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 Prologue

Ten new inmates entered Dorm
B and looked for their assigned cells. The whole dorm got quiet,
trying to see if any of the newcomers were anyone that they knew.
Brad sat in front of the TV and looked back at them. He overheard a
group of guys sitting behind him.

“Aww, no the fuck it
ain’t!” said Thomas.

“What’s that?” asked
his friend.

“See that nigga right
there with the long braids? That’s the nigga who put my cousin Tory
in a wheelchair.”

“For real?”

“Hell yeah.”

“What’s up? I know
you trying to punish that nigga.”

“Hell yeah, I’m
trained to go. Especially for my blood.”

The four guys stood
up, but Thomas thought of a better idea. “Hold up, let’s wait ‘til
the yard opens. My cousin ain’t gonna never walk again. I’mma stab
this nigga.” The men sat back down and watched the new guy walk to
his cell.

Although Thomas and
his crew were also from Durham, North Carolina, Brad had never so
much as conversed with them. Their ways and actions told Brad from
afar that it was best to stay away from them.

After a few minutes
passed, Brad realized that he was no longer interested in the TV.
He got up and headed to his cell. On his way, he was stopped by a
man holding twelve boxes of oatmeal cakes.

“Yo, Brad. Here you
go, homie.”

“Goddamn, Pat. Why
you ain’t put them shits in your pillow-case?”

“’Cause I got to
sleep on that shit. Here.”

Brad grabbed the
boxes and Pat walked away. When he got to his closed door, he was
about to set the boxes down so he could open them.

A newcomer said, “I
got it for you.”

“’Preciate it.”

“No problem.”

As the guy walked
off, Brad sat the boxes down and came back to the door. “Hey!”

The guy came back.
“What’s up?”

“Where you from?”

“Durham.”

“Me too. What
part?”

“Over there by
Walltown.”

“Yeah? I’m from
Bluefield,” Brad said.

“My cousin stay over
there.”

“What’s his
name?”

“It’s a her. Her name
is Janice.”

“You talking about
light-skinned Janice that stay in the circle?”

“Yeah, that’s
her.”

“Yeah, I know her.
She wouldn’t give me the time of day.”

“I’m Manus.”

“Brad.” The men shook
hands.

“So, how is this
place? It got to be better than the joint that I just came
from.”

“It’s a’ight. A lot
of fake niggas. Especially from the homefront.”

“I ain’t surprised.
I’ve been down six years. I been stopped that homie shit. Man
respects man.”

“You right.” Brad
smiled.

“All I do is stay to
myself and out of the way.”

Brad took an instant
liking to Manus. “Yo, come in right quick and shut the door.” Manus
came into the cell and shut the door behind him.

“What’s up?”

“Look, man. You seem
like an a’ight dude, so let me put you up on game.”

Thomas and his crew of
three walked on the yard wearing coats in the seventy-degree
weather. When they spotted Manus standing by the basketball court,
they switched their direction toward him. When they were ten feet
from him, Brad and four guys walked over from a nearby bench and
stood beside Manus. They, too, were wearing coats.

Confused, Thomas
looked at Brad, who stepped in front of Manus. “What’s up,
Brad?”

“Ain’t nothing up.
You tell me; I see you strapped. What’s up?”

“Ain’t nothing up
with y’all, but that faggot-ass nigga right there … he shot and
robbed my cousin.”

“And?”

“And he got to answer
for that.”

“Ain’t nothing wrong
with that, but that’s only between y’all two.”

“What the fuck you
got to do with it? What the fuck are you, a save-a-nigga
officer?”

Pat stepped up. “My
nigga ain’t gonna be too many more names. Now, if you got a problem
with this man, y’all can go in the bathroom and handle it however
y’all like. But the rest of y’all niggas better stay out of it, or
it’s gonna be a massacre out here.”

Thomas and his crew
swallowed hard. They didn’t want any part of Pat. He had a life
sentence and was infamous for his knife work.

“Pat, what’s up? I
thought we were cool?” Thomas threw his hands up in a surrendering
gesture.

“When it comes to my
nigga Brad, I don’t see nothing else.”

Thomas looked at Brad
then at Manus. He saw that Manus’ face showed no trace of fear; he
was calm and collected. Thomas judged him as a man of courage, a
trait that he himself lacked. He said, “Y’all got it. I ain’t
trying to do nothing.”


 BOOK I – LIFELESS

 


I come in various sizes; I go
by many names –

I give or take hearts from
gangsters, or those who proclaim.

I act with no conscience; my
actions usually burn –

I’ll take you on a journey to
the point of no return.

What am I?

 


From the
book of Flagrant Sorrows

By: Kevin Bullock

 


 


The way she loves me, if it’s
a roller coaster ride then let it be–

She caresses my soul so good
when we’re up,

When we’re down, the whole
world is falling down on me.

She’s the legs that keep me
going;

she’s the air in which I
breathe–

When she’s down, I hear it in
her voice, I dread the thought that she’ll leave.

Her laughter is like a
musical that relaxes and rids my stress–

With no patience I wait
patiently through her face and stubbornness.

I love her.


Chapter 1

The sound of Brad’s cell door being unlocked woke
him instantly. But of all the times he’d heard the sound, today it
sounded different. Today the sound was more profound.

