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Sometimes the story ain’t about strangers — it’s about the people closest to you, the ones you love, the ones you trust, the ones you never thought could hold secrets. Double Life: One Step Ahead is a journey through truth, betrayal, survival, and grace.

Every character you meet here feels familiar, because in some way, they are — they’re pieces of us. The friend who rides for you. The husband who swears he’s solid but is tempted by the shadows. The homegirl who knows everything. The charmer who can’t resist playing the game.

This is not just a story. It’s a reflection of choices, the hidden roads people walk, and the strength it takes to step out of a double life and claim freedom.




Playlist to Set the Tone 

 

🎶

(Open each chapter with these vibes or play them while you read)

 

●  “Love Is Blind” – Eve

●  “Back Stabbers” – The O’Jays

●  “Ex-Factor” – Lauryn Hill

●  “Cater 2 U” – Destiny’s Child

●  “Secrets” – Usher

●  “Contagious” – The Isley Brothers ft. R. Kelly &

Chanté Moore

●  “Before I Let You Go” – Blackstreet

●  “Superwoman” – Karyn White

●  “Un-Break My Heart” – Toni Braxton

●  “Survivor” – Destiny’s Child





Chapter One: When the Night Opens Its Mouth 


The block had a rhythm of its own on Friday nights. Not the loud chaos of the weekend clubs, but that low hum — cars easing up the street slow, bass lines leaking out cracked windows, neighbors standing on porches watching the world like it owed them a show. It was the kind of night that looked ordinary on the surface, but if you sat in it long enough, you could feel stories pressing against the silence, waiting to break loose.

Shawn’te pushed open the screen door with one hand and her hip, the other balancing a tray of food. She wasn’t the kind of woman who snuck into a room. No — she arrived. Hoop earrings caught the porch light, her nails flashed red when she shifted the tray, and her laugh carried before the words even landed.

“Y’all better eat before I throw this whole tray out. I ain’t slaved in this kitchen for nobody to play cute.”

Jarvis was already posted on the couch when she walked back in, phone in hand, head tilted, that calm steady presence he wore like a second skin. He wasn’t flashy, but everybody respected how he moved — quiet, calculated, the kind of man who could end an argument without raising his voice. He glanced up, caught her eyes, gave her the kind of nod that was less thank you and more I see you. Shawn’te smirked, because that’s who they were: fire and stone, circling each other without burning out.

Tasha leaned against the counter, cup in her hand, watching everything like she was cataloging it for later. That was her gift — she didn’t push herself into the spotlight, but she never missed a detail. She knew who spoke to who, who avoided who, and the half-truths tucked into casual laughs. Tonight, she was smiling, but her eyes kept flicking toward Shawn’te and Jarvis like she was measuring something invisible between them.

Then Mike came in. Not loud, not rushed, just smooth. He had that easy stride that made people turn their heads without realizing why. Chain glinting under his hoodie, beard lined crisp, eyes scanning the room before he spoke. He didn’t sit right away — he leaned, he lingered, made people come to him with conversation.

“Damn, Shawn’te, you still throwing down like this? You gon’ make a man forget he already ate.” His grin was too easy, too sharp.

Shawn’te rolled her eyes. “Boy, sit down somewhere before you starve just looking at folks’ plates.”

Laughter rippled, but Jarvis’s eyes cut quick toward Mike. Just a second too long. Not enough for anybody else to notice — except Tasha, who clocked it, sipped her drink, and stored the moment.

The night stretched. Music slid from old school O’Jays to Lauryn Hill, voices overlapping, dominoes clacking on the table. From the outside, it was just friends, food, and good music. But inside the air, something else was moving — like a storm out past the horizon, already rolling in though nobody wanted to admit they felt the wind change.

Steam lifted off the pan of mac and cheese like a blessing. Shawn’te set it next to the wings, slid a stack of plates toward the edge of the counter, and popped the fridge with her hip. The soft glow inside painted her face for a second—pretty and tired and not about to admit either.

“Jarvis, you want the sweet tea or the mango lemonade?” she called.

“Half and half,” he said, not looking up from his screen. “Like always.”

