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For every man who has performed strength long enough to forget what rest feels like.

	 

	This is for you — before the breakthrough, in the middle, and after.

	 


"My grace is sufficient for you, for my power is made perfect in weakness."

	— 2 Corinthians 12:9
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ACT I

	THE FALL

	──────────────────────

	 


CHAPTER 1

	The Mask Cracks

	──── ❧ ────

	The ballroom wore its mercy in gold.

	Not real mercy, not the kind that knelt beside a man in the dark and waited until his shaking stopped. This was the catered kind, polished and poured into crystal glasses, hung from chandeliers in warm pools of light, folded into linen napkins shaped like white birds. It glowed across the faces of donors who had paid five hundred dollars a plate to hear about broken boys becoming whole men, and it shone in the silver letters above the stage: REED FUTURES INITIATIVE — TEN YEARS OF TRANSFORMATION.

	Jalen Marcus Reed stood near the edge of the stage with one hand around a glass of sparkling water and the other tucked into the pocket of his tuxedo pants. The glass had gone slick against his palm. He shifted it from one hand to the other, careful not to let the condensation mark his cuff. Everything on him had been chosen to say something before he opened his mouth: black tux, white shirt, narrow tie, shoes shined hard enough to catch the movement of strangers passing by. Even his smile had been practiced in the tinted reflection of the elevator doors upstairs.

	Across the room, a photographer lifted his camera. Jalen gave him the smile without thinking. It came up clean and easy, the way muscle remembers a thing the spirit has grown tired of doing. The flash burst white. For half a second, the ballroom vanished, and Jalen saw only the inside of his own eyelids, red and veined, like something bruised beneath skin.

	“You good?” Mack asked beside him.

	Jalen looked over. Marcus “Mack” Daniels had refused a tux and showed up in a charcoal suit that fit him like Sunday morning and street corner at the same time. His beard was lined sharp, his gold watch flashed every time he moved, and he held a plate of untouched shrimp like it had personally offended him.

	“I’m good,” Jalen said.

	Mack studied him a beat too long. “That’s what you say when you ain’t.”

	Jalen’s thumb rubbed the seam of his glass. “That’s what I say when we got three board members, two news cameras, and a state senator waiting to hear me talk about hope.”

	“Hope got a time slot now?”

	Jalen almost laughed. The sound rose halfway and stopped behind his teeth. On the other side of the ballroom, a teenage boy in a rented blazer stood with his mentor near the dessert table. The boy kept tugging at his sleeves, shoulders hunched as if he expected someone to tell him he did not belong there. Jalen knew that posture. He had worn it at ten years old in funeral shoes too tight for his feet, at thirteen in classrooms where teachers said he was gifted like it was a debt, at twenty-two in boardrooms where older men praised his composure and never asked what it cost.

	He lifted the glass to his mouth and swallowed bubbles that tasted like nothing.

	At the podium, Candace Whitmore tapped the microphone twice. The room softened into expectation. Candace, board chair, donor whisperer, queen of flawless introductions, waited until every fork found its plate before she smiled toward Jalen. Her pearls rested against her throat in a perfect row.

	“Ten years ago,” she began, “a young man from West End came to us with a vision and a burden.”

	A vision and a burden. Jalen lowered his eyes to the stage steps. The words sounded clean from her mouth. They did not include the nights he slept in his office because going home meant sitting with silence. They did not include the grant reports he rewrote at two in the morning, the boys he could not save, the mothers who called after court dates, the board emails that began with concern and ended with demands. They did not include the small bottle in the bottom drawer of his desk, unopened but present, a quiet glass threat he had told himself he kept only to prove he did not need it.

	“Jalen Reed has changed the lives of more than two thousand young men across Atlanta,” Candace said. “He has reminded this city that redemption is not a slogan. It is a responsibility.”

	Applause rose around him. Mack nudged his elbow. “That’s you, superstar.”

	Jalen stepped forward. The carpet under his shoes felt too soft, swallowing each footfall. He climbed the three steps to the stage and took Candace’s hand. Her grip tightened with a warning hidden inside congratulations.

	“Keep it hopeful,” she whispered through her smile.

	Jalen’s fingers closed around the sides of the podium. The wood was cool beneath his palms. Beyond the lights, the audience blurred into shapes: dark jackets, lifted glasses, expectant faces. Somewhere near the back, a server dropped a spoon, and the small metallic clatter cut through the applause with a sharpness that made him blink.

