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Essence bestselling author RM Johnson returns with the hotly anticipated follow-up to The Million Dollar Demise. It’s his most dramatic—and passionate—installment yet.



 


Praise for RM Johnson and his bestselling Harris Family and Million Dollar series:

 

“RM Johnson explores the most significant issues in our society today with a respect, a poignancy, a knowledge that make him, undoubtedly, the writer for the new millennium.” —E. LYNN HARRIS

 

“The Harris Family is real life with a touch of magic. It’s a tightly knitted story of men, family, and the distance they must bridge to keep them together.” —BLACK ISSUES BOOK REVIEW

 

“Johnson juggles his multiple plot lines deftly, and his lean, no-frills style keeps the action moving … This novel—a Waiting to Exhale for men—seems ripe for filming.” —THE WASHINGTON POST

 

“From cover to cover, RM Johnson’s writing is powerful and bold. He deals with issues in prose that evokes all of the senses. His writing is from the heart, thought-provoking, and life-changing: he moves the reader from the first word.” —ERIC JEROME DICKEY








Delving into the depths of treachery and affection, RM Johnson returns with another thrilling drama.



 


Johnson will pull you in from the outset. When Nate Kenny convinces Daphanie Coleman to sign over custody of her newborn baby to the father, his ex-wife, Monica, vows to help the young woman. But Monica is still recovering from a gunshot to the head that put her in a coma. Daphanie hires Austin Harris to help win her baby back, but divorced and lonely, Austin falls for Monica and tries to pull her into a relationship—one she is reluctant to start.

Meanwhile, Caleb Harris, Austin’s brother, must pay back a loan shark to save his family from home eviction. But debt isn’t his only problem—his son has fallen deeper and deeper into crime. And as Daphanie struggles to win back her child, she must decide whether or not she will live by the rules of a man she despises in order to stay in her child’s life.

This electrifying novel features the unforgettable Harris brothers, the major players of Johnson’s Million Dollar series, in a gripping new drama of passion and revenge. Deceit and Devotion—a rich tapestry of family, love, and loyalty—is not to be missed.
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1

Monica sat at the bar of a darkened nightclub. The man standing beside her was leaning over, whispering into her ear, as he had been doing for the last hour.

He laughed to himself at something he said. Monica didn’t hear it; the techno music in the club was blasting too loud. She threw her head back, laughed with him anyway.

He waved down the bartender and ordered Monica a fourth vodka tonic without asking her if she wanted it.

His left hand was on her bare thigh, just above her knee. Her skirt hiked itself up to just inches below her crotch. Monica was too drunk and too numb to care. No one noticed how the man was touching her anyway. The place was too crowded.

Monica stole a look at herself in the mirror behind the shelves of bottles lining the bar. Her makeup was heavy over her light brown skin. Her eyeliner was dark, her lipstick bright red. Her hair was cropped short, but it had finally grown long enough to cover the surgical scar, where the bullet fragments had been removed from her skull.

Her girlfriends said her hair looked cute. They said they wished they had the courage to cut theirs all off. It wasn’t courage that had Monica walking around like this. It was the fact that someone had tried to kill her.

“Here you go, baby,” the man said. He was tall, with chiseled facial features and broad shoulders. Good-looking in a very generic way. “Drink up.”

Monica did what she was told. Her head spun more. She smiled. As she looked into the man’s eyes, he smiled back mischievously.

Yes, he was good-looking, but it wouldn’t have mattered what he looked like. Monica had thrown on a tight, low-cut, button-front dress and planted herself on this stool knowing some fool would approach her, start buying her drinks, and give her the attention she needed.

“How you feel?” the man asked. He had told her his name a few times. Monica didn’t remember it.

“I’m ready to go.”

“Let me walk you to your car.”

“Sure,” Monica said, standing on wobbly heels.

Outside, the parking lot was quiet but packed bumper-to-bumper tight. Monica leaned against her Jaguar, the man’s body pressed against hers.

“You’re beautiful,” he said.

“Thank you.”

He leaned in, attempting to kiss her.

“Don’t kiss me,” Monica said, turning away, allowing him to suckle her neck.

