Jack would want to hear her sing those songs because her
voice was rough and she was no Karen Carpenter.
So she asked.
“No,” he said immediately.
It didn’t hurt her feelings. It was the only musical thing he cared about
and she had most of the rest of Piano Galaxy to herself, other than what she
wanted to share with Jack.
Had waited seven years to share with Jack.
“DAISY I WANT TO HEAR THE WOMAN SONG!”
Lydia’s eyes popped open and she looked at Jack, who sighed heavily. It
was an hour past bedtime and Lydia had been careful to play things that
didn’t get the blood racing. “I don’t know which one you mean!” Lydia shouted back.
“THE ONE YOU SANG TO ME AT SIMON’S!”
She thought and thought. Oh. That. She rolled her eyes. “Only Mari
would want full-on disco to go to sleep to,” she said dryly.
Jack chuckled.
She started in with gusto because, well, she loved this song. I’m every woman, it’s all in me …
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Three weeks ago, she’d started surfing Piano Galaxy for Fifth and ended
up riding the Piano with Jack. Tonight she was operating the carnival rides
for Mari, and Jack’s foot was bobbing slightly. Yet the stuff that got Lydia
charged up for an all-night drag show put Mari to sleep, so she wasn’t going
to argue the point.
“THE LOLA SONG!”
Jack groaned. “If I never hear that fucker again, it’ll be too soon,” he
grumbled.
Soon enough, however, Jack arose to check on the kids then go to bed.
Poor man was beat. But then, so was she. He hadn’t slept well while she was
gone. Neither had she, her nightmares lingering in her brain upon awakening.
She’d awakened him when she crawled into bed after having driven straight
through from Lawrence. He’d gone to work, leaving her to sleep until midafternoon, then coming home and kissing her back and shoulders and neck
until she awoke. She’d drifted around the apartment like a ghost until dinner,
followed Jack down to the subway, and collapsed into bed with him after
midnight. And made love for another hour. Then he’d gone to work and
come home early because he was so tired.
That was when she’d tossed him the first of several boxes of cash.
Just to see what he’d do.
She closed down the library and headed to his—their—room. She felt at
home in this room once the doors were closed because it was Jack and Jack
was her home. She smiled as she locked the door behind her, then stripped
and joined him in the shower.
“Mmmm,” he purred when she pressed her body against his and her
mouth against his shoulder blade, then sighed heavily when she dug her
thumbs and knuckles into the knots in his lower back. He dropped his head
forward, then braced himself against the wall to give her better access.
“I didn’t think you could get knotted up like this,” she murmured as she
worked on his very nicely sculpted back.
“Tiggers have springs,” he said wearily.
And sometimes they sprung.
They stood in the hot spray for a long time, she working on the muscles
in his back and butt, he simply letting her, too tired to speak or move, exhausted from taking care of the kids, her, Ivy, and Timothy.
“C’mon, Tigger, let me put you to bed.”
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He groaned as he tried to push himself away from the wall.
She gently guided him down onto the built-in shower bench and
scrubbed him. When she crouched to scrub and massage his feet and calves
the way he had done for her a lifetime ago, he put his hand on her head to
keep himself from falling over.
It took her a while to get him out of the shower and into his pajama bottoms, in bed, rolled onto his stomach so she could work on his butt and legs.
“Have I told you today how much I hate you?” he slurred.
She smiled. Blushed a little. “No.”
“So, so much.”
She leaned forward and whispered, “Without you, I cease to exist.”
He relaxed into the mattress with a long sigh, as if he had been waiting
for her to say it.
She stopped kneading when she felt his muscles melt and heard his
breathing even out. She arose and turned off the lights, shrugged into the silk
pajama top she’d bought for him—also a lifetime ago.
March of the year before. Now it was coming on July. They might not
have been in the same country for over a year, she thought as she climbed
under the covers and got comfortable on her side of the bed, but they’d been
together from the moment he snapped at her to stop condescending to him.
That didn’t mean she wanted to sleep in a twin—
“JACK!!!!!”
Lydia jumped, but Jack was out of bed in a blink, across the room, and
through the connecting door before Mari let out that blood-curdling scream
again.
“JACK!!!!!”
Lydia scrambled, heart racing, and ran to Mari’s room to see Jack on the
bed, a sobbing and choking Mari in his arms. He was curled over her, his
hand in her hair, rocking her. “Shhh, baby. It’s okay. I’m here, Princess.” He
stood and went to a rocking chair. “Water,” he muttered at Lydia.
She hurried to bring it to him.
“Mari,” he whispered. “C’mon, baby, drink up. Gimme some love here,
willya?”
It was the same thing he’d said to Lydia when she’d come back to Simon’s completely traumatized by Talking Head.
“Linens in the closet,” he said as he silently cajoled Mari into taking sips.
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It was difficult, with the sobbing, wailing, and hiccupping, her inability to
catch her breath until Jack held a brown paper bag to her face. “Wipe down
the plastic, change it and the sheets. She’ll need a hot bath. C’mon, baby girl,”
he cooed. “Daisy’s here, too. She’ll get you a popsicle.”
Lydia did what he said while he calmed Mari down. He’d told Lydia
about these, of course, but Mari hadn’t had another one since she found out
Daisy was back. Until now. Lydia hadn’t understood, but then, Jack told her
in the same manner he said everything that involved what he did: impersonally, as if it wasn’t important, but he still needed to talk it out with someone
who was on his wavelength.
Lydia couldn’t have anticipated this level of trauma and terror. Mari was
Mari, hyper, high-maintenance, demanding, pouty, whiny, nervous, and
cowed if Lydia gave her the Evil Eye, terrified if Fifth gave her Demon Face,
but bouncy, generally happy, hardly ever afraid. Certainly not traumatized or
terrified. Once Lydia was finished making the bed and putting the soiled linens in her dirty clothes hamper, she ran a hot bath and left to get a popsicle.
“What do you need me to do now?” she whispered when he took it.
He didn’t answer while Mari sucked the grape down. “Hey, how about
letting Daisy give you a bath?” he asked softly when Mari was finished and
down to infrequent hiccups, brushing her sweaty hair away from her forehead. She nodded as enthusiastically as she could muster.
Lydia bent and took the little girl out of his arms. She was drenched. He
was drenched. He didn’t seem to care. Mari stood on the bath rug shivering
so hard her teeth were chattering while Lydia gently undressed her.
“Do you remember your dream?” Lydia whispered in Spanish as she
helped Mari into the bathtub.
“No,” she replied, as she slipped down until the water covered everything
but her face. After a while, she said, “The water’s cold now.”
Lydia didn’t quite know what to do. Run more water or scrub her down
and get her into warm, dry clothes? But Mari’s eyelids were beginning to drift
closed.
“Here, let’s wash your hair and get you all clean.”
“Okay,” she sighed.
As much as Mari was a dust devil every minute of her waking hours,
right now she was so placid she was almost a zombie. This Mari was downright unnerving.
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Lydia started when a warm towel was slung over her shoulder as she was
finishing up, and looked up to see Jack behind her, looking haggard in his
robe, his black hair damp and tousled, a small set of pajamas in his hand.
“Jack, I am so sorry,” she whispered, her chest aching with remorse.
But he seemed to understand what she was apologizing for. He shook his
head and tucked a curl behind her ear.
She wrapped Mari in the towel and carried her to her bed. “I thought
‘Jack’ was only for when she was mad at you?”
“‘Daddy’ is an illusion,” he said hoarsely. “‘Jack’ is a lifeline. For both of
them.”
“I’ll sleep with her.”
He nodded. “She’d like that. I do, but then sometimes she asks for you in
her sleep.”
Lydia smiled sadly. “Night.”
“Night.” He left, his shoulders slumping, and dimmed the nightlights on
his way out the door.
Lydia helped Mari into her jammies, which was difficult because the girl
was a rag doll. She tucked her in, then climbed into bed beside her, spooned
her, and smoothed her hair.
“Will you sing to me, Daisy?” Mari whispered in Spanish. “The woman
song?”
“Anytime you feel danger or fear … Then instantly I will appear … I’m every
woman … ”

37:
MARY ANN & GINGER
“Oh. My. God.”
“That pretty much sums it up,” said Victoria, her tone packed with
dread.
Lydia sat next to her best friend in a tiny Italian restaurant watching in
horror as Jack and Emilio Bautista interacted in the most dangerous way possible: They had become soul brothers by the time the entrees came and it had
only taken two hours from the time they’d left JFK.
“Is this a good thing or a bad thing?” she asked.
“Both?” Victoria answered. “We should probably be afraid. What did Jack’s
mother and aunt say when you asked them to plan your engagement feria?”
“They were thrilled. I mean, I wouldn’t know whom to invite, nor am I in a
mental or emotional place to be able to plan a party, which I was upfront about.
Plus, I said some things about trusting their taste, which I do, although generally I find it a little too understated, but in this case, it’s appropriate. So they
asked me a few things about my preferences within their theme and then a few
days later, they told us where, when, what time, and what to wear. I told them
frankly that I like them, but they need to respect my boundaries, and they’re
trying.”
“And the dad?”
“I give him a bit of a pass because he really does love Jack and his brothers. He just never knew what to do with sons except pick nits. Jack never did
anything Third could pick at until he started sleeping with every woman on
the Hotlanta route.”
“Then you came along.”
Lydia shrugged. “He’s used to his daughters-in-law keeping their distance. He’s never had one tell him to sit down and shut up and expected him
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to obey. On the up side, the more time Jack’s mom and I spend together, the
more she understands Jack, and that’s more valuable to her right now than
presenting a united parental front over Third’s hurt fee-fees.”
“Huh. I can’t imagine my parents understanding me.”
“If that fight you had with them after you and Emilio got married was
any indication, it seems they know you better than you think they do. They
just don’t know how to talk to you.”
“That’s what Emilio says. He’s a very good translator.”
“He bonded with your dad fast enough.”
“Oh, he can bond with anybody if he wants to. Let me see your ring
again.”
Lydia held her hand out, laden with a rock halfway between boulder and
pebble. It was gorgeous, but not big or flashy enough for Jack’s sense of appropriate engagement ring carat weights. Neither of their men were paying
attention, immersed as they were in the subjects of money and math.
“That’s very you,” Victoria pronounced. Which meant she thought it
was pretty by conventional standards but appearances had never been important to Victoria. It was important that Lydia’s engagement ring embody
Lydia. To Victoria, it was the highest of compliments. “Wedding date?”
“June.”
“I’m shocked it’s not six months later. It’s kind of a big deal, isn’t it?”
“Not with a wedding planner who caters to people like Jack—” She
rubbed the tips of her fingers together. “—who are not celebrities.”
“Ah.”
“I was going to have Drita and Cordy oversee that, but they couldn’t reconcile ‘classy’ and ‘carnival.’ They don’t like the processional and recessional
music and they are definitely not happy about Fifth being my attendant and
Mari being Jack’s. Too many ‘I don’t think that’s appropriate for Jack’s wedding’s and I booted them off the team, reminded them the wedding is for me,
not Jack or Wall Street, and told them that yes, I am wearing one of Lola’s
headdresses and a flamenco dress. Jack’s only contribution is whom he doesn’t
want on the guest list and that he won’t tolerate ‘Copacabana’ anywhere on
the wedding or reception program.”
“Oh, that reminds me. You now have a dressmaker, but she’s in Madrid,
not Sevilla. Your appointment is in October after our renewal of vows, but
she said to bring the headdress you’re going to wear. She’ll measure you,
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make the pattern, and mail it to you so you can have a dressmaker here make
it. You’ll have to stay a few days, though.”
Lydia blinked. “You arranged that?”
“Of course not. Emilio did.”
No, Victoria didn’t arrange or plan anything if she didn’t have to, happily
leaving the details of her life to her husband and, occasionally, her in-laws.
“She was booked solid, but no flamenco dressmaker is going to turn
down a star matador.” She took a bite of her spaghetti and sighed happily. “I
couldn’t wait to come if only for the food. Emilio’s been here, but he’s all
about American picnic food. You have no idea how many cooks we went
through to find one that could and would cook it. Especially potato salad.
We’ve imported every barbecue sauce from Maine to Tijuana and he still
wants his favorite one from Texas, but they went out of business. He keeps
after Leo to find someone who can duplicate it.”
“Why didn’t you hire an American cook?”
“Oh, we did, but not until I said, ‘Why don’t you hire an American?’”
Lydia laughed.
“He can make anything into a big production.”
“Like the way he proposed to you,” she said cheekily.
Victoria sighed happily. “I never get tired of watching that.” She took another bite and moaned. “Definitely adding Italian to the menu. I’ve been as
polite as I can stand. What’s on your mind?”
Lydia grimaced a little and wondered if she should— But this was her
best friend, her sister, the one from whom she had no secrets. Of course Victoria would know something was wrong with her.
