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  To the ones who give us a reason to fight, to change, and to hope.







  
    
      You may encounter many defeats, but you must not be defeated. In fact, it may be necessary to encounter the defeats, so you can know who you are, what you can rise from, how you can still come out of it.


    

    
      — Maya Angelou
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  Foreword



We often like to believe that we are the sole architects of our lives, building our futures stone by stone with every choice we make. But for many, the foundation was laid long before they were born. For Deacon Eugene Dutch III, life began not with a blank slate, but with the heavy, golden weight of a name.







In the pages that follow, you will walk the streets of a Harlem and Brooklyn that are as beautiful as they are unforgiving. You will meet a man caught in the impossible space between two worlds: the sharp, dangerous reality of the game and the soft, vanilla-scented promise of a life built on truth. Deacon’s story is not just one of crime and consequence; it is a profound exploration of what happens when the lies we tell to protect the ones we love eventually become the very things that threaten to destroy them.







At its core, this is a story about “reasons.” We all have them—the people or purposes that keep us fighting when the world wants us to fold. For Deacon, Trina Michaels and their daughter, Maya, are his “every reason”. They are the anchor in his storm and the light at the end of a very long, very dark tunnel.







But redemption is never free. It is a debt paid in years lost, in brothers betrayed, and in the agonizing process of dismantling an empire to save a soul. You will witness the cost of survival and the fragility of trust as Deacon faces a reckoning eight years in the making—a ghost from the past named Jerome Wilkins, who reminds us all that the streets never truly forget.







His Every Reason asks the hardest questions: Can a man truly outrun his past? Is it possible to build a future on a foundation of secrets? And when everything is stripped away—the cars, the money, the respect—what is left of the man who remains?







Prepare yourself for a journey that is raw, cinematic, and deeply human. It is a reminder that while we cannot change where we started, we can choose where we stay. It is a story about the strength it takes to keep the light on and the courage required to finally, truly, come home.







Welcome to the weight of a name. Welcome to the search for a reason.







  Preface



The story you are about to read was born from a single, haunting question: What is a man willing to become to protect the things he loves?

For years, I’ve watched the rhythm of the streets—the flash of the jewelry, the roar of the engines, and the silent, heavy toll that lifestyle takes on the soul. We often see the exterior of that world, the “Baccarat Rouge 540” and the custom Escalades, but we rarely sit in the quiet, agonizing moments at 4:00 AM when a man realizes his kingdom is built on sand.

Deacon Dutch III is a man caught in that exact vibration. He is a product of a legacy he didn’t ask for, carrying a name that opens doors in the underworld but closes them in his own home. Writing this book wasn’t just about chronicling a “hustler’s tale”; it was about exploring the internal war between the man the world expects you to be and the man your daughter needs you to be.

The characters in these pages—Deacon, Trina, and Jerome—are reflections of the people we know. They are flawed, hopeful, and desperately trying to navigate a system that often feels designed to see them fail. I wanted to capture the “weight of a name”—the idea that sometimes our greatest inheritance is also our heaviest burden.

As you follow Deacon from the blocks of Harlem to the cold reality of a five-year sentence, and finally back to the doorstep of a life he almost threw away, I hope you feel the tension of his choice. Redemption isn’t a grand, cinematic moment; it’s a series of small, difficult decisions made “one day at a time.”

This book is for anyone who has ever felt the pull of a past they’ve outgrown. It’s for the fathers fighting to be present, the women holding down the fort while the world spins out of control, and the “every reasons” in our lives that make the struggle worth it.

Thank you for riding with me through this journey. Keep the light on.

— Ellington “RIXX” Bass Sr.
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  CHAPTER 1 — The Weight of a Name

  
  




Song: Alicia Keys - “If I Ain’t Got You”

The Baccarat Rouge 540 cologne hit Deacon’s nostrils before he even opened his eyes—expensive, amber-sweet, the kind of scent that cost three hundred dollars a bottle and lingered on silk sheets long after the body was gone. He’d sprayed it on at 6 AM, right before leaving Trina’s apartment, and now at 2 PM, sitting in the back of Marcus’s Escalade outside a trap house on Lennox Avenue, he could still smell her on his skin underneath it. Coconut oil. Shea butter. That vanilla body spray she bought from Bath & Body Works even though he kept telling her he’d buy her something better, something that cost more than $12.50.

She always said no. Said she didn’t need expensive things to feel beautiful.

That’s why he bought them anyway.

“Yo, D. You hear me?” Marcus’s voice cut through the memory, sharp and impatient. “I said Tony’s inside waitin’ on you. You good?”

