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      Dear Readers,

      Well, here we are once again at publication of another project that excites me, that I am proud to publish and I hope is entertaining. In perilous times, people turn to art. It is my hope that readers new and old will consider Books by DL White as a respite and comfort.

      Calculated Risk follows Imani, a financial analyst whose carefully structured life is upended when she begins teaching workshops at a youth center, and Desmond, the center's director who carries the weight of his past while building a future for young adults. Their story unfolds against the backdrop of a vibrant community fighting to keep its sanctuary alive.

      While this is primarily a love story, I love a secondary story and an external conflict, so this story also examines how our choices and circumstances beyond our control shape who we become. The novel explores family bonds, community activism, and love after loss.

      Much of Desmond's journey and the Beyond Bars support group were inspired by Ian Bick's podcast Locked In with Ian Bick. Through watching Ian's raw, honest conversations with formerly incarcerated individuals rebuilding their lives on YouTube, I gained invaluable insights that shaped not only Desmond's character but also the authenticity of the re-entry experience and the power of community support.

      Please note the following content warnings and please take care when reading if any of these are triggers or deal breakers for you:

      
        
          	
        Discussions of illness and death
      

      	
        Sexual intercourse on the page
      

      	
        Themes of betrayal
      

      	
        References to substance use
      

      	
        Mentions of police encounters and the criminal justice system
      

      

      

      This story contains mature themes and is intended for adult readers.

      I hope you love spending time with Imani, Desmond, and the colorful cast of characters at Bright Pathways Youth Center.

      If you enjoy this work, please tell a friend or six and don't forget to drop a good word at all the important places: your personal social media, Goodreads, The StoryGraph.

      Thank you for your time, I hope you enjoy this story!

      DL White
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      When heartbreak leads to love…

      All her life, Imani Thatcher has played it safe, making the smart moves that landed her a prime spot at one of Atlanta's top financial firms. When heartbreak shatters her carefully planned world, she finds herself questioning everything she thought she knew about love and life.

      Desmond Taylor has enough on his plate keeping Bright Pathways Youth Center running and Atlanta's at-risk teens off the streets. A polished financial analyst from the high gloss end of Atlanta should be the last thing on his mind, but from the moment she walks through his doors, he cannot deny the electricity between them.

      When it comes to matters of the heart, love is always a calculated risk.

      Inspired by Two Black Cadillacs by Carrie Underwood
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      IMANI

      

      “I bet the next time I tell you somebody’s acting funny, you’ll believe me.” Casey's sharp whisper sliced through the rumbling notes of the funeral organ. “Won’t ya?”

      "Will you hush?" Imani leaned in, a polite smile masking her irritation as she glanced at their companions in the church balcony.

      Below them, the family of Julian Carver made their solemn procession into the sanctuary, taking their places in the gleaming front pew. Imani's gaze locked on an elegant figure sweeping in last, dressed in black from head to toe—a veiled wide-brimmed hat, a chic yet somber dress, towering red-soled heels. She paused at the casket, whispering to a man who, mere days ago, pulsed with life and love and promises.

      Then she snapped open a large, black fan and turned to her seat, ushers braced to catch her should she crumple in sorrow.

      “That must be the wife, huh?” Casey whispered.

      “Vivian,” Imani confirmed.

      “Mmmhmmm. He got kids too?”

      “They’re down there.” Imani indicated the row of adults flanking Vivian.

      “Hell, them ain’t no kids. Those are grown ass people.” Casey sighed, flipping through the funeral program and flapping the stereotypical Martin Luther King, Jr. paper fan on a wooden stick.

      As the pastor began his sermon, Imani tried to focus on his words, but her thoughts kept drifting. She glanced over the balcony edge, observing the family’s interactions—silent nods, hands held tight, maintaining composure under the weight of public grief. His voice rose with fervor as he spoke.

      “Julian Carver was a man who assumed many roles and wore many hats,” he boomed, his orator’s rhythm and cadence kicking in, echoing up through the high ceilings of the church.

      Two weeks prior, Imani had been on the phone with Julian.