She slowly began to confess her feelings of disconnect, her renewed feelings of obligation, that her life wasn’t hers anymore and none of it was of her
making or choice.
Victoria listened as she always did, then said, “You’re doing better than I
would be.”
That was true. Victoria didn’t change anything without struggling to
create a detailed plan and time to prepare herself mentally.
“This is just one of those things you have to live through. Objectively
speaking, you’re in a good place. You have what you want. Your feelings will
adjust, but don’t feel guilt for them. They are what they are. If you try to
force them to go away, it’ll make the process worse. That’s what you’ve been
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doing with Julie and then the baby, so you’ve been letting more current grief
and guilt pile up on top of it.”
Lydia nodded.
“You can deal with the house later,” Victoria continued. “Jack’s not much
of an issue now, but I suspect you still have lingering doubt because you’re
still too concerned about how his reputation reflects on you. I, having married a manslut, can see you don’t have anything to worry about, but since I
knew what I was getting myself into and you had no idea at all, it’s going to be
harder for you. That’s totally understandable.
“You need to find another grief counselor. Julie requires no backstory.
Nothing you did in that case was informed by your past, except you had reasonable and approving parents who would never have done what her parents
did. The baby requires no backstory. You don’t have to say anything except
you had unprotected sex and Jack’s angry about the baby dying. Your house’s
backstory only involves Julie. Jack and the kids require no backstory before
you met him.
“The other thing you can do is publish Julie’s music. Maybe think about
making an album of you playing it. You could even score it. Yes! It would be
lovely with a full orchestra. You’re fully capable of doing it but it’s not on
your CV. It’d give you another few feathers in your professional cap and
you’d be honoring Julie in ways she could never dream of.”
Throughout this entire speech, Lydia sat gaping at Victoria, unable to
speak. It was a stroke of genius and might give her the color she so desperately
craved.
“And lastly, get a job. You’re lost without one. Always have been.”
That was true. Perhaps Lydia should return the call she’d gotten from
the NYU music department the week before.
“This is where you say, ‘You have the best ideas, Victoria.’”
“You have the best ideas, Victoria.”
“As for the kids—and you know I am no expert with children—just let
them love you. So what if they need you. That’s what kids do. Jack isn’t asking anything from you; he’s even given you an out. But the bottom line is that
you’re here. You’re not going to bother to leave because if you did, you’d
come back, and it wouldn’t be because you have nowhere else to go. Take the
time.” She paused for another bite and moan of gastronomical delight. “You’d
have to do this anywhere you tried to put down new roots. You have to stop
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running, and where better to do that than in a city you love with a man you
can’t bear to be without?”
God, I love that girl.
It made sense. It all made sense. For someone who couldn’t read social
cues and respond appropriately, who seemed utterly disconnected from the
world and people around her, Victoria was incredibly insightful about situations the people around her were in once she felt there was a need to think
about it. But very few people wanted to spend enough time with her to understand her. Especially—
“Oh! I found out why children cry when they see you.”
Victoria blinked. “Do tell.”
“They think you’re a witch. A real one. One who could banish them to
awful places and give them poisoned apples and turn them into toads. An evil
queen.”
She grinned and clapped lightly. “Oh, I love that! How’d you find that
out?”
“The way my kids reacted to your pictures. I had to explain that all children react that way. I asked them why, after all they’ve seen, done, and people
they knew, you would frighten them when you’re so pretty. They said it’s
your wild hair and light eyes because it’s such a sharp contrast. The permanently sultry look on your face comes across as evil to them. I told them men
find that hot and can’t resist you. They pointed out that only a witch could
do that.”
Victoria grinned. “Evil. That is the sweetest thing you’ve ever said to me.”
“I thought you’d like that. I told them to give you a chance, that you
mean well, but you don’t know how to talk to people and so you hurt their
feelings. I told them you believe in a loving god, and that your god wanted to
make the perfect woman.”
“And he did.”
Lydia raised a finger. “Not perfect. You need lube.”
She scowled. “That I can’t go anywhere without, which is not fair. I went
to a doctor. There is no way to fix that.” She reached for her purse and
popped it open. They both looked down into its depths. There, indeed, was a
small bottle of vaginal lube right on top. “I like quickies,” she said matter-offactly as she set her purse aside.
“Well,” Lydia remarked, quite impressed, “the sex thing worked out well.”
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She nodded sagely. “Emilio has been very patient.”
“Just think what would’ve happened if you’d married a nice Mormon man.”
Victoria shuddered. “He’d never get laid.”
“Mm hm, but at least you wouldn’t know what you were missing.”
“True.”
Lydia reached out and squeezed Victoria’s hand. “I’m glad you found a
man who could give you something you value so much.”
Victoria returned her look solemnly. “You too.”
Suddenly, Lydia noticed there was utter silence at the table and they
both looked up to see their men watching to them. Listening. Eating.
Lydia blushed, but Victoria laughed. “You heard the word ‘lube.’”
Emilio grinned. “We did. And thank you, my love,” he said as he leaned
toward her and kissed her cheek.
“No, thank you,” she purred right before Emilio offered her a bite of his
pizza.
Lydia looked at Emilio and said abruptly, “You’re forgiven.”
He grinned. “You now find value in my tabloid escapades, yes?”
Lydia sighed heavily. “Yes.”
His smile faded. “Sebastian informed me what happened when you came
back here, and I apologize for pressuring you. It was not my business. You
were kind enough to stay out of mine even though you were—rightly—
suspicious, and even helped me when I asked. I should have extended you the
same courtesy and encouraged Sebastian to do the same.”
“You got my eternal gratitude,” Jack muttered.
“You were a new zealot,” Lydia said dryly. “Newlywed men turn into
yentas for a while.”
Victoria and Jack laughed, but Emilio looked at Victoria, confused. “A
‘yenta’?”
“I’ll explain later.”
“I’m confused,” Jack said to Emilio. “How did you and Sebastian hook
up?”
“He was a twenty-year-old boy looking for himself and instead found me.”
“And then Emilio helped Sebastian find himself,” Lydia told Jack cheekily. “In the shade. He wasn’t pure when Emilio got hold of him, but he was a lot
less pure after.”
Jack groaned and fell back in his chair with a pained laugh.
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“I’ll explain later,” Lydia told Emilio. “Did you find a rodeo?”
Emilio sat back. “I did,” he said matter-of-factly, waving a hand toward
Jack, “but my new friend is not interested in attending, no matter how much
beer, hot dogs, and Cracker Jacks I promise him.”
“‘Not interested,’” Jack drawled, “translates to ‘There is no fucking way
I’d go to a rodeo.’”
Dessert came and the conversation, now including all four of them, was
lively, with Jack telling Emilio about Lydia’s concerted efforts to wreck
Truscott’s career.
“By the time I’m through with him,” Lydia said blithely as she picked at
her cannoli and licked her fingers, “he’ll be teaching beginning piano for new
piano owners who get six weeks of free lessons with each purchase.”
Emilio, naturally, found this hilarious and quite brilliant.
“You’re adorable when you get vindictive,” Victoria said with matter-offact approval.
“You also excel at ice bitch,” Lydia returned gravely. Then they laughed.
But then it was seven-thirty, and Jack said, “It’s been fun, but we have
kids, so … “
“Of course!” Emilio said, snatching the check from Jack’s hand. “We will
see you again at the engagement party? We only have a week before we must
be home, so we have a full itinerary, which includes an opera that starts in
thirty minutes.”
“We’ll drop you off.”
Lydia looked at Jack once they were alone in the car. “You’re making
friends left and right, including ones whose ethics you disapprove of. So
much for no relationships, eh? Especially with people who are not pure.”
“You started it,” he grumbled. “Making me fall in love with a bookcooking tax evader.”
“By the time we get married,” she said cheerfully, “you’ll have enough
friends for a bona fide bachelor party.”
“I hate you. I really do.”

38:
EROICA: SCHERZO
JACK WATCHED DAISY carefully for weeks following the engagement party, at
which Jack hadn’t embarrassed her and she hadn’t gotten angry with his family.
She’d met both Jack’s grandfathers and she’d somehow managed to keep them
from killing each other and Jack while the two old men vied for her attention.
His grandmothers, who didn’t get along with each other any better than J.R.
and Amarjeet got along, were not impressed by Daisy, but it didn’t surprise
Jack in the least. They were just like her.
“I will assume this is why your parents came to the U.S.”
“Bingo.”
Samadrita and Cordelia seemed to be gaining traction with their campaign to cement Jack’s reformation and praise Daisy’s magic touch with both
him and the children. The matching ring on Jack’s hand helped because any
man who was willing to wear an engagement ring was either running a con or
he was dead serious and everybody knew Jack didn’t run cons. Third was still
a little gunshy around Jack, but he was making an effort to see deeper into a
son he understood no better than he understood his own father.
He was a lot more gunshy with Daisy. “She’s very protective of you, Son.”
“Yeah. It’s cute.”
“You don’t need protection.”
“Except for that part where she kept me from taking a header in front of
a train. ’Member? Almost died. Watch the tapes again.”
“Oh, ah … Oh, yes.”
Strafford was completely in sympathy with Daisy’s attitude, but—
“Lydia loves that you never stop trying, never stop learning, and that you’re
humble enough to accept truth as soon as you understand it. I have faith
that in time, she will see that in this respect, you are very much like your
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father and that he was the one who fostered this in you. He is worthy of
your love and respect.”
Jack nodded. “And hers.”
“He has to earn it back now, but he will. You are the best of your forebears, my boy. Amarjeet’s brains and J.R.’s balls. You’re less of an asshole
than they are because of your father and mother’s humility and good humor.”
“I’m flattered.”
Ever since Daisy had asked his mother and aunt to plan the engagement party, the women had all been getting along swimmingly, even after
Daisy politely reminded them that the wedding was about her, not Blackwood Securities. They adored Daisy, and though Daisy would never adore
them back (they’d burned that bridge), she did like them and enjoyed their
company.
As Daisy’s boxes got unpacked and her things began to fill the apartment, as the routines stayed the same, as she enforced boundaries Timothy
and the Seroussis had set up, as she spent time with Fifth and made herself a
fixture in the PTA at his school, both kids relaxed more. Fifth was coming
out of his shell, laughing, being more upfront about his wants and needs. Mari was doing well with her studies, sleeping better, and, for the most part, not
getting on anybody’s nerves. Ivy loved Daisy. The Seroussis respected her and
appreciated that she stayed out of their way. Timothy had begun to see Daisy
as much his mother as he saw Jack as his father. The poor kid needed some
real guidance because his parents had all his mental issues and very few of his
IQ points. The doctors, shrinks, therapists, dentists, and school liked dealing
with Daisy much better than Jack, and he handed over appointment-keeping
duties to her with fervent gratitude.
Daisy was supervising the remodel and keeping everyone on task and on
schedule. Fifth was so excited to move into his new room he could barely
sleep. Mari was ecstatic that her bedroom was going to be walled off from
Witch Mountain, which was going to become Daisy’s office after the carousel
was taken out, a desk and another piano put in, the soda fountain made operable, Daisy’s keepsakes arranged in lovely vignettes, and the rest of the suite
given a bit of an adult polish.
The kitchen was expanded to accommodate an alcove schoolroom for
Mari that was soothing, cozy, and not distracting, which Mari needed. Jack’s
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office across from the library got turned into a dining room and Fifth’s room
was turned into Jack’s office.
The changes she’d made in Jack’s bedroom were barely noticeable. A
dresser that matched his. A small trunk for more personal keepsakes. He encouraged her to make the whole room hers, too, but she said she appreciated
and liked it for its own aesthetic. It was him, she said, and she liked sleeping
with him. It was a small thing, but it touched Jack deeply.
Daisy had bought Sebastian’s apartment and her two students with their
stage-managing mothers had moved in. She had one or both children in every
day for coaching. She took on two additional students, neither of whom were
in any way able to pay her. The Seroussis had known of one talented and
determined twenty-something young man who had hit the wall with skilled
teachers he could afford, and Ivy’s daughter’s something’s something’s something knew of a teenager who was just as outrageously talented with nowhere
to go and no money to get there. After auditioning them, Daisy had determined they were worth her time.
“Are you really that impressed or are you taking them on because you feel
sorry for them?”
“I don’t throw my pearls before swine,” she said haughtily. “I am a prospector of talent and determination. Skill and technique can be taught and
these two haven’t been ruined by hack teachers.”
“Looking for the hidden gems, eh?”
“Yeah, so what. At least I know how to cut and polish mine.”
Daisy, with her prodigies and their mothers, had run into Truscott and
one of his own students at the office of a child-talent management company.
Daisy really hadn’t had to say anything once he recognized the families. One
of the stage mothers saw him, curled her lip, and sniffed in disdain before
turning away.
As the stage mother had relayed it to Jack, Truscott ignored her and sidled up to Daisy. “I watched your auditions, my dear,” he cooed viciously.