Deacon blinked, refocusing on the cracked brownstone in front of them. Bars on the windows. Graffiti on the door. A couple of young boys on the stoop, no older than fifteen, watching the Escalade with the kind of hunger that came from knowing what was inside but not being old enough to touch it yet. The bass from a Dipset track rattled the windows of the building—I Really Mean It thumping through cheap speakers, Cam’ron’s voice distorted by blown-out woofers.

“Yeah, I’m good.” Deacon’s voice came out flat, automatic. He wasn’t good. He hadn’t been good in months.

Marcus turned in the driver’s seat, his dark eyes narrowing. “You sure? ‘Cause you been actin’ funny lately. Distracted. And distracted get niggas killed out here.”

“I said I’m good, Marcus.” Deacon’s jaw tightened. He reached for the door handle, but Marcus’s hand shot out, gripping his forearm. The leather of Marcus’s glove was cold, firm.

“D. Real talk. What’s goin’ on with you?”

Deacon looked at his best friend—his brother, really, since they were twelve years old and Marcus had split his last pack of Now and Laters with him on the playground. Marcus’s face was all hard angles now, scarred from a knife fight in ‘03, beard trimmed sharp, eyes that had seen too much death to ever look soft again. But there was concern there. Real concern.

“Trina,” Deacon said finally, the name tasting like honey and guilt on his tongue. “She been askin’ questions.”

Marcus let go of his arm, leaning back with a sigh that fogged up the windshield. “What kind of questions?”

“The kind I can’t answer without losin’ her.”

“Shit.” Marcus rubbed his face, the sound of his palm against his beard loud in the confined space. “She know?”

“Nah. Not yet. But she suspicious. Found a text on my phone last week from Tony. Nothin’ incriminatin’, but she saw the number, asked who it was. I told her it was a client from the construction company.”

“She believe you?”

Deacon’s silence was answer enough.

The construction company was the cover—Dutch & Sons Contracting, LLC, a legitimate business Deacon had built with drug money, cleaned and laundered through fake invoices and real projects. It made enough to justify the cars, the clothes, the apartment in Harlem with the view of the river. But it didn’t make enough to justify the kind of money Deacon was really moving. Trina was smart. She’d been doing the math in her head for months now, and the numbers weren’t adding up.

“You gotta tell her somethin’, D. Or you gotta get out the game. Can’t do both forever.”

“I know.” Deacon’s voice was barely a whisper. “But if I tell her, she leave. And if I get out the game…” He trailed off, staring at the trap house. “How I’m supposed to take care of her if I get out? The construction company ain’t pullin’ in six figures yet. I got plans, Marcus. Big plans. I’m tryna build somethin’ real for her. For us. But I need time.”

“Time,” Marcus repeated, shaking his head. “That’s the one thing niggas like us don’t got.”

Deacon didn’t respond. He pushed open the door, stepping out into the October cold. The air smelled like rotting leaves and car exhaust, the kind of smell that clung to Harlem in the fall, mixing with the scent of fried chicken from the bodega on the corner and the faint chemical tang of crack smoke drifting from an alley two blocks down. He pulled his leather jacket tighter—Tom Ford, black, butter-soft, another thing he’d bought thinking of Trina. She loved the way it looked on him. Told him he looked like Idris Elba in that movie she made him watch, the one about the drug dealer trying to go straight.

The irony wasn’t lost on him.

The boys on the stoop straightened up as Deacon approached, their eyes tracking him like wolves watching a deer. One of them—light-skinned, cornrows, couldn’t be more than sixteen—stepped forward, blocking the door.

“Yo, you Dutch?”

Deacon stopped, his hand instinctively moving toward the Glock tucked in his waistband under the jacket. “Who’s askin’?”

“Tony said you was comin’. Said to let you in.” The kid’s voice cracked on the last word, betraying his age. He stepped aside, pulling open the door. The smell hit Deacon immediately—ammonia, burnt plastic, sweat, and something sweet and rotten underneath it all. Crack. Heroin. Desperation.

This was the part of the game Deacon hated. The part that made him feel like he was drowning every time he walked into a place like this. He didn’t use. Never had. Didn’t even drink much. But he sold it. Moved it. Profited from it. And every time he saw a fiend scratching at their arms in the corner, or a mother selling her body for a hit, he thought about Trina. About the disappointment that would fill her eyes if she ever saw this. If she ever knew.

She’s my every reason, he thought, the mantra that had kept him going for the last five years. Every dollar. Every risk. Every lie. It’s all for her.

Inside, the trap house was exactly what he expected—peeling wallpaper, stained carpet, a couch that looked like it had been pulled from a dumpster. Three men sat around a card table in the center of the room, playing spades. Tony was the one facing the door, a big man with a shaved head and a scar running from his temple to his jaw. He looked up when Deacon entered, his gold teeth flashing in a grin.

