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A Word From The Author

To anyone who is going through something ... God is able. I thank God for the gift of writing. Writing has gotten me out of several predicaments in my life. I was able to write my way to a passing grade in Genetics when I was in undergrad.

In 2024, when I was diagnosed with Renal Cell Carcinoma and then discovered tumors in another area in my body it was not a fun time. God told me He was bigger than the problem. I prayed, fasted, read my Bible and God allowed me to reconnect with my first love... writing to get me through that time. 

In 2024, I republished my first book, Contradictions as well as My Love Won’t Last Forever: Matrimony. I worked hard on rewriting My Love Won’t Last Forever: Chaotic Bliss as well. Writing provided me with comfort while I fought a horrible disease.

Today, I am cancer free.

“With men this is impossible; but with God all things are possible.” Matthew 19:26

Jahzara 

www.nicolebradleycandles.com 

Chaos

by Nyree Shaw-Chandler

This one individual

Is something like a smooth criminal

He stole my heart

From the start

I gave him my all and all

I’d check my caller ID a million times

To see if he had called

He pretended to be tough

Gave him my all but it was never enough...

Loved him more than life

Loved to hear him call me “wife”

Never wanted the drama

Didn’t sign up for mess with a baby momma

We’re like fire and ice

When he pisses me off it ain’t nothing nice

Wish there were a drug

To flush him out my system

It doesn’t exist

Chaos is bliss

Love him. Love him not. Love him. Love him not.
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Aris Smith's heart pounded so hard she thought it might explode right out her chest. Three days without food would do that to you, but the betrayal—that's what really had her body fucked up.

“Tyler, don’t play me like I’m stupid!” Aris yelled into the phone, gripping the receiver so tight her knuckles bulged. Her breath came in ragged gasps as she tried to steady herself, but the pain in her chest refused to let up.The panoramic view of Lake Michigan from her  office suite—normally her daily reminder of how far she'd come from Gary's concrete jungle—now just blurred into a haze. 

Her voice echoed off the glass walls of her lakefront office. The framed diploma from Indiana University's Kelley School of Business seemed to mock her now. All that business acumen, yet here she was, being played by this low budget novice. This was the same no-having-game dude that used to pass her notes in Mrs. Jefferson’s eighth grade science class.

She hadn’t eaten in three days. Couldn’t. Her stomach was a war zone, and her bathroom trips were endless. How was that even possible when she hadn’t consumed a damn thing? Well, that wasn’t exactly true. She stayed hydrated by guzzling Hennesy and lemon water.Her body was running on empty, but her mind was on overdrive. This was it. The end. She could feel it, like a dark cloud suffocating her.

The curse of abandonment that had followed Aris since birth felt like a physical presence in the room. Her father choosing a football scholarship over fatherhood. Her mother vanishing before Aris could even form memories of her face. And now Tyler—the one she'd believed would break the pattern.

Her whole life, all she wanted was love. Real, unconditional love. Sure, Aunt Trina held it down, but that nagging question always lingered: What was so wrong with me? Why did everyone leave?

Every relationship ended the same way: lies, cheating, betrayal. At age twenty-one, Sean had been the exception—or so she thought. He was supposed to be her happily ever after, the love of her life. That illusion crumbled, too, and when it did, Tyler swooped in, piecing her back together. He was always there, her rock, her safe space. But deep down, she couldn’t shake the feeling that his exit was just a matter of time. Everyone left eventually. Why would he be any different?

“Why are you doing this, Tyler?” Aris snapped, her voice breaking. Her mind was racing. Did she have “FOOL” tatted on her forehead? If anyone should’ve known she wasn’t the one to play with, it was him. Years of friendship, of him being her constant, and now this?

"You were supposed to be different," Aris whispered, her entrepreneur's composure cracking. "You watched Sean destroy me piece by piece, held me while I cried, then turned around and did the same damn thing."

Tyler's voice droned through the receiver—excuses about "hanging with the fellas" and "losing track of time." Standard playbook. Aris knew it all too well.