“You performed exactly as I expected you to.”
“Jack would rather I perform for him in private,” she returned sweetly.
“On my piano. While I’m playing Rach Three. God, what a ride.”
His lip curled. “As a reward for getting you the second audition.”
“No, as a reward for being much smarter and more talented in and out of
bed than you were or ever will be.”
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“And richer,” he snarled. “Your wardrobe doesn’t come cheap.”
She smiled evilly and said, “Oh, the insult of last resort of an old, weak,
neutered tomcat who got run out of his neighborhood. How’s business? I
heard Wendy got a new student to fix. Pete Mila’s kid, right? He’s very grateful to me.”
She spent quite a bit of time editing and arranging Julie’s music to prepare it for publication. She was beginning to interview for professorships. She
had found a grief counselor who really was helping her work through everything. Though she came home from those sessions exhausted and in tears,
they were the tears and exhaustion of good work accomplished. She was back
to normal by the time she woke up in the morning. She didn’t talk in her
sleep much now, but when she did she wanted her daddy to come back.
Sometimes she would cry a little.
Jack still hadn’t been able to find out what Mingo’s business in New
York was, other than the guns. He wasn’t sure it mattered, since he wasn’t
going to tell Daisy if it would crush her.
She hadn’t found another flamenco studio she liked, but Lupita, the club
owner, worked with her and she still danced on Tuesday evenings. It became
her and Jack’s date night and he never got tired of watching her dance.
She got her money sorted out and her bank accounts now had his
address on them. Change of address cards went out the same day the wedding invitations did.
In October, the four of them, Ivy, and Timothy went to Spain for Victoria
and Emilio Bautista’s renewal of vows. Neither Mari nor Fifth could understand
a word of the Spanish spoken around them, which Jack thought was hilarious.
“There are two problems,” Daisy informed them. “First, the c’s and z’s are
pronounced differently. Second, Andalusia’s accent is difficult to understand,
even for other Spaniards. You’re used to accents like mine, but Sebastian learned
Spanish here and you understand him, so listen a little closer. You’ll pick it up.”
Frustrated because Andalusians could understand the children’s Spanish just
fine, they finally gave up and spoke English until they got to Madrid.
It would have been a lot more fun if Jack hadn’t spent most of the vacation thinking about baby Tony. He sat with Daisy on the low wall of the canal where she’d scattered their son’s ashes and cuddled her as if they were on
the two train uptown. Held her while she cried and tried not to do the same.
If Jack never went back to Spain, it’d be too soon.
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Daisy took the children on jaunts on days Fifth didn’t have school, giving
Timothy and Seroussis a break. Jack, Daisy, and the kids went up to Spanish
Harlem most Saturdays or Sundays to visit and help out a little. Daisy played
the piano every night at bedtime and beyond (and God, how Jack loathed
“Copacabana”).
Mari didn’t protest the locked doors and her nightmares were so rare
now as to be extraordinary. She still screamed Mean mommy! when she
didn’t get her way, but the therapist had informed Jack that, even though
she hated being told “no,” she did it because she wanted to test Daisy’s
steadfastness. The more calmly implacable Daisy got, the more secure Mari
felt and the less she stole. The therapist was amazed at how much she’d
improved in all areas.
Daisy had finally met the rest of Jack’s family and he could see she really
wasn’t going to fit in any better than Jack did, but as long as they kept things
light and not personal, she could relax and have a good time.
It was over Thanksgiving dinner that she first heard Loony referred to as
the favorite child. Loony and Crazy’s kids were squabbling with Sammy’s.
One of Loony’s kids said, “Well, my dad is grandma and grandpa’s favorite!”
Fifth and Mari, who were not subject to the usual cousin squabbles because the other children had been on the receiving end of Fifth’s demon face,
looked at the offending child disapprovingly.
“Well, it is true,” Loony said boisterously while passing the green bean
casserole.
Daisy looked at him across the table and said innocently, “Which one of
your children is your favorite?”
All four of Loony’s kids looked at him expectantly, wanting to know the
answer, hoping to be the chosen one.
The stunned look on Loony’s face almost made Jack laugh. Crazy, who’d
never liked favorite child, glared at Third. Their parents were flushed. Donny
and Sammy and their wives were half horrified, half delighted.
Loony finally muttered, “I love my children equally.”
“Good answer,” Daisy purred, gracing him with an evil smirk that made
Jack catch wood immediately.
He pressed his mouth against her ear. “You soulless alpha. You went
full-on drag queen. I approve.”
She smiled sweetly and kissed his cheek.
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Thanksgiving ended soon thereafter, but there was no more favorite child.
Christmas came and went. It was the kids’ second with Jack, and they did
what they did the year before: Headed up to Spanish Harlem where Jack and
Daisy rented a hall and invited everybody to spend the day, exchange little
gifts, have a catered dinner and a band for dancing.
Jack, Daisy, Fifth, and Mari were functioning as a family unit the way
Daisy had described almost two years ago: the mom as the bad cop and chief
snuggler; the dad going off to work and backing the mom up; the mom and
dad being lovers and the children knowing their father loved their mother,
with the added bonus of a sweet live-in “grandmother” and a kindly stern but
eccentric “cousin.” Jack and Daisy were in the groove now. Partners and parents by day, lovers at night.
Daisy was busy. Her life was full. She was here. All in.
Not really.
She still gave off a vague air of being disconnected, though the children
were too happy to sense it. She went through all the right motions. She said all
the right things. She was a good mother, as judged by Samadrita and Ivy. She
smiled and laughed genuinely, still found Jack funny, and seemed to be happy.
It was something he couldn’t put his finger on, something persistent and
vaguely pernicious, something he feared would make her leave again. It wasn’t
him. It wasn’t the children.
There was only one person who was with her enough in the daytime to
be able to tell Jack if he was worrying for nothing, so Jack headed upstairs and
knocked on Ivy’s door long after the children were in bed and an hour before
Daisy would stop playing.
“Oh,” she said when she opened her door, surprised. “Hello. Is something
wrong?”
“I need some advice,” he muttered. “Actually, I need to know if I’m going
crazy.”
“Come in, come in. Have a seat.”
Once he was in the recliner next to her, he said, “Is there something
wrong with Daisy or am I imagining things?”
“You’re not imagining it,” she said immediately. “In fact, I was going to
talk to you about it.”
Jack stared at her, his heart pounding, realizing how desperately he wanted to have been imagining things.
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“It is true I don’t know her very well. It is true I don’t have anything to
compare her to. It is also true that you don’t know what her normal was before
Julie.”
He grimaced. “Yes.”
“What I have noticed is that she looks through her photo albums for
hours and fiddles with her tchotchkes a lot, especially Lola’s headdresses.
Of course, if I had had such a wonderful childhood and had those headdresses to fiddle with, I might do the same thing.” She paused. “If I had to
describe it, I’d say she’s almost like a popular girl at summer camp. Plenty
of fun things to do, lots of new friends, and she’s enjoying herself, but she’s
homesick.”
Jack said nothing to that, looking off into the distance. “She’s used that
word, homesick,” he muttered, worrying his bottom lip. “But for her life at
KU. The problem is, she has nowhere to go, so she’s in permanent limbo.”
Ivy nodded. “Yes, I think that’s a good way to put it.”
“Then she’ll start cracking. She’s done it before.”
“Or she just takes longer to settle in than most people. And she misses
her father terribly. It’s obvious in the way she talks about him, and she talks
about him quite a bit. She talks to him. Out loud.”
“In her sleep, too,” Jack muttered. He couldn’t bring her father back, but
he could take his investigators’ reports to her therapist so she could finally get
some help.
“Has she said anything that might be a clue as to … a cure? A stopgap at
the very least until she’s all here?”
Ivy sat silently for a while and thought. “She did say something in passing,” she began slowly after a while, her brow wrinkled in concentration,
“about wanting to see a show.”
“That can’t be it,” Jack said low. “We go to the movies and theater all the
time, and if it’s something I’m not going to like, she takes the kids without me.”
Ivy shrugged. “I gave her several suggestions, but she said not that kind
and didn’t elaborate.”
“I don’t have a clue what that means. She loves Manhattan because it’s
got everything she could possibly want. What else?”
“Well,” Ivy mused, “I do think she’s still stinging about Juilliard. She
mentions it every so often. I don’t know if I’m hearing bitterness but I would
be bitter. The more I think about it, the more it sticks in my craw. Those
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people bringing her to New York and putting her through that wringer when
they know she has stage fright just to humiliate her? Well, that’s just evil.”
He clucked his tongue. “That doesn’t quite rise to the level of evil, but
Daisy’ll get the last laugh.”
“I know, but still.”
“Okay, thanks. Maybe it’ll pop up in conversation or something.”
“I’ll keep my eyes and ears open.”
Jack spent that night making love to Daisy by candlelight. She was pacing
him, giggling and whispering sweet economic nothings in his ear, begging him
to tie her up and eat her out.
He did, but she wasn’t all there. She hadn’t been for weeks. He couldn’t
place it and it was starting to bug the hell out of him.
“Daize,” he whispered in her ear the next morning before he went to
work.
“Mmrph.”
“Daize, c’mon, Precious, listen to me.”
She turned over. “Go ’way.”
Well, it was five o’clock in the morning. “Come have lunch with me today. Elevenish. Wear leathers.”
She didn’t answer, and he decided to leave her there because even if he
woke her up, she’d go back to sleep.
She showed up. With a genuine smile, her eyes sparkling like they did
when she was happy.
Maybe he was imagining things. After all, as Ivy pointed out, neither of
them knew her as she was before Julie died.
“So you did hear me.”
“I heard the ‘precious’ part. I wanted to know why you’re mad at me.”
He smirked. “I’m not. I wanted to see if you were paying attention.”
She laughed. “Don’t do that too often or I’ll start ignoring you. Kiss me.
You know you want to.”
He did want to. She sighed into his mouth, her hand along the side of his
neck and her thumb caressing his cheekbone.
“I have to be home at two for lessons,” she said breathlessly as they parted.
“I know. I just wanted to take you to lunch. How’d you like being tied
up, blindfolded, and eaten half the night?”
“It was fantastic, thank you.”
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“Not shit in bed anymore?” he asked dryly.
“I’ll need you to turn in more homework.”
He snorted.
Just then the head of his municipal bonds department walked in and
started talking to him as if he could just preempt Daisy, which was how it
went in this building. Daisy knew she was not the priority at Blackwood Securities and she was okay with that.
He introduced the two of them. “Terry, Lydia Charbonneau. Lydia, Terry, an old friend. Both of us wet-behind-the-ears traders trying to find our
way together.”
They shook hands, exchanged niceties. Terry, predictably, fell in her
eyes, then shook it off like he’d just gone snow blind. “Charbonneau? Spell
that.”
She did.
“Huh. That’s not a common name, is it? I’m good friends with someone
by that name. Denise Charbonneau.”
Daisy shrugged. “I’ve never met another one.” She looked at Jack. “My
biopeople?”
Jack shook his head.
“Meh, coincidence,” Terry said amiably. “I hear you put on a good show.”
She blinked. “What?”
He shrugged and gestured to Jack. “He said you’re kind of a rock star in
the upper-crust high culture.”
She tsk’d and waved that off. “I wouldn’t be,” she said dryly, “if they knew
how much I love disco and smarmy lounge music.”
Terry laughed, and Jack looked at him, stunned, his mind racing back
too many years to count, when he and Terry were new, trusty allies, learning
the ropes together. The rumors he’d heard about Terry and promptly forgot
because he had no reason to care.
Until now.
He looked between Terry and Daisy and—
“Yeah, hey, Daize, let’s go get lunch. Terry, I need to see you around
three.”

39:
THE MIDWAY
“YOU KNOW WHAT?” Jack sniped at a squirming Sebastian as they sat at a
table at the back of a nightclub packed with beautiful women. “I might be an
uncultured swine, but you’re a terrible date.”
“Oh, fuck you,” he snarled. “It’s fucking hot in here and it stinks to holy
hell and— Dammit!” Sebastian jumped up and held his hands out, looking
down at his dripping clothes. Somebody’s ass had bumped into Sebastian’s
elbow—on purpose—causing him to spill his beer all over himself. He
turned around to the offending woman, who was about his size, and said,
“You get your bitch ass out of my face before I ream it all to hell and back.”
“Oooh, you promise?” she cooed, running her sparkling long fingertip
over his shoulder.
Sebastian cocked his head and took a step forward, growling, “I promise
you won’t enjoy it.”
“Um, sorry,” she said, wide-eyed and backing away from the crazy, as
were several of her friends.
Jack shook his head. Sebastian rarely got physically confrontational, but
when he did …
“Fuck, I hate all these people squishing in on me,” he muttered and
scraped his chair around to a more protected position, right next to Jack. He
signaled for another beer.