	He had given versions of this speech before. He knew where the pauses belonged, where to lower his voice, where to let a memory tremble just enough to loosen wallets without making anyone uncomfortable. He knew how to say fatherlessness without saying his father. He knew how to say addiction without smelling stale beer on a winter coat. He knew how to say faith without admitting that most mornings his prayers were nothing but ceiling fan noise and clenched fists.

	He leaned toward the microphone. “Good evening.”

	The room answered him in polite murmurs.

	“I want to thank Candace, our board, our sponsors, our community partners, and every person in this room who believes that a young man’s worst day should not be the headline over his whole life.”

	A few people nodded. Someone said, “Amen,” softly enough to remain respectable.

	Jalen looked down at his notes. The letters held steady, but his mind slipped sideways. Worst day. Whole life. He saw his mother’s hands folding his father’s shirts into a trash bag after the last time the man left. He saw himself standing in the hallway, small enough to be ignored, old enough to understand that absence could become a kind of weather in a house. His mother had not cried where he could see. She had moved from room to room with a gospel song under her breath, pressing the air flat with work.

	Be strong for me, baby, she had said once, tying his school tie though her eyes were swollen. You the man of the house now.

	The microphone waited. So did the room.

	Jalen turned the page though he had not finished reading the first one. “When I started this work, I believed mentorship was about giving young men better choices. Better schools. Better networks. Better examples.” He paused because a line had gone missing from his mouth. “And it is. It is all of that.”

	Candace’s chin lifted slightly from her table.

	Jalen loosened his grip on the podium. The skin across his knuckles had gone pale. “But sometimes,” he said, and the word opened a door he had not meant to touch, “sometimes a young man does not need another program telling him how to become impressive. Sometimes he needs somebody to sit with him when he has nothing impressive left.”

	The room grew still in a different way. Not bored. Not moved yet. Waiting to know whether this was part of the performance.

	Jalen saw the teenage boy by the dessert table again. The boy had stopped tugging at his sleeves. His eyes were fixed on the stage with the wary attention of someone who knew when truth had wandered into a room by accident.

	“We tell them to rise,” Jalen continued. “We tell them to overcome. We put before-and-after pictures on brochures and call it testimony.” His throat tightened around the last word. He cleared it, too close to the microphone, and the sound scraped through the speakers. “But we do not always teach them what to do with the nights when rising feels like pretending.”

	Mack had set his plate down. Jalen could see him from the corner of his eye, no joke on his face now.

	Jalen looked back at his notes. The next line said, With your continued support, we can expand our impact across the Southeast. He stared at it until the words blurred. Expand. Impact. Continued support. Fine words. Necessary words. Words that kept lights on and staff paid and boys enrolled. Words that also felt, in that moment, like fresh paint over rotted wood.

	His phone vibrated once in his inside jacket pocket.

	He ignored it. Then it vibrated again. A pulse against his ribs. He did not need to look to know it might be the office, or a donor, or one of the boys, or a crisis with no room to happen later. His whole life had trained him to answer before he had breath enough to ask whether he could.

	He pressed his palm flat against the podium instead.

	“I used to think being strong meant nobody could see you sweat,” he said. “Nobody could see you scared. Nobody could see you need anything.”

	The chandelier light warmed the top of his head. Sweat gathered under his collar. He could feel every eye, every expectation, every checkbook waiting for reassurance. Somewhere deep in his memory, his mother’s humming threaded through the clink of silverware and the hush of moneyed people. Not loud. Not even whole. Just enough melody to make his chest ache.

	“But strength,” he said, “might be something quieter than that.”

	No one applauded. That was good, maybe. Or dangerous. Jalen could not tell. He only knew that his hands had stopped trembling because they had gone numb.

	He found the printed ending and forced himself back toward it, not because it was truer, but because the room needed somewhere safe to land. “So tonight, I am asking you to help us keep showing up. Not just for the success stories. For the boys still in the middle. For the ones still fighting through silence. For the ones who need to know their worst day does not get the final word.”

	This time, when the applause came, it came slow. Then stronger. Chairs shifted. Hands met hands. People rose because standing gave them permission to feel moved without naming why.