Like always. The words hung there. Comforting, but also… routine. Shawn’te poured it anyway, heavy on the lemonade, because he’d never notice and she liked it that way.

Tasha drifted closer, bumping her shoulder. “You look good, sis.”

“I know,” Shawn’te said, then cracked a smile. “But thank you.”

“You good-good?” Tasha’s voice dipped, just for Shawn’te’s ears.

“I’m hired muscle and head chef. That count?”

“Mm-hm,” Tasha said, reading the layer underneath. “Call me later.”

Across the room, Mike slid into a chair like he owned the air around it. “So what we playing—dominoes or spades? ’Cause if it’s spades, I need a partner who ain’t gon’ renig and embarrass the brand.”

Jarvis finally looked up. “You talk like you know how to count.”

“I count blessings,” Mike said, grinning. “And books.”

A few folks chuckled. Jarvis didn’t. The two men held each other’s eyes just long enough for the temperature to tick up a degree. Nothing obvious. Just a wire tightening.

Shawn’te clapped. “Plates, people. Food first, trash talk later.”

Bodies moved. Chairs scraped. The soundtrack flipped to “Back Stabbers,” and somebody in the corner said, “Ain’t that a sign,” and the room laughed like they were all in on a joke none of them wanted to tell out loud.

 

By the time the first wave of hunger slowed, the night softened. Conversations split into small circles. A baby slept on somebody’s chest. The kitchen smelled like lemon cleaner and hot sauce. Shawn’te took a breath, braced her palms on the sink, and stared at her reflection in the dark window—her eyes, the set of her mouth, the small pulse in her neck that always gave her away when she was pretending not to care.

Jarvis came up behind her, close but not touching. “You did all this nice,” he said.

“You say that like you surprised.”

“I’m never surprised,” he said. “I’m… appreciative.”

“Same difference.”

Their eyes pinged in the glass. He reached like he might push a curl from her shoulder, then dropped his hand and stepped back. “You need anything?”

“Yeah,” she said, letting the sarcasm melt. “A minute.”

He nodded, slow. “Take two.”

Shawn’te turned, slid past him, and headed for the back porch. The screen door creaked like an old man telling business. Outside, the air was cooler, honest. Crickets. Somebody’s dog down the block doing too much for no reason.

The porch light carved a soft halo around her. She leaned against the railing, closed her eyes, and let the night wash her. Inside, voices rose and fell. In her chest, something quieter tapped: Be careful. Be sharper. Be you.

The door eased again. Mike stepped out, letting it whisper closed so it didn’t smack the frame. “You always disappear on your own party?” he asked.

“Breaks are part of the budget.”

He stood beside her but not too close, hands in pockets, head tilted up to the sliver moon. “You ever notice how folks get loud when they hiding something? Like volume’s a blanket.”

“Then why you whispering?” she said.

He laughed. “Fair.”

Silence stretched between them. Not awkward. A scan.

“You and J good?” he asked, casual like it didn’t matter.

Shawn’te didn’t look at him. “You and your curiosity good?”

“Occupational hazard.”

“What’s your occupation again?”

“Professional observer,” he said. “Freelance.”

She cut him a sideways look. “Uh-huh.”

The door opened, and Tasha poked her head out, eyes bouncing from one to the other. “Hey. We about to start spades. Jarvis said he tired of the warm-up acts.”

“Tell him to sit down and hydrate,” Shawn’te said, pushing off the rail. “I’m finna put books on his head.”

Mike grinned. “That’s the spirit.”

Inside, the table became a stage. Cards slicked across wood. “Don’t cut your partner.” “Count your books.” “Renig and I’m telling your mama.” The room turned into a choir of trash talk and sharp math, the kind of small war that makes people feel alive without drawing blood.

Jarvis and Shawn’te locked in across the table. They played like they lived—sheer nerve against patient read. Halfway through the second hand, Mike leaned back and watched them, elbows on chair arms, mouth tilted like he heard a joke the rest of the room missed.

Tasha sat beside him, whisper-soft. “Quit staring at married folks like you on payroll.”

Mike didn’t blink. “They married. They ain’t saints.”

“And you messy,” she said, but she was smiling.

He flicked his eyes to her. “You make it sound like a flaw.”