“You’re fucking scary, man. Or stupid. Not sure which. These girls could
work you over and have half your ass left over to share with the dogs out back.”
“Not when I’m as pissed off as I am right now. Crack off a table leg and
then see how fast I can clear this place to a reasonable number of people. And
getting beer spilled on me—on fucking purpose—is not my idea of a good time
or an effective flirting tactic.”
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“You’re adorable when you go berserk.”
“Mmm hm,” he said as he sipped his fresh beer, delivered by none other
than the woman he’d threatened, who seemed to be developing a crush.
“Thank you, Miss,” he said graciously. She preened. He took another sip.
“That’s good. I’d come here for this alone. Look, you know me better than
this. I hate people. Especially lots of them. Especially in small places.”
“Take one for the team, will ya?”
“I’m a pitcher, not a catcher.”
Jack laughed.
“How’d you come up with this?” Sebastian asked. “One of your better
ideas, I must admit.”
“Random connections made,” Jack said smugly, feeling very brilliant.
The second he told Daisy he was taking her somewhere as a surprise and
she should wear her leathers, she was suspicious. Then they’d rolled up to an
out-of-the-way nightclub that very much looked like Corrida from the outside,
but had two dozen beautiful women standing on line, trembling in their fancy
dresses and stilettos and faux fur coats, bouncing, trying to stay warm in the
February freeze while waiting to be allowed in by a couple of beefy bouncers.
“Jack—”
“No, no,” he said mysteriously as he handed her out of the car. “It’s a surprise.” Off to the side of the line, Sebastian and a leggy blonde, also in leathers, were waiting for them.
Sebastian coughed into his hand when the woman poured herself all over
Jack.
“Jack,” Daisy growled.
“Daize, this is a good friend of mind, Inagotta.”
“Da-Vida, darling,” she cooed. “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida.”
Daisy stared between them, then more closely at the blonde and gasped
when Ina fell in her eyes then shook it off. Daisy clapped her hands to her
mouth. “Oh, my God!” she squealed, then started laughing, throwing herself
at Jack, who grinned, then she launched herself at the blonde.
“Whoa,” Ina said in a bit of a deeper voice as she backed up a little with
the force of Daisy’s hug. “Didn’t expect that.”
Jack peeled Daisy off Ina and said, “That’s not exactly the surprise.”
She turned on him, grinning, her eyes wide and glittering. “Jack, she—”
Daisy gestured to the line of women. “They all look fabulous.” She turned to
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Ina and, with gleeful anticipation, demanded, “Is the show as wonderful as
you look?”
Ina scowled immediately. “We’re professionals, darling.”
“Oh, Jack, this is wonderful!”
“But we can make it better,” Ina purred as she pressed close to Daisy and
twirled one very long nail in her curls. “God, you’re a delicious little cookie.
Anyway, no, I am not here to get you naked. And although I would very
much like to—”
To prove the point, Ina leaned down and kissed Daisy full on the mouth.
Jack rolled his eyes.
“—I can’t. Because you are on piano tonight.”
Daisy’s squeal was so high-pitched, Jack was sure dogs in New Jersey
could hear her. Giggling, she started hopping up and down, clapping, her head
back, laughing up at the sky exactly the way Mari did when she was too happy to be content with a laugh and a hug. Then she launched herself at Jack
again and hugged him tight. “Oh, Jack,” she whispered, her voice trembling.
“Thank you. Thank you so much. This is the best surprise in the world.”
“Yeah, well, I’m staying to make sure the resident switch hitters—”
“I’m the only one you need to know,” cooed Ina.
“You’re staying?!” she screeched. Right in his ear.
“—don’t steal you away from me,” Jack drawled, holding her to him
tightly. “You better make this worth my while. Sebastian too.”
“C’mon, darling,” Ina said matter-of-factly now, peeling Daisy off of Jack
and leading her away. He really didn’t want to let her go. He had never seen
her this happy, the way he imagined she’d been before Julie died. “It’s showtime.”
So now he and Sebastian sat at a table at the back of a drag nightclub
that had just put a disco program on the weekly roster, surrounded by people
who were not, so far as Jack could tell, claustrophobic. Except Sebastian, who
was as neurotic as Timothy.
The lights had dimmed slowly as they talked, but the noise ramped up as
the sound system cranked.
A throaty voice from the loudspeakers reeled off announcements, at
which point, everyone settled down, which only cut down the stench of
makeup and perfume a little. Something something fashion awards polite
applause something something community service polite applause something
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something mother-daughter night polite applause something something disco
night polite applause that seemed to go on forfuckingever.
“And tonight,” the throaty voice concluded with overdone mystery, “we
have a treat. The unlikeliest benefactor has endowed us—”
Gales of laughter.
Even Jack and Sebastian chuckled.
“—with a live music budget.”
The roars of delight and approval were deafening.
“Which means that— Settle down, now. Settle down.”
The shushings started.
“You fishies need to learn how to sing for real.”
The crowd volume went up so loud Sebastian flinched.
“And for the inauguration of our new program, our benefactor has offered up his wife on a platter.”
Sebastian looked at him. “Wife?”
Jack waggled his left hand. “Still rehabbing my image.”
“That actually helps?” Sebastian asked skeptically.
“Eh, sort of. It cuts down on the number of times I get hit on. It cuts down
on the backstabbing at parties, but mostly it’s to make us official socially. Wife is
easier and more permanent than fiancée and if it were up to me, we’d’ve been in
and out of a judge’s office after we left Camp Conspiracy last year.”
“Do it anyway. Weddings like yours are for the Wall Street Journal, not
the bride or the ‘I do.’”
Jack grunted. “She said first weddings only happen once and she wanted
to do it right the first time, and not have to repeat herself, and she’d be
damned if she let Wall Street dictate how she got married.”
“Well, I can’t blame her for that. Emilio didn’t give Victoria a chance to
plan anything. It was as nice as it could be under the circumstances, but Emilio created those circumstances start to finish. Vic was pissed.”
“Yeah, I heard all about it. He’s an asshole. I like him.”
The lights went down, the disco ball went up.
“Hit it, darling!”
Jack expected to hear bongos and cowbells, but instead, he heard a tinkling of piano keys and Daisy’s voice.
At first, I was afraid, I was petrified …
The screams were fucking deafening.
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Jack stood and hopped up on his chair to see a full band, which had taken the owner and Terry some time to put together because Denise Charbonneau wasn’t going to have her chichi drag club associated with bad live music.
That included a brass section.
“Lookit,” Terry had told Jack when Jack gaped at him. “You can’t have a
live disco program without Earth, Wind, and Fire, and for that, you have to
have brass. Which also means we’re going to have to build a bigger stage. Shit,
just pay the bills and don’t worry about the details.”
“Details,” he growled, “better not involve anything not related to music.”
“If you want what I think Lydia had, you’re going to have to trust me.
She’s running on childhood memories and a few amateur drag shows in
Cowtown. I’ve been in the New York scene for years as an adult and if she
looked around and didn’t find us, then she doesn’t know or remember what
she’s looking for. This ain’t Kansas City and it ain’t a Miami barrio in the
seventies.”
“Fine,” Jack grumbled. “Don’t fuck it up.”
And for tonight at least, Daisy was at the baby grand piano, her body exuding a joy he had never seen. It was completely different from the way she
played three rocks and the other pieces she responded to sexually, the ones he
was beginning to respond to sexually and now associated with Money, because for every night he spent fucking her on Piano, she spent a few hours
fucking him while he was trading derivatives.
She never made a mistake.
He never made a bad trade.
This, tonight, was pure carnival and he could see it all now, color, noise,
lights, and midway games.
He wasn’t surprised when, after she’d belted out “I Will Survive,” the
sickeningly familiar bongos and cowbells rang out. There was a different
woman at the microphone with a suspiciously deep voice.
Her name was Lola, she was a showgirl …
That was when the dancing fashion parade and lip-syncing started.
He had to admit the queens were all gorgeous or otherwise cleverly outrageous, although he couldn’t tell if that was their skill or his ignorance as to
what he was looking at. He wondered if the salesman in him could pick them
out if he met them on the street. But it didn’t matter. If they weren’t up to
Daisy’s standards, he’d hear about it. Loudly. With profanity.
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Jack settled into the groove of the music, one old hit smoothly morphing
into the next without a hitch as if Daisy had led this band for years. They
were songs Jack remembered and liked from his childhood and adolescence
but forgot about as soon as they dropped off the Top Forty with Casey
Kasem. The show was okay entertainment, but not the way Janet Jackson
was. This wasn’t radio-perfect and Jack was about as likely to acquire a taste
for live live shows as he was Shakespeare.
The only reason Jack didn’t find this too tedious was because he was watching Daisy do what she seemed to have been born to do. She still didn’t want to
know who her bioparents were. It was enough to know she wasn’t left to die,
which was fair. And he was one hundred percent positive her very nice but super-religious bioparents wouldn’t want to know how their daughter had grown
up. Daisy wouldn’t want to find out what they thought of anything that gave
off a whiff of homosexual. A meeting between them would break everyone’s
heart, leaving both sides worse off than they were not knowing.
There were some loose ends that simply shouldn’t be tied up, some stories that shouldn’t ever be told. And that included telling the kids Daisy’s
happy ones. They didn’t want to hear them any more than they wanted to
dredge up their own, so Daisy told her stories to Jack, Ivy and Timothy and
the Seroussis, and Straff and Cordelia. That seemed to be enough.
Right now he had people tracking down the connection between Lydia
Charbonneau and Denise Charbonneau because there were only so many coincidences Jack could swallow.
After some song with groove in it, he had to admit Terry might have been
right about the brass section.
He turned to make sure Sebastian hadn’t killed anybody yet, but he was
leaning against the wall, his arms crossed, mouthing the words to “Killer
Queen” while he studied the crowd and watched the show with detached
interest.
“Hey!” Jack yelled. “Is this band any good?”
“Worth ten times whatever you’re paying them,” Sebastian yelled back.
His brows shot up. “Really?”
Sebastian nodded. “They’re session musicians.”
Jack had no idea what that meant, but as long as he knew they didn’t
suck, he was okay. On the other hand, if that was what it took to get that Daisy, he’d pay it and more.
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“She’s high as a kite!” Sebastian called to him. “Looks just like you on a
derivatives bender.”
Jack nodded. Yes, he knew. His derivatives benders were nonexistent
these days because Daisy had taken so much weight off his shoulders he
could do his job and trade when he needed a fix. But his jones was getting fed
frequently. When the kids were gone, when the housekeeping staff had gone
home, when Daisy was finished with her students for the day, he took her
into his home office and locked the doors.
Jack and Daisy. Alone. With Money. For hours.
One or two days every couple of weeks, Jack guaranteed not to go over
the edge into money-losing territory because he got his sexual satisfaction
long before he got frustrated and kept trading to get there.
Daisy had figured that out, the way he’d figured out her stage fright.
And finally—finally—it had occurred to him that until she could perform
somewhere other than at home, she was always going to feel that disconnect.
He knew. He’d had the same disconnect all year, his time taken up with the
demands of children, unable to trade, forgetting how to be supreme ruler,
feeling lost and unable to step out of his bubble, only noticing his disconnect
after Daisy had come back and taken half the burden off his shoulders.
Yes, they were good together, but they were never going to be whole with
just each other.
“Is that normal?” he’d asked Strafford in a moment of mutual introspection, when he’d told his uncle what he was going to do for her.
“Oh, yes, dear boy. Depending on another person to make you whole is
like eating, but not drinking. You won’t starve, but you’ll die of thirst. The
other person will suffocate. To live, one must breathe, eat, and drink and you
must have elbow room to do it. You’re very clever, to think of it.”
They were learning, slowly, how to roll with their similarities, where all
Daisy’s newfound PTA friends were struggling with their partners’ differences.
She had been hired as an associate professor at NYU teaching theory
and pop music and had her summer schedule lined up. Juilliard was off the
table after she had successfully crushed Truscott’s teaching career, but she’d
done it without too much collateral damage, which amounted to a few bitter
grudges she’d never be able to overcome. Not that she cared.
Just thinking about that made him hard.
Well played, my adorably cute little vindictive bitch.
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I knew my darling uncultured dickhead swine would approve.
Now here he was in a drag club on disco night and it was past ten. Jack
wanted to fall into bed an hour ago. But Daisy … Sleeping was always going
to be their irreconcilable difference. She could stay up all night, sleep a couple
of hours and go all day.
YOU DROVE EIGHTEEN HOURS STRAIGHT FROM LAWRENCE?!
Of course. I wanted to get home to you.
Six months later, that still humbled him.
Her ability to stay awake and functioning was superhuman, and right
now, he was feeling both his fatigue and the energy in the room—and they
were not playing well with each other.
