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			Dear Reader:

			Keeping up with the Joneses is not always what it seems. Sometimes it can be mysterious involving a web of intrigue and suspense. Such is the case with The Aftermath, the sequel to The Joneses, named by Library Journal as one of the best books of 2014. 

			While continuing to operate the Louisiana-based RJ Jones Funeral Home, family members turn their focus on supporting patriarch Royce, who’s imprisoned for the murder of his former best friend, Jason Milton, a businessman who later proved to be envious. Once viewed as the pillar of the community, Royce is now under the scrutiny of the public eye.

			His wife, Lexi, and their children, Charity, Hope and Lovie, become relentless sleuths in their mission to prove Royce’s innocence. Readers will experience a roller-coaster ride through prison visits and evidence collection that ends with a startling revelation. Secrets are unlocked and scandal is exposed at each turn in this Southern whodunit. 

			As always, thanks for the love and support shown to myself and the authors that I publish under Strebor Books. We appreciate each and every one of you and will continue to strive to bring you cutting-edge, exciting books in the future. For more information, please join my Facebook page @AuthorZane, Twitter @AuthorZane, and visit me at Eroticanoir.com.

			Blessings,
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			CHAPTER 1

			Lexi

			“Royce Jones, you’ve been found guilty of first-degree murder and sentenced to death under the state of Louisiana laws,” the Shreveport, Louisiana judge said. 

			“Nooo!” I stood up to reach for my husband, Royce, but my knees buckled and I fell on the floor. 

			As soon as my body hit the floor, I woke up from my nightmare. I had fallen off the couch to the floor.  

			I guess I shouldn’t have watched the news before drifting off to sleep. The media was having a field day with my husband’s upcoming trial. How quickly people turn on you when you’re faced with some adversities. Prior to Royce’s arrest two months ago, people were singing Royce’s praises, but now people were acting like they believe he killed Jason Milton. Jason was Royce’s former best friend and according to news reports, he was also a prominent Shreveport businessman. 

			Royce had been the pillar of the community for the majority of his adult life, so I don’t know why they would think he wasn’t the same man they’d always known. 

			When Royce first got arrested for the murder of Jason, I wanted to crawl under the bed and not come out, but I couldn’t. Royce needed me. My kids needed me. I had to be strong for Charity, Hope and Lovie. We had to pull together because the road ahead of us was rocky. 

			I eyed myself in the mirror one last time. I used extra makeup, hoping to hide the bags under my eyes from crying and lack of sleep. When I visited Royce, he needed to see a woman of strength. He needed to see in spite of the drama, I was still holding up. I didn’t want him to see the strain of the situation on my face. 

			I eased my hand over my designer dress. I clasped on the pearls he’d once given me for an anniversary. I slipped on my heels and headed straight to the Caddo Correctional Center on the other side of Shreveport to visit my husband. 

			I was on autopilot because I barely remembered the drive from our house to the jail. I still didn’t know why they couldn’t have kept Royce at the city jail. I hated having to come here. I felt like I was having heart palpitations prior to each visit.

			The officer at the front desk seemed to have an attitude every time I checked in at the visitors’ window to see Royce. If she didn’t like her job, she should’ve gotten another one. It was difficult enough to come see your loved one locked up; neither I nor any of the other people should’ve had to deal with her funky attitude. 

			I glanced around the room while I waited on Royce’s name to be called. The visitation waiting room was filled with people of all races and economic backgrounds. Patience wasn’t one of my strong points so I was glad when an officer called Royce’s name.

			I did a few breathing exercises as I walked down the long hallway into cellblock C. I heard the clicks of the locks unlock and opened the door. There on the other side of the glass was my king, Royce, in a bright orange jumpsuit.

			He watched me as I walked to the chair sitting opposite from his. Our hands went up to the glass. Unable to feel each other’s hand because of the glass separating us, he picked up the phone on his side and I did the same. I wiped the black handle on my pants; I didn’t know who had their ear up to the phone before me. 

			“Lexi, Baby, I’m so glad to see you,” Royce said.