“It is.”

“Only if you bad at it.”

Tasha looked away before he could see she was fighting a laugh. Mike clocked it anyway. People. So easy. So hard.

At the table, the last card snapped down. “Ten on the head,” Shawn’te said, palms up.

Jarvis rubbed his jaw, nodding like a coach after a clean loss. “You got it.”

“I know.”

“Run it back.”

They did. And then again. The room pulsed, old stories braided with new ones, love layered with habit layered with something neither of them could name without breaking it.

Later, when the house had thinned and the playlist slid into slower currents, Shawn’te found herself alone in the kitchen stacking plates into the sink. The quiet felt earned. She pressed the faucet, let hot water run over porcelain until steam rose like a tiny miracle.

“Need a hand?”

She didn’t turn. “If you know where the dishcloths live.”

Mike stepped in, pulled a towel from the drawer like he’d been there before—which he had, once or twice, when the whole crew pitched in after game nights. He started drying without extra talk. It was almost sweet. Almost.

“Jarvis gone to walk Kev out,” Mike said after a minute. “He’ll be back.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“Mentioning.”

“You always mention what nobody asked?”

He shrugged. “Keeps it interesting.”

They moved in rhythm—her rinse, him dry—until the sink emptied and the counters wiped. She set the last plate on the rack and leaned back, crossing her arms. “You got a point tonight, or you just orbiting?”

Mike folded the towel slow, precise. “I like seeing you in your element.”

“I’m in my kitchen.”

“Exactly.”

The screen door creaked. Jarvis’s voice drifted through before he did. Mike stepped back as Jarvis walked in, eyes taking in the tidy counters, the two of them, the towel folded exact.

“Appreciate the help,” Jarvis said.

Mike nodded. “All love.”

A beat. Jarvis’s gaze held, steady but not loud. “You rolling out?”

“Yeah,” Mike said. “Early morning.”

He went to dap Jarvis, and Jarvis took it, the kind of shake men do when they still measuring each other’s weight. Mike looked at Shawn’te. “Thanks for the food.”

She gave a polite smile that could be dismissed or remembered. “Night, Mike.”

He left. The door clicked. The house sighed.

Jarvis stayed where he was. “You good?”

“Yeah.”

“You tired.”

“Yeah.”

“You want me to—”

“I got it.”

He nodded. “Okay.” Then, softer: “You know I see you, right?”

She blinked. “Do you?”

“I do,” he said, voice so even she almost had to lean in to catch it. “Sometimes it’s hard to look at a thing while you standing in it. But I see you.”

Something warmed and cooled at the same time in her chest. She picked up the towel Mike had folded and wiped a spot that was already clean, buying herself a breath. “Then act like it,” she said, quiet.

Jarvis’s jaw flexed. He took the hit without flinching. “Fair.”

He stepped close enough to kiss her forehead. She let him, then stepped away before it became a conversation they weren’t ready to have with words.

 

By midnight, the house was theirs again. Half-empty cups ringed the coffee table like small moons. Shawn’te lit a candle and cracked a window to let the party out. Jarvis clicked the TV on low—sports highlights nobody cared about—just to give the room a little heartbeat.

“You know Mike be around too much,” Shawn’te said, not looking at the screen.

“Mike be around everybody too much,” Jarvis said.

“That not the fix you think it is.”

Jarvis didn’t answer. Shawn’te let the silence stretch until it snapped. “He watch people like a job. You know that.”

“I know that,” Jarvis said. “I also know you can handle yourself.”

“That ain’t the point.”

“What is?”

She looked at him then, really looked. “I’m tired of being entertainment.”

Jarvis muted the TV. “From me?”

“From all of it,” she said. “The jokes, the guessing games, the days when it feels like I’m playing hostess in my own life while everybody else makes the rules.”

Jarvis leaned forward, elbows on knees, hands clasped. “Say what you need.”

“You to be real,” she said, the words landing sharper than she planned. “With me. With yourself.”

He stared at the candle flame like it held a map. “I’m not hiding.”

“Maybe not,” she said. “Maybe you just ain’t looking.”

He absorbed it with that maddening calm. “You want me to say something back that hurts?”