He didn’t think the evening could get any more intense until he watched
Daisy bloom right in front of his eyes, her energy ramping up with every hit
she played, pouring from her fingers into the piano, into the queens. The
queens’ dancing and the audience’s screaming were all pouring back into her,
spinning a tornado that was tearing Jack to shreds. Pretty soon he was going
to land ass-first in Oz smack on top of the Wicked Witch of the West.
“Taight!” he yelled. “It’s getting late and I told her I was going home at
midnight.”
“Pussy!”
Why did Jack get so much shit for sleeping? “I get up at four a.m., asshole.”
Sebastian looked at him like he was an idiot. “So do I.”
Jack glared at him. “I have kids.”
“You win. I’ll bring her home.”
“Thanks, man.”
But Jack didn’t leave. He couldn’t.
A collective squeal of delight came up when she started in on “the woman
song,” the one Mari couldn’t go to sleep without hearing.
“HOLY SHIT!” Sebastian yelled when she got to the chorus, his eyes
wide. “I didn’t know she had pipes like that.”
Jack did.
No, her voice wasn’t pure like Karen Carpenter’s. Daisy’s voice was dirty.
Thick, earthy, lusty. Dripping sex and filled with joy Jack and those fucking Russian composers together couldn’t pull out of her. Mindblowing passion, yes.
Joy?
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No.
He’d known it was there the second he met her, but now he was finally
seeing it. Feeling it. In his bones. Literally. The floor and walls were vibrating.
Thundering.
Her hot voice was stomping on top of the thunder the way she stomped
her heels when she was dancing. She was hidden back there somewhere, operating the carnival ride, but in Jack’s mind, she was front and center, dancing
on top of all these queens, flinging her arms wide, a broad grin on her face,
belting her joy to the sky.
His heart began to pump in time with her voice, and his breath started
coming short, his brain becoming occupied with … something. He wasn’t
aroused because music didn’t do that to him. No, something else was happening to him. The alphabet of music was beginning to appear in his mind, the
notes representing variables, as defined by two numbers at the beginning of
the staff, punctuated by lines that represented equal signs. Bar one must equal
bar two must equal bar three unless the numbers at the beginning of the bar
changed, and lightning fast, the formula changed and the musician’s fingers
had to keep up.
Then he figured out what was happening.
He flopped back in his chair and let it happen. “Shiiiiiit,” he whispered.
He could hear.
For the first time in his life he could hear the math in the music and he
felt himself slip into that euphoria Sebastian felt at Daisy’s audition.
No, it wasn’t sex. It was never going to be sex. It was the math of music,
Jack and Daisy, Money and Piano, sails and ballast. The math was pouring
into his ears, racing around his mind, the simplest time signatures on which
music’s algorithms were built, all coming together in one giant formula, splitting off, rearranging themselves. Square root of forty-two over one and fuck
him if she couldn’t play it. She could too play it. She could make Piano do
whatever she wanted him to do with the crook of a finger because Piano
loved her and he would do anything she asked. The numbers were skiing
through Jack’s blood, racing through his bones, surfing his neurons. Other
symbols were getting swept into the whirlwind now, dancing with eighth
notes and triplets and rests, dollars, pounds, deutschmarks, yen …
He closed his eyes, slid down in his chair until he was almost lying on it,
folded his hands over his chest, dropped his head back, and let Daisy’s music
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fill him with math and magic.

40:
I WILL SURVIVE
LYDIA LAUGHED AND PLAYED with her new friends like they were old ones,
winding her way through the myriads of humans who thought she hung the
moon. She could stay here and party until the sun came up, but now she had
a family to get home to—
—and she loved that.
Terry, the head of the municipal bond department at Blackwood Securities, here known as In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida, was beside her guiding her
through the gauntlet. “Thank you, Ina.”
She gave Lydia an affectionate smile. “Thank Jack. He remembers the
damnedest things. I’d rather he not remembered that particular rumor, but
everybody else who might have heard it are long gone.”
Jack had figured it out when she couldn’t.
He’d thought about it, figured out what she needed to put the color back
in her soul, the last of which had leaked out when her house was destroyed, the
hole in her soul he couldn’t fill. No human could, whether they had children or
not, and she’d been a dick to expect it. After all, she couldn’t fill the hole in
Jack’s soul where Money waited more or less impatiently for him to tend her.
“Lydia?” She looked to her right to see a dignified queen and felt another
memory tickle at her, but there was too much going on here to dig in her
memory.
“Denise Charbonneau,” Ina said. “The owner.”
Lydia’s eyes popped open. “You’re a genuine girl.”
She smiled sweetly, almost as if she knew Lydia. “Yes. Where is your
husband?”
Lydia didn’t correct her. It felt right. Concrete. No longer an abstraction.
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“He probably went home. We have kids—” Concrete. Not an abstraction. “—and he tries to keep trader’s hours.”
“He wilts at nine, no?” she asked, her English heavily-accented.
“Sometimes he makes it to ten,” she replied, “but he crashed at midnight
last night, then got up at four, and went full blast all day so he was already
beat.”
“DAISY!”
Lydia whirled, gasping. There. “JACK!” she squealed with joy and ran
down the catwalk where he and Sebastian were. Sebastian was standing. Jack
was half lying in chair, looking utterly worn out, so she stopped and hopped
down instead of throwing herself at him. “You stayed!” She pressed her mouth
against his cheek and smelled stale beer. “Thank you,” she whispered.
“You’re welcome. Precious.”
He was pissed. Well, it was two o’clock in the morning.
“C’mon, Tigger,” she said softly, lifting his arm. Sebastian did the real
work, pulling him up off the chair and supporting him.
“Thank you all,” she said, hugging and kissing everybody as she followed
Sebastian and Jack out. “Thank you so much,” she whispered when she
hugged Ina. “I am so grateful.”
“Denise has a favor to ask you, too. She’ll be waiting for you out front.”
The crowd began to thin out, Lydia floating along with it, Ina having
gone ahead to help Sebastian stuff an almost comatose Jack into the back of
the car. There was Denise standing there, giving out hugs and kisses as people left.
Denise stepped away from the crowd and gestured for Lydia to walk with
her. “You don’t know who I am, do you?” she asked in Spanish, in an accent
Lydia hadn’t heard since she left Miami.
Lydia’s spine immediately started tingling. “No,” she drawled. “Should I?”
Denise stopped and turned to her. She said nothing for a few seconds
and then said, “We need to chat.”
“LYDIA!”
“Clearly right now is not the time to do it, with your man passed out. Are
you available tomorrow? Lunch, perhaps? Tavern on the Green?”
Lydia’s sixth senses were on high alert, so whatever she had scheduled
would get canceled. “Sure.”
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“Mingo was my lover.”
Of all the things Lydia had imagined Denise wanted to tell her, that
wasn’t one of them. She simply plopped in the chair across the table from the
woman whose name she bore and gaped.
Denise smiled wryly over her tea, diners around them talking, laughing,
clinking their glasses. There was a beautiful view of snow-clad Central Park
out the windows of Tavern on the Green. Denise looked much older in the
harsh winter morning light than she had last night, far more worn without
her makeup, her beautiful salt-and-pepper hair pulled back into a simple
Dutch braid.
“I could tell this would be a shock to you,” she said in Spanish, “but I’ve
spent years practicing what I’d say when you looked me up—if you did.
Then Terry told me you’d never heard of me. I … had a speech all prepared
and now all I can do is blurt it out.”
“How … how long?” Lydia croaked, feeling ambushed by both a stranger
and Mingo.
“Decades.”
Denise didn’t seem to be able to speak any more than Lydia, except they
had to, to order.
“Start at the beginning,” Lydia whispered finally.
Denise took a deep breath. “We met on my sixteenth birthday. It was
fashionable in my clique to go to an Anaya restaurant for our birthdays, so
that was what I wanted for my birthday. Mingo was our waiter and I, being a
starry-eyed teenager, fell in love.”
That was cute, but Lydia could barely manage a smile.
“But … he fell in love with me, too. I lost my virginity to him. He’s the
only man I’ve ever been with.”
Lydia gulped and wondered if Denise knew about Mingo’s years as an escort.
“Mingo wanted to leave Cuba. He was fighting his family about it. My
father wanted to leave, but my mother didn’t. Our families didn’t know each
other and my parents didn’t know I was sneaking out to see anyone, much
less that we were sleeping together. We made plans to leave, but I … chickened out.” She sighed. “We were so young and Mingo was so hotheaded. He
couldn’t keep his mouth shut and I didn’t trust him to be able to keep a job
and support me once we were on our own.”
“Oh, Mingo,” Lydia murmured sadly.
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“We left Cuba about a month later anyway, but I brought a little of Mingo with me.”
It took a few seconds for Lydia to understand.
“I was sent up here to live with distant relatives. In disgrace. I was disowned. I’d lost Mingo and I never saw my parents again. I couldn’t stop
thinking, ‘If I had trusted Mingo … ’ It was the worst mistake of my life. It
only takes one, you know, and the most important ones you have to make
when you’re not competent enough to do it.”
Lydia’s heart was cracking. Everybody had a story, but too many were
too tragic. Like her kids’. Suddenly she longed for the days when homesick
freshmen with time management problems, a nasty breakup with an asshole, and feuding society matrons supplied all the vicarious angst she needed.
“What happened to the baby?”
“I don’t know,” she sighed. “He, she, I don’t even know that much, was
taken from me at birth. Never mentioned.”
“Did Mingo know?”
Denise shook her head. “I couldn’t trust him.”
Couldn’t trust him? Everybody trusted Mingo. “In what way?” she asked
carefully.
The woman took a deep breath. “It’s complicated, so let me tell the story
in order.”
“I’m sorry,” Lydia said automatically at the gentle rebuke, habit really,
and suddenly she was a child again, with Lola, being gently chastised for interrupting because children didn’t do that to adults.
They were silent as their salads were delivered. Lydia watched her carefully. Denise didn’t seem to mind the scrutiny.
“My distant family, here, demanded I change my name and leave once I
had the baby and a place of my own. I grew up a middle class girl, a little
spoiled, not wanting for anything, but then I was almost penniless. No family. No support. No job skills. Foreign country. Couldn’t speak English. I
barely kept from having to sell my body. Somehow I fell in with a bunch of
bears. They thought I was cute. Tragic. They protected me, helped me out
with food, shelter, and such. Taught me how to speak and read English.
Chose a name for me they thought was sophisticated, romantic.”
“French.”
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She nodded. “Aristocratic. I was a fun project and I ended up with a
good job at a bathhouse.”
Lydia’s eyebrows rose.
She shrugged. “I was a housekeeper. It was the only thing I knew how to
do because my family made me do that while I was pregnant, to earn my
keep. I’d never cleaned a thing in my life before then.”
Lydia gulped, her sorrow for Denise now transcending her shock over
what Mingo’s secret actually was since it wasn’t much to speak of.
“I worked my way up to manager.” She laughed harshly. “What else was I
supposed to do but devote my life to my job? I had no social life and I didn’t
want to be alone and as long as I was at work, I had a dozen scary guys to
protect me and prop me up.”
Lydia nodded. She was only too aware.
“Make me laugh,” she said wistfully. “Teach me who I was and give me
room and make it okay to be that. Then one day, a woman stumbled into my
bar. She was in bad shape. Beaten, her face half jack-o-lantern. Big as a
pumpkin and just as carved up. I took her in, gave her a room and patched
her up as well as I could. She was a working girl. Her john didn’t like the surprise package in her panties.”
Lydia sighed. It happened a lot.
“My place was a bear place. I didn’t know anything about drag. It wasn’t
part of our sphere. So I talked to her. She told me about this whole other
world, the shows, the art.”
“You put up the drag show?”
Denise nodded. “I asked the owner. He didn’t care as long as it didn’t run
off our regular clientele and made money. So I took a survey of the regulars.
Turned out, they wouldn’t mind a subversive little music program once a
week. And The House was born.”
Lydia nearly choked. “Yours was called The House?” she squeaked.
Denise looked down, a sad half-smile on her face. “Yes.”
“Mingo got the idea from you?” Her voice was climbing.
She nodded wearily. “He was desperate for a way out of his—” She
cleared her throat. “—current money-making scheme.”
Lydia tucked her lips between her teeth. Denise laughed bitterly. “You
know what he did when he got to Miami.”
Lydia could only nod.
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“He stopped as soon as we found each other again, even though by that
time, he had you and Lola to take care of. But he couldn’t bring himself to
cheat on me, whether his emotions were engaged or not.” Another fleeting
smile, this one with melancholy. “Did he ever tell you he went back to Cuba?”
Lydia shook her head.
“To get me, but we’d already left, of course. He assumed we’d go to Miami, but then he was told we all went on to New York. He finally found me.
I was, oh, twenty-four, I guess.”
“He was very tenacious,” Lydia murmured, looking fiddling with her
fork. “He must have loved you very much.”
“Not enough to move here,” she snapped, suddenly angry. Lydia pulled
back, eyes wide.