The door was opened
and Manus stuck his head in. “Get your ass up, nigga!”

“I’m up; I’m up.”

“It’s going down for
the year two grand five. You getting out of this bitch.”

“And they ain’t got
to worry about me no more,” Brad said as he slid on his khakis.

After brushing his
teeth and washing his face, they walked to the caferteria. They saw
Pat sitting at a table by himself. He smiled when he saw the men.
“Big day today, huh?”

“Yeah, man. I’m
skating today,” Brad said, feeling bad for Pat.

“All I’mma say is get
out and do the right thing. A lot of us don’t get second
chances.”

Brad nodded.

Pat said, “I see you
nodding, but do you hear me?”

“I hear you.”

“A’ight now. I catch
you back here, I’mma knock you out and send you to P.C.”

The men laughed.

“Well, I’m out,” Pat
said as he stood.

Brad stood also.
“Take care.”

“You too.”

Pat walked away and
Brad sat back down and faced Manus. “I tried to tell Pat yesterday
that I wasn’t gonna forget about him, but he wasn’t trying to hear
me.”

“You know how it is;
niggas be making so many broken promises before they get out. I
guess he’s just tired of that shit. You know?”

“But I’mma keep it
real, though.”

“Come on, now. You
know I ain’t doubting you.”

“Word. But remember
what I told you. I’mma turn you on to my connect as soon as you get
out. If you keep it real with them niggas, you’ll never have to
worry about money again.”

Manus sipped from a
cup of orange juice. “That’s what I’m talking about.”

“I’m done, though.
All I want is a good wifey, some kids, and a good paying job.”

“You’ll get it. All
you got to do is stay focused, and don’t fuck back with that
broad.”

“Man, I ain’t going
back to that broad. That’s my good word.”

“What if she’s the
first broad you come across?”

“I want some pussy,
but I ain’t stressed like that.”

“I know you ain’t.
Especially with all them broads out there. The hell is one?”

“Know what I mean?
I’m done with everything that’s fast. I can’t come back here. I’d
rather die first.”

“I feel you. Just
stay low, and don’t fuck—”

“I know, I know.
Don’t fuck with that broad.”

“Exactly.”

The bus ride home seemed
to last forever. It gave Brad plenty of time to go over his plan
that would keep him out of prison. He laughed about the
misconception that most people had about prison: a place where a
person got rehabilitated. He knew first-hand that prison only
sharpens a criminal’s tactics and hardens their hearts. He had
chosen to give up crime because he could not handle being locked up
again.

He had seen inmates
suffer from neglect and betrayal from the outside world, and it had
mentally scarred them and altered their way of thinking. He had
also seen prisoners without a care in the world, living peacefully
in prison. Prison had done a little bit of everything to him. It
scarred him to the point where he didn’t care anymore. And when he
realized that he had gotten too comfortable, he bounced back to
reality and got depressed all over again.

When he met Manus,
they eventually became good friends. They discovered that they both
were going through the same thing. Female problems.

Gloria, Brad’s
ex-girl, had crushed his world. Although they vowed to be together
forever, she left him as soon as he caught three years for
trafficking cocaine. It took a year for her to completely fade out
of his life. During the course of that year, her letters and visits
gradually faded. And although the truth was visible, Brad wanted
solid confirmation. So when he received a one-page letter from her
around Christmas, saying she couldn’t do it anymore, it was a
burden off Brad’s shoulders. But at the same time, his greatest
fear was confirmed. Manus had told him to be grateful for lessons
like that. He said lessons like those were what made boys into men.
Brad now knew this to be true.

Now as he rode home
to Durham, North Carolina, Brad smiled because he was a man that
had paid his dues. When the bus pulled up at the station, Brad
immediately saw his mother.

Lauren had his back
throughout the whole ordeal. She was a quiet woman who mostly kept
her thoughts to herself. But, if asked her opinion, she would give
it uncut. She was a woman in her mid-forties, in great shape. Her
five-foot-ten body appeared athletic. Brad couldn’t recall the last
time he’d seen her eat junk food or meat.

Brad got off the bus
and Lauren ran to meet him. She embraced him and said, “Baby!”

“Hey, Ma.”

When she finally let
him go, she said, “I’m so glad you’re home out of that terrible
place.”

“Me too, Ma.”

Watching the bus
driver stare, Lauren said, “Let’s get out of here before they
change their minds or something.”

On the way home, Brad
admired the features and interior of the Mazda Millenium. Lauren
noticed and said, “You like?”

“Like? Ma, this looks
like a space ship compared to my old Regal.”

“Oh, I forgot to tell
you. Your Regal is gone.”

“Gone? What happened
to my Regal, Ma?”

Lauren let a few
seconds pass before saying, “I traded it in and got you this.”

“What? This is my
car?”

“Yes. But not until
you get your license renewed.”

Brad leaned over and
kissed her cheek. “Thank you, Ma. But how could you afford it?”

“My job pays me
enough for the down payment and the first two payments. You’re on
your own after that.”

“I got to find a job
quick.”

“I have a friend
that’s willing to give you a job.”

“Yeah? Doing
what?”

