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Chapter 1

KENDRA
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The fluorescent lights in Northview Hospital's waiting room hummed like they had a personal vendetta against Kendra's last nerve. She'd been on her feet for eleven straight hours, her scrubs stuck to her back with sweat, and the smile she'd been wearing all day felt like it was held up by fishing wire. Fake as hell, just like everything else about this shift.

"Ms. Phillips, can you check on my prescription?" An older woman tapped on the reception desk's plexiglass with rings that probably cost more than Kendra's monthly rent.

"Yes, ma'am, give me just one second." Kendra's fingers moved across the keyboard like they had a mind of their own. Two more hours. Just two more hours and she could pick up Amara from her grandmother's, go home, and fall face-first into her bed. Maybe she'd even get to eat something that wasn't from the vending machine.

Her phone buzzed in her purse under the desk. She already knew who it was without looking. That particular vibration pattern—short, insistent, demanding, belonged to only one person.

BLOCKED NUMBER.

Her stomach dropped. DeShawn. It was always DeShawn, calling from Stateville Correctional, thinking he still had the right to interrupt her day, her life, her peace.

Kendra declined the call and shoved the phone deeper into her purse as distance would somehow make him disappear for good.

"Ms. Phillips?" The woman was still standing there, one perfectly drawn eyebrow raised.

"I'm sorry." Kendra pulled herself together, printed out the prescription information, and slid it under the glass. "Here you go. Take this to the pharmacy on the second floor."

The woman took the paper with a tight smile that said she'd definitely be mentioning this interaction to someone in management. Kendra couldn't even bring herself to care.

By the time her shift ended at eleven, Kendra's feet were screaming, and her back felt like somebody had been using it for batting practice. She clocked out, grabbed her purse, and headed toward the parking lot where her dark blue 2020 Alfa Romeo Stelvio Sport sat under a streetlight that had been flickering for three weeks now. The hospital said they'd fix it. That was two months ago.

Kendra unlocked the car, tossed her purse on the passenger seat, and turned the key in the ignition.

Click. Click. Click.

"No." She tried again, pumping the gas pedal like that ever helped anything. "No, no, no."

Click. Click. Click.

"Are you serious right now?" Kendra's voice cracked on the last word. She dropped her forehead against the steering wheel, squeezing her eyes shut against the tears that were already building. This was exactly the type of thing that happened when you were already running on fumes. Car trouble when you couldn't afford a tow truck, let alone a mechanic. Bills stacked up on the kitchen counter at home. Amara needed new shoes because six-year-olds didn't stop growing just because their mama was not making enough money.

Her phone buzzed again. This time it was a voicemail notification.

Kendra knew she shouldn't listen to it. Nothing good ever came from DeShawn's messages. But something in her—something sick needed to know what new manipulation he was cooking up—made her press play.

"Kendra, baby, why you keep ignoring me?" His voice slithered through the speaker, smooth and practiced. She could practically see the smile he'd be wearing, the one he used when he wanted something. "That's how you doing me now? After everything I did for you? I'm still Amara's father. I got rights, you know. You need to bring my daughter to see me. She probably forgot what I look like by now, and that's on you. I need you to put some money on my books. You know how it is in here. Niggas be—"

She deleted it before he could finish.

Rights. DeShawn wanted to talk about rights like he hadn't put his hands on her when she was six months pregnant with his baby. Like he hadn't chosen running drugs for his cousin over getting a real job. Like he hadn't left her to figure out everything, the hospital bills, the diapers, the daycare, the rent—by herself while he was out here playing street legend.

Kendra tried the car one more time, already knowing it wouldn't start. When she got the same dead clicking sound, something inside her just broke.

"Damn it!" She hit the steering wheel hard enough to hurt her hand. The tears she'd been holding back all day finally started falling, hot and angry, and exhausted. She was so tired. Tired of struggling, tired of being strong, tired of doing every single damn thing alone.

A knock on her window made her jump so hard she nearly screamed.

Kendra looked up, her heart hammering, and her breath caught in her throat.

A man stood outside her car. Tall—real tall, at least six-three—and broad-shoulders in a black hoodie and dark jeans that looked expensive even in the dim parking lot light. The streetlight's flicker cast shadows across his face, but she could still see enough. brown skin, a neat beard lined up sharp, platinum grill in his mouth and eyes that seemed to actually see her, not just look at her.

Every alarm bell Kendra had went off at once.

She'd grown up in Englewood. She knew better than to roll down her window for strange men in parking lots at eleven o'clock at night, no matter how fine they were. And this man was fine, which made him even more dangerous.

Kendra cracked the window just enough that her voice would carry through. "I'm good. I don't need anything."

"Your car won't start." His voice was deep and calm, like they were having a normal conversation in the middle of the day instead of in a dark hospital parking lot. It wasn't a question.