“The fire was still there,” she went on tightly, “but by that time, I had
freedom and a business and I’d grown into myself, you know?”
Now Mingo’s rant made complete sense, and Jack had been right about
its source.
“He wanted to marry me, have a life together, but he wanted to do it in
Miami. He demanded I drop my life here and go with him. No discussion, no
compromise. I was still the girl he fell in love with, but I was more. A much
better version of that girl I had been. He was still the boy I fell in love with,
but he was more. A much better version of the boy he had been. He was also
more compelling, more attractive and brilliant. He was, you know,” she said
softly, looking up at Lydia. “Brilliant.”
“Yeah,” she said softly. Sadly.
“And stubborn.”
Lydia sighed.
“I asked him to move here, but he wouldn’t.”
Her brow wrinkled. “Why? He loved New York.”
“Too expensive,” she said haughtily.
That would explain it. “For what it’s worth,” Lydia ventured weakly, “he
was supporting me and Lola and New York is very expensive.” She knew how
tight money was, how every penny he and Lydia made went into the cabaret
and the property he was speculating on, how every penny Lola made went to
pay the bills and put food on the table. “I wouldn’t raise kids here on a professor’s salary, especially not when I can earn the same and have a much better
standard of living for a quarter of the cost in Kansas.”
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“I see your point, but here—” She took a deep breath. She wouldn’t look
at Lydia. “Here is where you come in. I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but I
don’t have anyone to talk to and you knew Mingo and—”
Denise kept babbling and Lydia let her. It was the same tumble of words
Lydia had spewed all over Jack when he’d taken her to their special place—
the train—and let her vent. There was nothing different about those feelings
of disconnect so it was to be expected that none of what Denise said really
made sense. She didn’t want to hurt Lydia’s feelings. How much she’d wanted Lydia to look her up. She didn’t really want that after all. How hurt she
was Lydia didn’t know she existed and on and on and on.
Lydia just listened. That was usually what people really wanted. A big
dump of hopes and fears and regrets and what-might-have-beens and Ishould-or-shouldn’t-haves and what-if-I’ds …
“I didn’t want to be your mother,” she blurted. And stopped.
By this time, that wasn’t exactly a surprise. Lydia’s eyebrows rose.
“Okay … ?”
Denise blinked. “You’re not mad?”
“No. Why should I be? I mean, it would’ve been nice to know Mingo had
somebody.”
“You’re lying,” she said flatly. “Mingo told me how much you wanted a
mother.”
Lydia took a deep breath and looked away, across the room at nothing,
trying to sort this out because that was true but …
“If I had known he had somebody,” she said slowly, “I would’ve asked him
to bring her home to live with us. A real family. A mom and a dad. Yeah.”
“Mmm hm,” she hummed with some contempt. “That’s what I thought.
You see, he did love me. I have no doubt about that. We were monogamous.
He came here as often as he could. I met him in Charlotte when I could,
which was not very often.”
And Lydia thought he was only going to get a shipment of whiskey. Now
she wondered if he’d begun running whiskey and guns so as to make his trips
profitable. He wasn’t one to spend a dollar without finding a way to turn it
into ten.
“And you weren’t going to come to Miami because of your parents and
me.”
“Yes.”
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Lydia was at once empathetic and irked. “Miami’s a big place,” she said
with a little irritation. “I’m sure Mingo told you he could make sure you’d
never run into them.”
“Our sticking point,” she shot back, “was that he thought I owed it to him
to help him raise you and take care of Lola.”
Lydia gasped.
“He gave you my name to back me into a corner. If you had my name, I
was your mother by default. How was I to take that as anything but a job
offer? No, a demand.”
“Oh, my God,” Lydia whispered hoarsely, putting her hand to her chest
to quell her racing heart, her horror that Mingo, her beloved father who hated
people but who was not cruel— That he had done something so cruel, made
so much worse by having done it to a woman he loved.
“I did not trust him to know we had a child because he’d use it against
me. Lydia, he was ruthless about it. I kicked him out every time he started up
again, then I cut him off. That lasted for two years before he caved and promised never to do or say anything about it again. He never did, but our relationship was strained. He thought I owed you. I wanted him to be my lover. I
was not the one who took you and Lola in. I’d never met either of you, although Mingo showed me pictures, also trying to seduce me with what a cute,
loving, sweet and good little girl you were. How much you wanted a mother,
how well you and I would get along.”
She stopped and mumbled, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hit you with all
that. To me, you aren’t that little girl. You’re a woman I just met but I know I
can talk to because you knew and loved Mingo. I have missed him so much. I
regret that lost two years, but I do not regret telling him no. And if that
makes me a horrible person you will hate, then … okay.”
Lydia took a deep breath and looked down, searching for the napkin in
her lap to wipe away her tears. “Last year,” she said low, “I would’ve resented
you. Possibly hated you for depriving me of a mother.”
Silence.
“What happened between last year and this year?” Denise asked slowly.
“My lover thought I owed it to two orphans he’d adopted to be their
mother.” Denise’s eyes widened. “Suddenly he turned from my lover into a
guy offering me a job with a wedding ring and good sex as payment.”
“My God,” Denise whispered. “But … you’re here. You took the job?”
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Lydia could barely speak, her throat was so tight. “I already knew and
loved the children. Jack had gotten lost in the forest of fatherhood and
couldn’t find his way out. I … dragged him out. I wanted the same thing he
did, but not under those conditions. Last year, I left and went where he
couldn’t find me. I also had a baby. Stillborn,” she added, then blew her nose.
“He tried to do what I asked him to do when I came back, which was to put
me first, to be my lover. I couldn’t be the kids’ mother without that. He kept
trying. Failing. Trying harder. I didn’t take a job. I decided to stay with the
man I love.”
“And last night?” she asked low. “Terry told me Jack was looking for a
way to keep you from leaving because you were lost, trying to find a piece of
yourself. Jack wouldn’t be able to give you what you needed because it didn’t
have anything to do with him.”
Lydia sighed. He knew her so well he could sense the disconnect she’d
been working so hard to fix or hide, the one her therapist was trying to help
her with—and failing. She supposed he would interpret it as her imminent
departure, since she’d done it before.
“I will never leave him,” she finally said, patting her tears away with her
napkin. “I love him too much.”
It was only when Denise’s mouth tightened that Lydia knew what she
must have inferred, but Lydia didn’t argue the point.
“Your problem,” Lydia said abruptly, “was that you and Mingo are both
tops. I don’t know if you were born that way or your life carved you into one.
But you couldn’t figure out how to make it work because Mingo wasn’t going
to let you top him. Ever.”
Denise’s bottom lip dropped open a little and her eyes widened.
“I’m not blind to Mingo’s faults and one of them was that he was a chauvinistic pig sometimes.” Most of the time. “He came from a time and a culture
where men expected their women to comply. If you weren’t budging, neither
was he.”
“Roughly, yes,” she whispered, her fingers trembling so much she put her
teacup down. “Specifically, I was established before he was. When he found
me he was still escorting, floating from one sugar mama to another trying to
figure out where to put his capital.”
Lydia knew where this was headed. “He resented that you’d found your
place before he did and that if he did move up here, he’d be moving in with
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you and therefore the bottom by default. And he was already bottoming for
his clients so he was bitter.”
“Yes.”
“So he went back to Miami and built a bigger, better one. To top you.”
Denise’s mouth twisted. “He couldn’t top me. It wasn’t his idea.”
Lydia smiled a little and looked down at the table. She gently picked at a
nub in the linen with a fingernail. “Oh, Daddy.” She glanced up at Denise,
who was staring at the little flower arrangement in the middle of the table.
“Did that bother you, his escorting?”
She shrugged. “Sort of, but he quit as soon as he found me. It was really
kind of an abstraction to me, to be honest. There were so many things wrong
with going to Miami. And that he used money as an excuse. ‘It’s too expensive,’” she mocked in a falsetto.
Lydia’s eyebrow rose. “If you think that was just a cover, then you don’t
know him as well as you think you do. He really was that much of a tightwad.”
Denise looked at her warily for a few seconds.
“He might have gotten the entire bathhouse cabaret idea from you, but
he was magic with money. She would do anything for him.”
Denise blinked. “She? Who are you talking about?”
Lydia shook her head. “Um— I’m sorry. Money. It. He could take a
penny, look at it just right, and it’d turn into a dime.”
“Then why didn’t he ever get out of the barrio? My place isn’t in the barrio. It wasn’t then.”
“He was in the process of buying South Beach,” she said flatly. “He only
managed to buy one block of it, but that one block made me a multimillionaire.”
Denise’s mouth dropped on the table.
“My only real point was that his refusal to move here because it was too
expensive wasn’t him blowing smoke. Don’t tell me he never took out a pen
and paper and ran your numbers with you to persuade you to move to Miami. He ran numbers for everything, and he was a master negotiator.”
Denise tucked her lips in between her teeth and sighed.
“And don’t tell me you never told him to stop making me work in the
bathhouse or in his bootlegging operation.”
“That was horrible,” she muttered. “Even if I had gone to Miami, he
would’ve had you working.”
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“And you would’ve seen what a good time I had.”
Her eyelashes flicked up. “You did?”
Why didn’t anybody believe her? “Yes! Jack went looking for a drag show
to make me happy. Whole. Why in the world would a drag show make me
happy if what I did back then wasn’t fun? However stingy Mingo was with
money, he wasn’t with his praise and his love. He was constantly telling me
how much he depended on me, how smart and talented I was, what an incredible daughter he had and how much he loved me. What little I saw going
on in the bathhouse didn’t really make much of a dent because for me, it was
just business. I thought it was weird and gross and smelly and all those things
kids think about sex, but so is emptying the grease trap in a restaurant kitchen.”
Denise let out a shocked laugh.
“And somewhere in there, he raised a world-class musician and relatively
normal person with a relatively angst-free life.”
“Angst-free,” she said stonily.
Lydia shrugged. “All my angst comes from people around me dying in
close succession including my son, and my house getting destroyed out from
under me. Almost getting murdered and witnessing a horrific suicide gone
wrong. I’m allowed to be considered normal.”
Denise deflated. “Oh. I didn’t know. I’m sorry.”
“I don’t want to make you feel any guiltier than you already do. I’m well
aware that you asked me to lunch to confess and yes, last year I would’ve been
angry and hated you and everything you thought. This year, I … can’t. Jack
and I—” She stopped. Huffed. “Jack and I are both tops.”
Denise shook her head. “That’s never going to work.”
Lydia shrugged. “The difference between us, and you and Mingo, is that
Jack and I are fully aware that it’s not supposed to work. So alike we’ll never
have a smooth relationship. But we laid it out straight and said, ‘We have to
take turns being the alpha and try not to freak out.’ Try is the operative word
here. We’ve been trying since we met because he is me and I am him and
without him, I cease to exist. If we hit the wall, we’ll bludgeon our way
through it like we have since we met. It won’t be pretty, but we’ll make it
through. Mingo would’ve never compromised the way Jack has.”
When she looked back at Denise, the woman’s tears were dropping onto
her plate.
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“And I’m sorry he did that to you,” Lydia whispered, reaching across the
table and covering Denise’s clenched fist with her hand.
Denise’s head snapped up. “Why?”
“Because I know what you sacrificed to save yourself.”
Her bottom lip quivered. “No, you don’t.”
“Uh— Well, of course, I can’t know know, but Jack and I—”
“Do you know where Mingo was going the night he died?”
Lydia blinked, shocked. “Uh … no.”
“He was on his way to the airport to come here. You were about to graduate from college. He was going to hand the cabaret over to you and retire.”
Lydia nodded, but her stomach was packed with dread because questions
and lead-ins like that never ended well. “He wanted to go to college, he told me.”
“Yes. Here. He’d been accepted to NYU’s business program.”
Lydia’s jaw dropped on the table.
“He had a bunch of credits he’d earned in real-life work experience and
some he’d gotten at some juco or other down there. He would’ve been a junior. We were going to try again.”
“So he did love you more than his pride.”
Denise shrugged and bowed her head. “Did it matter?” she whispered.
“He died on the way to see me and start laying plans. I guess God didn’t
think we belonged together after all.”
Lydia’s heart, already cracked, was breaking.
“I don’t know why he was in drag,” she said, sniffling. “He knew better.”
Lydia might have laughed if she weren’t so upset. “Well … How did you
find out he was killed?”
“I was waiting at the airport. He didn’t show up. That wasn’t like him.
I knew something was wrong and I … ” she took a deep breath. “I waited.
Two weeks. Then finally, I … went to Miami to find him. I found his
grave, instead. Fresh. I asked questions. Looked at old newspapers. I … put
it together. The only time,” she said softly, her voice fragile and distant, “I
went to see him and … I missed his funeral. Missed saying goodbye to the
only man I’ve ever loved, the father of my child who was lost before I held
it. I’m so … ”
Lydia waited. Waited. Waited. “Angry?”