			Something in the way he said it sent chills down my spine. I had to be strong. 

			“I’m glad to see you, too. I wish I could hug you.” I ran my hand through my hair. I normally wore my hair shorter, but since Royce’s arrest, I’d let my hair grow out.

			“Me, too,” he said.  

			“Baby, you’re looking thin,” was the next thing that blurted out of my mouth. 

			Royce wasn’t a big man, but I was still used to seeing him with more weight on his six-foot-one frame.  

			“Lexi, the food isn’t the greatest in here. I’m fine. I needed to lose some weight anyway. How are you? How are the kids?”

			“I’m fine. I’ve just been worried about you.”

			“And the kids?” he asked again.

			“They’re hanging in there. You would be proud of Lovie. He’s running things down at the funeral home so you don’t have to worry about that.”

			“What about you? I can tell you’re not sleeping.”

			“Royce, I’m fine. Don’t worry about me.”

			“Easier said than done.”

			“The police are convinced that you murdered Jason. We know for a fact you didn’t.”

			“Lexi, I’ve prayed about this. The truth will come out and then I will be a free man.”

			“It hasn’t. You’re not hearing what I’m hearing. If we leave it up to the police, they will have you on death row.”

			“It’s not going to get to that.”

			Royce must have lost his mind while up in the prison. His delusional behavior about his situation was irking me.

			“Royce, I’ve talked to our lawyers. They want you to plea bargain. They want you to admit to something you didn’t do and get the charges down to second degree. Do you really want to spend years in prison? And with your age, it might as well be a death sentence because with as much time they will give you, you’ll die in prison before you get out.” My voice shook as I spoke.

			“Calm down, baby. I’m trying to be optimistic.”

			“I understand that, but I have to be realistic. That’s why I’m going to do my own investigation. I’m going to find out what really happened to Jason because dear, right now, all evidence points toward you. Thinking about killing someone and actually doing it are two different things. And I refuse to have you spend the rest of your life in prison for a crime you did not do.”

			Life is an illusion. One’s perception determines their reception of the truth. I chose to believe that my husband, Royce Jones, will be proven innocent of the crime he’s been accused of. With every breath I take, I will make sure of it.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 2

			Royce

			Once Lexi got an idea in her head to do something, she would not stop until she accomplished her goal. The reality of the situation was whoever killed Jason was still out there and I did not want her or my kids in harm’s way. I would rather spend the rest of my days in jail if it would protect them from danger.

			Seeing how outraged she was about my situation tugged at my heart.

			“Lexi, calm down. You wanting to help mean the world to me, but you need to stay out of it.”

			“Stay out of it. How can I, Royce?  If I sat back and did nothing, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.”

			“Promise me, you will be careful. Can you at least talk to Lovie about it? I will feel better if you let Lovie handle this. He knows people. He may be able to find out what happened. Or even talk to Charity’s cop friend about it. Maybe he can help.”

			“I will talk to Lovie, but I don’t trust the police right now, so talking to Charity’s friend, well, let’s just say I’ll have to think long and hard on that before I do.”

			One of the guards walked up and tapped me on the shoulder.

			I turned and looked back at Lexi. “Baby, time’s up.”

			“Already? It seems like I just got here.”

			“I know. I’ll see you next week,” I said.

			“I love you, Royce. I left a lot of money downstairs for you so please buy you something. In the past I complained about you eating junk food, but baby, you need to eat something.”

			“I’m eating,” I assured her. “Take care of yourself.”

			“You too,” Lexi replied. 

			“Baby, they called my name. I got to go. I love you,” I said.

			“I love you too.”

			Lexi blew me a kiss. I smiled. I got up and turned to walk away; I couldn’t stand to see her walk away. I walked back to my cell. Normally, inmates had to share cells but because some of the guards knew me, or my family, they made sure I had a cell to myself. 

			I lay down on the bottom bunk and closed my eyes while tears crept out from the crevices of my lids. Even the strongest of men would cry under these circumstances. I tried to be strong for Lexi, but I really had no hope of ever getting out. 