“There he is. The man himself. Deacon Eugene Dutch the Third.” Tony said the name like it was a joke, drawing out each syllable. “You know, I always wondered—what kind of nigga got a name like that? Sound like you should be runnin’ for president or some shit.”

Deacon didn’t smile. “My grandfather’s name. And his grandfather’s before that.”

“Legacy, huh?” Tony stood, wiping his hands on his jeans. “I respect that. Come on, let’s talk business.”

They moved to a back room, away from the card game and the fiends nodding off in the corners. The room was small, windowless, lit by a single bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. A metal table sat in the center, and on it, three kilos of cocaine, wrapped in plastic and duct tape.

“This the shipment?” Deacon asked, his voice all business now. He pulled a knife from his pocket, slicing into one of the packages. The powder inside was white, pure, the kind of product that would sell itself on the streets. He rubbed a bit between his fingers, then touched it to his tongue. Bitter. Numbing. Good.

“Yeah. Straight from Miami. My connect down there say this some of the best shit he seen in years.”

Deacon nodded, pulling out his phone. He texted Marcus: Clean. Moving forward. Then he looked at Tony. “Price?”

“Thirty a key. Same as always.”

“Thirty?” Deacon raised an eyebrow. “Last month it was twenty-eight.”

“Last month the Feds wasn’t breathin’ down my connect’s neck. Prices go up when the risk go up. You know how it is.”

Deacon did know. He also knew Tony was lying—the Feds weren’t anywhere near Miami right now, he’d checked. But he didn’t have time to argue. He needed this product moved by the weekend. He had buyers waiting. Bills to pay. A ring to buy.

The ring. He’d been looking at it for three months now, a two-carat diamond solitaire in a platinum band, sitting in the window of a jewelry store on 125th Street. $15,000. He’d saved almost enough. Just needed one more big score, one more shipment moved, and he’d have it. Then he’d propose. Then he’d tell Trina everything—the truth about the money, the business, the life he’d been living. And he’d promise her it was over. That he was getting out. That from now on, it would just be them and the construction company and a future that didn’t involve trap houses and kilos and lies.

She’s my every reason, he thought again, pulling out a stack of bills from his jacket. Every reason to get out. Every reason to stay in long enough to make it right.

“Ninety thousand,” Deacon said, counting out the money. “Cash. Like always.”

Tony took the money, flipping through it with practiced fingers. “Pleasure doin’ business with you, Dutch. You one of the good ones. Reliable. Ain’t a lot of that left in this game.”

Deacon didn’t respond. He picked up the duffel bag Tony handed him, the weight of the kilos heavy in his hands, and turned to leave. But as he reached the door, Tony called out.

“Yo, Dutch. One more thing.”

Deacon stopped, looking back.

“You ever hear of a nigga named Jerome Wilkins?”

The name hit Deacon like a punch to the gut. He kept his face neutral, but his heart was racing. “Yeah. I know Jerome. Why?”

“Word on the street is he out. Got released from Rikers two weeks ago.”

Deacon’s blood went cold. “Released?”

“Yeah. Early release. Good behavior or some shit.” Tony shrugged. “Just thought you should know. Y’all used to run together back in the day, right?”

“Yeah,” Deacon said slowly. “We did.”

“Well, he been askin’ about you. Told my boy he was lookin’ to reconnect. Thought it was strange, you know? Nigga do five years and the first thing he do is ask about you?”

Deacon’s mind was racing. Jerome. Out. Asking about him. This wasn’t good. This was the opposite of good.

“Thanks for the heads up,” Deacon said, his voice tight. He left the trap house, the duffel bag slung over his shoulder, and climbed back into the Escalade. Marcus took one look at his face and knew something was wrong.

“What happened?”

“Jerome’s out.”

Marcus’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Fuck.”

“Yeah.”

They sat in silence for a moment, the weight of the name hanging between them. Jerome Wilkins. Deacon’s best friend from childhood. His partner in the early days of the game. The man Deacon had left behind when things got too hot, when the Feds started closing in, when Deacon had to choose between loyalty and survival.

He’d chosen survival. And Jerome had gone to prison for it.

“You think he comin’ for you?” Marcus asked.

“I don’t know.” Deacon stared out the window, watching the city blur past. “But if he is, I gotta protect Trina. She can’t get caught up in this.”

“Then you need to tell her, D. Tell her everything. ‘Cause if Jerome comin’, he ain’t just comin’ for you. He comin’ for everything you love.”

Deacon closed his eyes, the smell of Baccarat Rouge 540 still clinging to his skin, mixing with the scent of cocaine and fear. He thought about Trina, about the way she smiled when she thought he wasn’t looking, about the way she said his name in the dark, soft and full of trust.