“Yes. I was such a fool. I couldn’t put aside my pride. Would it have killed
me to— Oh, so what if he needed help and you needed a mother— And—”

BLACK JACK | 603
“No, I mean, angry at Mingo.”
Denise looked at Lydia wide-eyed. “At Mingo? Oh, no.”
“Yes, you are. For dying. For putting himself in a situation bound to end
badly. For being a controlling, chauvinistic pig who couldn’t keep his mouth
shut.”
Her mouth trembled and she was looking horrified. “No!” she squeaked.
“It’s okay to be mad at him,” Lydia said earnestly. “You were mad at him
when he was alive for doing stupid and thoughtless and selfish things. It’s
okay to be mad at him for being a bitch at the wrong time.”
Shocked, Denise laughed, then stopped as if she would be struck by
lightning. “No, I— It’s wrong.”
“Did your love for him die when he did?”
“No!” she squeaked.
“Then why would your anger? It’s part of the grieving process. Trust me,”
she said dryly, “I’ve become an expert on grief the last three years—” Three
years? It seemed like only a few weeks. “—although the knowledge doesn’t
make getting through the process easier. I’m mad at my house for dying. You
know about that, right? How stupid is that? But it is what it is. You can still
be mad at him the same way you still love him. It’s totally okay.”
“But I sacrificed him for my pride. And I went back anyway, but it was
too late.”
“And that’s the price you will pay, but that’s normal. The guilt is normal.
Three years ago, someone dropped something on my shoulders, forcing me to
make a choice. The choice I made turned my life upside down and inside out,
which is how I landed in New York. I know I did the right thing, but it’s going to haunt me the rest of my life and I’m angry she put that on me.
“The choice you made, to stay in New York. I would have made the
same choice you did—I almost did, for the same reasons—if Jack hadn’t been
willing to at least try to put me first. He gave me an ultimatum. It wasn’t a
bluff. I called it anyway, the way you did. He recanted because he wanted me
more than a mother for his kids, which was what I needed to know to go on.
That is what Mingo should have done, and then perhaps you two could have
found some common ground the way Jack and I have. The way we agreed to
try to be switches instead of tops.”
She paused and watched as Denise bowed her head until Lydia could
only see the top of her salt-and-pepper braid and the tears that stained the
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tablecloth. “When there are two alphas in a relationship,” she said softly, “a
relationship that shouldn’t work because there can never be two, each one is
responsible one hundred percent. Not half. You were both at fault and at
some point, if both of you couldn’t bring yourself to be switches, it would’ve
ended anyway. Badly. I can see both your points of view and they’re valid.
And I can’t blame you any more or any less than I blame Mingo. The
choice in front of you wasn’t good or bad. It was bad and worse. And when
it comes right down to it, nobody can know which one is bad and which one
is worse. You have to choose, but the only thing you can really do is throw a
dart.”
They were both silent for a long while. Denise was quietly crying and
Lydia wasn’t in much better shape. It was all so tragic.
But how did this discussion go forward? From here, further conversation
was all circles, rolling a big ice ball of sins and what-might-have-beens around
the same path until there was just a big bare patch where nothing could grow.
“Would you like to buy a cabaret?” Denise asked dully, her voice muffled.
That was the last thing Lydia wanted.
“Nooooo,” she began hesitantly. “But, um— I was going to ask if last
night was a one-shot deal.”
Denise raised her head, her expression one Lydia couldn’t read. “Not if
you don’t want it to be. I can hire a pianist, but if you want the job … ”
“I do,” she breathed. “I’ll beg if I have to.”
Denise’s smile was watery. “You have a job with me as long as I have the
cabaret.”

41:
BEYOND
THE YELLOW BRICK ROAD
LYDIA WAS HOME. She could feel it as soon as she walked in the front door
after that wringer of a conversation with her namesake. She stopped in the
foyer and looked around. It was beautiful. Tasteful and elegant. Very Samadrita. Jack couldn’t have come up with this.
She walked slowly through the halls and toured the rooms, touching
things, some of which were hers, settling in nicely, looking like they belonged.
It was quiet.
Jack would be either at work or in his office with the door closed to mute
his bellow. But no muted bellow shot through the house, so she wasn’t sure if
he was home or not.
She liked this apartment, although it wasn’t as visually quiet and informal as she liked for her indoor living spaces. Lydia’s only real complaint was
that there was too much stuff that didn’t mean anything. It was decorator
perfect, which made Lydia vaguely uncomfortable. The space should say home
and it didn’t. It said five-star short-term residence.
She would rather live in a blank room than in a display an uninvested
stranger had put together, no matter how gorgeous. But now it was her home
and she didn’t have to keep things a bachelor’s mother had put here because
he didn’t care. They were temporary; placeholders for the day someone came
along who had a reason to care.
She picked up a gorgeous vase and tucked it in the sideboard. “Much better,” she whispered absently. She continued doing this as she walked through
with a critical eye, beginning to design her window display by slowly stripping
it all down to the bones.
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“Daddy, how could you?”
It wasn’t easy! I could tell you I did it for you and Lola, but that’s only partly true.
He wanted Denise to go all in with him: lover, wife, partner, mother of
his adopted child and possibly biological ones.
Denise wouldn’t leave Cuba with me. She wouldn’t come to Miami with me.
“With you or for you?”
WITH, you brat. I know what I’m saying. She wouldn’t take anything I said on
its face and she wouldn’t trust me and it made me mad. It still does. How could she not
trust me? Everybody trusts me. I had a lot of good reasons for not hooking up with her
here, but she didn’t think any of them were valid.
Lydia sighed.
And yes, money was a big one. She’s got a nice House, but she’s never been able to
do more than scrape by from month to month.
Lydia didn’t know Denise at all, but last night, she’d noticed where corners had been cut, and though Denise’s bag and shoes were very, very good
fakes, they were still fakes. The points of her blouse collar were slightly worn
as were the rounded corners of her cuffs. The sweater she’d been wearing
wasn’t cashmere, as she claimed. It was just acrylic yarn. And even though
Denise had invited her and chosen the restaurant, Lydia had picked up the
check. Denise couldn’t possibly know how well Lydia’s eye was trained. Mingo’s House wasn’t a classy joint. It didn’t have to be. It was in the barrio, he
was cheap, and he was sinking all his money into South Beach property.
Land, Buttercup. It’s the only investment worth making.
Denise had never made any money because she was sinking it all into
rent, and, like any good drag queen, she was a master of illusion.
You could buy her House in cash and have it making seven figures inside two years.
That was true. But Lydia only wanted to play disco hits at the back of
one once a week.
Yeah, okay, she had the idea and she was established, but it wasn’t going anywhere.
It was doing better than break-even. She could pay her bills and sock a little away, but
what’s the point of that? I couldn’t have turned her House around without her on board
and you on the books.
And Denise would never have let him take over, nor would she have allowed a little girl to work in a bathhouse, serving alcohol when necessary,
running contraband and guns, cooking the books and filing the taxes. Who
did that?
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The hard truth is that some people are afraid of success. She didn’t want to do
more than sock a little away each month.
“Most people aren’t afraid of success. They have real limitations. Talent
has its limits and things happen.” Like having unwittingly cultivated a fetish
one couldn’t display in a concert hall. “So what if she’s comfortable where she
is.”
Easy for you to say. You carved out a successful and lucrative career with what you
had left after you let Rachmaninoff define your sexuality, and you did it in a cheap place
to live with a high standard of living. You make your living teaching and arranging
music, not as a concert pianist. You also have health insurance. The House is her livelihood, her apartment is smaller than what used to be your walk-in closet, she has to buy
off-brand box Hamburger Helper, and forget about health care.
“Couldn’t you have met halfway? Built something together in Charlotte?
New, fresh.”
I couldn’t have lived with her hesitation and she would’ve resented me for taking
over.
Lydia couldn’t fault him there. She’d have taken over, too. But Lydia was
looking at this from a woman’s point of view, in a relationship with a man
very much like Mingo, having dealt with similar issues. It was just that, as
much as Jack was like Mingo in many ways, so was Lydia, and Lydia was the
alpha Denise wanted to be, but was never going to be.
Denise hadn’t met Mingo halfway because any more time together would
have destroyed them and she wanted to keep what little of him she could.
Mingo hadn’t understood that and had been unyielding enough he’d driven
her like the red bull drove the last unicorn to the sea.
“You were a cruel asshole to give me her name. She’s not my mother and
I wanted my father’s name.”
Aw, well, I’m sorry about that, kid. You’re right, but by the time I realized how
bad that was, it was too late to change it without raising red flags. I couldn’t risk getting
my wonderful little girl taken away from me. It would’ve killed me.
But he was counting the days until Lydia graduated so she could take
over the cabaret, leaving him free to come to New York to start a new life
with the woman he’d loved—hated—for twenty-five years. Get a college education. Turn her House around if she let him help her. Lydia knew him,
though. With a full class schedule and homework, he probably wouldn’t have
cared whether Denise wanted his help or not.

608 | MORIAH JOVAN
Lydia sighed as she strolled through the apartment, caressing the furniture lightly, every once in a while putting things out of sight if they were too
sterile or polished.
She couldn’t be mad at Mingo. She couldn’t be mad at Denise.
Jack and Lydia were the universe’s second chance to get this experiment
right, to keep two alphas together somehow, but it wasn’t really up to the
universe. It never had been. It was up to her and Jack to do what Mingo and
Denise couldn’t.
Maybe the universe was just sitting there watching anxiously with its fingers crossed.
Universe schmuniverse. You and that dick you’re sleeping with are just too stubborn to give up. Or else you love each other more than Denise and I did.
“You were kids,” she said flatly. “I teach eighteen-year-olds. Raccoons
have better judgment than they do.”
Brat.
“She had your child.”
Silence.
No, he wouldn’t answer because Lydia had no idea what he’d have said.
She wandered into her and Jack’s bedroom, with the drapes drawn back,
flooding the room with light. She drifted across the carpet and stood at the
window high above Wall Street, looking out into the bay, at the Statue of
Liberty.
I still don’t like your man, but he gets you. I don’t care what he thinks of me because I did a good job with you. Of course, I didn’t have to put your brain back together,
either. But he’s got no issues, so he’ll do a good job with those broken brats you’ve got to
fix. I couldn’t have done what he’s done this last year with those kids.
Mingo had always needed her as much as she and Lola needed him. Not
just for survival, but companionship. A family. Jack didn’t need the children or
a family. He’d started out throwing ten grand at Diogenes and found himself
growing up, taking on responsibility simply because it needed to be done.
But if he didn’t love them, he wouldn’t have taken them.
Not that Jack would find that at all relevant. At the point they had demanded to go back to New York, all either Sebastian or Jack had to say
was, “No.” Jack hadn’t even asked why they wanted to come back; he’d
simply scrambled to try to do everything right without ever thinking to refuse. There was no story, no data points, no tapestry. He went through life
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like a ball of twine going wherever gravity pointed him and leaving a single
strand behind him, draped over things, going under things, curving around
things only to disintegrate, leaving no evidence he was ever there.
Jack’s a simple guy, but he’s solid. Straight up. He knows who he is. And he loves
you or he wouldn’t keep trying to move the world for you. Yeah, he drops it on your
foot, but that’s why God made splints and aspirin.
Lydia let her forehead drop against the window. “I miss you so much,
Daddy.”
I miss you too, but this is where you and I part company.
Her brow wrinkled. “You’re leaving me?”
You don’t need me. Stop talking to me and start talking to your man. Don’t do
what I did, talking to Heloise when I should’ve been talking to Denise.
Lydia sighed.
You’re not a little girl anymore and you’re not a homesick freshman. It’s time for
you to grow up.
Her eyes began to fill up. “But I’m a college professor.”
You’re home now, Buttercup. Let me go.
And now the tears were spilling over and down her cheeks. “Daddy—”
“Daize?”
Lydia heard Jack’s soft footsteps coming across their bedroom toward
her.
“You’re sniffling. Lunch bombed?”
She sniffled. “That’s a very complex question.”
“Of course it is,” he said snidely. “Nothing about you is simple.”
She smiled wryly.
“Fucking up your makeup, there, Daize,” he said, leaning against the
window and tucking a curl behind her ear. “Do we need to head to the subway?”
“Later, yes. Right now it needs to gel a little.”
“Hint?”
She turned her head to look at him. “Roads not taken. Grief left untended too long. Not getting what you wanted.”
His expression went from exasperated amusement to wary suspicion.
“Not me,” she clarified hurriedly, laying a hand on his arm. “I know you
set up the drag show because you thought I was going to leave to go try to
find myself. I wasn’t. I love you and I’m never going to leave you again.”
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He looked utterly shocked. But very relieved. “I’ll make you cry again because I’m a dick.”
“And I adore you for it.”