She felt one of his hands on her breast. She didn’t push him away. He quickly undid two of her buttons, and his hand was down inside the cup of her bra, pinching her nipple.

“I’m dizzy,” Monica said.

“Let me get you inside the car.”

Monica allowed herself to be lowered into the Jaguar. She heard him close the door for her and caught a glimpse of the man hurrying around the front of the car. The passenger side door opened and closed. Before Monica knew it, both her breasts were bared, the man holding them, sucking voraciously.

Monica heard him moving about the small interior, felt his hands move all about her body. She did not look at him. Her head was tilted back, eyes closed.

She felt his warm hands on her bare thighs. She felt his lips kiss her knees. She heard him gasp when he spread her legs.

Monica smiled a bit, knowing it was the shock of discovering she wore no panties.

“I want to taste you,” she heard the man say.

“Go ’head,” Monica heard herself say back.

She felt his hot, wet tongue between her legs, and now Monica’s eyes were open. The dizziness seemed to disappear. She looked down at the top of the man’s head. He was working hard, trying to impress her.

Monica moaned, not because what he was doing felt good, but because she wanted it to, needed it to. She wanted to feel something, but she couldn’t.

She moaned again. “Oh, baby. It’s so good. It’s so, damn good!” She pretended. She grabbed the back of his head with both hands, pressed his face deeper into her. “Tell me you love it.”

“I love it,” the man said, raising his head slightly, just to be heard.

Monica dropped her head back again, staring at the ceiling of her car. She thought about her failed marriage to Nate, about the failed relationship with Lewis that had followed, then the failed attempt at the reconciliation of her marriage. She told herself not to go there, not again, but she could not stop herself. She thought about how no one loved her, how no one wanted her, and she felt herself descending into the place that oftentimes had her crying when she was alone.

“Tell me you love me,” Monica said, ashamed, but needing to hear the words from someone, even a total stranger.

She felt the man’s head stop for a moment.

“Tell me you love me!”

“I love you,” said the man’s muffled voice.

“Tell me you need me!”

“I need you,” he said, still licking and lapping so much that saliva was dripping down Monica’s inner thigh onto her leather seat.

She tried to stop the tears but they kept coming down her face.

The man raised his head, staring at Monica as though she were insane. “Are you crying?”

She wiped at her cheeks with the backs of her hands. “No.”

“You are.”

“I need for you to go,” Monica said, regaining her senses and sliding up in her seat.

“But, baby. We were just—”

“I’m not your fucking baby, and I said I need you to get out!” Monica screamed.

The man blinked. “Fine, crazy bitch. But don’t you—”

“Just get the fuck out!”

The man obeyed, climbing out of the car, slamming the door hard behind him.

Monica didn’t watch as the man walked back around the front of her car, glaring at her hatefully, flipping her the bird through the windshield.

She lowered her face into her hands and continued to cry.
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It had been months now since Nate told Monica that he was leaving her for Daphanie.

Nate lamented the decision, but he had no choice. Always wanting his own child, Nate did what had to be done.

On her hospital bed, only days after waking from a coma, Nate told Monica, in essence, that he was leaving her because she could not give him the child that Daphanie could.

Shortly thereafter, Nate found out that Daphanie was lying. The baby she was pregnant with was not his but the child of a married man she used to date, named Trevor.

Now in his mansion, the lights dim around him, Nate lowered himself into a leather chair and took a sip of the brandy he had poured moments ago. It was almost nine at night. Nathaniel, his adopted son, who had just made five years old last week, had been put to bed by Nate’s new nanny, Mrs. Langford, leaving Nate free to torture himself with the horrible state of things.

Daphanie had lied to him about the baby he was once sure was his. That hadn’t sat well with Nate, so he had gone after her for revenge.

He had accomplished what he had set out to do, causing the woman, he was sure, a pain she would never recover from. But now Nate wondered, what good did that do him? What if he had ignored the rumor that the baby was not his? He would’ve married Daphanie, and the little baby boy would’ve been there in the house with the two of them now. Nate wouldn’t be alone, trying to raise his five-year-old son by himself.

Or maybe he should’ve just ignored the knowledge of Daphanie’s pregnancy altogether. At the time, he was back with his ex-wife. He loved Monica, she loved him. She had already moved back in. They most likely would’ve been married again shortly after, but … Nate downed the rest of the brandy.