      They had met at a mutual friend’s wedding in Atlanta and hit it off immediately. Though they lived states away, their connection felt effortless. Despite his job running a successful manufacturing plant in Raleigh and her demanding job as a financial analyst in Atlanta, they found ways to make it work. Frequent video calls, surprise visits when time allowed it. Imani truly believed that they were building something special together.

      After a few months of dating, the relationship had advanced quickly. Julian began talking about their future, and he’d been not-so-gently encouraging her to pull up stakes and move to North Carolina to be with him.

      “You know how I feel about you, Imani,” he’d said. “I can’t imagine being without you. I’m ready for that next step. Commitment. Being together full-time.”

      Imani swooned at his words. They had only been dating for a short time, but it felt like much longer to her heart. Julian was everything she never knew she wanted—kind, funny, genuinely interested in getting to know her, and though he was nearly twenty years her senior, had no problems satisfying her every sexual need.

      The idea of uprooting her life and moving to a new state for someone she barely knew was daunting. Leaving behind the life she had built for herself seemed reckless. Imani was hesitant, her mind going back and forth between excitement and caution, giddy new love and common sense.

      “I’m not sure I’m ready for that yet,” she’d finally admitted. “I mean… I don’t think we are ready for that.”

      Julian paused for a moment before responding. “You’re right. We haven’t been together long, but I’ve been alive and around these relationship streets long enough to know that I don’t want to miss out on something good. I promise you, I have never felt this way about anyone before. And I know you feel it too.”

      He wasn’t wrong. She had felt it. She didn’t completely trust it, though. And there were practical concerns to consider, like her job that paid well and gave her stability.

      “Maybe I can talk to my boss about teleworking,” she’d mused. “I could keep my place and stay here when I have to be in Atlanta.”

      “See, that sharp mind is working,” he’d replied confidently. “And if they won’t let you work remote, you know I’ve got you, baby.”

      Imani’s eyes rolled. He was laying it on thick. The idea was tempting, though. “I’ll think about it,” she promised.

      “Well, think fast. I can’t wait to wake up next to you every morning.”

      Imani chuckled, remembering their last morning together a few weeks prior. They’d almost worked the headboard off of her bed. She could still feel his fingertips on her skin, the softness of his lips as he teased and titillated until she was breathless and begging for more.

      “I bet you can’t,” she replied with a sly smile. “I know how you like to wake up.”

      Julian let out a low growl, the sound rumbling across the line. “Don’t tease me, woman. Not when I can’t reach out and touch you.”

      They had laughed and talked until late into the night, making plans and dreaming big.

      Days later, he hadn’t made his usual check-ins. Their routine was to reach out several times a day, sometimes just to say hello, I love you, I’ll call you tonight. At the very least, it was their way of staying connected despite the distance between them.

      She called and got no answer. She left voicemails and sent texts with no response. No email, no gifts, none of the usual hallmarks of what she had known in a long-distance relationship with Julian Carver. He was a very busy man, but he was not one to go more than a day without communicating.

      Imani tried not to panic, but it was hard not knowing what was going on with the man she loved, a man she was about to upend her life to be with.

      After days of silence, she had reached her breaking point. She called his work line at Carver Manufacturing and asked for him directly—a thing she was never to do, but she was worried and desperate. Something was wrong.

      “Oh…you haven’t heard,” said the Southern-tinged, melancholy voice on the other end of the line.

      “I guess I haven’t,” Imani said, afraid to ask for clarification. “What haven’t I heard?”

      The voice on the other exhaled a deep, shuddering breath. “Julian—Mr. Carver—he’s gone.”

      “Gone. As in…”

      “He…died. Suddenly and unexpectedly.”

      Imani’s heart stopped beating. Her world had crumbled in an instant. “When?”

      “Just a few days ago. I can get you in touch with his wife. She’s asked that we funnel any calls or condolences through her.”

      Wife.

      She had never even suspected that he could be married. There was no hint of a ring on his finger, no mention of a wife on his social media, and most of all, he had never once referenced even being in a relationship with another woman, let alone married.