She’s my every reason, he thought. And I’m about to lose her.

* * *

INTERLUDE — A Night of Reckoning

The city looked different at 2 AM.

Deacon drove through Brooklyn with the windows cracked, letting the October cold seep into the car. The heater was on full blast, but he needed the bite of the wind, needed something to keep him sharp, to keep him from spiraling.

The streets were empty except for the occasional taxi and the people who lived in the margins—the homeless pushing shopping carts, the sex workers on corners, the dealers posted up in doorways. People like him. People who’d made choices that led them to the dark hours, to the spaces between day and night where anything could happen.

His Mercedes smelled like leather and Baccarat Rouge 540 and something else—something metallic and sharp that he recognized as fear. His own fear. It clung to him like a second skin, mixing with Trina’s perfume, creating a scent that made his stomach turn.

She’s my every reason, he thought, gripping the steering wheel tighter. And I’m about to lose her because I can’t let go of this life.

The dashboard glowed soft blue in the darkness, the GPS showing him a route he didn’t need. He knew these streets like he knew his own heartbeat—every corner, every alley, every place where money changed hands and lives got destroyed. He’d built an empire here, brick by brick, lie by lie.

And now it was all about to come crashing down.

Marcus’s words echoed in his head: Jerome comin’ for everything you love.

Deacon turned onto Atlantic Avenue, the streetlights casting orange halos in the mist. The city looked beautiful from here—the skyline glittering in the distance, the bridges lit up like jewelry, the promise of something better just out of reach.

He thought about Jerome. About the way they used to be—brothers, partners, two kids from the same block who’d sworn they’d make it out together. They’d started small—weed, pills, nothing too serious. But then the money got good, and the stakes got higher, and suddenly they were moving weight, making connections, building something real.

And then the Feds came.

Deacon could still remember that night—the way his phone had blown up with warnings, the way Marcus had grabbed him and pulled him into a car, the way they’d driven for hours until they were sure they weren’t being followed. Jerome had been at the stash house when the raid went down. Jerome had been the one holding the product, the one with his prints all over everything.

Jerome had been the one who went to prison.

And Deacon had let him.

I had to, Deacon told himself, the same justification he’d been using for eight years. I had Trina. I had a future. I couldn’t throw it all away.

But the truth—the truth that kept him up at night, that made his hands shake when he thought about it too long—was that he’d been scared. Scared of prison, scared of losing everything, scared of becoming just another statistic.

So he’d run. And Jerome had paid the price.

Deacon pulled over on a side street, putting the car in park but leaving the engine running. He leaned his head back against the seat, closing his eyes, trying to breathe through the tightness in his chest.

His phone buzzed in the cup holder. A text from Trina: You okay? You seemed off tonight.

He stared at the message, his thumb hovering over the keyboard. He wanted to tell her everything—about Jerome, about the warehouse deal, about the fact that he was a drug dealer who’d been lying to her for twenty years. He wanted to confess, to lay it all out, to let her decide if he was worth saving.

But he couldn’t. Because if he told her, she’d leave. And he couldn’t survive that.

I’m good, he typed back. Just tired. Love you.

Three dots appeared, then disappeared, then appeared again. Finally: Love you too. Come home soon.

Home. The word felt like a knife in his chest.

Deacon put the phone down and stared out the windshield. The street was quiet, the buildings dark except for a few scattered windows where people were still awake, still living their lives, still pretending everything was okay.

He thought about his future—the one he’d been building in his head for years. He’d marry Trina. They’d have a real wedding, not some courthouse thing, but something beautiful with flowers and music and all their people there. He’d wear a suit that actually fit, and she’d wear white, and when they said their vows, he’d mean every word.

They’d buy a house. Not in Brooklyn—somewhere quieter, maybe upstate, maybe Jersey. Somewhere with a yard and good schools and neighbors who didn’t know what he used to be. He’d run Going Dutch full-time, build it into something legitimate, something he could be proud of.

And Trina would paint. She’d have a studio with big windows and natural light, and she’d spend her days creating beauty instead of working herself to death at that gallery.

They’d be happy. They’d be clean. They’d be free.

But first, he thought, I gotta do this warehouse deal. One last score. Enough money to pay off my debts, shut down the operation, go completely legit.

It was the same plan he’d had for years. The same promise he’d made to himself over and over: Just one more. Just one more, and then I’m out.

But the truth was, there was always one more. Always another deal, another opportunity, another reason to stay in the game just a little bit longer.