"I can handle it." Kendra kept her finger on the door lock button, just in case.

"I'm sure you can." He put his hands in his pockets, and something about the gesture seemed intentionally non-threatening. "But it's late, and you look like you've had a long day. Pop your hood. Let me take a look."

"I said I'm good." Kendra's voice came out harder than she intended, but good. Let him know she wasn't about to be nobody's victim tonight.

He studied her for a moment, and something in his expression shifted. Not annoyance, but something that looked almost like understanding. "You don't know me. I get it. I'm some random nigga walking up on you late at night. But I know cars, and whatever's wrong with yours, sitting here crying about it ain't gonna fix it."

The truth of that hit harder than Kendra wanted to admit. She wiped her face quickly, mad that he'd seen her crying in the first place.

"How I know you not trying to rob me or something?"

A small smile crossed his face, just at the corner of his mouth. "If I was trying to rob you, I wouldn't have knocked first. 

Kendra almost laughed. She didn't, but it was close. "That's foul."

"That's honest." He took a small step back, giving her more space. "Look, you can sit here all night if you want or you can let me look at your car. I'm not asking for your number, your name, or nothing else. Just trying to help."

Something about the way he said it made Kendra hesitate. Maybe it was the exhaustion. Maybe it was the fact that she really didn't have another option. Maybe it was that his eyes didn't look at her the way most men did—like they were calculating what they could get from her.

Against every instinct that had kept her alive this long, Kendra popped the hood.

The man nodded once and walked to the front of the car. Kendra watched him through the windshield, her hand still on her phone, her grandmother's voice in her head telling her she was either brave or stupid, and there wasn't much difference between the two.

He lifted the hood and disappeared behind it. Kendra could hear him moving things around, and after a minute he leaned around to look at her through the windshield. "Try it now."

She turned the key. The engine coughed once, twice, then rumbled to life.

Kendra sat there, shocked. "What—how did you—"

He came around to her window, wiping his hands on a rag that he pulled from his back pocket. Up close, she could see him better. The precise line of his beard, the gold chains just visible under his hoodie, the tattoos that started at his wrist and disappeared up his sleeve. He had the kind of face that belonged on somebody's lockscreen.

"Your battery cables were loose," he said. "I tightened them up. But you need a new battery soon. This one's on its last leg."

"How much I owe you?"

"Nothing."

Kendra frowned. "I ain't looking for no charity."

"And I ain't giving you none. I'm just helping somebody who needed help." He pulled a card from his wallet and held it out. "Take this. It's my mechanic. Tell him Saint sent you. He'll give you a fair price on the battery."

Saint. The name clicked in Kendra's head immediately, and her stomach dropped for the second time that night.

She knew who he was. Everybody from the South Side knew who Quinton "Saint" Moore was. Former dealer who'd run with the Disciples before getting locked up and somehow coming out clean. Word on the street was he'd left the game alone, went legit, opened up some barbershops and a sneaker store. But Kendra also knew that men like him didn't just leave. They were always one phone call away from being right back in it.

Her grandmother had told her a million times: the prettiest packages got the deadliest poison.

"I know who you are." The words came out before she could stop them.

Something flickered across his face—disappointment, maybe, or resignation. Like he'd heard it before and was tired of hearing it.

"Then you know I ain't gonna hurt you." He set the card on her hood since she wouldn't take it. "Get that battery checked soon. You don't want to get stuck out here again."

He walked away before Kendra could say anything else, heading toward a black Range Rover parked three rows over. She watched him go, her heart doing something complicated in her chest that felt like guilt and fear and something else she didn't want to name.

Kendra sat there for another minute, her car rumbling beneath her, before she got out and grabbed the card from her hood. She looked at it under the dome light.

ACE AUTO REPAIR
Ask for Terry. Fair prices, honest work.
On the back, someone had written a number in black ink. No name, just ten digits.

Kendra should have thrown it away. Should have driven straight home and forgotten this whole thing happened. Should have listened to every warning bell in her head that said men like Saint were trouble, no matter how helpful they seemed.

Instead, she put the card in her wallet, right behind her driver's license where she'd see it every time she opened it.

She told herself it was just for the mechanic's number.

She told herself she wasn't thinking about the way he'd looked at her—really looked at her—like she was more than just some tired woman crying in a parking lot.

She told herself a lot of things on the drive to her grandmother's house to pick up Amara.

But Kendra had never been good at lying, especially to herself. The drive to Englewood took twenty minutes, even with light traffic. Kendra's mind kept drifting back to the parking lot, to Saint's calm voice and the way he'd stepped back to give her space. To the fact that he'd helped her and walked away without asking for anything in return.

Men didn't do that. Not in Kendra's experience.

DeShawn sure as hell never had. Every good deed with him came with strings attached, conditions, debts to be paid back in whatever way he decided. Her daughter's father was the type of man who'd give you his last twenty dollars and remind you about it for the next six months.