“Putting in wood
floors.”

“Yeah, I can do that.
Thank you, Ma.”

“You know I got to
look out for my baby.”

 


The next day, to
Lauren’s delight, Brad went to the DMV and renewed his driver
license. When taking the test, he was distracted by women of all
shapes and sizes that came and went.

What surprised him
the most was that after all the reviving he had done to prevent
being institutionalized, he had only broken the surface. This
morning when he had gotten up, he went to the bathroom and put a
“shit jacket” on the toilet. Then after that, he had sat and
watched TV with his stomach growling until he realized that no one
would call him for chow. Brad knew that eventually he would be back
to normal; he just needed a little time to readjust.

When he returned from
the DMV, he saw the woman that lived next door. She was struggling
to take her groceries out of her car. Brad quickly got out of his
car and went to help her.

“Let me give you a
hand.”

The woman took one
look at Brad and smiled. “Thank you.”

After Brad took the
six bags of groceries in her house, she held out her hand. “I’m
Kim.”

He shook it.
“Brad.”

“I appreciate that
very much. I must have looked so pitiful struggling with those
bags.”

Smiling from ear to
ear, Brad said, “I wouldn’t say pitiful. It’s just my nature to be
a gentleman.”

The woman cocked her
head slightly. “You must be from far away?”

“Actually I’m from
here. I stay next door.”

“With your wife?”

“No, with my
mother.”

“Oh. I haven’t seen
you around.”

“Uh … I really just
got back from sort of a vacation.”

Understanding what he
was saying, Kim said, “Oh. That explains the glow.”

Brad’s hands
instantly went to his face. “I’m glowing?”

Kim laughed. “You
know what I mean.”

“Yeah, I was just
kidding.”

They had an awkward
moment before Brad said, “Well, it was nice meeting you.”

“Same here.”

As he turned to
leave, Kim said, “Brad.”

Brad smiled and
turned around. “What’s up?”

“Being that you
helped me with my groceries, maybe you’ll let me return the favor
by cooking you dinner tonight? That’s if you don’t have anything
else planned.”

“I do,” he lied, “but
how can I resist an invitation from a beautiful woman?”

Kim smiled.

“What time?” he
asked.

“Say … sevenish?”

“Cool.”

At the dinner table,
Brad couldn’t keep his eyes off Kim’s cleavage.

Kim noticed and
smiled. “Don’t cut your finger off.”

Brad averted his eyes
to his plate, feeling somewhat embar-rassed. “I apologize.”

“Don’t. I understand.
You’ve been away.”

Brad nodded.

Then she said, “If
you don’t mind, I want to ask you a question about prison.”

“Go ahead; I don’t
mind.”

“What is it like in there? I mean is it like the
show Oz?”

“At times it can be,
but mostly it’s just like the streets. Just minus the females. But
you got guys in there that substitute men for females.”

Kim frowned.
“Uggh!”

“I know.”

“Just sitting here
with you, I can’t picture you like that.”

Brad dropped his
fork. “Like what?”

Kim laughed. “In
prison, silly.”

“Oh. But believe me,
I didn’t fit in. I stayed depressed.”

“So what are you
going to do to stay out of there?”

“Everything. My mom’s
friend is giving me a job putting in wood floors.”

“I got my floor done
at my old house. Those guys make good money.”

“Yeah. I’m done with
those streets. I don’t have another bid in me.”

“I’m glad to hear
that. Most guys go in and out of prison for years before they
finally learn that they can’t beat the system.”

“You’re right.”

Brad picked his fork
up. “This steak is delicious.”

“Thank you.”

“So, tell me
something about yourself.”

“There’s nothing much
to tell. I’m a nurse. I’m single.”

“Why?”

“Why am I a
nurse?”

“Why are you
single?”

“Because I haven’t
found the right man yet.”

“What kind of man are
you looking for?”

“I’m looking for a
man that, first of all, doesn’t lie.”

“Okay, keep
going.”

“I want a man that
likes to be intimate.”

He started
smiling.

“And not just sex. I
want him to hold me while we’re on the sofa watching TV. I want to
be able to trust him. That’s real important.”

“I feel you on
that.”

“So, do you have
someone?”

“Unfortunately,
no.”

“What kind of woman
are you looking for?”

He stared at Kim. “I
don’t think that I have to look for anyone anymore.”

At two in the morning,
Brad let himself in the house. He saw the kitchen light on.

“Is that you,
Brad?”

Walking in the
kitchen, Brad said, “Yeah, it’s me.”

Lauren sat at the
table in a nightgown drinking a glass of orange juice.

“You’re up pretty
late.”

“I got thirsty.”

Brad went to the
refrigerator and grabbed the orange juice.

Lauren said, “I like
Kim, she seems like a nice woman.”

Not surprised that
she knew, Brad said, “Yeah, she is.”

Brad poured himself
some juice and put the carton back in the refrigerator.

Lauren said, “Thank
you.”

“For what, Ma?”

“For doing like I
asked you and going to renew your license.”

“God, Ma. You talk
like I’m just rebellious or something.”

“Back in your younger
days, I swear it seems that you purposely did the opposite of what
I asked you.”