"Nah, save that weak shit," Aris cut him off mid-excuse. "I got the whole rundown from Keisha. You wasn't losing track of time with no 'fellas.' You was at my own damn club, making it rain on Cinnamon like you ain't the one signing her checks!"

Half Past Eight—her other baby. The upscale gentlemen's club on Broadway that had the ballers from Chicago driving down Interstate 90 just to spend their paychecks. The spot that had put her on the map as more than just another pretty face with ambition. The same club she had trusted Tyler to manage while she built up Tranquil Moments.

She stared at the photograph on her desk—Jamaica, last summer. Now she saw what she'd been blind to then: Tyler's eyes, distant, focused somewhere beyond the camera. Beyond her.  Why is this my first time seeing this? I guess you see some things, and you don’t see others. His body was there, but his mind was somewhere else, Aris reflected to herself.

"It ain't even about you being at the club," she said, sliding down in her leather chair. "It's about respect. I built this shit from nothing, T. Remember when US Steel laid off half of Gary. Indiana, and everybody said I was crazy for taking my severance check and investing in a day spa? When they said black folks in Gary wasn't spending money on cucumber facials and hot stone massages?"

She allowed herself to slouch down in her oversized leather chair as she viewed the lakefront from her office and clutched the picture to her heart. This property—her crown jewel. Six figures of her own money plus the loan she'd secured by herself. The ultimate security that no man could take away.

No, boo, it's not like that," Tyler's voice droned through the receiver. "You're going too far with this paranoid—"

Aris hurled the crystal paperweight across the room, watching it shatter against the wall like her trust. Maybe taking herself off the Prozac had been a mistake. Dr. Williams had warned her about stopping cold turkey, but Aris hated how the pills dulled her edge. And in '98 Gary, a black woman entrepreneur couldn't afford to lose her edge.

Tyler kept insisting that she had a crazy alter ego. "Aris and Eris," he called it—playing on her name like she was two different women. The calm, collected businesswoman and the raging fury who could cut a man with just her words.

"I'm going to have to let you go," she partially whispered, suddenly aware of someone clearing their throat at her door.

She spun around in her chair and found herself facing the most gorgeous man she'd laid eyes on since D'Angelo's "Brown Sugar" video. He had to be six-foot-three, two hundred pounds with about seventeen percent body fat, skin like burnished copper and a clean-shaven head that gleamed under the recessed lighting.

When she placed the phone onto the receiver, he smiled—a confident, knowing smile that revealed perfect teeth and deep dimples.

"Yeah, you need to let that go," the stranger said, running his cupped hand over his goatee. "Anything that has a queen like yourself screaming like that can't be good for your blood pressure.

Standing up behind the handmade oak desk that had been given to her as a gift from one of her clients, she looked at the man in his soft brown eyes and commented, "I don't take advice from strangers," she said in her harshest tone—the one that made the girls at Half Past Eight straighten up quick. "Who are you and how did you get past Erin?"

He opened his mouth to speak, and she dismissed him with the flicker of her wrist and pressed a button on her phone and called her assistant.

"Erin. Erin?" After moments with no response from Erin, she asked, "What do I pay her for?"

Solomon smiled again and said, "I had a one fifteen appointment with you. I'm Solomon James."

"I see. Unless my time piece is wrong," she said as she looked at her TAGHeur, "and I doubt that it is, you're fifteen minutes late."

He was not wearing a watch. Her Aunt Trina told her that a man who does not wear a watch cannot be trusted. That man has no sense of time and will do nothing but waste time and your time as well. 

Aris frowned on gross tardiness. Most times, she was running five minutes late, but fifteen minutes late said to her that this person did not care about her, her time and what she had to do. One of Aris’pet peeves was waiting. She hated to wait for anyone or anything.  

"Yeah, I know. I called, but did not get an answer." 

She knew he was lying, but there was something magnetic about this Solomon that had her curious. She wondered if he had been named after King Solomon from the Bible. In all her twenty-eight years hustling in Gary, she had never met anyone named Solomon.