			I also had spoken to our attorneys and the evidence they had against me would make any jury convict me. If I were on the jury, based on evidence alone, I would’ve convicted myself. 

			A part of me hoped Lexi wouldn’t listen to me and would try to find out who really killed Jason. But that was selfish; the real killer seemed to have no empathy. They shot and killed Jason and then burned down his house to dispose of his body. If they did that, I didn’t want to imagine what they would try to do to Lexi or the kids if they felt their identity would be exposed. 

			I’d had nothing but time on my hands. I sometimes felt like a caged animal. It could get cold and lonely behind those prison walls. I lay on the hard bed and stared at the ceiling. I closed my eyes as the vision of Lexi filled my thoughts. Lexi was a few inches shorter than me. Her feisty attitude was what originally attracted her to me.

			I met her when Dad hired her to work at our family business, the RJ Jones Funeral Home. For me, it was love at first sight. Sure, I’d made mistakes along the way, but nothing could replace the love I had for Lexi.

			One thought led to another. Since being locked up, my mind replayed my life over and over again. I’d replayed every event...every decision...and every scene in my life. I’d thought about the poor decisions I’d made that led me to this point. I thought about my friendship with Jason. 

			If I were being honest with myself, I could now see Jason for what he truly was. He was always looking for a get-rich scheme. He didn’t always treat people fairly. Some of his business practices weren’t always on the up and up. But none of those things ever affected our relationship; or so I thought. 

			The saying everybody wanted to be like the Joneses might not be true in all instances, but as I thought back over things, Jason’s biggest problem was he wanted to be like me: Royce Jones.

			Although, as long as I could remember my family had always had money; my father and grandfather taught me responsibility. I didn’t get a free ride because I was a Jones. I had to work and earn my allowance. 

			I was never flashy, but I did like nice things and because I worked hard, I didn’t see anything wrong for having them. I worked hard and played hard. But whatever I had, I always freely shared with Jason.

			I wish I would’ve recognized that Jason had been envious of me before now. Maybe if I had, I wouldn’t have invited him into my home; had him around my wife, and later around my kids. 

			I trusted him like a brother, but yet he betrayed me by sleeping with Lexi and then later with my eighteen-year-old daughter.  No, I didn’t kill Jason, but I was guilty of wanting to wrap my hands around his neck with the end result of me strangling the life out of him. 

			One of the guards came to my cell. “You have a visitor.”

			“I already had a visitor for today,” I stated.

			“It’s your attorney,” the guard said.

			I left the jail cell and walked behind the prison guard. He opened up the door to a conference room where they allowed prisoners to speak one on one with their attorneys.

			“Royce, how are you?” Mitch asked.

			“Waiting to hear some good news from you,” I responded, as I sat down across from him.

			“I wish I had something good to tell you. The DA has sent another plea deal. For your confession, they are willing to give you twenty years.”

			“I’m fifty years old so that means I would be seventy when I get out. No. I won’t sign that.”

			“But you know if we take this to court, you could get more time. It’s possible you might get sentenced to death.”

			“I’m innocent. I did not kill anyone. Why aren’t the police out there trying to find the real killer?”

			The attorney stared me in the eyes. “Because in their eyes, you are the real killer.”

			I was trying my best not to feel defeated. I remained silent.

			The attorney slipped a big brown envelope to me. “I’m going to leave you with some things they’ve discovered during their investigation. Read over them. Then tell me, how I can help you.”

			My attorney left me alone in the room staring at the brown envelope.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 3

			Charity

			“I just came back from seeing your daddy,” Mom said as we sat across from each other at my kitchen table in the condo my parents used to finance. I could afford to take care of the bills myself, now that my event planning business had been bringing in income.

			“How is he doing? I know I should go see him, but I can’t bear to see him behind bars,” I said.

			“Charity, do you think I like seeing Royce like that? No, I don’t, but I go see him so he knows that he’s not going through this alone. He needs to see you. He wants to see you.”

			I’d written Dad but after seeing him a few times in handcuffs, it had left me emotionally depleted. I hadn’t seen him face-to-face in over two weeks. I realized I was being selfish, but it was hard. It was difficult seeing him in that situation. 