He grabbed his cell phone from the end table, dialed a number.

“Trevor,” Nate said. “How are you? Is it too late to come by?”

The little boy was beautiful, Nate thought, as he leaned over the crib and softly touched the infant’s fat cheek. This was the boy that would’ve been his, if Nate hadn’t called Daphanie back after dumping her for lying to him about the child. When he did call, he did some lying himself, said he would marry her and they would start a family of their own, only if she signed over full custody of her baby to Trevor, the biological father. She did. Nate left her standing at the altar of a huge wedding they had planned, and that’s how he ended up here.

Nate leaned into the crib and kissed the baby good night.

When he made his way downstairs, Trevor was there in the living room, pouring a couple of drinks. He was a tall, brown-skinned man. He and Nate resembled each other, both well built, both clean shaven with close-cut black, wavy hair. Trevor was a banker. Recently divorced from his wife after she found out about the baby he fathered with Daphanie, but he was doing well for himself, living in the nice new home he had bought.

Trevor held out a glass to Nate. “You okay?”

Nate took the glass—two fingers’ worth of scotch—swallowed it down, gave it back to Trevor for a refill. “Thinking if I played things the wrong way, that’s all.”

Refilling the glass and handing it back, Trevor said, “You can’t do that. Whether it was the wrong way or not, what’s done is done.” Trevor sat, inviting Nate to do the same. “For the record, I believe it was the right way.”

Nate sat. “Your son is beautiful. He’s going to be a fine boy.”

“He wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you. Are you wishing you hadn’t done anything? That you could have married Daphanie, been a family?”

“No,” Nate said, sincerely now.

“It was wrong of her, lying to both of us like that.”

Nate took a sip of his drink. “I know. I’ve gotten her back for that, but I think I paid a bigger price. I loved Monica. We were together again, and I traded that for a woman I did not love and a child that wasn’t mine, even though Monica and I already had Nathaniel. I’ve lost all of that, and even after everything I’ve already done, I want Daphanie to pay more. I want to hurt her more.”

“So what are you going to do, Nate?”

Nate dug his thumb and forefinger into the inner corners of his eyes and squeezed. “Nothing,” he finally said. “I should be done with the plotting, the deception and revenge. Look where it’s gotten me. I’m alone and my son and I are missing Monica.”

“Well, go tell her that, and win her back.”

Nate gave what had been said a moment of thought. In the past he had begged Monica for forgiveness countless times, and somehow she had always found it within herself to give it to him. This time was different. “No. She already told me we were done. I can’t blame her.”

“So you’re just going to give up? Just like that?”

“Yeah,” Nate said, standing, taking steps toward the living room’s exit. “Only way we get back together is if she comes to me. I know that’s never going to happen, so I’m closing that chapter of my life.”

Trevor followed him to the front door. They shook hands.

“You can come over and see my son whenever you like, you know.”

Nate smiled as best he could, then walked off.
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Austin Harris sat up in bed. He had on boxers and nothing else. The room was dark. He was not in his own home.

A small, shapely woman slept soundly beside him.

He looked at the alarm clock: 10:06 p.m. He slowly lay back down, staring at the ceiling. An hour ago, he had had the woman twisted into a bundle of sweating, trembling flesh. She was screaming his name as Austin grunted, stealing glances at the nightstand photo of the woman and her fiancé.

In the three months that he had been coming here, it had not bothered him. But tonight, this very moment, it had.

Lying in bed, Austin placed his hand on the bare shoulder of the woman lying beside him. “Cindy,” he said, nudging her gently.

She turned to him, her eyes opening a little, a sleepy smile on her face. “Hey, babe.”

“Hey,” he said, pulling her to him so he could kiss her. As he did, he thought about discussing what was on his mind. The no-strings-attached sex was great, but every now and again, he wanted more.

“You leaving me?” Cindy said.

“Why? You want me to stay the night?”

She paused. Austin knew he’d caught her off guard.

“I’m playing with you.” Austin smiled, knowing that now would be a bad time to have the conversation. “You know I got work early in the morning.”

“Yeah,” Cindy smiled, relieved. “Then you better go.”