"Well, Solomon, I'm going to be up front with you. I don't have time for bullshit," she said, leaning forward on her desk. The scent of her Thierry Mugler perfume—another luxury she'd denied herself until success came—filled the space between them. "I'm looking for a business manager to help me out. Someone with strong management skills, organizational ability, and references that ain't their cousin or their baby mama. You got that?"

"Yes." He quickly responded.

"What you may not know is that I also own Half Past Eight, an upscale gentlemen's club over on Broadway. My business manager would handle affairs there too," she said, gauging his reaction. "Most men I interview start drooling at this point, thinking they'll be 'auditioning' the talent."

Aris looked him up and down, from his clean bald head to his polished shoes. They were Kenneth Cole—not top shelf, but not Payless either. A man who cared about appearances but wasn't flashy. Interesting.

"I bet you're like all the other men I've dealt with in this life," she continued, circling around her desk like a shark. "Put 'em in a strip club, and they lose their damn mind. It's crazy—I lost Sean because of a stripper, now Tyler. What makes you different?"

Solomon blinked three times in quick succession—a tell that she filed away for future reference. He was caught off guard, but recovered quickly.

“Mrs. Smith, I believe I can manage all your establishments with minimal... distractions," he said, voice steady despite the flicker of heat in his gaze. "Once hired, I'd like to review your financial statements and see where we can maximize profit. In this economy, with Gary struggling, you need someone who understands both the business and the streets."

"It's Ms. Smith," she emphasized, though he'd gotten it right. A test that he'd passed. "I like you already. However, my next step would be to present your qualifications to my board of directors. If they're impressed, we'll schedule a second interview."

He smiled again—that dangerous smile that reminded her of why she was taking a break from men. "I'm sure you'll like what you see... and what you've already seen."

Aris extended her hand to conclude their meeting, noticing how his large palm engulfed hers. Warm. Solid. Dangerous.

As she watched him walk out, she wondered if Solomon James might be the business solution she needed... or just another heartbreak waiting to happen. Gary, Indiana,  had taught her one thing above all—trust was a luxury most couldn't afford, especially a black woman building an empire on the ashes of what US Steel had left behind.

"Erin!" she called to her assistant once Solomon was out of earshot. "Get me everything you can find on Solomon James. And call Darnell—tell him I want new locks on all the doors at Half Past Eight. Tyler's officially done."

She'd learned the hard way that in business and in love, sometimes you had to cut your losses before they bled you dry.
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Standing in the parking lot of Tranquil Moments Day Spa, Solomon "Money Man" James glared at his silver '86 Oldsmobile Ninety-Eight—his "Nine-Eight"—as if it had personally betrayed him. The hollow click when he turned the key had him seeing red. He slammed his palm against the hood, the metallic thud echoing across the lot.

"Mothaf—" he caught himself, swallowing the curse as frustration burned through him.

This was not how a man with his reputation should be looking. Back before everything went down, Solomon had been known throughout Gary as "The Money Man"—the brother with the golden touch when it came to business. That MBA from Howard wasn't just hanging on his mama's wall for decoration. Before Kyra's death, Solomon could walk into any boardroom in the Midwest and have executives hanging on his every word about investment strategies and market forecasts. Now look at him—struggling with a busted ride in some spa parking lot.

This heap had picked the worst possible moment to give up. After bombing that interview, his pride couldn't take walking back inside to beg for help. That woman, Aris, would probably curl those full lips into a smirk and dismiss him with an icy "Not my problem." The memory of how she'd barely paid attention during their conversation still stung. Every few minutes, a disinterested "Sure" while those cold eyes drifted elsewhere.

Solomon had caught the drama before they even sat down—Aris screaming into her phone at some unfortunate dude, her voice sharp enough to cut glass. When she'd hurled that paperweight across her office, Solomon had flinched, grateful the leather chair had intercepted what could've been aimed at his skull. Back in his prime, Solomon would've smoothly turned the situation, used his charm to get her focused on the interview. But that Solomon had died alongside Kyra on that July night in '97.

He checked his phone—no service. Typical Miller neighborhood bullshit. This section of Gary had always been like that—beautiful lake views, sand dunes, and money flowing through the streets, but you couldn't make a damn call to save your life.