			“Okay, I’ll go,” I finally broke down and said.

			“Good. Well, you have to wait until next week now. We can go together.”

			“Fine.”

			“And Charity?”

			“Ma’am,” I responded.

			“Don’t flake out on me. In fact, I’ll come pick you up to make sure you’ll be there.”

			I stood and poured us each a glass of orange juice. 

			Mom looked at hers. “I was hoping for something a little stronger.”

			I retrieved a bottle of vodka from the cabinet and poured some in her glass. 

			She nursed it. “Now this is more like it.”

			I normally didn’t drink around her, but as stressed out as I was, I needed a drink myself. I poured some vodka into my glass, stirred it with my juice and took a sip.

			“What did Dad say about his case? Are they going to let him out now that they know he didn’t kill Uncle Jason?”

			“Dear, this is why I’m here. I’m going to need you and your sister’s and brother’s help. The police are convinced that Royce killed Jason.”

			“So what are you saying?”

			“They aren’t looking to find his real killer so it’s up to us to find out who actually did it.”

			“Are you serious? They really think Dad did this. Oh, my goodness!” I felt myself having a panic attack.

			“Charity, calm down.” Mom reached across the table and placed her hand over mine. 

			I felt my breathing ease up some.

			“Mom, Dad can’t go to prison. What will we do?”

			She laughed. I didn’t see anything funny. She responded, “Dear, you are your mother’s child. I thought I was dramatic, but baby girl, you got me beat.”

			“Mom, I’m not trying to be dramatic. This is serious. If we don’t do something, he’s going to be sent to Angola. We can’t let this happen. He’s innocent and the police are not doing their damn job.”

			“I’m going to let you slide with cursing around me, but watch your tone, young lady.”

			“Mom, tell me what I need to do. We need to call a family meeting. We’ve got to get Dad out of there.”

			“You’re right. I want you to tell Hope to meet me at the house tonight around seven. I’ve already texted Lovie to meet us there around that time as well. What have I always stressed to you?”

			“We’re Joneses and together we’ll get through anything,” I replied.

			“Exactly. So put your big-girl panties on. Put your thinking cap on and come tonight and be prepared to strategize.”

			Mom drank the rest of her drink. “I need another drink, but since I have to drive home, I’ll wait until I get home before fixing me another.” 

			“I’m worried about you. You’re in that big house all by yourself. I noticed you’re always drinking, but I rarely see you eat anything.”

			“I’m fine. You concentrate on taking care of yourself. I’m all right,” she assured me.

			She gave me a tight hug and kiss on the cheek and left.

			I looked out the window and watched her pull off. I picked up the phone and made a call. “May I speak to Detective Omar Underwood,” I asked the receptionist.

			After a few clicks and some silence, I heard, “This is Detective Underwood; how may I help you?”

			“This is Charity. What time do you get off?” 

			“Hi, baby. I’m headed out now. I can swing by there, if you need to talk.”

			“Please do. There’s something I want to discuss with you, but not over the phone.”

			Less than an hour later, Omar and I were greeting each other with a hug and long sensuous kiss in the living room. Having his muscular arms wrapped around my small waist made me feel safe and secure. He’d recently gotten a promotion to detective so he no longer wore a police uniform but instead wore slacks, shirts and jackets.

			“Baby, if you don’t stop that, you’re going to get me in trouble,” Omar said. “I’m still on duty.”

			I licked my lips. “That’s never stopped you before.”

			“You’re right. It hasn’t.” He began to ravish my lips. 

			I pulled away. “Hold up. That’s not why I called you here.”

			“You’re such a tease,” he joked.

			I grabbed his hand and led him to the couch. “You’re working homicide, aren’t you?”

			“Yes. But before you ask, I’m not working your father’s case.”

			I curled up next to him. “But if I needed some information, you would be able to tell me, now, wouldn’t you?”

			“It depends. Some things are confidential and I wouldn’t be able to share them with you.”

			I pulled back and looked at him. “So even if it’s information that could possibly help free my father, you wouldn’t share it with me?”