	Jalen stepped back from the microphone. Candace was clapping with her mouth tight. Mack was not clapping at all. He stood near the stage steps, watching Jalen like a man who had seen smoke under a closed door.

	Jalen descended the steps. His knee caught once, barely, but Mack’s hand came out and steadied his elbow before anyone else noticed.

	“Man,” Mack said under the applause, low enough that only Jalen could hear, “what’s going on with you?”

	Jalen pulled his arm back with a gentleness that still felt like refusal. “Not here.”

	Mack’s hand stayed lifted for a second, fingers open in the bright wash of stage light, then dropped to his side. He looked past Jalen toward the tables where donors were still standing, still clapping, still enjoying the shape of a vulnerable moment from a safe distance. The applause filled every corner of the ballroom, but between the two of them there was a pocket of quiet neither man stepped into.

	“You been saying not here for three months,” Mack said.

	Jalen adjusted his cuff. The button had come loose sometime during the speech; a small black thread curled from the seam like a question mark. “We just raised a lot of money.”

	“That ain’t what I asked.”

	Before Jalen could answer, Candace arrived with both hands extended, her smile fixed so firmly it looked painful. “Beautiful recovery,” she said, taking his hand between hers. Her palms were cool and dry. “A little unconventional in the middle, but the room responded.”

	Recovery. The word landed wrong. Jalen nodded because nodding required less truth than speech.

	“The senator wants a photo,” Candace continued. “And Channel Six asked for thirty seconds near the sponsor wall. Nothing heavy. Just gratitude, growth, expansion.” Her eyes flicked once toward Mack, then back to Jalen. “Can you give me that?”

	Jalen could feel Mack beside him, still as a locked door.

	“Of course,” Jalen said.

	Mack made a low sound in his throat, not quite a laugh. Jalen did not look at him. If he looked, Mack would see the thing he had been circling all night. If Mack saw it, he would name it. And if he named it, Jalen would have to decide whether to deny him or break.

	They moved through the next fifteen minutes as if guided by invisible tape on the floor. Stand here. Smile now. Shake this hand. Turn your shoulders toward the camera. Say transformation. Say community. Say grateful. Jalen heard his own voice answering questions with clean sentences that did not leave fingerprints. The senator’s grip was heavy. The reporter’s perfume was sweet enough to coat the back of his tongue. Flash after flash caught him in pieces: teeth, lapel, raised chin, hand over heart.

	All the while, his phone sat silent against his ribs. The silence bothered him more than the buzzing had.

	When Candace finally released him, he stepped away before anyone else could catch his sleeve. The ballroom had loosened into after-dinner warmth. Donors clustered near the bar. Staff members crossed the room with clipboards and relieved faces. On the stage, the silver letters still shone above the empty podium, declaring transformation to a room where half the people had already turned toward dessert.

	He headed for the side hallway near the service entrance, but a voice stopped him.

	“Mr. Reed?”

	The teenage boy stood a few feet away, one hand pinching the cuff of his rented blazer. Up close, he looked younger than he had from the stage. A faint line of acne traced his jaw. His tie sat crooked, the knot too large and too tight, and his eyes kept darting from Jalen’s face to the carpet as if eye contact cost more than he had brought with him.

	Jalen put the smile back on, softer this time. “How you doing, man?”

	“I’m good.” The boy swallowed. “I just wanted to say... that part you said. About pretending.”

	Jalen’s smile faltered by the width of a breath.

	“My mentor says I’m doing real good,” the boy said. “Grades up. No fights since October. I got accepted into that summer leadership thing y’all do.” His fingers worked the sleeve faster. “Everybody keep saying I’m proof it works.”

	Behind him, the ballroom laughed at something announced near the bar. The sound rolled bright and careless into the hallway.

	“And are you?” Jalen asked.

	The boy looked up then. Not for long, but long enough. “I don’t know.”

	Jalen felt the answer move through him like a hand pressing against an old bruise. He wanted to say something useful. He had a hundred useful things. He could talk about process, patience, setbacks, the dignity of becoming. He could give the boy language polished enough to carry back to his mentor and repeat. Instead, Jalen looked at the crooked knot of the tie and reached out.

	“Can I?”

	The boy nodded. Jalen loosened the knot with careful fingers and retied it smaller, giving him room to breathe. The fabric was cheap and stiff. His own mother had done this for him once before a scholarship banquet, her fingers quick beneath his chin, her face tired from a double shift but proud in a way that made him stand taller and smaller at the same time.