"PIECE OF GARBAGE!" Solomon pounded the hood again, his knuckles aching. "Good for nothing son-of-a—"

"Watch yourself, Mr. James. My ears are delicate. Besides, that won't fix what's broken."

Solomon turned to find Aris approaching, her entire vibe transformed. Gone was the professional blouse and tight skirt from earlier. Now she rocked a pink and white tennis outfit that hugged curves he hadn't fully appreciated during the interview. Her shoulder-length hair was pulled back in a sleek ponytail, making her look even younger than he'd first thought—maybe twenty-six at most.

A flash of jealousy hit him as he calculated all she'd accomplished while still so young. His mother's voice echoed in his head: "Despise not a person's youth. To whom much is given, much is required."

What was required of him? Nearly thirty—the big 3-0 just a month away—and what did he have to show for it? An MBA that had once made him the talk of the financial district. That same degree that his high school economics teacher, Mr. Francis, never thought he'd earn. Dude had predicted Solomon would either be dead by twenty-five or unemployed and crashing with one of his baby mamas.

Francis had been halfway right. At twenty-nine and a half, Solomon was back living with his mother and his youngest, Madison. Five kids, four different women. His oldest, Solomon II, was twelve now; Nina and Simone, both ten; Malik, five; and his princess, Madison—"Madison Square Garden"—just turned two.

The irony wasn't lost on him. Once upon a time, bankers and investors had called him "The Money Man," fighting to get his financial wisdom. Back in '96, he'd turned a failing community credit union around in just six months, made it profitable enough to start issuing small business loans to folks in the neighborhood who'd been denied everywhere else. The Post Tribune had even run a profile: "Solomon James: The Financial Prophet of Gary." That man seemed like a distant memory now.

Every time he looked at Madison, he saw Kyra's face—the woman who should have been his wife, whose blood had stained their satin sheets that Fourth of July night in '97. Things had been good between them—he'd even put a ring on it, ready to make it official. No more shacking up. But Mona Lee, mother to Simone and Nina, couldn't stand that he was finally settling down with someone else. And honestly, she had every right to be bitter. Whenever Solomon found himself between relationships, he always seemed to find his way back to Mona's bed.

Solomon had cheated on Kyra once during their three-year relationship—just once, but it was enough to crack the foundation of trust they shared. During one of their brief breakups, he'd stumbled into Mona's bed, drunk off caramel apple martinis and regret. That night, he'd whispered all the right words into Mona's ear, promises he didn't even remember making.

"I'm going to marry you one day," he'd said, his lips brushing her neck. "You'll always have a place in my heart."

Mona had clung to those words like a lifeline, replaying them in her mind long after the sun rose and Solomon sobered up. When he laughed it off as drunken nonsense, Mona didn't laugh with him. Instead, she became a problem—a shadow. She'd show up uninvited, call his phone at all hours, and leave cryptic messages that made Kyra raise an eyebrow. Solomon had managed to keep her in the background, but Mona was like smoke—lingering and impossible to pin down.

The Fourth of July Ball at Marquette Park should've been a perfect night. Kyra looked radiant, her golden dress hugging her curves, her laugh lighting up the darkened beach as fireworks lit the sky. But Solomon couldn't shake the feeling that someone was watching them. His eyes darted across the crowd, but he saw no one.

"Stop being paranoid," Kyra teased, sipping her third glass of champagne. "Let's just enjoy tonight."

Solomon was not ready to leave the festivities. "You go ahead then," he told her. "I'm just going to stay a little longer."

Kyra pouted. She leaned in close, her lips brushing his ear. "Don't take too long. I'll be waiting for you... in bed."

Solomon stayed another hour, caught up in conversations and drinks with potential investors who wanted "The Money Man's" advice. By the time he returned to their beachfront condo, something felt off. The door was unlocked—a habit of Kyra's that always drove him crazy.

"Damn it, Kyra," he muttered under his breath, locking the door behind him.