His phone rang, and Deacon looked down to see Nyesha’s name on the screen. His daughter’s mother. The woman he’d been with before Trina, the woman who’d given him Maya, the woman who resented him for choosing Trina over her.

He almost didn’t answer. But then he thought about Maya—his six-year-old daughter with her bright smile and her endless questions—and he picked up.

“Yeah?”

“She been askin’ about you.” Nyesha’s voice was flat, tired. “When you comin’ to see her?”

“Soon,” Deacon said, the lie coming easily. “I been busy with work—”

“You always busy with work.” Nyesha sighed. “She drew you a picture today. A family portrait. You, me, and her, all holdin’ hands.”

Deacon’s chest tightened. “That’s—that’s nice.”

“Is it?” Nyesha’s voice was sharp. “Because she don’t understand why her daddy only come around once a month. She don’t understand why you got a whole other life that don’t include her.”

“Nyesha—”

“I ain’t tryna start nothin’, Deacon. I’m just tellin’ you—she need you. And you runnin’ out of time to be the father she deserve.”

In the background, Deacon could hear Maya’s voice, high and sweet: “Mommy, is that Daddy? Can I talk to him?”

“Not right now, baby,” Nyesha said, her voice softening. “Daddy’s busy.”

“But I wanna tell him about my picture—”

“Later, Maya. Go brush your teeth.”

Deacon heard footsteps, a door closing, and then Nyesha was back on the line.

“You hear that?” she said quietly. “That’s what you missin’. That’s what you throwin’ away for whatever it is you doin’ out there.”

“I’m tryna build somethin’ for her,” Deacon said, his voice rough. “I’m tryna make sure she got everything she need—”

“She don’t need money, Deacon. She need her father. And you ain’t been that in a long time.”

The line went dead.

Deacon sat there in the silence, the phone still pressed to his ear, Nyesha’s words echoing in his head.

You runnin’ out of time.

He thought about Maya. About the way she looked at him like he was a hero, like he could do anything. About the drawings she made, the stories she told, the way she said “I love you, Daddy” like it was the most important thing in the world.

He thought about Trina. About the way she trusted him, the way she believed in him, the way she’d built her whole life around the idea that he was a good man.

And he thought about Jerome. About the revenge that was coming, the reckoning he couldn’t avoid, the price he was finally going to have to pay for all his choices.

I’m runnin’ out of time, he realized. And I don’t know how to stop it.

Deacon put the car in gear and drove through the empty streets, heading toward Trina’s apartment in Fort Greene. He didn’t know why he was going there—he couldn’t go up, couldn’t face her, couldn’t pretend everything was okay.

But he needed to see her. Needed to know she was safe, that she was still his, that he hadn’t lost her yet.

He parked across the street from her building, killing the engine and the lights. Her apartment was on the third floor, the windows facing the street. The lights were off, which meant she was probably asleep, curled up in bed with her phone on the nightstand, waiting for him to come home.

She’s my every reason, he thought, staring up at her window. The only thing that matters. The only thing worth fighting for.

And then, as if she’d heard him, a light flickered on.

Deacon’s breath caught. He watched as Trina’s silhouette appeared in the window—her shape unmistakable, her movements graceful even from this distance. She stood there for a moment, looking out at the street, and Deacon wondered if she could see him, if she knew he was there.

Then she turned away, and the light went off again.

Deacon sat in the darkness, his hands gripping the steering wheel, his heart pounding in his chest.

Two more weeks, he told himself. Two more weeks, and I do the warehouse deal. I get the money, I pay off my debts, I shut down the operation. And then I tell her everything. I come clean, I beg for forgiveness, and I pray she don’t leave.

It was a plan. A desperate, half-formed plan that probably wouldn’t work.

But it was all he had.

Deacon started the car and pulled away from the curb, driving into the night, the smell of Baccarat Rouge 540 still clinging to his skin.

She’s my every reason, he thought one more time. And I’m about to bet everything on two more weeks.

He just hoped it was enough.

* * *

Jerome wasn’t smiling now.

Across town, in a studio apartment in the Bronx, Jerome Wilkins sat on a mattress on the floor, staring at a photograph. The photo was old, creased, the colors faded. It showed three people: Deacon, Marcus, and Jerome, all of them young, maybe seventeen, standing in front of a bodega with their arms around each other’s shoulders. They were smiling. Brothers.

He set the photo down, picking up his phone. He scrolled through his contacts until he found the number he was looking for. A woman’s number. Trina’s number. He’d gotten it from a mutual friend, someone who didn’t know what Jerome was planning, someone who thought Jerome just wanted to reconnect with old friends.

He typed out a message: Hey, this is Jerome. Remember me? Deacon’s boy from back in the day. I’m back in town. Would love to catch up. You free this week?