	“Proof is a heavy thing to make a person carry,” Jalen said.

	The boy’s mouth tightened. He blinked hard, then looked away like the ceiling had suddenly become interesting.

	“You don’t have to be the brochure,” Jalen said. “You hear me? You can be a young man still figuring it out. That counts too.”

	The boy nodded once. His shoulders lowered a fraction, so small the room would have missed it.

	“Thank you, Mr. Reed.”

	Jalen watched him return to the ballroom, tie sitting straighter, steps still cautious but less folded in on themselves. For one thin moment, the work felt true again. Not the gala, not the silver letters, not the senator’s photograph. That boy breathing easier in a rented blazer. That was the thing. That had always been the thing.

	Then his phone vibrated again.

	This time he stepped fully into the service hallway before pulling it out. The light above him buzzed with a tired electric sound. Against the far wall, trays of emptied glasses waited on a cart, lipstick marks along their rims like little wounds. His reflection wavered in the stainless-steel side of the elevator, stretched thin and warped by dents.

	The missed calls were from Alicia at the office. Three of them. Then a text.

	Need you to call ASAP. Board packet leaked. Numbers don’t match. Candace is asking questions.

	For several seconds, Jalen did not move. The hallway narrowed around the phone screen. Numbers don’t match. He knew the numbers. He knew every grant line, every delayed reimbursement, every emergency transfer he had justified because payroll had to clear and the lights had to stay on and no boy should lose a counselor because a donor wanted impact reports prettier than reality.

	He had not stolen. He told himself that first. The words came fast, practiced, almost offended. He had not stolen. He had shifted, delayed, covered, borrowed from tomorrow to keep today from collapsing. There were explanations. There were always explanations. Good men had explanations. Responsible men had reasons.

	His thumb hovered over Alicia’s name.

	From the ballroom came another swell of applause, distant now, as if it belonged to another building. Jalen could still hear his own voice in the microphone: their worst day does not get the final word. He looked at the text until the letters began to float.

	“J?”

	Mack stood at the mouth of the hallway. He had one hand on the doorframe, his jacket open, his face no longer arranged for guests. His eyes dropped to the phone, then came back up slowly.

	Jalen locked the screen.

	Mack’s jaw shifted. “That the office?”

	“It’s handled.”

	“I ain’t ask if it was handled.” Mack stepped inside, the door easing shut behind him until the ballroom dimmed to a muffled glow. “I asked what’s going on.”

	Jalen slipped the phone into his pocket. “And I said not here.”

	“Then where?” Mack’s voice stayed low, which somehow made it worse. “At the office when you don’t come out? In your car when you say you just need a minute and sit there for an hour? At two in the morning when you finally answer my text with one word like I’m somebody asking for a press quote?”

	Jalen’s shoulders tightened. The hallway smelled of lemon cleaner and old grease from the kitchen vents. He fixed his eyes on the elevator reflection rather than Mack’s face. The metal gave him back a version of himself with a long, narrow head and hollow cheeks.

	“I don’t have time to fall apart for you,” Jalen said.

	The words came out harder than he meant. They struck the space between them and stayed there.

	Mack blinked once. “For me?”

	Jalen opened his mouth, but no clean sentence came. He had meant because of you, maybe. Beside you. With you. He had meant that if he started talking, he might not stop. He had meant that Mack had known him before the podiums, before the suits, before transformation became a brand with quarterly projections. Mack had seen the boy under the man too many times to be fooled by lighting.

	But what came out was, “I’m fine.”

	Mack laughed then, short and empty. “You know what? Keep that. Put it on a banner. Reed Futures Initiative: I’m Fine.”

	Jalen flinched before he could stop himself.

	The door opened behind Mack, spilling gold light across the hallway floor. Candace leaned in just far enough to see them both. “Jalen, we need you for the donor toast.” Her gaze passed over the space between the two men. “Everything all right?”

	Jalen turned toward the light. The shift was instant, almost holy in its discipline. His spine straightened. His mouth found the right curve. The man in the elevator reflection rearranged himself piece by piece.

	“Everything’s fine,” he said.

	 


CHAPTER 2

	Pressure Points

	──── ❧ ────

	By morning, the gold of the gala had turned into fluorescent light.