“Nah, I wasn’t like
that. I just had to experience something you couldn’t teach me.
That’s all.”

Lauren sighed. “Well,
I hope your experiencing stage is over. I can’t take it if you go
back to prison.”

“Ma, you don’t have
to worry about that. I’m done. Prison isn’t for me; I’m too
cool.”

They laughed. Lauren
got up and put her empty glass in the dishwasher. “Well, let me get
back to bed. I put the number of the man that’s going to give you a
job on your night stand. He said call him tomorrow morning.”

“Thanks again,
Ma.”

Lauren kissed the top
of Brad’s head and went back to bed.

Brad sipped orange
juice and thought about how good it felt to be free. He knew that
there was no way he was going back to prison.


Chapter 2

Brad looked over at Meat and said, “Yeah, my nigga
will be out soon. I know you’ll dig him.”

“What’s his name? I
probably know him.”

“Manus.”

“Nah, I don’t think I
know him. What, you met him in there?”

“Yeah, through some
beef shit.”

“What happened?”

“He had just gotten
off the bus from Bunn, and I heard these crab-ass niggas from East
Durham saying he was the one that shot their peoples. They was
gonna shank the nigga. I didn’t know dude or nothing, but I
definitely didn’t feel them other niggas. So I pulled his
coat.”

“Yeah? So what
happened?”

“After we even shit
up, them niggas ain’t want to do nothing.”

“Niggas be warring
like that up in there?”

“Hell yeah, but not
against each other…unless it was some serious shit that happened on
the streets that can’t be talked out.”

The men rode in
silence for a minute. Then Brad said, “What’s the name of the club
we’re going to?”

“Da Premier.”

“How is it?”

“Man, that shit be
popping. You’ll see.”

“Word.”

Meat pulled out a
plastic bag. “You want one of these?”

“What’s that?” Brad
asked, frowning.

“X pills.”

“Hell nah. I heard
them shits be killing niggas.”

“Nah, that be them
niggas overdoing it. Take a half of one and you’ll be
straight.”

“How them shits make
you feel?”

“It depends. You got
different kinds that have you feeling different ways. These right
here have you emotional and hornier than a muthafucka. You can fuck
all night on these.”

“Yeah? Give me a half
one. How long it take for it to kick in?”

“About twenty to
thirty minutes.”

Meat gave him a half
pill and took the other half with two whole ones.

Brad said, “Goddamn, nigga! Don’t you overdo it!”

“Man, I got this.
Just keep your eyes on the road.”

As Brad drove through
the city, he noticed how small and raggedy it seemed. Trash clogged
the gutters and infested the yards of homes. Young and old people
roamed the streets with spaced-out looks on their faces.
Nevertheless, clean or trashy, Brad felt good to be home.

Once the men were
inside the club, they went straight to the bar. Meat, who had
popped a couple of pills earlier, was already high. His cool and
laid back demeanor made him every girl’s favorite. He went through
women like a chain smoker went through cigarettes. It was very rare
for him to have sex with the same woman more than twice; it made
him feel attached. He hated attachments. Some women accepted this,
others destroyed his personal property and bad-mouthed him.

As soon as the men
got comfortable at the bar, a crowd rushed Meat asking if he had
any pills. Meat looked at Brad and said, “I’ll be right back. Hold
my seat down. You straight, right?”

“Oh yeah. I’m
good.”

Brad sipped his drink
and watched the scene. He noticed how everything seemed to be in
3-D. Feeling strange and good at the same time, he braced himself
for the unknown. He tried to relax some, but tensed up when he saw
a guy do a double take at him and start walking in his
direction.

The guy said,
“Brad?”

Hesitantly, Brad
said, “Yeah, what’s up?”

“I thought that was
you. What’s the deal?”

“Uh, nothing.”

“You don’t even know
who I am, do you?”

“Hell nah.”

“It’s Boo. We went to
school together.”

Brad studied Boo’s
face for a moment before he realized that it was DeAndre Caldwell.
“Oh, shit! What’s going on?”

“Nothing, man. Took
you a minute to recognize me, didn’t it?”

“Yean, man. It’s been
that long.”

“I know, right? I
just can’t believe I’m here talking to you.”

“Why you say
that?”

“I thought you were
dead.”

“Nah,” Brad said
awkwardly. “I’m still here. Just been off the map for a
minute.”

“Well, it’s good to
see you. Be easy, man.”

“You too.”

Brad thought about what Boo had said. I thought you were dead. At times, during the course of his
prison sentence, he’d felt as if he were dead.

Meat came back and
sat down. “You a’ight? You’re sweating like a Haitian.”

Brad wiped his
forehead and notice his hand dripping with sweat. Through clenched
teeth he said, “It’s hotter than a muthafucka in here.”

“It is a lil’ bit,
but that’s them…” Meat saw Brad staring at the floor. “What, you
dropped something?”

“Nah, that shit is
moving!”

“Goddamn! Don’t start
tripping and shit. Just relax and breathe easy. It’s mind over
matter.”

Brad took his eyes
off the liquid floor and started watching the movement around him.
That’s when he saw a familiar woman approaching.

Meat saw her, too,
and said, “What the fuck you want?”

Gloria put a hand on
her shapely hip and said, “Not you!”