			“No, I’m not saying that. Some things are only supposed to be accessed by the detectives working on the case. I’m not working on his situation so I might not have access to everything.”

			I sighed. I took his hand in my hand. “I’ve got a dilemma.”

			“Please don’t ask,” Omar said before I could finish.

			“I need you. If you do this for me, I promise you I will never ask you for anything else.”

			Omar shook his head. “Charity. Don’t.” He placed his hands over his ears.

			“Omar, I need you to get me the information in my father’s files. I need to know what the police have on him so my family can work on proving that they’re wrong.”

			I used my hands and removed his hands from over his ears. “Will you or won’t you help me?” I batted my eyes.

			Omar bit his bottom lip. “Charity.”

			“Pleassee.” I pouted.

			“Fine. Okay. I’m not supposed to, but for you. Only for you. But you have to promise me one thing.”

			“What? Anything,” I responded.

			“Do not share the information with anyone outside of your family. I mean it. It’s for your eyes only.”

			“I promise you have nothing to worry about. When we finish it, we’ll shred it.”

			“I can’t believe you’ve got me risking my job like this. But for you, girl, I’ll do anything,” Omar said.

			“And I appreciate it. I really do,” I said, right before pushing him back on the couch and straddling him. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 4

			Hope

			It would’ve been nice to arrive home and not find Omar’s car there. He’d practically moved in. If I said anything to Charity about it, she would’ve sworn I was “hating” on her. After the ordeal with Tyler, I couldn’t have cared less about having a steady man.

			Tyler was a thorn in my side. When I met him, I had no idea he was also dating my sister Charity. People always said that Charity and I could pass for twins with our cocoa brown complexion and high cheekbones, but we weren’t twins. At twenty-two, I was two years younger than her and we wore our hair in different styles and colors. I dyed my hair from the original jet-black color to auburn. 

			I fell in lust with Tyler immediately. In the end, he’d had a secret vendetta against my father and had set out to destroy my, and Charity’s, lives in the process. Charity saw through his charade, but I had fallen for him. 

			Tyler had me hoodwinked. When things escalated beyond Tyler’s control, he’d held me hostage, confronted Dad with a gun and during a struggle for the gun, it had gone off resulting in Tyler’s death. That tragic incident lingered in the back of my mind.

			After all of that and also having to deal with everything going on with our dad, a relationship was the furthest thing on my mind. Right now I was simply trying to remain sane in the insanity going on around me. 

			“Charity,” I called out. That was my signal to warn her that I was home.

			I guess I was a little too late. I saw Charity topless on top of Omar on the couch. 

			“Hope, what are you doing here? I thought you would be gone for at least another hour.”

			I held up the shopping bags. “It didn’t take as long as I thought. But I’m going to let you two finish doing what you were doing.”

			I had to laugh out loud because merely a year ago, Charity would’ve been on me about my sexual escapades, but at least I confined mine to the bedroom. I’d caught her screwing her man on our couch. I would never be able to look at that couch the same without thinking of it.

			I went to the room we used for our home office and unpacked all of the office supplies I’d purchased. 

			To keep my mind off our troubles, I’d poured myself into Charity’s event planning business. I’d purchased items so we could make the invitations for several of her clients’ upcoming events. 

			I thought she was formatting the information so all we would have to do was print when I got back, but she had been preoccupied doing other things.

			I was about to start typing when she burst through the door. I looked at her. “Is your company still here?” 

			“No, he’s gone. Sorry you had to see that.”

			I shrugged my shoulders. “No biggie. You’ve seen me in some awkward positions.”

			“Don’t remind me.”

			“Whatever,” I said.

			“I’m about to take a quick shower and then we can put the invitations together.”

			“You mean after I type and design them.”

			She walked in front of the computer. She moved the keyboard and did a few clicks. “Already done.”

			I looked on the computer screen and saw the designs. “Cool. I thought you hadn’t.”

			“You should know it’s business before pleasure for me. Now get those printed while I go shower.”