Austin climbed out of bed, grabbed his slacks off the back of the chair, and slid them on, then his shirt. He stood in the mirror. He was a tall, handsome man in good shape with medium brown skin, deep-set brown eyes, and strong chin. As he buttoned up his shirt, he saw Cindy standing behind him.

“Things have been tight again this week. If I don’t pay the electric, I think it might be cut off.”

Austin stared at her in the mirror’s reflection. Cindy lowered her head.

“Sure,” he said. “Let me finish getting dressed. I’ll give it to you before I go.”

Austin stepped out of his Mercedes still wearing the gray suit he had worn to work that morning. He grabbed his briefcase and took the stone path up to his house.

The old Hyde Park home was a big gold brick one, with a huge front porch, four bedrooms, three baths, and a full basement. After divorcing his wife ten years ago, Austin had vowed not to be one of those guys that ended up in a studio apartment. He wanted the same lifestyle he had when he was married and wanted a place for his kids to stay when they visited—even though that hadn’t happened in quite a while.

Dropping his briefcase at the door and stepping into the dining room, Austin was surprised to see his brother sitting at the table. Caleb was bent over a plate, picking at the corner of a slice of cold pizza. A glass of orange soda sat at his elbow.

“You just coming in from work? It’s kinda late,” Austin said, taking a look at his wristwatch. “Almost eleven.”

Caleb, his younger brother by four years, wore a gray short-sleeved work shirt, his name stenciled on the left breast pocket. He wiped the corner of his mouth with a paper towel before he spoke.

“Naw. Me and Blue went out for a couple of beers. Had some stuff on my mind.”

Austin frowned a bit but didn’t respond. He walked around the table to a wall cabinet, pulled out a bottle of scotch and two short glasses. He looked at his brother from behind. His hair was long. Either he hadn’t had the time or he hadn’t had the money for a cut.

Austin set the glasses down and had a seat at the table. “You know, I really don’t think you should be hanging around—”

“Austin,” Caleb said, raising a hand. “I know you’re my older brother, but you’re not my father. Pops is dead, remember?”

“Blue was the reason you went to prison.”

“I know that. I was the one that went, not you. You gonna pour from that bottle, or what?”

Austin poured a little into each glass. He grabbed a glass and set the other in front of Caleb. “Here’s to …?”

“To whatever,” Caleb said, kicking the shot back.

Austin drank and set the glass down. “You talk to Sonya lately?”

“Look, Austin, I know we said after a year I’d get out or start paying rent, but—”

“No, no, no. I was just asking how she was doing. You don’t have to go.”

“I just know that today makes a year I been here,” Caleb said.

“It’s fine. Really, stay as long as you like.” Austin stood from his chair, reaching for the bottle of liquor. “I’m gonna put this away, unless you—”

“Leave it, will you?”

“Things are gonna be all right,” Austin said. He dug his hand into his pocket, reaching for his wallet. “Till then, maybe you can use a few dollars.”

“Don’t. I don’t wanna take any more from you. I’ve already taken enough.”

Austin fingered four twenty-dollar bills from his wallet and set them on the table beside his brother’s plate. “It’s not up for debate.”
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Three hundred dollars’ worth of loose marijuana, and three forty-ounce bottles of malt liquor sat on a table. The boys who sat there were all sixteen years old. Bug was chubby but strong, wore an expertly faded Mohawk haircut and a smile on his face. It was his garage the boys were meeting in this late at night, where they always hung out. Toomey was tall, thin, with a few chin hairs, unable to grow a mustache. He had big round eyes that made him appear younger than his sixteen years. Jahlil sat at the head of the table. He was of medium build, baby-faced, and had three shooting stars freshly cut into the side of his buzzed hair.

They all wore baggy jeans, extra large T-shirts, and gleaming white basketball shoes.

Small stacks of plastic wrap cut into three inch squares lay beside them, along with the forties. As the boys talked and drank, they pinched small quantities of marijuana from the pile, placed it in the center of one of the plastic wrap squares, then twisted and tied the ends into a knot.

“You ain’t answer the question,” Toomey said to Bug. “Your old man ever try to contact you?”