“Wouldn’t have
you!”

“What the fuck ever!”
Meat looked at Brad. “Holla if you need me; I’mma be at my
post.”

“Word.”

Brad looked back to
Gloria and let his eyes trail all over her body. Her thick hips
openly invited him. The slits in her shirt re-vealed that she
wasn’t wearing a bra, and her breasts pointed at him as if defying
gravity. Her pecan brown skin was flawless, and the Mac lip gloss
seemed to illuminate her lips. The curves of her body appeared to
be chiseled, and her walk was such that it sold sex from a
distance.

“You ain’t have to
let nobody know that you were out.”

“I’ve been too busy
working. I ain’t seen nobody,” he said in a smooth voice.

“Uh-huh, I bet. So
who you fucking with now?”

“Why?”

“Oh, don’t act like
that. I was just asking.”

“Nah, I ain’t
tripping. Nobody really.”

“So you trying to
tell me you ain’t had none since you touched down?”

“Nah, I ain’t saying
that. I just don’t fuck with nobody on no relationship-type
shit.”

“So, in other words,
you’re just whoring around? Matter of fact, you don’t even have to
answer that. I see who you’re with.” Gloria observed him with a
slight smirk on her face. “So you ain’t gon’ give me a hug or
nothing?”

Brad stood up and
hugged her. Her long-forgotten yet familiar scent filled his
nostrils, and her body felt unusually warm on his. Without being
able to control it, Brad felt his penis become rock hard.

Feeling him on her
stomach, Gloria looked down and smiled. “I can tell them other
bitches ain’t got shit on me.”

Feeling somewhat
embarrassed, Brad sat back down. “So who you with?” he asked.

“Tasha.”

“You still hang with
her?”

“Uh-huh.”

Brad turned his head
when he realized that he was smiling. Remembering that she was the
enemy, he pushed away from the bar and stood. “Well, I’mma holla at
you.” He walked off.

The club was so
crowded that it was impossible to drink without elbowing somebody.
Every time Brad turned around, somebody was shaking his hand and
telling him how glad they were to see him. He wondered where they
were when he was confined and depressed. To stop all of the
handshaking, Brad bought two drinks at a time to occupy his
hands.

When he finally
caught up with Meat two hours later, the pill had long since kicked
in.

As soon as Meat saw
Brad, he started laughing. “Bruh, you better sit your ass down
before you fall the fuck out.”

“I’m kosher,” Brad
lied.

“What ole’ girl
talking about?”

“Who that?”

“Gloria.”

“Not shit, being
nosey. Wanted to know who I’m fucking with.”

“She got some
nerve.”

“I know, right? Where
you been? I went in the bathroom looking for you.”

“Yeah? Nah, I was in
the girl’s bathroom.”

“The girl’s bathroom?
The fuck you doing in there?”

“With them pills,
it’s bound to go down anywhere.”

“Nigga, you
wild.”

“She was, too.”

“She couldn’t have
been about shit, getting down in the bathroom of a club.”

Meat shrugged.

After a few moments
passed, Brad said, “Why you ain’t come get me?”

Meat started
laughing.

Then Brad said, “My
shit has been hard since ole girl gave me a hug.”

“I should’ve, but I
ain’t get nothing but some mouth.”

“But some mouth?
Damn, that’s what I wanted. Shit, I ain’t had none since I been
out.”

Meat frowned. “What!
You ain’t had no pussy yet?”

“Hell yeah! I’m
talking about some mouth. The broad that I’m beating talking about
she only gonna do that for her husband.”

“I couldn’t imagine,”
Meat said truthfully.

Brad grabbed his
throat. “Why I’m so thirsty? I done drank about ten Coronas.”

“It’s them pills.
They have you dehydrated like a muthafucka. Let’s go get something
to drink.”

“They done quit
selling alcohol now.”

“Word? It’s that
late?”

Brad looked at his
watch. “Two-thirty.”

“Let’s get up out of
here before the fights and mace start. Niggas always act up when
them hoes start choosing.”

“Girl, you need to move
here with me. It’s a lot of job opportuni-ties here.”

“Right now, I can’t
see moving all the way to Seattle,” Kim said on the phone. “Durham
isn’t that bad; the economy is growing at a rapid pace.”

“But just a few
months ago, you was saying how poor Durham was. You must have met a
man.”

Kim just started
laughing. “Oh, Kia, I have!”

“I knew it! Tell me
about him.”

“He’s a wonderful
person that’s been through some trials and tribulations, so he’s
really focused on being a better person and succeeding. And on top
of all that, he’s so fine!”

“I’m so happy for
you.”

“I’m happy for
myself.”

“You deserve it.”

“Who are you
telling?”

“So where is he now?
You suppose to be putting it on him now.”

“You know I’m going
to. He’s at the club with his friend right now.”

“He’s not a club
hopper, is he?”

“No. He even asked me
if he could he go.”

“What? You better
lock that in immediately.”

“I know. I’m thinking
about going down on him tonight.”

“Why not? If he’s as
good as you say he is, then he earned it.”

“You’re right. I’m
about to get the candles and chocolate syrup ready now.”

“Handle your
business, girl.”