Kendra shook her head, trying to clear it. She didn't need to be thinking about Saint. Didn't need to be wondering what his story was or why a man with his reputation was walking around Northview Hospital at eleven at night helping stranded women with car trouble.

She pulled up in front of her grandmother's house, a small brick bungalow that had been in the family since before Kendra was born. The porch light was on, and she could see the flicker of the TV through the front window. Her grandmother never went to bed before midnight, said she'd been a night owl since Kendra's grandfather passed, and there wasn't no point in changing now.

Kendra climbed the three steps to the porch and used her key to let herself in. The smell hit her immediately—Bengay, cocoa butter, and the lemon Pledge her grandmother used on everything. Smells that meant home, safety, the only constant Kendra had ever known.

"That you, baby?" Ms. Lorraine's voice called from the living room.

"Yes, ma'am." Kendra locked the door behind her and headed toward the sound of the TV. Judge Mathis was on, her grandmother's favorite.

Ms. Lorraine sat in her recliner, the remote in one hand, and a glass of sweet tea in the other. At sixty-eight, she was still sharp as a tack with smooth dark skin that barely showed her age and silver hair she kept pressed and curled every week at Janelle's salon. She looked Kendra up and down with eyes that saw everything.

"You look terrible."

"Good to see you too, Grandma." Kendra dropped onto the couch and kicked off her shoes. Her feet immediately thanked her.

"Don't get smart. I'm just saying what I see." Ms. Lorraine muted the TV. "Long day?"

"Long life," Kendra muttered.

"Mmm-hmm." Her grandmother took a sip of tea. "DeShawn call you again?"

Kendra shouldn't have been surprised. Ms. Lorraine always knew. "How you figure that?"

"Because you got that look on your face. The same look your mama used to get when your daddy would call from wherever he was pretending to be somebody." Ms. Lorraine set her glass down. "What he wants this time?"

"Money. Visitation. The usual manipulation." Kendra leaned her head back against the couch. "I didn't answer. Just listened to the voicemail and deleted it."

"Good. That man don't deserve your time or your tears, and he damn sure don't deserve to see Amara until he can prove he's changed. And we both know that ain't happening."

Kendra didn't argue. Her grandmother had called it from day one with DeShawn, told Kendra she was making a mistake messing with him. Kendra was twenty-one and convinced she could love him into being a better man. Convinced that the sweet side he showed her when they were alone was the real him.

She'd learned different real quick.

"Where's my baby?" Kendra asked, changing the subject.

"Where you think? Knocked out in the guest room. Been sleep since eight-thirty. Wore herself out playing with that jump rope I got her." Ms. Lorraine smiled softly. "She asked about you three times before bed. She wanted to make sure you were coming."

Guilt twisted in Kendra's stomach. It always did. Amara deserved better than a mama who worked two jobs and was always tired, always stressed, always barely holding it together.

"I'm always coming for her, Grandma."

"I know that baby. And so does she. That little girl loves you more than anything." Ms. Lorraine studied Kendra's face. "But you can't pour from an empty cup. When's the last time you did something for yourself?"

Kendra almost laughed. "For myself? What's that?"

"Don't be funny. I'm serious. You work yourself half to death, take care of Amara, deal with DeShawn's foolishness, and don't never do nothing that makes you happy. That ain't no way to live."

"I'm happy when I'm with Amara."

"That's being a good mama. I'm talking about Kendra. The woman. When's the last time you went out? Had fun? Talked to a man who wasn't trying to get something from you?"

The question hit differently tonight, and Kendra's mind went right back to the parking lot. To Saint's hands in his pockets and that small smile when he'd roasted her car.

"Actually..." Kendra hesitated. "Something kind of happened tonight."

Ms. Lorraine perked up immediately, her eyes sharp. "What kind of something?"

"My car wouldn't start after my shift. I was sitting there, trying not to cry, and this guy came up and offered to help." Kendra picked at a loose thread on the couch cushion. "Fixed it in like two minutes. Didn't ask for nothing. Just gave me his mechanic's card and left."

"Was he fine?"

"Grandma!"

"What? I'm old, not dead. Was he?"

Kendra felt her face get hot. "That's not the point."

"So, he was fine. Good. What's the problem?"

"The problem is I know who he is." Kendra finally looked at her grandmother. "Quinton Moore”. They call him Saint. He used to run with the Disciples before he got locked up. Now he's supposedly legit, but you know how that goes. Once you in the streets, you in the streets."

Ms. Lorraine was quiet for a long moment, just looking at Kendra with an expression that was hard to read.

"What?" Kendra asked.

"Nothing. Just thinking about something."

"Thinking about what?"