“Naw. He took off when I was five, and fool never looked back. Me and Moms cool without him. I help out with the money I make doing this stuff, so we don’t need him.”

“At least you knew your father,” Toomey said, twisting one of the weed-filled plastic squares into a ball and tossing it toward the growing pile on the table. “My moms said my father left the minute he found out she was pregnant with me. Why they do that, man? Think about how much better off we’d be if we had fathers.”

“All fathers ain’t good,” Jahlil said, looking up from the nickel bag he just twisted.

“Don’t always have to be good. All the stuff a grown man knows, all the mistakes he made—sometimes them just being there so we can learn what not to do is better than nothing,” Toomey said.

“Why you complaining?” Jahlil said. “You the grade A student, know everything already. What it matter to you?”

“I’d give my grades any day to have a father like you.”

“My father is worthless,” Jahlil said. “Why you think my moms kicked him out? All the years I known him, he been in and out of prison and looking for a job more than he had one. Now he thinking he’s doing something with his janitorial business. He think he ballin’ out.” Jahlil laughed and reached over to his bottle of brew, twisted the cap, and took two swigs. “You can have him.”

“I don’t know,” Bug said. “I’m agreeing with Toomey. A father is better than no father any day.”

Jahlil shook his head and told himself his boys had no idea of what they were talking about. The reason Jahlil was twisting weed into nickel bags right now was that he had seen it done, up close, when he was eight years old.

While his father was in prison for five years, his mother had dated a drug dealer named Craig. The money was good. There were always stacks of it wrapped in thick brown rubber bands. Jahlil, his mother, and Craig lived in the hood. The crib looked like a shack from the street, but it was fancy inside, and they had everything from flat-screen TVs to granite countertops and marble floors. When Jahlil’s father got out of prison, he came looking to get his family back.

One night, Jahlil’s father busted in on Craig while he was sorting drugs and showing Jahlil how to handle a handgun. Things went bad. Craig ended up holding a 9mm to Jahlil’s father’s head.

Jahlil picked up the gun Craig had been showing him, pointed it at the back of the man’s head, and blew his brains out all over the garage wall.

There was an investigation, but Uncle Austin made sure Jahlil didn’t get put into foster care.

Not long after that, Jahlil’s father and mother got back together, and the family went back to living in poverty. They had lived that way until separating a year ago.

Jahlil vowed that he would never end up like his old man. He wouldn’t be grown and penniless.

That’s why he had taken the train up to Evanston, given the white dude with the cloudy eyes the three hundred dollars he, Bug, and Toomey had come up with, for the pile of weed. He had no idea how or where they’d sell it, but the three of them were doing anything they could to make money. One way or the other, it would get sold.

As if reading Jahlil’s mind, Bug asked, “You come up with a place to sell this stuff yet?”

“We could do it in the lunchroom at school. Get a table way in the back so no one can see us,” Toomey said.

“They catch you selling drugs at school, they’ll put you under it,” Bug said.

“He’s right,” Jahlil said. “We don’t have a choice. We gotta sell our drugs where drugs be sold.”

“Where is that?” Toomey said.

“Over there on Seventy-Seventh Street.”

“Oh, hell no!” Toomey stood up from his chair in protest. “That’s G-Stone street. They sell there.”

“Toomey right,” Bug said.

“Then how we gonna get rid of this? We spent a hundred dollars each.”

“Find another way,” Toomey said. “I wanna make our money back but don’t wanna risk my life to do it. Let’s just wait for a better opportunity.”

“I ain’t got time to wait,” Jahlil said, anger in his voice.

“You know he got Shaun to think about,” Bug said to Toomey.

“Look,” Jahlil said. “They don’t start selling till afternoon. We go in the morning. No one will see us. Ya’ll don’t even have to help, just keep an eye out for the police.”

“Well … okay,” Bug said. “That could work as long as we out before someone see us.”

“You cool with that, Toomey?” Jahlil asked.

Looking worried, Toomey said, “We get our money, and we get out of there, right?”

“Right,” Jahlil said.
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Austin sipped from his coffee, then set the mug down.

“How is it? Need more sugar?” Marcus asked. He was Austin’s younger brother by eighteen months. Other than Marcus being two inches shorter than Austin’s six feet, a little broader in the shoulders, and having hazel eyes instead of brown, the two men looked very much alike, with their broad noses and thin lips.