Meat and Brad were
getting in the car when the window lowered in the car beside
them.

“Come here, Meat,”
Tasha said.

After seeing who it
was, Meat went over to the car. “What’s up?”

“What’s up for
tonight?”

As if that was her
cue, Gloria got out of the car and walked over to Brad’s. Not
bothering to wait until she was invited, she opened the door and
got in.

Brad had his head on
the headrest with his eyes closed. Assuming that Gloria was Meat,
he said, “Ready?”

“All day.”

Brad opened his eyes.
“What the …Where’s Meat?”

“Over there talking
to Tasha. What’s up for tonight?”

“What do you mean, what’s up?”

“You know, what are
you about to do?”

“Not shit, probably
go home.”

“Oh. Can you take me
home?”

“Why Tasha can’t take
you?”

“Because she trying
to creep with Meat.”

“Meat ain’t fucking
with…” The sound of someone tapping on his window made him spin
around. He saw Meat motioning for him to get out. Brad got out.
“What’s up?”

“Peep, I’m trying to
knock this broad off. But if you ain’t trying to take ole’ girl
home, then fuck it.”

Brad didn’t want to
mess up what Meat had going on. “Go handle that, rap. I’ll drop her
off.”

“You sure?”

“Yeah, it ain’t
nothing.”

“Good look. Can you
drive? You look bent.”

“Yeah, I’m good,” he
lied. “This fresh air is sobering me up.”

“Word. Well, I’mma
holla at you tomorrow. You got to work, right?”

“Nah, I’m off.”

“Word. I’mma hit you
up then.”

The men bumped fists
and got into the cars.

Brad saw Tasha hand Gloria her pocketbook and whisper
some-thing. Then the women started laughing. Slick bitches, Brad thought.

He smelled marijuana
and noticed the blunt in Gloria’s hand.

She saw the look on
his face and said, “It’s cool to smoke in here, right?”

“Just make sure you
dump them ashes in the right place.”

“I ain’t gonna burn
your shit.”

“Where you stay
at?”

Gloria passed him the
blunt and said, “Strawberry Hills.”

Brad hit the blunt
twice and passed it back. He was already high, and he didn’t want
to overdo it. With both hands on the steering wheel, he sat up and
focused on driving.

Gloria stopped
smoking when she saw cars zooming past them, blaring their horns.
She looked over at the speedometer and saw that they were only
going thirty miles per hour. “Brad! What the hell is wrong with
you? You better speed up before you get pulled.”

Brad saw how slow he
was going and said, “Damn. That X got me tripping.”

“You rolling?”

“Rolling?” he asked,
frowning.

“You know, high off
ecstasy.”

“Hell yeah. First and
last time, too.”

Gloria’s mind started
pacing. She knew all about the effects that the drug had on people.
She took them herself from time to time. “You’re going to fuck
around and pass out. Pull over and let me drive before you kill
us.”

Brad complied and
they switched seats.

As she drove, he
stared at her and imagined that they had never broken up and that
they were on a trip.

While incarcerated,
he had had many such dreams. Just being in the car with her now
seemed like a dream. Brad felt a lump form-ing in his throat. “Ree,
why you do me like that?” he heard himself say.

Gloria thought about
that for a moment. “It wasn’t something I planned; it just happened
like that.”

“After all this time,
that’s all you can say?”

“What do you want me
to say, Brad? Shit, I was so young then. I tried to be there for
you, but all kinds of shit happened.”

“You fucked a nigga
up bad, Ree. I thought it was all about us.”

“It was. It is. I
swear I regret how that shit went down. If I could go back and
change shit I would.”

“But you can’t.”

“Exactly. But I can
make up for it, though.”

“You can’t even begin
to imagine the shit I went through. There were days when I couldn’t
even eat and just wanted to die.” Brad felt tears running down his
face and wiped them away.

“Brad, you got to
look at my situation, too. I went crazy when you left me. I ain’t
know what to do.”

“You act like I
planned to get locked! If you fuck with a nigga like that and
something fucked up happens, you suppose to ride with him.
Regardless. All that ‘being young’ bullshit is an excuse. That was
some sucker-ass shit, Ree. Plain and simple.”

It was silent in the
car. The only thing that could be heard was Gloria’s sniffles. Brad
just stared straight ahead, looking at nothing in particular. Tears
ran down his face freely, but he ignored them. He was tired of
wiping them.

When they finally
reached her house, she pulled in the driveway behind a Chevy Malibu
and killed the engine. She turned toward Brad and wiped his tears
away. “Just listen to me, Brad. You don’t have to agree or
nothing.”

She had his attention
and continued. “I know I did some fucked up shit, and maybe we’ll
never be cool like that again. All I want you to know is I always
loved you and still do. And I would do anything just to get back on
good terms with you.”

When he didn’t
respond she said, “Come on, Brad. Don’t cut me back for something I
did when I was a child. We both was living day for day back then.
We wasn’t thinking about no ‘what ifs’ and shit. Back then, my
whole life revolved around you. So when you left, you took much
more than your presence. You took my routine, my life.”

Gloria broke down
crying and put her head in his lap.

Brad started rubbing
her back and said, “I forgive you, Ree.”

Gloria cried even
harder.