He stared at the message for a long moment, his thumb hovering over the send button. Then he smiled—a cold, empty smile that didn’t reach his eyes—and hit send.

Let the games begin, he thought.

* * *
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Song: Usher - “U Remind Me”

TWENTY YEARS EARLIER — SEPTEMBER 1988

The first time Deacon Eugene Dutch III saw Trina Michaels, she was wearing a yellow sundress and arguing with a vending machine.

He was fourteen years old, standing in the hallway of Frederick Douglass High School on the first day of freshman year, trying to figure out which classroom was 204B, when he heard her voice—sharp, frustrated, beautiful in a way that made him stop walking and just listen.

“Come on, you stupid piece of—” She smacked the side of the vending machine with her palm, the sound echoing down the empty hallway. “I put in seventy-five cents! Give me my Skittles!”

Deacon watched her from twenty feet away, his backpack slung over one shoulder, his new sneakers squeaking on the freshly waxed floor. She was short—maybe five-foot-three—with dark skin that seemed to glow in the fluorescent lights, and hair pulled back in a ponytail that swung when she moved. The yellow dress was simple, cotton, probably from Macy’s or somewhere his mama shopped, but on her it looked like something from a magazine.

She hit the machine again, harder this time, and Deacon found himself walking toward her before he even realized he’d made the decision.

“You gotta hit it right here,” he said, his voice cracking embarrassingly on the last word. He cleared his throat, feeling his face heat up. “On the side. Right above the coin slot.”

She turned to look at him, and Deacon forgot how to breathe.

Her eyes were dark brown, almost black, with long lashes that didn’t need mascara. Her lips were full, curved in a frown that somehow made her more beautiful. She had a small mole on her left cheek, right below her eye, and Deacon had the sudden, overwhelming urge to touch it.

“You think you can do better?” she asked, one eyebrow raised in challenge.

Deacon shrugged, trying to look more confident than he felt. He stepped up to the vending machine, positioned his hand exactly where his older brother had shown him last year, and gave it a sharp hit. The machine shuddered, groaned, and spit out a pack of Skittles.

The girl’s eyes widened. “How’d you do that?”

“Magic,” Deacon said, grinning. He picked up the Skittles and held them out to her. “Here.”

She took them, her fingers brushing his for just a second. The touch sent electricity up his arm, made his heart stutter in his chest. “Thanks. I’m Trina.”

“Deacon.”

“Deacon?” She smiled, and it was like the sun coming out from behind clouds. “That’s a different name. I like it.”

“It’s my grandfather’s name,” Deacon said, the words tumbling out too fast. “And his grandfather’s before that. It’s a family thing.”

“Legacy,” Trina said, nodding. “That’s cool. Most boys I know just got regular names. Like Mike or Chris or whatever.”

“You know a lot of boys?” Deacon asked, then immediately wanted to punch himself. Smooth, D. Real smooth.

But Trina just laughed, a sound that made Deacon’s stomach flip. “Not really. I just moved here from Brooklyn. Don’t know nobody yet.”

“Well, now you know me,” Deacon said. “And if you want, I can show you around. Help you find your classes and stuff.”

Trina tilted her head, studying him. “You always this nice to girls you just met?”

“Nah,” Deacon said honestly. “Just you.”

Something shifted in her expression then, something soft and surprised. She opened the pack of Skittles, pouring a few into her palm, then held them out to him. “Want some?”

Deacon took a handful, their fingers touching again, and he knew—right there in that hallway, with the taste of artificial fruit on his tongue and the smell of her vanilla lotion in the air—that this girl was going to change his life.

He just didn’t know how much.

* * *

THREE MONTHS LATER — DECEMBER 1988

“Yo, D! You comin’ or what?”

Deacon looked up from his math homework to see Jerome Wilkins standing in the doorway of the library, his jacket unzipped despite the December cold, a basketball tucked under one arm. Jerome was fifteen, a year older than Deacon, but they’d been tight since elementary school. Jerome’s mama and Deacon’s mama were best friends, which meant Jerome and Deacon had been forced into friendship before they were old enough to choose it themselves.

Turned out, they would’ve chosen it anyway.

“Can’t,” Deacon said, gesturing at the textbook in front of him. “Got a test tomorrow.”

“Man, fuck that test. It’s Friday. We goin’ to the courts. Marcus already there, and I heard some boys from Lincoln High talkin’ shit. We gotta represent.”

Deacon hesitated. He wanted to go—basketball was the one thing that made him feel like he was good at something other than school. But he’d promised his mama he’d keep his grades up, and Mr. Patterson’s algebra tests were no joke.