Marcus had been happily married for the past eight years, but things at home had been getting a little uncomfortable since Marcus’s graphic design company had gone under.

“Coffee’s fine,” Austin said. “Thanks for letting me come by for breakfast.” Wearing a light brown suit, Austin stood and walked through the dining room, into the large living room of the modest, middle-class family home. He lifted a framed photo of Marcus’s daughter, Sophie, and smiled. “You’re lucky.”

“Really, to have lost my job and have my wife look at me as though she’s questioning why she ever married me,” Marcus said. “Don’t think I’m that lucky.”

“I’m talking about this,” Austin said, setting the photo down and spreading his arms. “Family. Home. Cooking pancakes in the morning. I miss that.”

“Yeah, well …” Marcus said, clearing some of the dishes from the table and taking them to the sink. “Things aren’t always what they seem. I know you know that, being divorced and all.”

“Everything okay with you and Reecie?”

Marcus turned on the faucet for dishwater, then turned to his brother. “We’re making the bills. But there’s a point where a woman feels she should not be the breadwinner in the family. She says she has a problem being the man. I tell her she’s not being the man. I still am. She says, ‘Really?’ Like she doesn’t know. I do everything around here, and she doesn’t appreciate any of it. I’m getting tired of this.”

“So it sounds like you have a problem being the woman.”

Marcus laughed, slipping on a pair of pink rubber dish gloves, holding up his hands as though he were about to perform surgery. “I am not the woman.”

“But you two are fine, right?”

“Yeah, we’re dealing,” Marcus said, shutting off the water. “How about you? You seem kinda down.”

“I’m educated, successful, forty-five, and handsome.”

“Really?” Marcus said. “Don’t know about the handsome part.”

“But I’m lonely. I want what you have—a family again.”

“Well, your kids hate you for not spending time with them over the last four years. And Trace has been remarried for that same period of time, but technically, they’re still your family. Problem solved.”

“Think she’d dump John and take me back if I asked?” Austin said, grinning, grabbing his coffee mug from the kitchen table.

“You’re joking, right?”

It took him a moment to answer. “Of course I am.”

“You got someone you’re seeing, don’t you? What’s her name? Cindy. How about her?”

“She’s just something to do.” Austin turned up his mug, finishing the coffee. “My son’s birthday gathering is tonight. You and Reecie coming, right?”

“Yeah. You’ll be there?” Marcus said, holding a soapy skillet, sounding surprised. “I’m shocked you got an invite.”

“I know. Troy doesn’t want to see me,” Austin said, sounding disappointed. “But Trace thinks I should show anyway.”

“I think you should too,” Marcus said, pulling off the wet rubber gloves. “Is Bethany driving up from school?”

“No, final exams she told her mother, but I think she’s just trying to avoid seeing me.”

“They can’t be mad at you forever. You’re their father.”

“They have a new one of those, remember?”

“Whatever.” Marcus walked out into the dining room and gave Austin some dap, and pulled him in for a half hug. He held him there a moment. “But you’re good, right? Sometimes I worry about you, man.”

Austin felt concern in the embrace and the question. “Yeah. Perfect,” he said.
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Caleb sat in a small wood-paneled office. He felt uncomfortable about his appearance. He wore old jeans, work boots, and his gray work shirt. His hair was longer than he liked. The curls would soon grow into a baby afro. He wanted to get a cut and shave off the patchy beard that had started to grow on his face, but he told himself he would save the few dollars Austin gave him for something more important.

Caleb glanced down at his watch. It read 8:00 a.m.

Last night, Caleb’s former longtime girlfriend of almost twenty years and the mother of his child had called him.

“The principal said he wants us to come up there tomorrow morning for a meeting.”

“About what?” Caleb said. He had been in the middle of working, cleaning yet another office he didn’t feel like cleaning.

“About your son.”

“Is he in trouble again?” Caleb asked, praying that he wasn’t.

“What do you think, Caleb?” Sonya said, as though he should’ve known. “Eight o’clock, and don’t be late.”

This was what had been on his mind last night, why he had had to call Blue to go have some beers.

