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      Prologue


      It was the last day on which he would be able to bathe, dress, and feed himself, but for Eddie Walker, that fall day in 1988

         started like any other. Wiping at his eyes, he slid off the tattered cloth couch in his parents’ family room and dared to

         hope for more.

      


      “Two more paychecks, babe,” Momma had promised the night before, kneeling so she could peck his forehead with a kiss. The

         couch was a few feet from the front door, which she had slammed behind her after a late night helping with inventory at the

         neighborhood Kmart. “Two more checks, and Lloyd and I’ll have enough to get that bunk bed you wanted. You know, the one at

         Levitz with the Batman and Robin covers?”

      


      His eyes barely open, Eddie hadn’t bothered to hide his disgust, well aware that it probably oozed from his pores as he shook

         his head at Momma’s ignorance. “I asked for that when I was, like, ten. What was that, four years ago?”

      


      Momma’s face had clouded with sad recognition before she spoke. “Four years? Eddie, I swear it was just yesterday you was

         asking for that bed.” Her eyes flicked heavenward and she asked, “Where does the time go?” before turning and skittering down

         the hall, her speed so great she reminded Eddie of a cockroach fleeing light.

      


      If he’d been spared, been able to mature into the traditional form of adulthood, Eddie might have at least come to appreciate

         his mother’s guilt. Edna Morrison loved both of her boys mightily, but life had been hard and she was the first to admit she

         had fallen short of her Christian faith. Raised in the church, Edna had seen her faith wax and wane through numerous external

         and self-inflicted trials. The arrival of Eddie’s big brother, Pete, when Edna was a testy nineteen-year-old with nothing

         to her name but a dead-end relationship with an unemployed car mechanic, had reminded her of the need for a Higher Power’s

         help. How else could she ever shepherd a new life past the types of hills and valleys —mostly valleys —she had endured?

      


      At fourteen, however, Eddie was blind to Momma’s journey, blind to the sacrifices she had made to provide him and Pete with

         the modest comforts of life, including a home of their own and —on the third try —a stepfather who never raised a hand in

         anger. Finally the toughest trick of all for a woman with a poverty-level income: private-school educations.

      


      Not that Eddie really valued the privilege of attending Christian Light Schools. He fantasized about turning sixteen and dropping

         out, intent on signing up at the nearest vocational school. He’d had just about enough of the corny, starry-eyed religious

         teaching and preaching, the nosy teachers who questioned whether his parents were really married, and the preppy, pampered

         students of the “in crowd,” who so clearly enjoyed pretending he didn’t exist. The “in” kids were too scared of Eddie to ever

         pick with him, which got on his nerves even more; he licked his lips daily for an excuse to introduce one of the stuck-up

         jocks to the wonders of Pete’s Swiss Army knife, if his brother would ever let him borrow it.

      


      As he bounded over to the bedroom he shared with Pete, though, Eddie found his thoughts turning to three of his least favorite

         people in the entire school —Julia, Toya, and Terry. Tall, pitch-black, smart-mouthed, and viciously angry, the nigger girls

         seemed like the only folks who hated Christian Light more than he did. When they weren’t looking, Eddie would occasionally

         slide up behind them in the cafeteria and chuckle under his breath. The girls cracked him up, the way they always fantasized

         about escaping Christian Light for the Dayton city school system, where they’d be surrounded by fellow blacks.

      


      “I’m going to Dunbar for high school, forget this place,” Toya would always brag in her singsongy whine.


      “Forget that, my momma says I can use my grandma’s address and go to Meadowdale,” Terry claimed confidently.


      Julia, the one who usually spoke to Eddie when he crossed paths with them, would always bring her mouthy friends back to earth.

         “Ain’t neither one of you jokers going anywhere,” she would remind them. “My pop-pops asked both of your mommas where you’re

         going for high school last week, during the parent-teacher conference night. He was so excited when we got home, saying he

         knows I’ll always have you two to count on as long as I’m at Christian Light. We’re all trapped here,” she would say, sighing,

         “so we may as well make the best of it.”

      


      Inevitably, one of the girls would feel Eddie staring, and that’s when things would get ugly. One of them would ask, “What

         you starin’ at?” Eddie would respond, “Oh, just checking out a few baboons,” to which they would respond with wisecracks about

         his BO, his soup bowl haircut, or the fact he wore the same shirt from Tuesday on Friday. Just yesterday Julia had hit him

         with a new one: “Hey, Eddie, you still in love with Cassie? Too bad she says you smell like mildew!” That last line stung;

         as Julia and her friends’ laughter mocked him, Eddie recalled that kids he considered friends had made the same crack about

         his scent.