As he stepped inside, a sweet, familiar fragrance filled his nostrils. It wasn't Kyra's perfume. No, this scent was bolder, headier—a fragrance he hadn't smelled in months. It clawed at his memory, sending a chill down his spine.

His mind flickered to Kyra's earlier words. "I'll be waiting in bed."

Excitement replaced unease. Stripping off his clothes as he tiptoed down the hallway, Solomon was ready to surprise her. But when he reached the bedroom door, he hesitated. It was closed.

Odd.

He pushed the door open, and his world shattered.

Kyra lay sprawled across their bed, still dressed in the shimmering gown she wore to the ball. Blood seeped into the satin sheets, pooling around her head. Her lifeless eyes stared into nothingness, and the gunshot wound at her temple told him everything he didn't want to know.

"Kyra!" he screamed, his voice raw and cracking.

His knees buckled as he staggered toward the bed. His hand trembled as he reached out to touch her face, her skin already growing cold beneath his fingers.

The perfume hit him again, sharp and unrelenting. His blood ran cold.

That scent... Mona.

The realization slammed into him like a freight train. His stomach churned as the weight of his mistakes bore down on him.

Who else would dare?

The game had changed, and Solomon was no longer a player—he was a pawn in a deadly game of revenge.

The only solace was that his daughter, Madison Square Garden, hadn't been present. He had never been able to forgive himself for Kyra's death; if he had not given in to his lustful desires, the true love of his life would still be alive.

After Kyra died, he sold the condominium they had shared and moved in with his mother. She looked after him and Madison while he fell apart. Solomon was not ashamed to admit it—after the death of Kyra, he suffered from depression and lost not just his job but his reputation as "The Money Man." Firms that once would have paid six figures for an hour of his financial wisdom now wouldn't even return his calls. His former clients whispered about how the murder scandal had tainted his name, wondering if he'd been involved. Word on the street was that Solomon James had set the whole thing up—hired Mona to take out Kyra for the insurance money. It wasn't true, but in the business world, perception was reality.

Kyra had even haunted him for a while. When he would try to lie down to get some sleep, it was the worst. He would hear Kyra's voice repeating what seemed like poetry over and over again, her accusatory words cutting deeper than any knife.

After nearly a year of being unproductive, his mother, Selena James, had insisted that Solomon get up and get back into the workforce to take care of his financial responsibilities. She'd reminded him that "The Money Man" needed to reclaim his throne.

Mayor Damien Carrington's call was right on time. The mayor had even tossed him a measly stack of crumpled bills – pocket change compared to what Solomon used to make in a day – with a tight-lipped warning to "take care of his shorties" and, more importantly, "keep that girl quiet." That girl was Shauna, mother of his son, Malik, and, Solomon couldn't forget, also mother to Damien's daughter, Taylor – a messy complication they all tried to ignore. Under normal circumstances, this whole situation would have twisted Solomon's gut into knots, violating every code he lived by. But his back was against the wall. He mumbled a silent prayer, a desperate plea for forgiveness, hoping Shauna would remain quiet about what she knew.

****
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"Would you pop your hood for me? Hand me that stick right there," Aris pointed. When Solomon looked at her as if her tone were too harsh, Aris softened and continued, "Would you?" Once he handed her the stick off the ground, she used it to trigger something in the carburetor. Smiling because she seemed certain this maneuver would work, she lifted her head up and focused on Solomon. "Okay, now start the car."

He did as she instructed but doubted that the car would start. The Nine-Eight had been as reliable as his love life lately—unpredictable and prone to leaving him stranded.

When he heard the engine roar, he ran to her side and inquired, "What did you do?"

She smiled and nudged him gently in the ribs. "If I tell you, I'll have to kill you."

Solomon did not return the smile. After seeing his dead fiancée, who had been shot down in cold blood less than a year ago, he did not find statements like that funny. Mona used to joke with him that if she couldn't have him, then no one would. Now Mona Lee was sitting in a cell at Indiana Women's Prison, awaiting trial for first-degree murder, and those words didn't seem like jokes anymore.

Noticing the glare in Solomon's eyes, Aris offered an apology.

