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Dear Reader,

Welcome to the first book in The Red Series. The Red Series consists of short and fast-paced psychological thriller standalones. 

If you want a story that gets straight to the point and packs a serious punch, this series is for you. Each story is completely unrelated to the others, so they can be read in any order.

Buckle up and enjoy the ride.

Tanisha Stewart
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I have two special shout outs for this read:

The first is Ebony Evans of the EyeCU Reading & Chatting Group on Facebook. Ebony has inspired countless stories of mine through her “Freestyle Friday” challenges, and this story is no exception. 

If you are on Facebook, join her group – and read her books – she’s an author too!

The second shout out is for author Toni Larue, one of the co-founders of the Black Women Who Read Thriller/Horror/Suspense Books group on Facebook. 

Toni is not just a co-founder of the group; she is also one of my thriller besties! Toni was the inspiration behind the title of this series. Check out her books – but don’t blame me if you get addicted :)
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Jessie stood in silence, gun cocked and ready, as she stared into her father's living room window. The night wrapped around her like a velvet shroud, the only light coming from the faint glow of the moon. Shadows danced across the lawn, cast by the gentle sway of the trees in the soft breeze. The air was cool, carrying the earthy scent of damp grass and pine needles. No neighbors were in sight; their houses stood dark and silent, blending into the night. The only sound was the rhythmic chirping of crickets, their song a stark contrast to the turmoil in Jessie's mind.

Tonight was the night.

They had finally tracked him down, and he needed to go. Their mother had suffered through her sickness, and Jessie and her sister were there every step of the way. Jessie’s mind drifted back to those agonizing nights in the hospital. The sterile smell of antiseptic mixed with the faint aroma of flowers from well-wishers. People from her mother’s job seemed to be the only ones who cared. Nobody from the family left a card, not even their no-count Auntie, Rochelle. The rhythmic beep of the heart monitor was a cruel reminder of their mother's fragile state. 

While her sister's hope had faded, Jessie's held strong. She sat up all night next to her mother's bed, the harsh fluorescent lights casting a sickly glow over her mother’s face. Tears streamed down Jessie’s cheeks as she clutched her mother’s hand, praying fervently for a miracle. Her mother’s hand, cool and frail, squeezed back gently, as if urging Jessie to let her go. But Jessie couldn’t. She was only sixteen. 

She needed her mother to guide her through her new relationship with Roland, from the neighborhood—the boy with the sexy eyes, full of bravado. They still had late-night movies to watch, giggling together under warm blankets, and mani-pedi days to plan, their laughter filling their small apartment/makeshift salon. Jessie needed her mother’s comforting presence as she prepared to apply to colleges next year, her future a daunting, uncertain path without her mother's wisdom. She still needed to make her mother proud. To pay her back for all the sacrifices she made raising Jessie and her sister. 

And now, all of that was stripped away, leaving a gaping void in Jessie's heart. 

When their mother took her last breath, the sisters did not want to leave her side. They eventually had to be gently forced from the room so she could be transferred to the morgue. The moment they left their mother’s room replayed in Jessie’s nightmares ever since it happened. Their mother died a month ago, and the funeral was last week. Everything went by like a blur, yet simultaneously, their lives stood still. Once the funeral was over, which their deadbeat father didn't even attend, the twins realized what they had to do. There was a place where they could transfer their pain. Channel it into a source of vindication. 

The way to do it was to end their father's life.

And tonight the deed would be done.

***

Belle stood on the opposite side of the house, gun cocked and ready just like her sister, except she was having second thoughts.

Did they have to kill their father? Was there a better way? When Jessie first approached Belle with the idea three weeks ago, Belle thought her sister had gone mad. “Are you crazy?” she had asked. “Why, Jessie? What reason would we have to do such a thing?”

Jessie’s conviction was undeterred. “You saw how our mother suffered. All these years she busted her ass taking care of us and he never lifted a finger to help. Never sent a card, never a happy birthday wish, nothing! It’s like we don’t exist in his eyes!”

Her sister had a point, but Belle still wasn’t convinced. “Come on Jessie, you’re not thinking rationally. I hate what happened to Momma too, and nothing will ever erase the pain, but...”

“Did you know he owns a business?” Jessie asked, as if she hadn’t heard a word Belle said.

Belle stared at her sister. “What are you talking about?”

“Our father owns his own business, which means he has money! We’re sitting here relying on life insurance and donations from mom’s job to help us pay for her funeral, when he could have easily footed the bill.”

Belle didn’t believe her sister at first, until Jessie showed her their father’s business page. He had hundreds of positive reviews for his laundromat and apparently the business was thriving. That bit of information gave Belle pause. If he had all that money, why hadn’t he ever reached out to them?