After calming down,
she was rubbing feverishly at his crotch. When she felt that his
penis was erect, Gloria unzipped his pants and took him in her
mouth. She deep-throated him, and it sent chills through his whole
body. Brad knew this was wrong, but he couldn’t stop her if he
wanted to.


Chapter 3

Brad called Gloria’s cell phone for the fifth time
in twenty minutes and got the voicemail. He didn’t want anything in
particular; he just wanted to hear sweet words to soothe him on his
day off. He wasn’t mad at her for not being available; he knew that
she was probably tied up with something important. When the phone
rang, he snatched it up on the first ring.

“Hello?”

A computerized voice
said, “This is a collect call…”

Brad let the
recording play through and accepted the call. “Yo.”

“Ahh, what’s the
deal?” Manus asked.

“Not shit. What’s up
with you?”

“Same ole. Ready to
get out of this muthafucka.”

“Boy, I know you
can’t wait. You’re going to trip; it’s so different out here. And
these broads, I aint seen but two skinny ones since I’ve been out.
Everybody else is thick to death.”

“Speaking of broads,
you still fuck with ole girl?”

“Who, Kim?”

“Damn, how many you
got?”

“One and a
possible.”

“What do you
mean?”

“To be honest with
you, I’m not even feeling Kim no more. She’s cool, but my heart is
somewhere else.”

“Your heart? Don’t
tell me that you got a bad case of the tender dick.”

“Nah.” Brad laughed.
“It’s my old flame.”

“Old flame? I know
you aint talking about Gloria.”

“Yeah, I ain’t gonna
front. I hit that the other night.”

“You what?!” Manus
nearly shouted over the phone.

“I hit ole girl the
other night.”

“Brad, what’s really
going on with you?”

“It just
happened.”

“But by fucking with
that broad, you made it a’ight for her to do what she done to
you.”

“I know, but them
pills had me —”

“For whatever reason
you did it, that’s on you. You’re my mans, and I’ve always tried to
tell you some good shit. But all I’mma say about Gloria is —”

A computerized voice
announced that they had ten seconds before the phone would cut off.
Brad said, “Call me right back.”

“Man, I’m about to go
eat. It’s bird day. I’ll catch up with you later on this week.”

“Word. I just sent
you and Pat off some dough.”

“Word. Good look.
I’ll catch up with you.”

“One.”

Manus hung up the phone
with disgust. He put his walkman in his locker and walked to the
cafeteria. Once he got his tray, he saw Pat sitting alone at his
usual table.

“What’s going on?”
Manus said, sitting down.

“Not shit. What’s up
with you?”

“Just got off the
phone with Brad’s crazy ass.”

“What he talking
about?”

“He said he sent some
dough off.”

“Yeah? My nigga. I’m
glad that he’s keeping his word.”

Manus sprinkled some
salt on his greens and said, “Not completely.”

“What do you
mean?”

“That nigga done fell
weak for that broad again.”

“Hell no! I ain’t
going for that shit. Not after all that shit he talked.”

“It’s real. That shit
got me semi-hot.”

“You know how niggas
are; you just got to let them do them, and you got to do you. Brad
is my nigga and all, but by fucking with that broad, after how she
drug him, that shows you a lot about his character.”

He thought about what
Pat said and knew that he was right. Manus had his own objectives
to focus on. And in order for him to fulfill his dream, he had to
be stronger than any weakness he might have. Ever since he could
remember, Manus wanted to run the city like his father had. He
wanted the love and respect that people from all over had given his
father.

Throughout his life,
he had seen people sell themselves short by settling for something
beneath them.

Like Brad, he had
chased his dream of getting rich for six years by means of
hustling. Manus didn’t knock Brad for deciding to install wood
floors, but that type of work wasn’t for Manus. If anything, he
would open up his own business installing wood floors.

There was no doubt in
Manus’ mind that he was going to run the city. And with Brad’s
connections, he couldn’t fail. Manus counted the days that he had
left in prison and knew that it was going to be the longest
forty-five days of his life.

As Brad left the house
to join Meat, Kim’s door opened.

“Goddamn,” he
mumbled.

“Can I talk to you
for a minute?”

Brad walked over.
“What’s up?”

“I’m not trying to
stress you or anything, but why haven’t I heard from you?”

“Because I’ve been
busy.”

“You could have at
least called me the other night to tell me that you wasn’t coming
over. I had candles and everything set up for us.”

“I apologize.”

“I bet.”

“Don’t act like that.
You know my job takes a toll on me.”

“You seemed to have
had plenty of energy that night because you sure didn’t come
home.”

“Uh … I got drunk and
spent the night over my boy’s —”

Kim put her hand over
his mouth. “Please don’t. You know how I feel about liars.”

Brad stayed
silent.

Then she said, with
watery eyes, “This is all my fault.”

“No, it’s not.”

“I should have given
you a chance to get that wild streak out of you first before I
asked you to get serious.”

Not wanting to hurt
her any further by admitting that he didn’t want to see her
anymore, he just dropped his head.

Kim lifted it back
up. “I want you to do what you think you need to do, and when you
get tired, hopefully I will still be available.” She kissed him on
the cheek and went back in the house.