"I'm sorry, I was just joking. Have a good day," Aris said as she walked over to her Mercedes, which was parked in the next space. She muttered to herself, "He didn't even say thank you. Where is the gratitude?"

Solomon felt bad, as he could sense that he had angered Aris, and he needed this job. The Money Man needed to make a comeback, and this spa gig could be the first step. So, he walked up to her door and held it open as she put her key in the ignition.

"Thank you for getting my car started. I accept your apology. I know you were just joking. At least, I hope you were joking. Jokes like that are a sensitive issue for me. Last year, my fiancée was killed in cold blood. I was the one who found her." He shook his head, feeling his eyes start to mist up.

Quickly, he turned away and walked to his car, which was still running. Breathe, he found himself thinking. BREATHE.

This was no time to have an anxiety attack. Dr. Gia Black, his therapist, had told him moments like this would occur, and he should breathe and try to think calming thoughts.

He had found singing the lyrics to the opening theme song, 'Won't You Be My Neighbor,' from the Mister Rogers' Neighborhood television show calmed him down. Solomon had not had much interaction with the outside world since the death of Kyra, so reading social cues and gestures were problematic for him at times.

Feeling like the world's biggest jerk, Aris hopped out of the driver's seat and scurried over to Solomon before he could close the door. Now she remembered where she knew the name Solomon James. The Midwest Vein had covered that story for about two weeks. In fact, some of the ladies at the beauty salon her aunt owned, Intricate Style, thought that Solomon had something to do with the murder.

Aris spoke, "Mr. James, I am so sorry. I had no idea. Your name sounded familiar to me, but I didn't make the connection until you mentioned your fiancée. Wait—you're Solomon James? The Solomon James? The Money Man?"

Solomon winced at the nickname. Once it had been a badge of honor; now it felt like a cruel joke.

"That was another lifetime ago," he said quietly.

"I'm so sorry. Here I go again rambling on. I do that sometimes, please forgive me."

"No. No, it is not your fault. I don't know why I am even telling you all this. Look, I am interested in the position; please consider me for the job. I know I probably got off to a bad start. First, I was late, then you had to get my car started. I tell you about my relationship drama... Please, don't hold this against me. I'm just a man trying to do the right thing and provide for my family. I have great references. You'll see Mayor Carrington is one of them."

"That's it. Yeah, yeah, yeah,” she snapped her finger. Proud that she was connecting the dots, she continued, “I know your name. Yes, Damien said he thought you would be a perfect fit for Tranquil Moments when I met with him the other day regarding a business venture. He mentioned you handled his investment portfolio before... everything happened. Said you made him more money in six months than his previous financial advisor did in three years. It's just been so much on my mind lately... Mr. James, maybe you could meet me for lunch tomorrow here in the café, and we can discuss business."

A spark of the old Solomon—The Money Man—flickered in his eyes. One year after losing everything, maybe this was his chance to rebuild.

"Sure. I hope my car will start."

"Don't worry about it. I can give you a call around ten o'clock in the morning and have a car sent over for you, say around eleven. If you are available," Aris said.

"That would be great. I better get going while the car is still running," Solomon said as he eased into the driver's seat.

His breathing was returning to normal. Maybe, just maybe, The Money Man was about to make his comeback. He'd spent a year mourning what he'd lost—Kyra, his reputation, his career. Perhaps '98 would be the year he took it all back. First step: this job at Tranquil Moments. From there? The sky was the limit.

But first, he had to make it home without the Nine-Eight breaking down again.
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"If y'all kids don't sit y'all bad little asses down, y'all better. See, y'all think somebody playing with y'all. Y'all think fat meat ain't greasy, but I'm the one to show you," Shauna Buchanan yelled at her children, Malik and Taylor. 

Nobody looking at this scene would believe this woman graduated top of her class at Valpo Law. That expensive-ass degree from Valparaiso University—the one she'd sacrificed sleep, sanity, and social life for—was now collecting dust under a mountain of junk in the guest room closet. In '98, that paper meant something, but right now, in this moment, them law books and legal theories couldn't help her handle these kids or this life.