      Julian, the man she’d been dating for a large part of the year, who had frequently come to Atlanta, who had flown her to Raleigh and hosted her in his condo, who had wined and dined and gifted and sweet-talked her and ravished her body…had been married.

      The. Whole. Damn. Time.

      “Are you there, ma’am?” the person on the other end of the line asked, breaking through her stunned silence.

      “Yes,” she heard herself reply. Her voice sounded distant, even to her own ears. “I’m sorry, you mentioned his wife…”

      “Yes. Vivian must be so distraught, and someone else should really handle these details, but she’s not the kind of person to relinquish control. Shall I connect you?”

      “I… I, uhm…” Imani stuttered through a reply, then laid a hand over her galloping heart to get her bearings. “I just wondered if you knew when the service would be?”

      With shaking fingers, she wrote down the name of the funeral home, which would list the church where Julian’s service would be held.

      The very next phone call Imani made was to her best friend, Casey Joyner.

      “I told you something was up with him.”

      Casey, a middle-aged Black woman with a buxom chest and ass to spare, had thrown on her stylish cat-eye glasses and a curly wig and come right over in her cotton two-piece pajama set, carting pints of Häagen-Dazs ice cream and Stella Rosa wine in a big black handbag.

      “You told me to mind my business, but I should have ignored you, mmmhmm.” She hummed, swiping a tube of Fenty beauty gloss over her thick lips. “I should have run a background check the minute he started talking about you moving up there.”

      “Yes. Well.” Imani popped the cork on the wine and took a swig right from the bottle, ignoring the cup Casey offered her. “You were right. How long are you going to crow about it?”

      “Until I also am dead.”

      Imani sagged, too wrung out to volley back. She felt numb and sick at the same time. The man she had fallen for, who had swept her off her feet and treated her like a princess, had been living a double life with a wife and family.

      “I can’t even believe this shit. Men are still doing this? Still lying, still pretending, still having their cake and eating it too?” Imani shook her head, her cheeks shiny with tears. “I thought he loved me.”

      “Him loving you ain’t had nothing to do with being faithful to his wife.” Casey moved from the couch to the loveseat where Imani was curled up with her wine glass and pulled her close, hugging her tight. “You know what I always say, ‘Mani. Some men are just cold ass muthafuckahs.”

      They sat on the couch together, eating ice cream and drinking wine as Imani poured out all of her feelings about Julian.

      “So when’s the service?” Casey asked.

      Imani reached for the slip of paper she’d used to scribble down the information and handed it to her. “I’m going,” she said quietly.

      Casey reared back. “For what? You do not need to be in that room, baby girl. With his wife, his family, all his loved ones blubbering and carrying on? Are you trying to be in a Tyler Perry film?”

      “Maybe I need to see it for myself. See him one last time. And maybe…I need to see her.”

      Casey arched a brow, setting down her wine glass. “And do what? Compare yourself to her? Confront her? Throw a fit in the middle of a funeral? That’s messy, Imani. You’re better than that.”

      “Am I, though?” Imani asked, then grabbed the bottle of Stella and topped off their glasses before toasting Julian one last time.

      The six-hour drive from Atlanta to Raleigh, North Carolina was long, but Imani felt she had to be there. For closure. To say goodbye to the man she thought she knew, thought she was in love with.

      And to sneak a peek at Mrs. Carver.

      She was, in fact, nothing like Imani expected her to be. She could maybe figure Julian stepping out on an older, haggard woman, but Mrs. Carver was none of that. She was elegant, her makeup flawless, not a hair out of place. Vivian’s stoicism was almost unnerving.

      The service was a blur of hymns and eulogies that painted Julian in hues too vibrant to recognize. The man they spoke of was a devoted husband, a loving father, a pillar of his community. Imani listened, her heart sinking with each speaker that shared a story about a Julian Carver that bore no semblance to the man she’d known—a man now revealed to be an artifice, a man fabricated to attract her.