"About how you sound exactly like every person who ever judged you for being DeShawn's baby mama. Or for growing up in the projects. Or for dropping out of college when you got pregnant." Ms. Lorraine's voice was gentle but firm. "You know how that feels, don't you? When people look at where you from or who you used to be with and decide they know everything about you?"

The words hit Kendra right in the chest. She opened her mouth to argue and found she couldn't.

"I ain't saying trust every man who helps you with your car," Ms. Lorraine continued. "Lord knows you got good reason to be careful. But don't write somebody off just because of what you heard about their past. People can change, baby. And sometimes the ones with the roughest history turn out to be the most solid, because they know what they left behind and why they left it."

Kendra twisted the card in her pocket between her fingers. "You telling me I should call him?"

"I'm telling you not to let fear and other people's opinions make all your decisions. That man helped you and didn't ask for nothing. That counts for something." Ms. Lorraine picked up her tea again. "Now go get my great-grandbaby and take her home. It's late."

Kendra stood up, her body protesting after sitting down. She walked to the guest room where Amara was curled up under her grandmother's quilts, her natural hair spread across the pillow and one arm wrapped around the stuffed bunny she'd had since she was two.

Kendra's heart squeezed looking at her. This little girl was everything. Every hard day, every double shift, every sacrifice was worth it to give Amara a better life than Kendra had.

She gently shook her daughter's shoulder. "Amara, baby. Time to go home."

Amara's eyes fluttered open, still heavy with sleep. "Mama?"

"Yeah, it's me. Come on, baby girl."

Amara sat up, rubbing her eyes. She was wearing her favorite pajamas, the purple ones with the butterflies. "Did you have a good day at work?"

The simple question, asked in her baby's sleepy voice, almost made Kendra cry for the second time that night.

"I did, baby. It's better now that I'm with you." Kendra helped Amara out of bed and into her jacket. "Tell Grandma goodnight."

They went back to the living room where Ms. Lorraine had turned Judge Mathis back on but had the volume low.

"Goodnight, Grandma!" Amara ran over and threw her arms around her great-grandmother's neck.

"Goodnight, baby girl. I'll see you this weekend." Ms. Lorraine hugged her tight, then caught Kendra's eye over Amara's head. "Think about what I said."

"I will," Kendra promised, even though she wasn't sure she would.

By the time Kendra got Amara home and into bed for the second time that night, it was almost one in the morning. Their apartment was a nice size— a two bedroom with two baths, but it was theirs. Clean, safe, and paid for with money Kendra earned herself.

She checked the locks twice, turned on the hallway nightlight that Amara still needed, and finally made it to her own room. Kendra stripped out of her scrubs and stood under the shower until the hot water started running cold, washing away the hospital smell and the stress of the day.

When she got out, she caught sight of herself in the steamed-up mirror. Twenty-seven years old, but some days she felt twice that. Small stretch marks across stomach from carrying Amara, circles under her eyes, and a tiredness that went bone deep.

Kendra wiped the mirror clean and really looked at herself. When was the last time she felt pretty? Or wanted? Or like she was more than just Amara's mama and DeShawn's baby mother and Ms. Lorraine's granddaughter?

When was the last time someone had looked at her the way Saint had in that parking lot—like she mattered, like she was worth five minutes of his time, like helping her wasn't a burden or an angle but just something you did for another human being?

Kendra grabbed her phone from the bathroom counter where it was charging. She pulled up her contacts and stared at the blank "Add Contact" screen.

She shouldn't do this. Didn't even know why she was thinking about it. The man had given her his mechanic's number, not his own number. And even if the number on the back of the card was his, what was she supposed to do? Text him at one in the morning? Say what exactly—thanks for helping me, sorry I judged you based on your reputation, want to get to know each other even though I got a whole child and a crazy baby daddy and trust issues for days?

Kendra locked her phone and set it back down.

But five minutes later, lying in bed and staring at the ceiling, she picked it up again.

She pulled the card out of her wallet and looked at the number written on the back. The handwriting was neat, confident. Masculine.

Before she could talk herself out of it, Kendra added the number to her contacts. She didn't put a name, just saved it as "Parking Lot."

She told herself she'd delete it in the morning. She told herself she wouldn't text him.

She told herself this wasn't anything, meant nothing, and was definitely not the beginning of something that could change everything.

But Kendra's heart was beating a little faster as she finally closed her eyes, and for the first time in months, she fell asleep thinking about something other than bills and responsibilities and all the ways her life had gone wrong.

She fell asleep thinking about a man with kind eyes and gentle hands who'd called her out on her tears and fixed her car without asking for anything in return.

She fell asleep thinking about what her grandmother had said about people changing, about second chances, about not letting fear make all her decisions.

And somewhere between awake and dreaming, Kendra admitted something to herself that she'd been trying not to: she wanted to see him again.

She wanted to know if the way he'd looked at
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