      


      Cobwebs just now clearing from his brain, Eddie still felt his blood heat at the memory. How did these nappy-headed hos know

         about his crush on Cassie Duncan, who was too pretty and had way too much beautiful, feathery hair to really be black? And

         how did they know what Cassie thought about him?

      


      Julia had lied, Eddie told himself as he rummaged through a creaky dresser in search of clothing. Cassie couldn’t have already

         ruled him out; he hadn’t even told her about his crush. Maybe it was time, though. Eddie knew who he was, and he was definitely

         worthy of a half-colored girl’s time. One thing his grandparents, aunts, and uncles had taught him in his young life —they

         had all helped raise him through the years as his momma had often held down two or three jobs to maintain the lifestyle she

         provided —was that he had a proud family legacy. The Walkers and Morrisons of East Dayton were hardworking, hard-drinking

         clans whose sweaty labor had helped construct many of Dayton’s most well-known buildings, from downtown throughout the entire

         Miami Valley.

      


      “Get out of here, booger breath.” Eddie’s deep thoughts were interrupted by Pete’s grumpy greeting, followed closely by the

         thud of a gym shoe against his temple. “You woke me up, you little freak,” his brother continued. There were no blinds or

         drapes in the tiny bedroom, and Saturday-morning sunlight bathed the entire space, but Pete had enjoyed a blissful sleep until

         his brother stumbled across the threshold. Unlike Eddie, he had long been content without a real bed. Since graduating from

         high school last year, he had made do with the air mattress; his last bed had caved in halfway through an afternoon make-out

         session with an ex-girlfriend.

      


      Pitching the sneaker back at his brother, Eddie reminded Pete that the room was really his; their stepfather had threatened

         to toss the older brother out on the street if he didn’t get a real job soon.

      


      “You wanna see somebody get tossed,” Pete replied, “you keep pressing your luck with me, freak.”


      Eddie chuckled, his back to his brother, as he stepped into a pair of wrinkled trousers and picked out a plaid sport shirt

         from a heap on the floor. “Forget you anyway, Pete. I got plans today.”

      


      Pete sat up on his mattress, hands on his knees and an entertained grin on his face. “Oh, you do? What, you gonna go out and

         finally get some leg? Or are you buying into that Christian Light jive about being ‘pure’ and whatnot?”

      


      “Don’t worry about it.” Eddie didn’t bother to look at his brother; that would just encourage him. No point writing checks

         with his mouth that his fists couldn’t cash. Once he figured out how to win Cassie over —and got his friends to understand

         that she wasn’t like the other black girls, that, in fact, she was barely half-black —he’d shut up smart-mouths like Pete

         for good.

      


      Pete sighed theatrically, thudding back against his mattress. “Just get out.”


      “See you later tonight,” Eddie said once he had pulled on his sneakers, including the one Pete had landed against his head.

         Fully dressed, he hustled toward the doorway before a force pulled him back. “I’m taking the bus to the mall,” he said without

         knowing why.

      


      “So?”


      “I’m just sayin’, Pete, that’s where I’ll be if Momma’s worried about me later on. I’ll either be at the mall or at the homecoming

         game later tonight. I’m gonna hitch a ride out there with Matt and his mom.” When his brother snored in response, Eddie raised

         his voice. “Pete! Just tell Momma, okay?”

      


      “Yes, freak, I’ll tell her.” Pete turned away from his brother. “Don’t do nothing I wouldn’t.”


      “Later.” Eddie took a lingering look at his cluttered room and the sleeping lump that was his brother, then darted quickly

         to the foot of Pete’s air mattress. Kneeling, he dug through Pete’s pile of dirty clothes until he felt the handle of his

         brother’s knife. Slipping the weapon into his backpack, Eddie headed back down the hall, unaware that his actions would echo

         into the next generation.
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      Two Decades Later


      For the first time she could remember in years, Cassandra Gillette felt like a woman fulfilled. Freshly showered, she sat before

         the laptop PC in her spacious dressing room, checking e-mail. She had another hour at least before her newly built luxury

         home would be overrun by her family; her husband, Marcus, had gone to pick up their twelve-year-old twins, Heather and Hillary,

         from a friend’s birthday party out in Middletown. In addition, her seventeen-year-old son, Marcus Junior, was still seven

         hours away from his midnight curfew.

      


      “There is so much to be thankful for,” Cassie whispered to God, letting her words ring through the quiet of her master suite.

         This was not the average lazy Saturday afternoon; for the first time in nearly four months, Cassie had made love to her husband.

      


      Their separation had gotten off to a fiery start, but as tempers cooled and nights passed, God had brought Cassie and Marcus

         back together. Marcus had quickly tired of Veronica, the twenty-something news anchor who had welcomed him into her condo,

         and Cassie’s eyes had been opened. When her best girlfriend, Julia, confronted her, she finally realized how her actions in

         recent years had starved Marcus of the respect and affirmation that even the strongest man needed.