Shauna wished like hell Malik had been feeling well enough for school today. The five-year-old was walking around looking pitiful, fever making his brown skin flush, thick green mucus running from his nose that he kept sniffing back up with a disgusting slurp. He'd come home from kindergarten yesterday warm to the touch, but Shauna hadn't paid it much mind—hadn't even bothered taking his temperature.

Truth was, she couldn't find the damn thermometer if her life depended on it. Last time she'd laid eyes on it, Taylor had been playing with it like a toy, and Shauna had been too blunted out on some potent chronic to give a damn. Better to let the baby have the thermometer than listen to her scream and kill that sweet high she'd been nursing.

Now her two-year-old daughter was stumbling around the apartment in nothing but a yellowed onesie and a diaper so saturated it hung like a water balloon between her legs, ready to drop any second from the weight. Shauna paced the carpet, each step grinding down her patience even further.

Damn, if it weren't for bad luck, I wouldn't have ANY,  she thought as she pulled her hair.  Baby need diapers, Nipsco— light and gas bill is  due. Cell phone bill is past due too; it’s 'bout to be disconnected.  I’m so sick of seeing that warning message on my screen. I could use a dime bag of that green, sticky, stuff and a grape blunt. God, if one more thing happens, I tell you, I don't know what I'm going to do. She glanced at the clock: twelve noon already, and she hadn't even hit a blunt yet. By this time most days, she'd have at least found a roach to take the edge off.

Where the FUCK is Damien Carrington? she fumed, checking her pager again. She'd been blowing up his pager all damn morning with no response. Probably laid up at home playing family man with his wife. That thought made her blood pressure spike.

He craziery than a Betsy bug if he think I'm gonna be over here raising HIS daughter with no help. I don't care if he is married—shit, he knew damn well he was married when we was laying up making Taylor. I just didn't know it.

Shauna's daddy's insurance money had felt like a fortune when it hit her account after the funeral. Now it was trickling away faster than water down a drain. She hadn't even taken the Indiana BAR yet—another expense she couldn't swing right now. Each month that passed, that law degree became more like a cruel joke.

If he don't call me back by three o'clock, heads WILL roll, she promised herself, glaring at the silent pager, and that's on EVERYTHING I love.

Shauna ran her fingers through her  brown curly hair. The tip of one of her acrylic nails got caught in a tough section of her hair. All she needed to do was wash, condition, and apply some styling gel to her hair, and her natural curly locks would reappear. 

“When is the last time I washed my hair? It feels so dry and brittle,” she spoke aloud. 

She watched Malik wipe his nose with the back of his arm, as he stuck his head in the refrigerator.He just stood there and gazed.

"Malik, if you don't get your tail out my 'frigerator, you betta. Tired of yo' butt opening and closing that 'frigerator. You ain't put nothing in it, so stay out of it and go wash your hands and arms.Don't tough that 'frigerator again!" Shauna yelled at her son.

He looked up at her with his big, brown, saucer eyes and whined, "I'm hungry. I didn't eat breakfast or nothing." 

Shauna looked down at her butter complexion feet, which looked white in some places. She was ashy.When was the last time that she had applied lotion to any part of her body, she began to wonder?How about when was the last time I took a shower? She questioned herself. Most days she was good about maintaining her personal care. However, on a day like today, when nothing seemed to be going her, way she became lax. As she looked at her son's hand gripping the handle of the refrigerator door, she realized that she too was hungry, but there wasn't anything in the house that she wanted to eat. 

Solomon was going to have to do better with Malik's child support; he had not given her anything for over three months now. His excuse was always that he was in between jobs. She knew that Kyra's senseless killing had been devastating to him. But why she should have to suffer was beyond her comprehension. Did anyone care when her daddy died five years ago due to a stroke? He was only fifty-three years old, but did anyone care? Did life stop for that? The answer was no. Bills still came in the mail, creditors continued to look for their payments, and Malik still cried. Shauna had come to learn life just continues to go on, despite your trials and tribulations. 

And if anyone were to ask her philosophy on life, she would simply sum it up by saying, "If it
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