			By the time I was done halfway printing, Charity had returned. She was now wearing a pair of blue jeans and a pink t-shirt.

			While stuffing envelopes, she said, “Mom stopped by earlier.”

			“How’s she doing?” I asked.

			“She pretends to be okay, but you know Mom.”

			“She’s all about appearances,” I added. I loved our mother, but sometimes she took being a Jones too far. 

			“She wants us to meet her at the house around seven. She wants to discuss how we’re going to help free Dad.”

			“What do you mean? I thought he had a team of lawyers working on that.”

			“Hope, unfortunately, they are wanting him to plea bargain.”

			“For what? He didn’t do anything. He’s innocent.” 

			“We know that, but they apparently feel like they have evidence to prove otherwise.”

			“Oh my God. If Dad goes to jail, what will happen to us?” I stopped stuffing envelopes.

			“Hope, can you forget about yourself for one moment and think about what this is doing to Dad. Imagine what he’s going through.”

			“I am thinking about Dad. He doesn’t deserve to be locked up for something he didn’t do.”

			“You’re right and that’s why tonight we’re going to all come together and figure out a way to prove his innocence.”

			“How are we supposed to do that?” I asked.

			“I don’t know, but I’m sure Mom has it all figured out. I did ask Omar to help.”

			“He’s part of the problem.”

			“Excuse me?” Charity got an attitude.

			“Mr. Detective should be doing his job but he’s not, and now Dad’s in jail because of him.”

			“For your information, Omar has agreed to help me.”

			“How’s that? He’s going to give you the key to free Dad?” I asked.

			“Possibly. He’s going to get me the information in his file.”

			“I don’t know how that’s supposed to help.”

			I listened to Charity go on and on about her boyfriend Omar and what he was doing to help. I didn’t like Omar. Never had and never would. I probably was a little biased because right now, all men were dogs except my dad and my brother, Lovie. Well, Lovie was a player, but he was my brother so he didn’t get put in the same category as other men. 

			“Lighten up. Things are going to get better,” Charity assured me.

			I’m glad she had a positive attitude about our dad’s situation, because I sure didn’t. All I knew was that life as we knew it had changed forever the day the cops came to our house and arrested him.

			I went to my room and pulled out some of the letters I’d received from him. I wiped the tears from my eyes as I read them. His words were meant to ease my mind about his situation, but they only reminded me of how selfish I’d been over the years. I’d taken so much for granted. I’d taken for granted that Dad would always be there for me, but now he wasn’t. 

			He was behind bars and there weren’t enough tears to get him out. I hoped Charity was right. I hoped the information Omar was supposed to give her would help us figure out a way to free Dad. 

			I didn’t want to see him locked up for the rest of his life. I wanted Jason dead. I wished now that I hadn’t wished it. If he were alive, we wouldn’t have been going through this. Even in his death, Jason had wreaked havoc in all of our lives. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5

			Lovie

			Mom’s phone call about Dad left me feeling a little emotional. I felt it was my duty to make sure RJ Jones Funeral Home ran smoothly. I didn’t want him to be concerned about the family business. He had enough on his mind; like his freedom.

			I hated that in the past I’d given Dad a hard time about almost everything. I now realized he was only trying to leave a family legacy to me so I too could pass it down to my son. Fortunately, one of my uncles and Shannon, one of my cousins, were around to help make sure things ran smoothly in Dad’s absence. 

			Shannon said over the intercom, “Slim’s here.”

			Slim was the last person I wanted to see right at that moment. Before I could come up with an excuse not to see him, I was hearing a knock on the door. I was seated in Dad’s office behind his desk.

			“Come in,” I spoke loudly.

			The door opened and standing before me was Slim, who looked like the deceased rapper Big Pun’s twin. He was minus his normal entourage of people. I stood and we shook hands.

			“Have a seat,” I said as I sat back down.

			“Lovie, we miss you down at Bottom’s Up,” Slim said.

			Bottom’s Up was a popular club in the area. I used to be a regular, but with taking over the funeral homes, I didn’t have much time to hang out. I had my father’s business to run plus my own. 