      


      So it was that after several late-night telephone calls and a Starbucks “date” hidden from their children, Mr. and Mrs. Marcus

         Gillette had decided to get up off the mat and keep the promises they made before God seventeen years earlier, a few months

         after M.J.’s arrival. They had agreed to surprise the children with news of their reconciliation tonight, but with the house

         empty this afternoon, the couple had started a private celebration. The house was new enough that aside from the master bedroom,

         their frisky activity had “christened” the kitchen’s marble-topped island, the leather couch in the finished basement, and

         the washing machine in the laundry room.

      


      As she dashed off an e-mail to the staff at her real estate agency, sharing news of the latest deal she had closed —a $420,000

         sale, their thirtieth property sold for the quarter —Cassie nearly shuddered with delight as she recalled Marcus’s smooth

         touch. Although she had lost thirty pounds over the past year, she was still nearly twenty pounds heavier than she’d been

         on their wedding day, and she had been pregnant then. Nevertheless, Cassie’s Marcus knew and loved her body, in exactly the

         way that frank Scriptures, like those in Song of Solomon, encouraged. Like most everything else in marriage, the Gillettes’

         sexual relationship had experienced ups and downs, but Cassie licked her lips unintentionally as she mentally applauded her

         man: When he’s good, he’s GOOD.


      An instant message popped up on her screen: Julia, her best friend. I heard a rumor, she IM’d.

      


      Cassie smiled as she typed back: No idea what you mean.


      Julia’s IM response popped up: They say a handsome, bulky brother tipped into your crib this afternoon.


      Cassie smiled as she typed, Girl, I am too old to be kissin’ and tellin’.


      And I’m too old to be listening to such filth, Julia typed. As a Ph.D. and superintendent of schools at their shared alma mater, Christian Light Schools, Julia let her

         words communicate their humor; Cassie’s friend was above the use of those corny emoticons. Julia sent another missive: You are coming to my Board of Advisors meeting Monday, right? I need help saving this school system, child.


      Cassie stuck her tongue out playfully as she entered her response: Still not sure how I fit in with this crew. You said you’re pulling together the “best and brightest” Christian Light alumni?

            Don’t see how I count, given that the school expelled me when they realized why my belly was swollen.


      Stop it, came Julia’s response. Besides, you have what matters most to a struggling school system: Deep pockets!


      Cassie shook her head, her laughter easing any guilt she might have felt about throwing the painful memory of her expulsion

         — accompanied by the school principal’s labeling her a “girl of loose morals” —in her friend’s face. Julia alone had led a

         student protest in Cassie’s defense at the time, marching on the school’s front lawn and even calling local media in a vain

         attempt to embarrass the school into reversing its decision.

      


      Cassie was typing a lighthearted response when her front doorbell rang, the chime filling the house. Changing up, she shot

         her friend a quick Doorbell —call you later before taking a second to tuck her blouse into her jeans. Padding downstairs to the foyer, she chuckled to herself. She would

         have to help Julia save the world later.

      


      When she peered into her front door’s peephole, Cassie’s heart caught for a second at the sight of a tall, blond-haired gentleman

         flashing a police badge.

      


      “M.J.’s fine,” said the voice in Cassie’s head as the badge stirred anxiety over her teen son’s safety. She wasn’t sure whether it was the

         Lord or simply her own positive coaching. For years now Cassie had combined her faith in God with affirmative self-talk meant

         to power her through life’s stresses and adversities. In her youth, she had crumpled one time too many in the face of indifference,

         prejudice, sexism, and just plain evil. By the time she and Marcus walked the aisle of Tabernacle Baptist Church, where each

         had first truly dedicated their respective lives to Christ, Cassie had vowed to never be caught unaware again. That same spirit

         of resolve propped her up as she confidently unlocked and swung back her wide oak door.

      


      As strong as she felt, Cassie’s knees still flexed involuntarily when she saw M.J. standing beside the plainclothes policeman.

         At six foot one, her son was every inch as tall as the policeman and stood with his arms crossed, a sneer teasing the corners

         of his mouth. Though relieved to see he was fine, Cassie sensed an unusually defiant spirit in her boy, so she locked her

         gaze onto the officer instead. If her man-child had done something worthy of punishment, she wouldn’t give this stranger the

         pleasure of witnessing the beat-down. She unlocked her screen door and, opening it, let the officer make the first move.

      


      “Mrs. Gillette?” The man held out his right hand and respectfully shook Cassie’s as he spoke in a deep, hoarse voice. “I’m

         Detective Whitlock with the Dayton PD. I’m really sorry to bother you, but I was hoping we could help each other this evening,

         ma’am.”