“I can’t, Rome. For real. I gotta—”

“He gotta study,” a voice interrupted. Trina appeared behind Jerome, her backpack slung over one shoulder, her hair down today instead of in its usual ponytail. She’d been growing it out, and now it fell past her shoulders in soft waves that Deacon wanted to touch. “Leave him alone, Jerome.”

Jerome turned, grinning. “Oh, I see how it is. You got him on lockdown already.”

“Ain’t nobody on lockdown,” Trina said, but she was smiling. She walked past Jerome and sat down next to Deacon, close enough that he could smell her lotion—still vanilla, always vanilla. “I’m just sayin’, if he got a test, he should study.”

“You his mama now?” Jerome teased.

“Nah, I’m his friend. And friends look out for each other.”

Friend. The word stung more than it should have. Deacon and Trina had been hanging out almost every day since September—eating lunch together, walking home together, talking on the phone until Deacon’s mama yelled at him to get off the line. But they weren’t together together. Deacon had tried to ask her out twice, and both times she’d changed the subject so smoothly he wasn’t even sure if she’d noticed.

Jerome shook his head, laughing. “A’ight, a’ight. I’m out. But D, you missin’ out. We about to cook these Lincoln boys.”

“Next time,” Deacon promised.

Jerome left, and the library fell quiet again except for the sound of pages turning and the hum of the fluorescent lights overhead. Trina pulled out her own homework, spreading it across the table, and for a while they worked in comfortable silence.

Then Trina said, “You really like basketball, huh?”

Deacon looked up. “Yeah. Why?”

“I don’t know. You just… you light up when you talk about it. Like it’s the only thing that makes you happy.”

“It’s not the only thing,” Deacon said quietly.

Trina’s eyes met his, and for a moment, Deacon thought maybe she understood. Maybe she felt it too—this thing between them that was more than friendship but less than whatever came next.

“What else makes you happy?” she asked.

You, Deacon thought. You make me happy. You’re the reason I come to school even when I don’t feel like it. You’re the reason I actually try in English class because I know you’re gonna ask me about the book we’re reading. You’re the reason I started wearing cologne and caring about what I look like. You’re my every reason.

But he didn’t say any of that. Instead, he said, “I don’t know. Lots of stuff.”

Trina nodded, looking back down at her homework, and Deacon felt like he’d failed some kind of test he didn’t even know he was taking.

* * *

SIX MONTHS LATER — JUNE 1989

The end of freshman year came with the kind of heat that made the asphalt shimmer and the fire hydrants burst open, flooding the streets with water while kids ran through it screaming. Deacon and Trina sat on the steps of her building in Brooklyn, sharing a bottle of grape soda and watching the chaos.

“You gonna miss me this summer?” Trina asked, her shoulder pressed against his.

Deacon’s heart jumped. “You goin’ somewhere?”

“My grandma’s house in Virginia. My mama say I gotta go for a month. Help her out with some stuff.”

“A whole month?” Deacon tried to keep the disappointment out of his voice and failed miserably.

Trina laughed, nudging him with her elbow. “It’s not that long. You’ll survive.”

“I don’t know,” Deacon said, only half-joking. “Might die of boredom.”

“Then I guess you better write me letters. Keep yourself entertained.”

“Letters?” Deacon made a face. “Who writes letters?”

“People who care about each other,” Trina said, her voice going soft. She looked at him, really looked at him, and Deacon felt like she could see straight through to all the things he was too scared to say out loud.

“I care about you,” Deacon said, the words coming out before he could stop them.

“I know,” Trina said. “I care about you too.”

“Nah, I mean—” Deacon took a breath, his hands sweating despite the heat. “I mean I care about you. Like… more than friends.”

Trina went still. The sounds of the street—kids laughing, music blasting from someone’s radio, a car horn honking—all seemed to fade into the background. It was just the two of them, sitting on those steps, the grape soda forgotten between them.

“Deacon,” Trina said slowly, “we’re fourteen.”

“So?”

“So we’re too young for all that.”

“Too young to like somebody?” Deacon’s voice cracked again, and he hated it. “That don’t make no sense.”

“I didn’t say I don’t like you,” Trina said, and Deacon’s heart soared. “I just said we’re too young. We got time, D. We got all the time in the world.”

“But what if—” Deacon stopped, not sure how to put his fear into words. What if she met somebody else in Virginia? What if a month turned into forever? What if he lost her before he ever really had her?

Trina reached over and took his hand, lacing her fingers through his. Her palm was warm, soft, perfect. “I ain’t goin’ nowhere,” she said. “Not really. And when I come back, we’ll still be us. Okay?”

Deacon looked down at their joined hands, at the way her brown skin contrasted with his slightly lighter shade, at the way their fingers fit together like they were made for it. “Okay,” he said.