			“Man, you know I’ve been busy. I’m still keeping the books straight, right? Any problems?” I asked.

			“All is well. I wanted to check on you. How’s your Pop doing?”

			“He’s hanging in there. I’m trying to maintain it out here so he’ll have something to come back home to.”

			Slim looked around. “Looks like you got everything covered.”

			I knew Slim. We grew up together. He normally didn’t come around unless he wanted something. I let him shoot the breeze for a minute before asking, “So what’s up with you?”

			“I came to offer my services.”

			I laughed. “I think you’ve been providing enough business.”

			Slim laughed. “Naw, man. People paying on time so I’ve cut down on the violence.”

			“What kind of services are you trying to offer?”

			“My help, man. We both know your dad didn’t kill your uncle Jason.”

			“You’re right. He didn’t. But how can you help me unless you know who did it?”

			I had to tread lightly. Although Slim and I had grown up together, he was the last person you wanted to cross. His pockets ran deep and he was ruthless on the streets.

			“Your dad’s always been good to me. He knows what I do, but yet, he gave me respect. I want to help out any way I can.”

			“Thanks, Slim. I really appreciate the love. What’s the word on the streets?” 

			“It’s been quiet. Ain’t heard nobody talking, but I can shake things up a little.” Slim pulled out a roll of money. “Money talks.”

			“If you hear anything, let me know.”

			“I got your back.” Slim stood up. “I got a few more stops to make, but you know the number if you need me.”

			Slim left out. Actually, I thought Slim was behind Jason’s death. Maybe he was. Maybe he only showed up to see what I knew. Then again, Slim might have actually been sincere. He was really concerned and wanted to help me. So many questions went back and forth in my head. 

			Two hours later, I was sitting on the sofa at my parents’ house. Mom appeared stressed. No amount of makeup could hide the stress lines all over her face. My two sisters looked okay under the circumstances. Charity kept texting someone. Probably Omar, her boyfriend, a man I still didn’t like or trust. Hope pretended to be strong, but out of all of us, she was the most vulnerable. 

			Her ex-boyfriend Tyler did a number on her. If he wasn’t already dead, I would’ve killed him. I had to pull myself together. I had to be strong. My family needed me.

			“Mom, we’re all here. We’re ready to hear what you have to say,” I said.

			Charity placed her phone down. Hope looked in Mom’s direction.

			Mom stopped pacing back and forth and took a seat in what was normally my father’s seat. 

			She looked each one of us in the eye before saying, “I’ve been trying to give the police the opportunity to clear up this situation, but after talking to Royce and our attorney, I realize I put faith in a system that’s not working.”

			“The system’s never been fair to the black man,” I said.

			“Lovie, that’s true, but that’s a conversation for another day. For now, I want to specifically concentrate on how we’re going to help Royce.”

			Charity said, “I’ve asked Omar to help.”

			“You shouldn’t have done that,” I said.

			“Why not? He’s on the inside. He can find out stuff that we can’t,” she stated.

			Mom said, “Charity. That’s great. But we can’t depend on outsiders to do what we will have to do ourselves.”

			“I agree,” Hope said.

			“What’s your grand plan?” Charity asked Mom.

			“We need to run our own investigation. We need to figure out who had reasons to kill Jason other than us.”

			“I could name a few people. A few people he’s cheated,” I declared.

			“Then that’s where we need to start. Find out where these people were around the time Jason was killed,” she said.

			“Mom, maybe we should hire a private investigator. Whoever killed Uncle...I mean, Jason is still out there. We don’t know who did it and I don’t want to worry about your safety,” I said.

			“I thought of that, but that’s where I need your help. I need you to find someone.”

			“Consider it done,” I said.

			Charity said, “No need to. I already found us someone.” 

			“Your boyfriend is not who I had in mind,” I replied.

			“But...” Charity said.

			“Lovie, maybe Charity is right. We’ll see what Omar has to say and see what happens.”

			I disagreed with Mom’s decision. “Fine. Charity, call Omar. Tell him to get here ASAP.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6

			Omar

			Before meeting Charity, I didn’t believe in love at first sight. From the moment I saw her, I realized I had to make her mine. When the opportunity presented itself for me to introduce myself, I took it. 