“I want you to tell the truth,” she said. “Whatever it is.”

He nodded once, a fraction. “Okay.”

They sat with that small word like it was larger than both of them.

In the distance, a siren wailed and faded. Somewhere, a door car slammed. Somewhere, a baby cried and went quiet. The city did what it always did—carried stories without asking permission.

Shawn’te blew out the candle. “I’m going to bed.”

“I’ll lock up.”

She paused at the hallway, hand on the light. “Jarvis?”

“Yeah?”

“Don’t invite him in here too easy.”

He didn’t ask who. He didn’t have to. “Noted.”

She nodded, and the light clicked off.

 

Outside, two houses down, Mike leaned against his car longer than necessary, thumbs scrolling a screen he wasn’t reading. Streetlight haloed his breath in the cool. He wasn’t thinking about the party or the food or the cards. He was replaying one line: I’m tired of being entertainment.

He understood tired. He understood being the show and the audience, the magician and the mark. He tucked that line away like a spare key.

His phone buzzed. A message lit the screen: We still on tomorrow?

He stared at the name, then typed: Yeah. Noon. Don’t be late.

A second bubble popped: You sure she won’t be around?

Mike smiled, small and private. She won’t.

He slid into the driver’s seat, the leather groaning like an old friend, and started the engine. The bass rolled low. He pulled off slow, taillights blinking like a promise.

 

In the bedroom, Shawn’te sat on the edge of the bed, earrings in her palm. She set them on the nightstand, two silver moons, and stared at the ceiling. A feeling crept up her spine—not dread, not fear. A hum. Like the first vibration before glass sings.

She lay back and told herself it was the leftovers of a long night. She told herself she had time. She told herself a lot of things, and for now, it was enough to close her eyes and breathe.

Down the hall, Jarvis stood at the front window, watching the street like it might confess something. He caught the last of Mike’s taillights, red flashing and gone. He exhaled through his nose, clicked the lock with his thumb, and whispered to the empty room, “I see you, too.”

He turned the TV off, let the house settle, and walked toward the dark where his wife was already dreaming or pretending to. Either way, morning would come, and with it, the kind of light that shows what the night made.

The block quieted. The night closed its mouth.




Chapter Two: Sparks in the Silence 

Morning cracked thin and gray, the kind that makes coffee feel like a small rescue. Shawn’te woke to the whisper of traffic and the soft thud of Jarvis closing the dresser drawer. He’d already showered. He moved around the room like a careful rumor—present, quiet, incomplete.

“Morning,” he said, voice low.

“Mm.” She stretched, let her eyes find him. Fresh white tee, clean fade, watch she’d bought him last birthday ticking steady on his wrist. Dependable looked good on him. It always had. But dependable could hide sharp edges if you weren’t paying attention.

“You want me to start the coffee?” he asked.

“I got it.”

They did the dance of long-committed people—steps learned, corners rounded. He kissed her forehead; she let him. He lingered half a second too long like he might say something real, then thought better and left the door open on his way out. She listened to his footsteps fade down the hall and the faint click of the front door. The house exhaled, then waited to see who it needed to be for her today.

In the kitchen, the kettle hissed. She ground beans by hand—she liked the work of it—and let the smell climb the walls. Her phone buzzed facedown on the counter. She flipped it over: Tasha: You up?

Shawn’te: Been up.

Tasha: Coffee at your desk or you want a quick gossip call?

Shawn’te: Desk. But call me in ten. Lemme hear your foolishness while I pretend to be responsible.

Tasha sent a laughing emoji and a heart. It was their ritual—hold the line with humor, wrap the truth in bubble wrap, deliver it carefully.

Shawn’te showered, slid into a charcoal pencil skirt and a cream blouse, laced sneakers under the desk in her head for later. Hair sleeked and pinned. Hoops smaller today—efficient girl hoops. She glanced in the mirror, tilted her chin: the face of a woman who could run a meeting, a project, a crisis. The face of a woman who might be tired of running.

By 8:27 she was parked in her spot outside the office—an open-plan nonprofit with big windows and bigger heart. The lobby plants were overwatered as usual; the receptionist’s playlist hummed low; someone laughed near the copier like the joke had saved their life.