      


      Cassie opened her screen door all the way, one hand raised against the fading sunlight in her eyes. “Please come in,” she

         said, focused on editing the airy lilt out of her tone. She didn’t mind letting her naturally fluttery voice out when among

         family and friends, but now was no time for it. “Why don’t we have a seat in the living room.”

      


      “Again I apologize for showing up unannounced. A neighborhood this nice, one of those draws a lot of eyebrows probably,” Whitlock

         said, nodding toward the sleek police car parked out front. “Marcus Junior and I had an unfortunate confrontation this afternoon.

         The more I talk to him, I’m convinced we can handle this without a trip downtown.”

      


      Cassie nodded respectfully. Who can argue with that? she thought as she motioned toward the expansive living room. “May I take your suit jacket?”

      


      “Oh, no thank you,” Whitlock replied. He slowed his gait and allowed M.J. to first follow Cassie into the room. The detective

         stood just inside the doorway, peering at Cassie’s expensive sculptures and paintings as M.J. reluctantly took a seat beside

         his mother. Once they were settled, Whitlock strode to the middle of the living room, his hands in the pockets of his dress

         slacks. “Marcus, why don’t you tell your mother how we crossed paths.”

      


      M.J. stared straight ahead, his line of sight veering nowhere near Cassie and shooting over the top of Whitlock’s head of

         wavy blond hair. “I was minding my business, Mom. Officer Whitlock here —”

      


      “Detective Whitlock, son,” the policeman replied, a testy edge betraying the professional, placid smile on his tanned, leathery face.

         Cassie found herself admitting he was a relatively handsome man, one who even reminded her of the male cousins on the white

         side of her family. The policeman was probably around her own age, she figured, somewhere between thirty-five and forty.

      


      Grimacing, M.J. continued. “The good detective here pulled me over on 75. Said he clocked me at seventy-eight in a fifty-five.”


      “Oh, I see,” Cassie said, a wave of relief cleansing her tensed insides. She placed a hand on her son’s shoulder but kept

         her eyes on the detective. “If that’s all that’s involved, my son should certainly pay whatever fine is required by the law.

         You’re not doing him any favors giving him a simple talking-to.” She nearly chastised herself for fearing the worst. This

         was probably just a case of her superjock son —a varsity star in Chaminade-Julienne football, basketball, and track —getting

         special treatment for his local celebrity, a celebrity nearly as big as the fame that had first attracted her to Marcus Senior

         back in the day.

      


      Holding Cassie’s smile with calm blue eyes, Whitlock reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved a manila envelope. “Asked

         and answered. The state trooper wrote this ticket up for your son during the traffic stop.” He walked over to the love seat

         and slowly extended the envelope to M.J. “I agree that Marcus needs to pay his speeding ticket, Mrs. Gillette. If that’s all

         that was involved, I would have never been called to the scene.”

      


      Everything is fine. My son has done nothing illegal. Cassie fingered the gold locket around her neck but prayed she was otherwise masking the dread pulsing back into her. “Then

         get to the point, please, Detective.”

      


      Whitlock paced quickly to the corner of the adjacent couch. When he plopped down, he was less than a foot away from Cassie.

         “You see,” he said, his elbows on his knees, his faintly yellowed teeth glinting as he seemed to smile despite himself, “I

         was called in because Marcus had a convicted criminal riding with him, the sort of character who can make even this fine young

         man look guilty by association.”

      


      “Please tell me,” Cassie said, swiveling rapidly toward M.J., “that you weren’t riding around with him again.” When M.J. bunched his lips tight and shrugged, Cassie couldn’t stop herself from popping him in the shoulder. “Boy!

         You promised me! You promised me, M.J.!”

      


      Whitlock had removed his cell phone from his suit jacket. His eyes focused on the phone and as he punched its buttons, he

         asked, “By ‘him,’ are you referring to Dante Wayne?”

      


      “Yes,” Cassie said, her forehead so hot with rage it scared her. She wasn’t sure whether to be more upset at this white stranger

         lounging on her couch or her increasingly disobedient son.

      


      Whitlock stared straight into Cassie’s eyes. “And you’re familiar with Mr. Wayne how?”


      Cassie sucked her teeth angrily. “He’s my cousin’s oldest son.” Donald, Dante’s father, ran a small taxi service and was the

         first relative on her father’s side of the family —the black side —who had reached out to Cassie when they were both struggling

         teen parents trying to figure out life. Though they didn’t talk often these days, Cassie still counted Donald a personal friend,

         and her loyalty to him through the years had led her to foster M.J. and Dante’s friendship from the time they were toddlers.

         That was before she realized that Dante would adopt the morals of his mother’s family, nearly all of whom had died in their

         twenties or spent significant stretches in prison.