			My feelings for her were the reason why I was now sitting there across the table from her family. Her mom, Lexi, could intimidate the strongest of men so I was doing my best not to be unnerved by her strength. She was a force not to be reckoned with.

			“Omar, we do appreciate you coming here tonight.”

			“Mrs. Jones, as I was telling Charity earlier, I’m really not supposed to be looking at Mr. Jones’ file. But I could not sit back and do nothing; especially after Charity asked me to.”

			Lovie said, “Spill it. What did you find out?”

			I pulled my iPhone from my pocket and opened up a file. “There was a witness identifying Royce’s car.”

			“Dad and Uncle Jason were friends. That’s not unusual for them to visit one another,” Lovie said as he leaned back in his chair.

			I cleared my throat. “The witness also stated they saw Royce speeding away out of the driveway the night before Jason’s body was discovered. The roaring of the engine is what got his attention and the reason why he looked out of his window in the first place.”

			“Which neighbor is this?” Lexi asked.

			I debated on whether to divulge the information. “It’s not relevant.”

			Lexi insisted, “It is. I may need to question this so-called witness.”

			“Mrs. Jones. Why don’t you let me do the questioning?”

			“Because, as you said, you’re not supposed to be working on the case. If you start asking questions, I’m sure it’ll get back to your boss, and then what?”

			All eyes were on me as they waited on my response. Mrs. Jones did have a point, but her going around asking questions would be risky and could be dangerous.

			“The neighbor was William Franklin. His house...”

			“I know exactly where his house is. Right across from Jason’s. That old man is blind in one eye and can’t see out the other,” Lexi interrupted me and said.

			“Well, Mrs. Jones, according to the detective’s notes, they also had other witnesses.”

			“Who?” she asked.

			“The neighbor next door says they heard something the morning of the fire.”

			“But did they see Royce’s car that morning?” Lexi asked.

			“Mom, Omar’s not the one who wrote the report,” Charity stepped in and said.

			“I didn’t say he did. He’s reading off things from the report. I want to know answers. Specifics.”

			“Charity, that’s okay. It’s a tense situation. To answer your question, Mrs. Jones, it doesn’t mention that this neighbor saw a car. They only heard noises.”

			Lovie chimed in. “Nothing you’ve said thus far proves anything. I can see the cops questioning Dad, but to arrest him? None of it proves anything.”

			I go on and read more of the report. “The neighbor across the street.”

			“Mr. Franklin?” Hope asked, which was the first time I’d heard her say something tonight. 

			I looked up and responded, “Yes. He stated that Mr. Jones was visiting Jason earlier and he heard loud voices as if they were arguing. He also said he saw Mr. Jones leave and he was rubbing his fist when he exited the victim’s house.”

			Lexi said, “So once again, the police are basing their findings on a man who is half-blind and probably deaf.”

			“Mom, we don’t know that about Mr. Franklin,” Charity said.

			“You don’t, but I do.”

			Lovie said, “What about a weapon? If our dad shot him, where’s the smoking gun?”

			I scanned the report. “There’s no mention of locating a weapon. If they had found one, it would be in this report.”

			“No gun. Shaky witnesses. Why in the hell is my husband in jail?”

			“Mrs. Jones, the DA thinks there’s enough circumstantial evidence to show and prove that your husband had motive to kill him.”

			“But you haven’t said anything in the report to convince me of that.”

			“The victim’s secretary said he and you were having an affair. That Mr. Jones found out about it and came to confront him about it in the office one day. That things got heated and Mr. Jones stormed out. She also mentioned that you and he also got into a heated discussion.”

			“That trick doesn’t know what she’s talking about. I will contact her and deal with her myself.” Lexi sounded highly upset. “If you’re going to eavesdrop, make sure you get the full story before going back telling half-truths. Yes, I confronted Jason about some things, and yes, he pissed me off, but she wasn’t in the room so she has no idea what he and I were arguing about.”
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