	It buzzed above Jalen’s office in a thin, persistent hum, catching dust along the vent and flattening every color in the room. The framed gala photo on his desk had not even been printed yet, but remnants of the night were everywhere: a folded program with his name embossed in silver, a donor pledge card half-covered by coffee rings, the tuxedo jacket slumped over the back of his chair like a body that had given up pretending.

	Jalen had not gone home so much as passed through it. Shower. Clean shirt. Two hours on the couch with his shoes still on. At four thirteen, he had opened his eyes to the dark living room and the blue pulse of his laptop asleep on the coffee table. He had lain there listening to the refrigerator click on and off, his phone face-down beside him, his body heavy but his mind moving like traffic that refused to clear after an accident.

	Now, at eight twenty-seven, he sat behind his desk with his sleeves rolled to the forearm and Alicia’s printed spreadsheet spread in front of him. Numbers lined the pages in neat columns, obedient little soldiers pretending there had not been a war. He tapped the end of a pen against one expense line until the ink skipped and dotted the margin.

	Program transport reimbursement. Emergency housing assistance. Youth stipends. Staff overtime.

	Each line had a face attached to it. A boy sleeping in his aunt’s hallway after his mother’s boyfriend changed the locks. A counselor who stayed late because a seventeen-year-old would not put down the screwdriver he had taken from the maintenance closet. A van full of students headed to a campus tour, laughing too loud because hope made them nervous. The board saw categories. Jalen saw names.

	Alicia knocked once and opened the door before he answered. She carried a mug in one hand and a folder tucked beneath her arm. Her hair was pulled into a bun tighter than usual, and the silver hoops she wore most days were missing.

	“You sleep?” she asked.

	Jalen kept his eyes on the spreadsheet. “Good morning to you too.”

	“That’s a no.” She set the folder on the desk but did not sit. “Candace called me at six.”

	The pen stopped tapping.

	“She wants a corrected packet by noon,” Alicia said. “And she wants to know why the copy that went to the executive committee has a different operating reserve than the one she reviewed last month.”

	Jalen leaned back. The chair gave a small complaint beneath him. “Because last month’s version was a projection.”

	“That’s what I told her.”

	“And?”

	“And she asked why the projection looked like a promise.”

	Outside his office, phones began ringing in staggered intervals, one after another, as if the whole building had decided to develop symptoms. Jalen looked through the glass wall at the staff moving between desks with cups of coffee and folders pressed to their chests. Nobody knew enough to panic yet. That was his job, apparently. To know the size of the fire and keep his voice calm while everyone else smelled smoke.

	“I can fix the packet,” he said.

	Alicia folded her arms. “Can you fix the money?”

	The question did not rise. It stayed level, which made it harder to dismiss. Jalen looked at her then. Alicia had been with Reed Futures for six years, long enough to remember when the office had one printer, two folding tables, and a donor database held together by passwords written on sticky notes. She knew his tells. The pen. The jaw. The way he said fix when he meant hide long enough to survive.

	“We have pledges coming in,” he said.

	“Pledges are not deposits.”

	He rubbed both hands over his face, careful around his eyes because they burned. “I know that.”

	“Do you?” Her voice softened, and that almost undid him. “Because you keep acting like if the mission is holy enough, the math will repent.”

	Jalen looked toward the office door. Through the glass he could see a framed poster in the hallway: COME AS YOU ARE. LEAVE WITH PURPOSE. He had approved that slogan three years ago after rejecting twenty-seven others. Now the words watched him like witnesses.

	“What do you want me to do?” he asked.

	“Tell the board the truth before they find it without you.”

	He laughed once, not because anything was funny. “You think truth is going to pay rent on this building?”

	“No,” Alicia said. “But lies charge interest.”

	The words settled between them, heavier than the folder on his desk. Jalen pressed his thumb into the groove of the pen until the plastic edge bit skin. He thought of Mack in the service hallway, eyes hurt and angry. He thought of the teenage boy breathing easier after Jalen fixed his tie. You don’t have to be the brochure. He had said it like a blessing. He had said it like he believed it belonged to somebody else.

	Alicia’s phone buzzed. She glanced at it, and the tightness around her mouth returned. “Candace moved the executive call to ten.”

	Jalen checked the clock. Nine oh six. The hands seemed indecently calm.