      


      “So M.J. was straight with me, they are cousins.” Whitlock stroked his chin playfully as he observed mother and son. “Marcus

         insisted that was the only reason he was riding around with Dante in tow. Dante took up for him too, insisted there was no

         way Marcus was hip to the drugs we found in the car.” He nodded toward M.J. “Why don’t we discuss this one adult to another,

         ma’am. Marcus, based on your exemplary reputation in the community —as well as your parents’ —I’m willing to assume you had

         no knowledge of your cousin’s activities. If you’ll just excuse us?”

      


      M.J. looked between his mother and the detective, the first signs of a growing son’s protective emotions on his face as he

         tapped Cassie’s knee. “You okay with him, Mom?”

      


      “Go down to your room,” Cassie said through clenched teeth, “and shut the basement door after you.” As her son rose, she punctuated

         her words. “Don’t even think about coming up until your father and I come down for you.”
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      I can feel your frustration, ma’am,” Whitlock said when they were alone, once she had excused herself to change from her slippers

         into a pair of real shoes. He sat a few inches from Cassie, leaned forward with his eyes seeking hers like a sympathetic counselor’s.

         “You look like you’ve had an exhausting day as it is. I’ve seen your realtor signs all over the city. You work awfully hard,

         don’t you?”

      


      “You have no idea,” she replied good-naturedly, struggling to keep eye contact with Whitlock. As respectful as he was, and

         as eager as he seemed not to ruin her son’s life, Cassie sensed something not quite right about his gentle but intense manner.

         His insight about her work ethic was dead-on, though. After a decade of working full-time for a part-timer’s pay, Cassie was

         in her fourth year as one of the most successful realtors in Southwest Ohio. She had logged nearly eighty hours on the job

         this week, investing the continued blood, sweat, and tears it took to stay near the top of the real estate game.

      


      Whitlock leaned forward again. “I made this dramatic drop-off,” he said, “because I knew it would make my life easier. I’m

         counting on you and your husband to get Marcus Junior out of Dante’s circle. Trust me, I have enough stress in this line of

         work, bringing down chuckleheads like your cousin —the last thing I need is to lose sleep over ruining a promising life, just

         because he keeps bad company.”

      


      “My son is a good kid,” Cassie said, resisting the urge to plead. “Top grades in school, being recruited by all the major

         colleges. You know that if you watch a minute of local news. We’ve been blessed to see him make good choices, Detective, but

         we still haven’t cured him of the need to look ‘hard.’ Hanging out with his cousin provides that outlet for M.J., at least

         in his immature mind.”

      


      “I understand,” Whitlock said, patting her hand before standing. “My work is done here, Cassandra.” He paused as he straightened

         the fit of his suit jacket. “My official work, that is. I have to ask you a small favor.”

      


      “Oh?” Cassie stood for some reason, her instincts telling her she preferred to hear what was coming from the flexible stance

         of her two feet.

      


      “You mind if we step outside?”


      When they were outside on her porch, Whitlock reached into his jacket pocket, winking as he retrieved a cigarette. “I hope

         you don’t mind. Ever since they passed that smoke-free law, it’s hell trying to get a quick smoke in. And, frankly, I need

         one for what I’m about to bring up.”

      


      Just make it quick. Cassie kept the thought to herself but crossed her arms as she said, “Go ahead, Detective.” Maybe he needed help finding

         a good deal on a new home.

      


      “We have some shared history, I understand,” Whitlock said. “You graduated from Christian Light Schools, correct, when your

         maiden name was Cassandra Duncan?”

      


      “I . . . attended Christian Light, yes.” Cassie felt herself frowning and didn’t hide it. “Why?”


      “Were you familiar with a classmate of yours named Eddie Walker?”


      Cassie’s world stood still and it seemed she and Whitlock were thrown into suspended animation. As she stared back at the

         statue into which he had turned, her head filled with her final memory of the only Eddie Walker she had ever known —a thin,

         blond-haired teenager with a crew cut, splayed out in damp forest grass. Her last glimpse of him was still there, freeze-framed

         in a recess of her brain: the spilled teeth, the purple wound over his eye, the groaning epithets tumbling from his mouth

         as he gurgled blood.

      


      Barely a week had passed in twenty-plus years without nightmares predicting such a moment, and as a result Cassie was ready.

         Always open with the truth. “Eddie Walker? You’re talking quite a history lesson, Detective. Yes, I went to school with Eddie. He was involved in a tragic

         accident. My classmates and I, we prayed for his recovery every morning at the start of school.”

      


      Whitlock turned away from Cassie, his eyes on the contours of her front lawn as he blew a plume of smoke. “What did you think

         of him?”