As if Jessie heard her thoughts, she said, “Exactly! He’s been sitting there making money while we’ve been struggling! How is that fair, Belle? Momma sacrificed everything for us!”

Jessie spoke with such passion and conviction, Belle’s opposing arguments began to fade. Then doubt crept back in. “What if we reached out to him? He might...”

Her sister cut her off. “Already did that.”

Belle’s eyes widened, her pupils dancing back and forth as she studied her sister with a new set of eyes. She had no clue what Jessie had been up to lately. “You did? When?”

Jessie shook her head. “Right after it happened.”

It referred to their mother’s passing. 

Belle swallowed. “How did you reach out? What did he say? Tell me everything.” Belle had always wondered about their father. What he sounded like. What his interests were. If he would ever want a relationship with them or if he would continue his life as if they didn’t exist.

Jessie’s expression grew darker than it was when they started the conversation. “He declined my friend request.”

Belle’s heart pricked.

“He did?”

Jessie nodded and swiped a stray tear. “Yup. I sent the friend request after it happened, thinking that we could maybe talk to him, go live with him...” Her eyes clouded and voice wavered for a second before she regained her composure. “But I never got to hold the conversation because he declined my request.”

Belle’s mind became filled with more questions than answers. Why had their father denied Jessie’s friend request?

“There’s only one explanation for that, Belle,” Jessie spoke again as if she sensed what Belle was thinking. The sisters always knew what each other were thinking – they called it twintuition – which was why Belle was surprised she hadn’t sensed her sister had been up to something lately, reaching out to their father. “He doesn’t care about us,” Jessie finished.

Belle still wanted to disagree with her sister, but her hopes about their father being a good man faded fast. Especially when he didn’t show up to their mother’s funeral. It was one thing to neglect them all their lives, but another to neglect them even in their mother’s death. Not a card, not a call, not a half-assed my condolences... nothing. After that, Belle agreed. He needed to pay, but they needed a solid plan.

In all the times they stalked him, he seemed like an ordinary man. Belle was ashamed to admit it, but she still battled with a desire to get to know him.

Jessie was adamantly against it, saying if they gave him a chance to save himself, he would take it only to leave them by the wayside all over again.

But what if he didn't though?

What if deep down in their father's heart, he loved them? What if there was an explanation for his absence? Belle took a deep breath and was about to call her sister to see if she could reason with her, when her earbuds sounded with a call. 

Sliding her phone out of her pocket, she saw it was Jessie.

***

Jessie had a tingling sensation. Something wasn't right. The gnawing doubt that Belle wanted to back out clawed at her mind. Jessie couldn't let her sister's fears derail their plan. They had come too far, watched their mother struggle too hard, just to let this no-count nigga get away. The anguish from their mother's death needed an outlet, and tonight was the night it would all pour out.

She dialed Belle’s number, her fingers trembling slightly despite her steely resolve.

"Hello?" came Belle's voice, soft and apprehensive.

"Don't even think about it," Jessie barked, her voice sharp and unyielding.

"Think about what?" Belle's tone was evasive, almost pleading, but Jessie wasn't in the mood for games.

"I'm serious," Jessie urged, her voice lowering but losing none of its intensity. "He has to go. Tonight."

A long silence followed, the weight of their shared history and pain hanging heavily between them. Jessie could almost hear Belle's mind racing, the doubts and fears swirling.

"Okay, Jessie. You know I gotchu," Belle finally said, her voice lacking its usual confidence.

Jessie’s face hardened, her jaw clenching. "We go in at ten o'clock. Not a second later. Okay?"

Another long silence. Jessie pictured Belle on the other end, probably biting her lip, eyes filled with uncertainty. She needed her sister to be strong, to share her unwavering determination.

"Okay," Belle whispered and hung up the phone.

Jessie closed her eyes and took a deep breath, the memories of their mother’s final days flooding back. She remembered the nights by their mother's hospital bed, Belle’s quiet sobs a constant background to her own silent prayers. Jessie’s heart increasingly hardened during those moments. She hated not being in control. She couldn’t control what happened with their mother, but their father on the other hand...

Jessie stared at the house, the place where their father was living, oblivious to the destruction he had caused. He would find out tonight. The gentle breeze rustled the leaves above, but Jessie’s heart was a storm of rage and sorrow. She needed Belle to understand that this was the only way to honor their mother, to find some semblance of peace.

Her fingers itched to call her sister again, but she left it alone. If she pushed Belle too hard, she would renege.

***

There were two windows that their father left open during the sweltering summer nights. One had a fan in it, which Jessie would enter
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