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This book is dedicated to Lee L. Huggins—

a man who truly saw me.

Thank you for the final months we shared on this earth together.

For the hard conversations that needed to be had.

For the honesty, clarity, and reflection that came when time was no longer promised.

Your presence in that season mattered more than words can say.

To my mother—

the woman who has been there through it all.

Your strength, patience, prayers, and unwavering presence carried me when I didn’t know how to carry myself.

I am because you never left.

To my children, my husband, and my grandchildren—

you are my legacy.

Without you, I would not be who I am, nor who I continue to become.

Everything I build, protect, and leave behind is rooted in you.

And to the women in power, and the women still finding their way—

keep going.

Keep striving.

Keep choosing yourself, your voice, and your purpose, even when the road is heavy.

What you want is worth the work.
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The Homes We Guard was written to be felt as much as it is read.

This story unfolds alongside an original companion soundtrack created to mirror the emotional rhythm of the book—quiet tension, unspoken longing, moments of reckoning, and release.

Each track is designed to enhance your reading experience, allowing the music to sit beneath the story as it unfolds. You may choose to listen from beginning to end, or let individual songs accompany the chapters as they resonate with you.

The soundtrack is optional, but intentional—an invitation to fully immerse yourself in the emotional landscape of the story.

Download or stream the official soundtrack here: 
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Foreword:

I wrote this book the way I run my life—first-person, messy, and honest about where the floor creaks.

You’ll meet me at a gala in a black velvet dress, playing the part I was given: wife, director, polished edge on someone else’s success. That’s where my eyes find Jameson. It’s also where the first tiny rule gets born: Guard the homes. From there, everything that follows is a negotiation with gravity—love and loyalty pulling in different directions while real life keeps clocking in.

I don’t glamorize betrayal. I also don’t pretend longing refuses to exist just because we sign our names in front of witnesses. What you’ll find here is a faithful record of competing truths: my marriage to Tremaine, alive and imperfect; Jameson’s marriage to Shelly, steadfast and complicated; and this drawn line we keep between us—a thin card of rules we thumb like a prayer: no lies to our children, no contact that can’t survive daylight, two minutes in a corridor at most, and always, always Guard the homes. Some nights the card feels like a lifeline. Some nights it feels like a bit between my teeth. Both can be true.

If you came looking for villains, you’ll be disappointed. Tremaine is not a foil; he’s a man learning how to put down the microphone and reach for my hand. Shelly is not an obstacle; she’s a woman who knows the weather and keeps her family warm anyway. Jameson is not a fantasy; he’s a patient, flawed human being whose best language is usefulness. And me? I’m a woman who builds classrooms out of sawdust and second chances, then goes home and tries not to knock down a load-bearing wall in the dark.

The world around us matters here—the nonprofit that teaches young adults to frame and wire and measure twice; audits that barge in with clipboards and good intentions; mixers under string lights where kids in scuffed sneakers run between bankers in soft leather shoes; a 5K that turns into a STEM carnival; a gift so large it casts a shadow with a name. This isn’t just a love story; it’s a story about work that keeps your soul honest when your heart is tempted to wander.

A few road markers, so you don’t get lost:


	First person, always. I’m not an omniscient narrator or a tidy moral. I’m a woman taking inventory while she moves: what I did, what I wanted to do, what I chose not to do, and why I’ll have to live with all three.

	
The rule-card is real. We made it to keep from setting our houses on fire to warm our hands for one night. You’ll see us recite it under our breath like a code: two minutes, eyes up, hands to ourselves, Guard the homes. We fail sometimes. We pass sometimes. We keep trying.


	Kids are not props. Miles and Nyla, Ava and Jalen—they aren’t backdrop; they’re the compass. They build rockets out of cardboard and names out of shy. They make every adult in this book tell the truth with more care.

	
Work is not scenery. The line—We build with what we have so we can become what we need—hangs on our wall for a reason. Framing a life and framing a door aren’t that different. Both require a level, a partner who holds the other end, and humility when the stud finder lies.




A note on consent and consequence: there’s heat here, and ache, and a secret that can take your breath away in a service corridor where the stainless steel reflects two people standing too close to a decision. But there are no explicit pages and no triumph in deception. Desire is a force; so is restraint. I wanted to write a book where restraint gets to be dramatic, too.

If you read the earlier telling of this story, you’ll recognize the opening—the black dress, the chandelier air, the first glance across a room that suddenly feels too small. I promised to keep that beginning, and I did. From there, I let the chapters expand the way life does: some lean, some long; some clean win, some near-miss; a family function where children cross the floor between households like diplomats; a private moment in a kitchen where a new kind of attention—patient, ordinary—feels like rescue.

I wish I could give you a bow at the end. I won’t. What I can give you is an ending that tells the truth about middles: an envelope with a photo, a phone that rings once, a seven-figure gift with a ghost in the ledger, a woman and another woman across a coffee table deciding whether to open a window and let the weather in. It’s a cliff on purpose. Because the question this book asks—What does it cost to build a life that’s honest to who you are without breaking the people you love?—doesn’t get answered in one volume.

So read this like a blueprint and a diary. Read it knowing no one here is disposable. Read it with compassion for the flawed ways we all try to be good. If you find yourself rooting for different people on different pages, that just means you’re paying attention.

When you’re ready, turn the page. The lights are on, the tools are out, the rule-card is on the table. We’ll try not to drop anything important. And if we do, we’ll pick it back up.