      


      “What did I think of him? I’m not sure what you mean.”


      “Please call me Pete,” Whitlock replied, his eyes still focused on the yard. “This isn’t a trick question, Cassandra. Let

         me tell you where I’m coming from. The week after young Eddie Walker stumbled into the path of the pickup truck that ran him

         over, the police launched an investigation. A very short, halfhearted investigation.

      


      “You see, the oldest guys on the force still talk about Eddie’s case as one where they knew something wasn’t right. The driver

         who hit him swore every which way but loose that the kid just appeared out of nowhere, that he didn’t have even a second to

         avoid him. But here’s the crazy thing: According to the driver, the kid wasn’t riding a bike or lightheartedly running across

         the street, as you might expect of a young, hearty boy. The driver insisted that Eddie stumbled into view, swerving around

         like a dazed deer or something.”

      


      Cassie swallowed hard but responded quickly. “We all heard things back in the day, Detective. There was a rumor going around

         that the authorities questioned whether all of his injuries were caused by the truck’s impact.”

      


      “There was no question,” Whitlock said after taking an intent pull on his cigarette. “Eddie had sustained numerous blows to

         his head, and it wasn’t clear that they were consistent with the impact of the truck. More questionable was the discovery

         of significant amounts of human skin and hair —skin and hair other than his own —under his nails. This was before the days

         of DNA analysis, of course, so while the old boys at the department knew there was more to the story, they didn’t have any

         real trail to work with.”

      


      “Again, I’ve pretty much heard all of this,” Cassie said. She knew in the pit of her stomach that this was headed somewhere

         she’d always feared, but she refused to crumple before this man. God had long ago forgiven her for her role in Eddie Walker’s

         fate, and while Cassie couldn’t swear that she had fully accepted the redemption, she certainly wasn’t going to be judged

         by some stranger flashing a badge.

      


      “My brothers in blue had to shut down the investigation pretty quickly,” Whitlock was saying. “The higher-ups at Christian

         Light, especially Pastor Pence, the well-connected minister whose church funded your entire school system, insisted that if

         there was foul play, Eddie’s classmates couldn’t have been involved. His teachers and the principal had never really liked

         Eddie anyway. They’d always branded him a loner and a troublemaker, so in their reasoning, no other student would have been

         with Eddie that evening. At the end of the day, nobody cared enough about a cranky poor white trash kid to find the truth.”

      


      “I don’t appreciate your language,” Cassie replied, ready for the conversation to end. “I knew enough about Eddie’s family

         to know they were hardworking people, not ‘trash.’ All of us, his classmates, we felt so bad for them.”

      


      “Well, you should have,” Whitlock said. “The poor mother, she nearly wound up in a mental hospital before her Christian faith

         pulled her from the brink. She even abandoned the civil suit she’d brought against the poor truck driver. Said the Lord had

         revealed the man was innocent, and that God alone would bring the real perpetrator to justice eventually.” The detective paused

         ominously. “And so, here we are.”

      


      Cassie met Whitlock’s even gaze. “How exactly can I help you, Detective?”


      Whitlock folded his arms and stared forward, stubbing out a cigarette with one foot. “Well, Cassandra, the truth is, I’ve

         wanted to talk with you for a few weeks about all this. My run-in with Marcus Junior was just a convenient excuse.”

      


      Cassie nodded. “And what exactly is all this?”

      


      “Let’s skip a few steps,” Whitlock replied, training his piercing eyes back toward her. “As part of a recent murder investigation,

         I interrogated a convict at the county prison because he was an associate of my prime suspect. You may recognize this name

         too: Lenny Parks.”

      


      Cassie felt a sheen of sweat bubbling up just beneath her nose, was surprised to feel her hands ball into fists. “Toya’s brother.”


      “Yes,” Whitlock said. “Your classmate Toya’s older brother, the one who picked her and some friends —you included —up from

         Christian Light’s homecoming game. The game that was played the same day my brother’s life was basically snuffed out.”

      


      “B-Brother?” Cassie couldn’t hide the sudden hike in her pitch. “But your last name —”


      “Half brother,” Whitlock said, his eyes filling with naked satisfaction. “I was the last person —the last one who loved him,

         at least —to see Eddie as God made him: healthy and vibrant, not the slack-jawed bump on a log stuck in a nursing home today.”

      


      Despite herself, Cassie shot a glance back toward her front door, wondered how quickly she could reach it and throw it open

         to yell for M.J.’s help. Biting her lower lip, fists still balled, she said, “I don’t know what Lenny told you, but if you

         think his word can be trusted —”

      


      “Now, let’s not speak ill of the dead,” Whitlock replied, taking one long-legged step forward. He was close enough to Cassie

         that when he leaned down, he could have kissed her. “There’s not much I can do with Lenny’s word, now that he went and got

         himself hung by his cellmate, but if nothing else, he gave me a wake-up call.”