But it wasn’t okay. Because even then, at fourteen years old, Deacon knew that Trina Michaels was his every reason. And the thought of losing her—even for a month—felt like drowning.

* * *

PRESENT DAY — OCTOBER 2008

Deacon sat in his car outside Trina’s apartment building, the memory of that summer day playing in his head like a song he couldn’t turn off. Twenty years. They’d known each other for twenty years, been together for fifteen of them, and he still felt the same way he’d felt at fourteen—like she was the only thing that mattered, like everything else was just noise.

His phone buzzed. A text from Trina: You coming up or you gonna sit in your car all night?

Deacon smiled despite everything—despite Jerome being out, despite the kilos in his trunk, despite the lies that were piling up so high he could barely see over them. He grabbed the bag from the passenger seat—Chinese takeout from her favorite place, the one that made the dumplings she loved—and headed inside.

Trina opened the door before he could knock, wearing one of his old t-shirts and a pair of shorts, her hair wrapped in a silk scarf. She looked tired, beautiful, suspicious.

“You’re late,” she said.

“I know. I’m sorry. Got caught up with work.”

“Work,” Trina repeated, her tone flat. She stepped aside to let him in, and Deacon caught the scent of her—vanilla lotion, cocoa butter, home. “What kind of work keeps you out until 10 PM on a Friday?”

“The kind that pays for this apartment,” Deacon said, immediately regretting it. He saw the flash of hurt in her eyes, the way her jaw tightened.

“I didn’t ask you to pay for this apartment, Deacon. I got a job. I can take care of myself.”

“I know you can. I just—” He set the food down on the counter, running a hand over his face. “I’m sorry. That came out wrong. I just meant… I’m tryna build somethin’ for us. For our future. And sometimes that means workin’ late.”

Trina crossed her arms, leaning against the counter. “What future, D? We been together fifteen years and you still ain’t proposed. We been talkin’ about gettin’ married since we were twenty-five, and now we’re thirty-four and I still don’t have a ring. So what future are we talkin’ about?”

The ring. It was in his car right now, in the glove compartment, the $15,000 diamond he’d finally saved enough to buy. He’d picked it up this morning, planning to propose tonight, but then Tony had called about the shipment, and Jerome’s name had come up, and everything had gone sideways.

“Soon,” Deacon said. “I promise. Soon.”

“Soon,” Trina echoed, shaking her head. “You been sayin’ that for five years, Deacon.”

“I mean it this time.”

“You always mean it.” She turned away, opening the takeout containers. “I’m tired, D. I’m tired of waitin’. I’m tired of feelin’ like I’m not enough. Like there’s somethin’ you’re not tellin’ me.”

Deacon’s stomach dropped. “What you mean?”

“I mean…” Trina paused, her back still to him. “I mean I know you, Deacon. I’ve known you since we were fourteen years old. And I know when you’re lyin’ to me.”

“I’m not—”

“Don’t.” She turned around, and there were tears in her eyes. “Don’t lie to me right now. Please. Just… just tell me the truth. Whatever it is, we can work through it. But I can’t keep doin’ this. I can’t keep pretendin’ like everything’s okay when I know it’s not.”

Deacon wanted to tell her. God, he wanted to tell her everything—about the drugs, the money, the trap houses, the danger. About Jerome being out and asking about him. About the fact that every dollar he’d ever made, every risk he’d ever taken, was for her. Because she was his every reason.

But he couldn’t. Because if he told her, she’d leave. And if she left, he’d have nothing.

“There’s nothin’ to tell,” he said, the lie tasting like ash in his mouth. “I’m just stressed about work. The construction company’s goin’ through some stuff. But it’s gonna be fine. I promise.”

Trina stared at him for a long moment, and Deacon saw the exact moment she decided to believe him—or at least, to pretend to believe him. She wiped her eyes, nodding. “Okay. Okay. I’m sorry. I’m just… I’m in my head too much.”

“Nah, you’re right to ask questions. I been distant. I’ma do better.” Deacon crossed the room, pulling her into his arms. She resisted for a second, then melted against him, her face pressed against his chest. He could feel her heartbeat, fast and fragile, and he held her tighter. “I love you, Trina. You know that, right?”

“I know,” she whispered. “I love you too.”

They stood like that for a long time, wrapped up in each other, and Deacon tried to memorize the moment—the smell of her hair, the feel of her body against his, the sound of her breathing. Because somewhere deep down, he knew that moments like this were numbered. That Jerome was out there, planning something. That the walls were closing in.

And when they finally fell, Trina would be caught in the rubble.

She’s my every reason, he thought, pressing a kiss to the top of her head. And I’m gonna

* * *
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