      As Vivian and her children wept for their loss, Imani felt like an intruder. She had come seeking closure but instead found herself feeling guilt and shame for the role she unknowingly played in Julian’s deception.

      After nearly an hour of listening to the preacher droning his sermon, Imani felt Casey’s hand squeeze hers. “You’re not planning on throwing yourself on the body, are you?” she whispered.

      Imani’s eyes rolled in irritation. “Of course not.”

      “Then let’s get out of here. We have a long drive back.”

      She agreed. They should leave before anyone noticed she had come. They rose and tiptoed out of the balcony, down the stairs, and into the vestibule, where they finally felt like they could breathe.

      “Whew. This Yitty is cutting into my kitty and I can’t breathe. I want to change back into my riding clothes.” Casey looked left and right, already pulling at the zipper of her dress.

      “Let’s just stop at a restroom on the way out of town,” said Imani. “I want to get out of here.”

      “I’m not changing in an Exxon bathroom⁠—”

      A glacial voice stopped them cold. “Excuse me.”

      Imani and Casey whipped around, eyes wide and mouths open, to find Vivian Carver standing there, gloved hands clasped tightly.

      “Mrs. Carver,” said Imani, moving toward. “I’m so sorry for your⁠—”

      “Shut up,” she snapped. Imani froze mid-step. Vivian’s eyes were cold and unyielding. “I know exactly who you are. I’ve been through his phone, his texts, his email, his credit cards. I’ve seen his cute little bachelor pad downtown. I know Julian fed you a deluded fantasy that you might be his wife someday. Well, surprise, little girl.”

      Vivian’s eyes traveled the length of her belted tea-length dress. Imani could tell she was trying hard to find fault with it but couldn’t, so she sneered out of spite and anger. Her words dripped with venom, each syllable a dagger aimed directly at her heart.

      “You will not stand over my husband’s corpse, playacting the grieving widow. You have no place here,” she hissed, her eyes blazing. “I want you gone this instant before I file a claim for every tacky piece of jewelry he ever bought you and sue you for every penny of our fortune—money he and I earned together—that he spent trying to convince you that you ever had a chance to become Mrs. Julian Carver.”

      “I didn’t know,” Imani rasped, fighting to steady her voice. Tears brimmed in her eyes as she met Vivian’s steely gaze. “I didn’t know he was married, I promise. I only came to pay my respects. I thought…”

      The foolish, pitiful extent of what she'd thought crashed over her. What had she thought? That Julian would never lie to her? That she’d finally found a wonderful man to settle down with? That they had a future?

      “Whatever you thought?” Vivian’s lips thinned into a merciless line. “You thought wrong. Julian may have hidden his real life well, but you are not welcome here. Please leave, and if you know what’s good for you, you’ll forget Julian Carver ever existed.” 

      “Yeah, we were leaving anyway,” Casey interjected, propelling Imani out the doors to their waiting car.

      “What the hell crawled up her ass?” Imani fumed as the stately Cadillac purred to life. Casey’s husband had insisted on sending them to Raleigh in style.

      “Probably the knowledge that the man she’s spittin’ mad about was keeping company with a hot young Atlanta thing.”

      Imani recoiled at the label—the other woman. The homewrecker. She had always prided herself on being strong and independent, but now she felt like nothing more than a pawn in someone else’s game. She had been so naive, so foolish.

      Miles slipped by, the city giving way to green framed by the occasional billboard advertising barbecue joints and local attractions. Imani stared out the window, her reflection a ghostly overlay on the passing scenery. She felt hollow, each mile taking her further not just from Julian’s funeral but from the dreams she admitted she had begun to indulge in.

      “I hear that mind ticking over there. Rollin’ things around. You need to get your head on straight. Figure out your plan for moving on.”

      “You’re right.” Imani inhaled, steeling her spine. “I need to figure out what’s next. And I have to stop letting this situation live rent-free in my head. It’s done. Over. Moving on.”

      Casey nodded approvingly, her fingers tight around the wide steering wheel. “That’s the spirit, baby girl. You need a fresh start. Something to throw yourself into.”
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