      


      “I’m sorry,” Cassie said, fighting hard to steady her tone, “but you’re not making any sense.”


      Whitlock tilted his head but didn’t break eye contact. “Oh, you think Lenny was my only source of evidence?” His stance blocked

         her way to the door, and he looked increasingly proud of that.

      


      His eyes flicking in the direction of the house, Whitlock took Cassie by the shoulders as he said, “You have three precious

         children and a husband you’re trying to win back, so trust me, you don’t want to fight this.” When she broke free of his grip,

         he steadied her again by the shoulders before saying, “Just relax, and accept that your comfortable little life is about to

         change.”
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      Once she had said a closing prayer and shook hands with the newly commissioned members of the Christian Light Schools Board

         of Advisors, Dr. Julia Turner blew out of the conference room adjacent to her office. In seconds she had breezed past her

         secretary, Rosie, opened her office door, and quickly shut it behind her.

      


      Her back against her own door, Julia stared forward into the curious gaze of her eight-year-old niece, Amber, whom she had

         raised for the past six years. “That,” Julia said, her voice low and a twisted grin on her face, “was not pretty. Your auntee

         feels like she’s taken on ‘mission impossible.’ ”

      


      Amber sighed and turned back toward the monitor of Julia’s desktop computer. After clicking a few more keys, she whipped back

         around to face her aunt. “Aw, Auntee, I’m pretty sure it wasn’t as bad as all that.” She shook her head playfully. “You make

         such a big deal out of every little thing, have you realized that? Lily’s daddy says that uptight women worry a lot ’cause they need a boyfriend.”

      


      “Child” —Julia stated the word as a command —“I am not going there with your little smart mouth, not tonight.” She had worked

         an eleven-hour day already, and just emerged from a Board of Advisors meeting full of people with no apparent interest in

         advising her about anything. Of the eight who had shown up —eight attendees who had not included her best friend, Cassie, who had promised she would come out —only one had responded to Julia’s presentation with

         something resembling excitement, and he was the one that Julia had least wanted to invite.

      


      “Aunteeeeee.” Julia looked down to see that Amber had crossed the worn carpet and wrapped her arms around her aunt’s waist.

         “I love you.”

      


      Julia hugged her little charge back. “Thank you, kiddo. I love you, and Jesus does too.”


      “Is there anything I can do to help?”


      “Nothing you don’t already do every day,” Julia replied, stroking her niece’s freshly permed hair. “You just keep applying

         yourself in school, doing your homework with me every night, and, most important, keeping God first. Okay? You do that, and

         even if I can’t save this school, we’ll make sure you get a good education somewhere.” She pressed the little girl to her

         again. “Because one thing’s for sure —I’m not sending you to some boarding school.”

      


      Amber tugged at Julia’s hand. “Okay, well, I just spent the last hour doing like you said. I finished reading that Encyclopedia Brown, and wrote the first page of my book report for you. . . . So, can we go to Cold Stone Creamery on the way home?”

      


      “Oh, girl.” Julia playfully shooed the child away. “You know we don’t eat out during the week unless it’s a special occasion.

         I have to save that eating-out money to help your brothers and sisters get school clothes next month.”

      


      “Okay.” Amber indulged in a frown, and Julia again stifled the misgivings she faced almost daily. She had a total of three

         nieces and two nephews, all of them her brother Thompson’s children; Amber was the baby. When the line of disgruntled baby-mamas

         had grown too long, Julia’s father, Ricky, had booted his son into the street but vowed to raise his grandchildren —the four

         whose mothers were as worthless as Thompson —himself.

      


      Her father’s dramatic decision, which drifted to her through Cassie, who heard about it through the local rumor mill, had

         changed Julia’s life. At the time, Ricky Turner was a fifty-year-old diabetic chain-smoker, one who had declined to raise

         Julia when she’d come along unexpectedly. He had let his own parents shoulder the load when Julia’s mother had a nervous breakdown

         shortly after the delivery. The thought that this same man could sign up to raise four children under age ten got Julia’s

         attention.

      


      Although she still lived in Chicago at the time, and was finishing up her dissertation, a few visits to Ricky’s apartment

         had confirmed Julia’s suspicion that her father needed help. Ever practical, ever aware of the limits of her calling, Julia

         got right to the point when making her offer.

      


      “I can take one,” she had told her father on a balmy spring night as they sat on his front stoop. Reaching for Amber, she lifted the squirmy

         toddler onto her lap, winking at Ricky as she said, “So let me take the one who requires the most work.”