	“Get me the updated receivables, the grant restriction notes, and the donor pledge list from last night,” he said. “I’ll walk them through timing gaps and restricted cash. We frame it as a reporting issue.”

	Alicia did not move. “Is that what it is?”

	Jalen met her eyes. For a moment, the office noise faded. He could tell the truth. Not the dramatic version. Not some pulpit confession with music underneath it. Just enough. We are overextended. I moved money I should not have moved. I was scared. I thought I could fix it before anyone noticed.

	His mouth dried before the words could form.

	“It’s a reporting issue,” he said.

	Alicia looked at him for a long time. Then she picked up the folder and held it against her chest. “Okay.”

	That one word did not sound like agreement. It sounded like a door left open because closing it would make too much noise.

	After she left, Jalen stood and closed the blinds on the glass wall. Slat by slat, the office disappeared from him, and he disappeared from them. The room dimmed into stripes. He went to the small cabinet by the bookshelf and opened it, meaning only to find aspirin.

	The bottle was behind a stack of branded notebooks.

	Small. Brown glass. Unopened. The label faced the wall as if ashamed. Jalen stared at it with one hand still on the cabinet door. The office hummed around him. Phones rang beyond the blinds. Somewhere down the hall, someone laughed too loudly, the sound bright and innocent, unaware of the weather gathering in this room.

	He did not touch it.

	Instead, he reached past it for the aspirin, shook three tablets into his palm, then put one back because three felt like admitting something. He swallowed two dry and closed the cabinet harder than necessary.

	At ten o’clock, the executive committee appeared on his screen in five neat boxes. Candace sat in the largest one, framed by bookshelves and a white orchid. Two board members looked down at papers. One kept his camera off. Jalen hated the black square most. It listened without a face.

	“Jalen,” Candace said, “help us understand what we’re looking at.”

	He had built the answer in layers. Timing. Restrictions. Delayed reimbursements. Pledges pending deposit. He delivered each phrase with his voice held steady at the center. The explanation was not false. That was the trouble with it. It stood close enough to truth to borrow its clothes.

	“So there is no misuse of restricted funds?” asked Mr. Halpern, the treasurer, leaning toward his camera until his forehead filled half the box.

	Jalen’s hand moved beneath the desk, finding the edge of his chair. His fingers hooked under it.

	On the screen, Candace did not blink.

	“No,” he said. Then, because the word sounded too naked by itself, he added, “Nothing intentional.”

	The black square remained black. Candace’s lips pressed together, not quite a frown. Mr. Halpern wrote something down.

	Nothing intentional. The phrase echoed in Jalen’s skull after the call ended twenty-six minutes later. It followed him while he signed two reimbursement approvals, ignored a text from Mack, answered an email from a donor with three exclamation points, and stood in the restroom washing his hands though he had not touched anything dirty.

	The faucet ran too hot. Steam gathered at the mirror’s lower edge, softening his reflection until his face blurred at the jaw. He watched the image loosen. Eyes first. Mouth second. The man looking back seemed almost right if Jalen did not focus too hard.

	He lifted one wet hand and wiped a clean line through the steam.

	For a moment, only one eye stared back at him clearly.

	 


CHAPTER 3

	The Relapse

	──── ❧ ────

	By the time Jalen left the office, Atlanta had gone the color of old pennies.

	The evening heat clung low to the pavement, turning exhaust into a sour veil over the parking deck. Jalen sat in his car on level three with both hands on the steering wheel and the engine off. The dashboard clock read 6:42, then 6:43, as if time had somewhere useful to be. His laptop bag lay in the passenger seat with the board packet inside it, corners bent, pages marked in Alicia’s careful blue ink. He could still see her standing in his doorway after the executive call, not accusing him, not forgiving him either. Just watching him with the kind of silence that made a man hear himself too clearly.

	His phone lit up in the cup holder. Mack again.

	Jalen let it ring until the screen went dark. Then the notification appeared beneath the missed call: Bro. Call me.

	He picked up the phone, thumb hovering over the message. Four words. Nothing dramatic. No sermon. No threat. Just a hand reaching across the distance Jalen kept widening. He set the phone face-down and pressed the heel of his palm into one eye until stars bloomed behind the lid.

	Nothing intentional.

	The phrase had followed him all afternoon, slipping under every task like a draft beneath a door. He had said it to men and women who wanted assurance more than truth, and they had let him say it because organizations survived on language
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