Caleb looked over at Sonya, who sat in the chair beside him.

She remained thin after all these years, wore her hair the same way—pulled back in a ponytail—and no makeup other than lip gloss and eyeliner. She wore jeans and heels, one of which she nervously tapped against the floor.

Caleb pressed his palm on her knee.

“Relax. It might not be that bad.”

Sonya gave Caleb a sarcastic look. “Where is this man? I want to get this over with.”

That moment, a boyish-looking man no older than thirty-five walked into the room. He wore glasses, a corduroy blazer, and a smile. His name was Mr. Burke. He extended his hand to Sonya.

“Sorry to keep you waiting, Mr. and Mrs. Harris.”

Sonya took the man’s hand and shook, neither Caleb nor Sonya bothering to correct him on their marital status.

“Mr. Harris,” the principal said, offering Caleb his hand. “I know we’re all busy, so I want to get right to the point. Jahlil has been missing school.”

“I kept him out a couple of days last week, because he was sick,” Sonya said.

“I understand, but he’s missed a little more than that.” Mr. Burke slid open his desk drawer, pulled out a folder, and examined a page. “Last month, Jahlil missed … eight, nine,”—the man counted to himself—“eleven days. This month, it’s thirteen, and we still have a week to go.”

Sonya shook her head. “I’m sure there has to be some sort of mistake. I’ve never heard anything about this.”

“Jahlil was sent home with notices to you. I assume you never got them.”

“No.” Sonya shook her head.

“Are you sure he’s been absent that much?” Caleb asked.

“I checked the attendance records of all Jahlil’s instructors and the absences are consistent.”

Caleb sat quietly, teeth clamped together, angry.

“Is there any explanation whatsoever for this?” Mr. Burke asked.

Caleb narrowed his eyes and turned to Sonya.

“I don’t know,” Sonya said, shaken. “A year ago, his father and I—”

“Mr. Burke,” Caleb said, interrupting Sonya. “Is this the only problem you needed to speak to us about?”

“Your son’s grades have obviously dropped because of the classes he’s missed. If he continues, he’ll be suspended. And if his grades continue to fall, he may have to repeat his junior year.”

“Understood. Thank you.” Caleb stood and shook the man’s hand. He turned to Sonya. “C’mon.”

Outside the school, Caleb walked beside Sonya silently, the muscles in his jaw jumping as he continued to grind his teeth. Sonya stopped beside her aging Nissan Altima.

“Why in the hell didn’t you tell me he was missing school?” Caleb asked.

“Because I didn’t know.”

“But it’s your damn job to know.”

“He’s your son too.”

“You put me out. How do I find out about this when I barely see him? This is your fault.”

“Come again?”

“You could’ve let me stay,” Caleb said.

“You cheat, and you expect me to let you stay.”

“It was one time.”

“And that makes it right?”

“You pushed me to that.”

Sonya chuckled, shaking her head.

“You stopped believing in me, respecting me,” Caleb said.

“Caleb, we’re past that. That was then. Jahlil missing school is now. You gonna take care of it, or what?”

Caleb turned, sighed heavily, angrily. “I need to be back home, and you know it. We need to be a family again.”

“That ain’t happening, Caleb,” Sonya said, turning toward her car, sliding her key in the lock.

Caleb grabbed her by the arm, spun her back to him. “No! Do you know what I’ve done for you and Jahlil? When you were about to be thrown out because you were more than half a year late on rent, when there were expenses you had to pay but couldn’t afford?”

“What? What did you do for us that was so big?” Sonya asked, as if there was nothing he could say to impress her.

Caleb stared at Sonya, so angry he felt his entire body trembling. He forced himself to calm down. “Nothing,” Caleb said. “I didn’t do anything.”

“Just like I thought. You need to find your son and talk some sense into him. He needs you.”

“Do you still need me?” Caleb said, hopeful.

Sonya stared at him a moment. “No,” Sonya said. “I don’t.”
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Monica sprang up in bed, her entire body drenched in sweat. She huffed, her heart pounding in her chest as she whipped her head around, looking for the man that had shot her.

Even though this was not the same house she had been shot in, her eyes settled on the bedroom door. It was closed.
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