      


      Julia would never regret the decision, but that didn’t change the awkward nature of moments where she felt that helping out

         Amber’s siblings was somehow cheating her “daughter.” It was unavoidable though, because while she didn’t have the resources

         to raise all of her brother’s children, she had been blessed with just enough disposable income to help cover the others’

         major living expenses. And somehow, God had blessed Ricky with the patience and health to provide everything else.

      


      “Gather your things,” Julia reminded Amber as she walked to her desk and began shutting her computer down.


      Just as Julia’s monitor went blank, Rosie eased the office door open. “Dr. Turner, excuse me, ma’am, but you have a visitor

         here.”

      


      Julia stood, her hands on her hips as she frowned in bewilderment. “Rosie, it’s seven-thirty in the evening. How did anyone

         get in here at this hour?”

      


      “He didn’t walk in just now,” Rosie replied, the twist of her neck making Julia wish for a minute that she hadn’t hired a

         “sister” as her secretary. The demands of being Christian Light’s superintendent of schools left her with little tolerance

         for attitude. “He was here for your board meeting, said he had to step out to take a call just before it ended. He has a few

         more questions for you. A Dr. Maxwell Simon?”

      


      Julia already had her arms crossed, but the sound of the name moved her to press her upper limbs even closer into her chest.

         “Oh, that’s wonderful,” she said, her chipper tone a clear act.

      


      Rosie crossed her arms now. “You want to speak to the man or not?”


      Julia nodded toward Amber, who was absentmindedly playing with her bubble gum. “Do you have a few minutes to stick around

         and watch this little one?”

      


      Rosie rolled her eyes before crooking a finger toward Amber. “Come on,” she sighed.


      Julia was still holding her door open when Dr. Maxwell Simon crossed the threshold of her office. It had been nearly fifteen

         years since they had seen one another, but Julia had admitted to herself earlier this evening that the good doctor had held

         up well. His head of tight dark brown curls had morphed into a bald, gleaming caramel-colored dome, but Julia grudgingly admitted

         it enhanced his appeal. As he nodded respectfully and strode easily toward her desk, the jacket of his navy pinstripe suit

         resting over one shoulder, Maxwell Simon looked like he had walked off the pages of an Ebony eligible-bachelor spread.

      


      Too bad he preferred his women white.
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      Dr. Turner,” Maxwell said, laying his jacket over the chair opposite Julia’s desk, “I won’t keep you long —”

      


      “Please, Maxwell,” Julia replied, gently shutting the door behind her, “I’m still Julia. Just so you know, I have no intention

         of calling you ‘Doctor,’ one-on-one, not when I’ve seen your bare-naked butt cheeks and watched you wet your pants.”

      


      Maxwell leaned against the chair but stayed standing. Grinning, he snapped his fingers. “Eighth-grade recess, right? Lyle,

         Jake, and I mooned you and your girls. I should have known that would come back to haunt me.”

      


      “Impressive,” Julia replied, chuckling as she wound back around to her own desk chair. “I’m guessing you blocked out the pants-wetting

         episode, though.”

      


      “I, er, um, believe you’re confusing me with someone else on that score,” he said, his lips breaking almost unwittingly into

         a smile. “But you have a point, Julia. We spent twelve years in the same school system. Why put on airs?”

      


      Trapped alone in her office with Maxwell, Julia felt the irresistible pull of the past as she stared into his wide gray-brown

         eyes.

      


      In Julia and Maxwell’s day, the handful of African-American kids at Christian Light were split into two opposing camps. Along

         with their sullen male counterparts, there were the disaffected girls, like Julia and her friends, who shared kinky hair and

         complexions that were closer to coffee than to coffee with cream. These girls —basically all the black girls except for Cassie

         —quickly caught on to the ways the school’s social order deemed them “invisible” and wore their status as a badge of honor.

      


      Opposite them were the kids, mostly boys, who chose instead to use every available tool —humor, wit, athletic ability, and,

         when they had it, economic advantage —to win the favor of the preppy white kids who ran the in crowd.

      


      In those days, Maxwell Simon was as in as they came. In a school where football was not offered because it was too “violent”

         (Julia later learned the real issue was that the equipment was too expensive), Maxwell was a star forward in soccer, a starting

         guard on the basketball team, and a straight-A student. On top of that, his innocent good looks, nonthreatening manner, and

         wealthy physician parents bought him favor with just about everyone who mattered. Voted homecoming king, Maxwell dated one

         creamy blonde after another, incurring the wrath of a few racist fathers along the way, but living to laugh about it. Julia

         still recalled the way her grandparents back then had marveled at Maxwell’s popularity in such a traditionally prejudiced

         environment. Their surprise at his audacity was comparable to the amazement they expressed today at Barack Obama’s ambitious

         bid for the presidency.
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