That made him grin, and it was a beautiful grin. He was a beautiful man,
but some time between realizing he didn’t see her sparkly eyes and cheekily
offering him her arm, she’d stopped noticing. Every once in a while, she did
and he took her breath away.
“Yes, something was wrong with me and you fixed it. If I never played
another drag show, I’d miss it, but at least I’d know what the problem is and
I’d find a way to deal with it. You are my home and there is nowhere in the
world I’d rather be than with you.”
He looked shocked. “Um, okay. Thanks? What brought that on?”
She turned back to the window and laid her palm flat against the glass.
Bye, Buttercup. I love you.
“Roads taken,” she whispered, dropping her forehead on the glass. “Grief
tended. Getting exactly what I needed.”
Bye, Daddy.

CHAPTER TWO
Sing a Song

June 1998
New York, New York

IT WAS A GORGEOUS DAY in Battery Park, the wind whistling off the Bay,
the water lapping against the piers, the Statue of Liberty on the horizon. Lydia stood hand in hand with Victoria at the back end of the runner as the third
set of attendants walked down the aisle separating rows upon rows of people,
most of whom neither Lydia nor Jack knew.
Fifth and Mari were in front of them, fidgeting, waiting for their turn to
go through the fluttery organza drapes that didn’t really do much to hide the
bride from the guests. Mari turned around and looked at Lydia for a long
time then smiled and sighed. “You’re so pretty, Daisy,” she said in Spanish.
“Thank you, Buttercup,” Lydia said softly, caressing her pudgy little cheek.
“You too, Señora Bautista.”
“Mmm hm,” Victoria hummed, raising her eyebrow, trying to get her to
cry the way she made all children cry, but Mari giggled at her until she smiled.
Fifth blushed because, at fourteen (and now slightly taller than Lydia), he
could plainly see why men found her hot, and when she smiled, he was completely tongue-tied.
“You two are turned out well,” Victoria said matter-of-factly.
They were. Fifth was in morning dress like the groomsmen (even though
he was Lydia’s attendant) in a gray cutaway coat, white waistcoat, and pale
yellow ascot.
Mari was in a flamenco dress like Lydia’s and the rest of the attendants’, only in pale yellow with dense white and mint under-flounces and no
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train. She had one of Lola’s tiny headdresses in her hair that looked like a
feathered mantilla. Victoria was in mint with dense white and yellow under-flounces, her wild red hair slicked back in a dark chignon at the nape of
her neck with daisies and buttercups artfully arranged in it like the rest of
the attendants.
Lydia’s dress was white, short at the knees with a long train, all made of
hundreds of yards of white ruffles with dense yellow and mint under-flounces.
Like a Daisy.
She had one of Lola’s glittery yellow-feathered headdresses in her hair
and the back of her dress was cut down to there. She was carrying one of Lola’s mint feathered fans.
At the beginning of the last stanza of “Top of the World,” Karen Carpenter’s voice happily winding through the breeze, Lydia said, “Okay, guys,
that’s your cue.”
Fifth and Mari took off a little faster than they were supposed to but
“supposed to”s didn’t apply. Mari was trying to control her fidgets but failing,
and Fifth didn’t bother trying to rein her in. The song itself invited bounce
and joy, and while Mari certainly had that in spades, Fifth was equally jubilant. It was the day Mean Mommy and Nice Daddy were closing the loop on
the family unit the way they’d wanted from the moment Lydia had grabbed
them by the scruff while they were mugging an old man and Jack had carried
and cared for Mari before she died of a fever.
Jack and Lydia would become Mr. and Mrs. Blackwood, which was as
important to the kids as having family dinner every night and Jack staying
home in the evenings. The paperwork on Lydia’s adoption of the children
only needed Lydia Blackwood’s signature.
“Top of the World” gradually faded as the children reached the dais
where Jack waited with the minister, Sebastian, Jack’s brothers, and Emilio.
Sebastian grabbed Mari when she forgot she was standing with the men.
Soon enough, a distinctive piccolo melody tinkled sweetly through the
air. The congregation stood as Lydia and Victoria stepped onto the runner
from behind the fluttering organza.
She looked up at a stunned Jack and smiled at him.
“He’s displaying an appropriate amount of awe,” Victoria said approvingly as
Karen’s pure voice rode the notes swirling above them like butterflies, the ones
only Lydia and Jack could see. “I thought you said he doesn’t see your eye thing.”
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“He doesn’t,” Lydia said, unable to keep herself from bouncing along
with the music. “My smile and laugh does it to him.”
“Awwww,” Victoria sighed, beginning to hum the song because she
couldn’t dance. Sing, sing a song … “I love this song,” she sighed happily.
“You’re a little more sentimental than you used to be.”
“Live with a sentimental man long enough, some of it’s gonna rub off.”
Now they were halfway to Jack, and Lydia, hoping Jack could read her
lips, murmured, “I’m pregnant.”
Jack’s jaw dropped. Lydia grinned at him.
Victoria said, “Oh. Interesting. Not really. Don’t ride motorcycles and
horses.”
“Thanks for the tip.”
Jack started to laugh, leaned over to whisper to Sebastian, who shook his
hand and clapped him on the back. He leaned over and told his brothers and
Emilio, who responded likewise.
“Also, don’t clean cat boxes.”
“I drown cats for fun.”
“I knew there was a reason I liked you.”
There were almost five hundred people here, a wedding befitting an accidental CEO whose word was gold in banking, a wedding the Wall Street Journal couldn’t keep its nose out of.
Toward the front, Lydia began looking around and smiling at the dear
friends she and Jack had collected since they’d met, most from Spanish Harlem. Lydia’s colleagues old and new, from KU, Spain, NYU, and a couple
from Juilliard were present, as were a couple of the girls from The House,
folks from Corrida, and several of Kansas City’s leading society matrons with
whom she’d served on the arts boards. Jack’s allies from the NYPD and DA’s
office were present, as were some members of Sebastian’s family, Bucho, and
other alphas from the financial sector who, like Sebastian, led different packs
and sometimes hunted with Jack.
Along with Victoria and Fifth, Lydia’s attendants included Simon,
Melinda, and In-A-Da-Gadda-da-Vida, who had been escorted by one of
Jack’s brothers.
On Jack’s front family row were Third, Drita, Crazy and Loony, and the
sisters-in-law. On the second row were Cordelia and Strafford and both sets
of Jack’s grandparents. Jack’s grandmothers sat stiffly, staunchly ignoring
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Lydia. Jack’s only true nemeses, Jack Blackwood, Jr. and Amarjeet Mukherjee, waved at her and she blew a kiss at them. She loved those old assholes.
On Lydia’s front family row, there were four empty seats. In the first was
a Cuban cigar, a cheap restaurant pin, and a glittery bikini. The second had a
fading but beautifully framed photograph of a very handsome young man.
The third had a green and yellow baby blanket and a pacifier. The fourth
held an exquisitely bound first edition of a newly published orchestral score.
Lydia had asked Denise Charbonneau, who had grown to be a good friend, to
serve as the mother of the bride, a request that had made the woman burst
into tears of joy and heartbreak, guilt, regret, and absolution.
The song faded away as they reached the end of the runner. Lydia carefully closed Lola’s fan and put it next to Tony’s picture.
“Who gives this woman to this man in marriage?” asked the officiator,
standing under an arbor woven with hundreds of white daisies and yellow
buttercups.
“Her sister does,” Victoria said, “on behalf of her late father, Mingo Socorro Anaya Castellanos.” She set Lydia’s hand in Jack’s when he came down
the two stairs for her.
The ceremony was short. Simple. Sweet. The vows … odd.
“I’m a simple man,” Jack said clearly, Lydia’s hands in his, his eyes never
leaving hers. “I like meaningless sex, McDonald’s, fart jokes, Dumb and Dumber, and Top Forty hits I’ll forget a week after they drop off the charts. I cuss
like a sailor and I’m an uncultured swine. I don’t slow down, a Tigger in an
Eeyore world. But somehow … Somehow, I met—”
He stopped. Took a deep breath. Looked up into the sky with marshmallow clouds chased across the gorgeous blue that rivaled the skies in Sevilla. He looked back at her.
“I met the most complex woman in the world, a brilliant carnival barker
who is completely lost without music and light and color and magic. A woman with meaning and culture running out her ears, an adorable little woman
who can’t get anyone to see who she really is. This woman got me. Immediately. She was the only person in the world who thought I was funny. She
talked to me about math and money and music and myth. And for reasons I
still don’t understand, she thought a dick like me was charming.”
Little ripples of laughter dotted the breeze.
“She also literally saved my life. Can’t forget that.” He raised Lydia’s hands
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to his mouth and pressed his lips against them. Her smiled broadened. “And
oh, God, that smile,” he breathed. “Daisy, I can’t live without that smile.”
Tears stung Lydia’s eyes and there were sniffles coming from the congregation.
“Without you, I cease to exist. I give you my word.”
After a moment spent gathering herself, she began. “I’m a complex woman,” she said, her voice trembling, looking into his plain brown eyes. “A stupidly needy college professor with a bizarre and colorful past, and a beautiful
department store window display of a life until it turned cold and gray with
one unsaid word: ‘Don’t.’”
Jack held up his finger to interrupt. “Do you still believe you did the right
thing?” he asked.
Lydia blinked because this hadn’t been planned, but she hadn’t expected
Jack to stick to the script. “Well, of course.”
“Okay. Just checking.”
She smiled wryly. Jack puffed a laugh and dug in his coat pocket for a
handkerchief. He patted her cheeks.
“Fucking up your makeup there, Daize,” he muttered.
She laughed through her happy tears and kissed his fingertips.
“I was grieving. I was lost in fifty shades of gray, the color gone, the life
extinguished. And then I met this colorful, crass, quick, clever, utterly vulgar
man who jerked me out of my grief and made me laugh. He saw the carnival
clanging inside me immediately and he talked to me about music and money
and myth and math. He knew me.” She paused. “Biblically.”
More laughter went up to the sky like balloons.
“This bona fide genius filled my mind with color and light and laughter.
He made the two train uptown our special place, where we bond, where we
solve our problems. He put bubble wrap around me when I was fragile and
caught me before I hit the floor and shattered. He soothed my grief and fixed
me when even I didn’t know what was wrong with me.
“He bounces through life on his tail but understands what people need
and gives it to them without hesitation or fanfare because he doesn’t have the
time or patience to make a big production out of it, and he’ll forget he did it
five minutes later. He’s a great dad and a wonderful partner. He never carries
a grudge and he doesn’t chew on past mistakes, but he bellows and throws
tantrums. He’s an asshole at work because he assumes everyone is as smart as
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he is and they’re just being lazy. He thinks ‘I hate you’ is a declaration of eternal devotion and ‘fuck you’ is an expression of affection. Jack, you really are a
complete dick and I love you for it.”
“Mmm hm, but you forgot the most important thing.”
She huffed. “You’re not shit in bed.”
Jack grinned, and hearty laughter rippled through the congregation.
“Without you, I cease to exist. I give you my faith.”
The rest of the ceremony passed in a blur, with the “I do”s said in the
right places and the rings exchanged and kisses as tender as the ones they’d
shared when their first child was conceived.
They turned to applause and a congregation rising to its feet. The recessional music began under the applause and laughter, but Jack was so busy
helping her and her long heavy train down the steps of the dais he didn’t notice. All the while, Lydia was bracing herself for the moment Jack would notice the bongos.
It took him until the cowbells.
He stopped cold and roared, “Oh HELL no!” He turned to her and pointed
his finger at her, preparing to bellow at her. “I TOLD YOU SPECIFICALLY—”
She smirked and caught his finger, pulling him close for another kiss, a
much deeper one. “‘At the Copa,’” she whispered against his mouth, then began to laugh. “Dance with me.”
“God, really?!”
Lydia picked up the heavy ruffles of her train and dragged Jack a few
steps up the aisle dancing, flipping her skirt, pulling her attendants and everyone else with her.
“Is she fucking with our heads?” Sebastian demanded.
“I do believe so,” Victoria growled.
“Oh, c’mon,” Lydia laughed over her shoulder at the seething cousins
who could not dance. “Have fun. Nobody’ll care.”
“We are in morning dress, Lydia,” Sebastian snarled.
Then Emilio caught Victoria and swept her up in his arms, twirling her
until she squealed with laughter. Simon stepped around them to drag Sebastian up the aisle and told him to quit glowering.
Fifth and Mari were having a ball, dancing nonsensically, but joy didn’t
have to make sense.
Lydia turned to Jack and laughed at his resigned expression. “You have
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zero culture. How do you know this isn’t normal recessional protocol?”
“Oh fuck it, why not.” He tried not to grin. It was a valiant effort, but he
just couldn’t help it, then he started laughing. He took her hand, swept her
under his arm, and twirled her. “Music and passion were always the fashion—”
“Don’t sing, Jack. Really. Just dance.”
“Have I told you today how much I hate you?”
“No.”
“So, so much.”
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