Chapter: 1

The Gala 

Chapter 1 — The Gala 

The chandeliers arrived first, dripping light like wealth, whispering that if you stood beneath them long enough you might be gilded too. I had learned not to believe in chandeliers. They glow for everyone and belong to no one. So I made my own light.

My dress didn’t ask permission to enter the room. Black velvet poured over me, fitted and sure; the lace bodice skimmed my ribs before surrendering to a disciplined sweep that trailed behind me like a controlled rumor. The train listened when I turned; the train obeyed. My makeup was a quiet dare—soft matte skin, a clean wing, a berry mouth that told the truth even when the room asked for pleasantries. My locs were coaxed into an intricate updo, coils and loops pinned with small white petals that might have been too romantic if I wasn’t standing beside a man who treated romance like a pinned butterfly—admired, labeled, preserved.

Tremaine looked exquisite, and exquisiteness loved him back. The black velvet of his jacket matched mine with the kind of symmetry that photographs memorize. His cuff links winked without trying; the satin stripe on his trousers drew a crisp line between the man and the myth he was building with relentless, admirable devotion. His hand rested at the small of my back in a way that said this is my wife and also this is my brand. I didn’t flinch. I’m fluent in both.

We were a power couple in a room that thirsted for power—balcony tickets to an opera of self-congratulation. The ballroom breathed perfume and ambition. Laughter rose like steam from plates that were all garnish and no hunger. A string quartet contributed something tasteful near the bar—classical pieces shaved down to background. The event had a cause; they always do. There were scholarships to fund and a wing to name and a glossy program promising that our generosity would be photographed and tax-deductible.

“Baby, come meet Marcus,” Tremaine said, guiding me toward a banker with kind eyes and a ruthless portfolio. “Reagan, this is the senator’s chief of staff,” he murmured later, and I smiled warmly, shook hands firmly, and answered questions about the nonprofit like I wasn’t counting how many times my husband introduced me without naming my work. It wasn’t unkindness. It was... hierarchy. In this ecosystem, his wins were currency; mine were narrative.

I told myself that’s why I liked the dress, a little claim staked on a map that often forgot where my country began.

We paused for a photo. Tremaine’s smile snapped into place, the precise one he had refined for annual reports and magazine features. My own smile was softer, the kind you wear when you know things no camera can catch. The photographer’s flash stitched light across our retinas. For a second, we were exactly what the room wanted: a tableau of success, black velvet squared against the world, the promise that if you did everything correctly you might get to stand where we stood and pretend it didn’t cost you anything.

From the corner of his eye, Tremaine spotted someone from the firm. I felt his attention leave me the way you feel a draft—subtle, chilling. He excused himself with a quick kiss to my temple that I accepted like a receipt.

I drifted along the room’s edges, where the air was cooler and the speeches sounded like the ocean—steady, distant, survivable. A server offered me a flute. I took it in my hand, not my mouth. The bubbles climbed the glass like ambition.

That was when I saw him.

He stood half-beneath the far chandelier, not courting it but letting it do its job. Tall in the way that steals inches from ceilings, dark-skinned, a presence rather than a performance. His suit was black, but not the waiters’ black—tailored along a private geometry fabric that had learned his body before it agreed to drape it. His jaw was clean; his mouth rested in a line that could tilt into laughter or refusal without asking permission. He spoke to a small knot of men who leaned in as if his words were slightly quieter than the room and therefore more valuable.

And then he looked up.

The gaze landed lightly, like a hand testing the surface of a pool. The sound around me slid a notch lower. He didn’t smile. Not yet. He didn’t devour me with his eyes; cheap hunger is loud. He registered me. That was worse. Or better. The distinction depends on the hour you ask me.

A quartet member reset a music stand; glass chimed; the chandeliers hummed. Between one breath and the next, memory stitched itself to sensation: the time a mentor told me some people hold attention the way other people hold doors—without thinking about it; the time my grandmother said, “Child, learn the temperature of your own skin. The world will try to tell you.” My wrist warmed where my pulse lived. I shifted the flute to my other hand, as if that could quiet anything.

A woman joined him, all satin and certainty. She belonged to the room and to herself, posture like a password. Recognition hit a beat later: Shelly. Partner at Tremaine’s firm. I’d seen her in boardrooms, her intelligence folded into elegance like a blade wrapped in silk. She touched the man’s arm—not a claim, a coordination—and when her eyes found me she offered the faintest of nods, the kind that says let’s keep the floor level.

“Reagan!” someone trilled, and an event coordinator swept me into a quick hello about centerpiece deliveries and the order of toasts. I answered with the right brightness and the right brevity, then slipped free again, returning to the room’s cooler perimeter as if it were a shoreline that could keep me honest.

“Have you met my husband, Jameson?” Shelly asked later, when a migrating constellation of guests pulled the four of us into the same orbit near a tray of champagne flutes. Her voice held that gracious steel women in power learn to temper, a sound that made men straighten their jackets and women square their shoulders.

“I don’t think I’ve had the pleasure,” I said.

We shook hands.

Electricity didn’t crackle. It traveled—precise, inconvenient, like a note slid beneath a door you already locked. His palm was warm; his grip was human, not performative. I felt the exact moment his attention decided I was not furniture.

“What brings you here tonight besides the obvious?” he asked, one corner of his mouth participating before the other.

“My husband,” I said, matching his tone, “and my nonprofit. I run an organization that connects youth and young adults to credentialing, especially folks reentering after incarceration or recovery. We just got a construction-cert pilot off the ground.”
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“We build with what we have, so that we can
become what we need.”
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