Brad and Meat sat in the
food gallery of South Pointe Mall and ate slices of Sbarro’s pizza.
Meat said, “What’s up for tonight? You trying to hit Da Premier
again?”

“Nah, I can’t. I
suppose to be chilling with ole girl tonight.”

“Who that?”

“Gloria.”

Meat was silent for a
moment, then he said, “You know she fucks with a nigga named L? He
buss his gun, too.”

“Yeah, I know. She
been broke up with him, though.”

“That’s what she say.
They been fucking around for a minute. And I hear he be beating her
ass.”

“Well, all that shit
is over with now. That’s some bitch-ass shit anyway, fighting a
broad. Fuck around and see that nigga.”

Meat just looked at Brad like he was crazy. He didn’t
understand men that fell in love with the scandalous female
species. It confused him to see men set themselves up for letdowns
like that. What in
the hell has she done to him? Meat thought. Was her pussy that good? Mouth?

Brad saw that Meat
was in deep thought and said, “Say what’s on your mind, nigga.”

“It sounds like
you’re ready to go to war with that nigga over the same bitch that
left you high and dry in prison.”

Brad slammed his
slice of pizza down. “First of all, don’t be calling her no bitch!
Second of all, I don’t have a problem with dude. But if he jumps
out there, I’mma lay his ass down.”

Meat looked past Brad
and said, “Speaking of the devil.”

As soon as Brad
turned around to look, L looked right at him and headed their
way.

Gloria’s vaginal muscles
tightened around L’s penis as he climaxed. L moaned and collapsed
on her. As he lay there, Gloria repeatedly worked her muscle on
L.

When he caught his
breath, he rolled over and lit a half-smoked blunt.

Gloria started
rubbing his chest and said, “Bay, I seen this banging-ass outfit at
the mall that would look good on me. It only cost three hundred
dollars.”

L blew the smoke out
and said, “Why don’t you ask that nigga Brad to get it?” Gloria
tensed up.

Ten seconds
passed.

L said, “You ain’t
gonna say shit?”

“Bay, it ain’t what
you think. See, me and —”

In a quick motion, L
pinned Gloria down with an elbow to her throat and put the blunt
out on her thigh. Gloria screamed and desperately tried to break
free, but L was strong even though he was slim. In a menacing tone
he said, “I know all about you and that nigga the other night. I
should kill your ass, but since I slipped, that’s on me. I should
have took your ass to Jersey with me like I started to.”

Gloria had met L two
years earlier at the club. His green eyes and expensive clothes had
attracted her to him. It wasn’t until six months later that she
found out how violent he was. In a strange way, it stimulated her
because she was a woman that demanded attention, and she loved how
L put guys in check that came off on her wrong. Even though it was
she whom he put in check most of the time, she loved it all the
same.

L loosened his grip.
“All that shit out your system, right?”

“Uhmm-hm.”

“I ain’t gon’ hear
about y’all creeping or hugging no more in the club, right?”

“Unh-unh.”

“Good,” he said, as
he removed his elbow. “Now what store you seen that outfit in?”

L walked up to them and
said, “What’s up, Meat?”

“Not shit, you got
it. What’s up with you?”

“Chilling. Just want
to holla at your mans for a minute, if you don’t mind.”

“That’s up to
him.”

Brad shrugged.

Meat stood and said
to Brad, “I’mma be over at Subway hollering at this chick.”

“Word.”

L sat down. “Look,
Dick. I ain’t gonna beat around the bush. I heard some shit about
you and Gloria that ain’t sit too well with me. But because I
slipped, I’m willing to let that shit ride as long as it don’t
happen no more.”

“Hold up, rap. What
gives you the authority to say what does and doesn’t happen between
me and Ree?”

“Who the fuck is
Ree?”

“Gloria.”

L took a deep breath
and exhaled. “Don’t worry about all that. Just trust that you’re
playing with fire.” L got up and walked away.

Brad pulled out his
cell phone and called Gloria.

“Hello?”

“Yo, I just hollered
at your boy.”

“What he say?”

“Look. I don’t know
who he think he is, but he got the game all fucked up.”

“What he do?”

“He ain’t do shit,
just ran his mouth. Talking about he gonna let what happened
between us slide as long as it don’t happen no more.”

“I told him that we
was back together and he went bananas. I think we should just chill
for a minute.”

“Hell nah. For
what?”

“’Cause that nigga is
crazy, and I ain’t trying to start nothing between y’all.”

“I don’t see that
nigga!”

“I know you don’t,
but you just got out and you don’t need that shit.”

“So you just gonna
let that nigga keep you from being happy?”

“I’m just trying to
keep the peace, Brad.”

“By staying with that
nigga?”

“No, Brad. I already
told you I don’t fuck with that nigga. Es-pecially on no level like
I fuck with you.”

“I don’t believe that
shit. Ain’t no way that nigga wilding like that and you ain’t
giving him no pussy.”

“Come on now, you saw
how tight I was. I ain’t done nothing with that man, or nobody
else, in about six months.”

Brad thought about
how hard it was to penetrate her and knew that she was telling the
truth. Just the thought of having sex with her made his penis
erect. “Yeah, I know. So what about tonight? I miss you like
crazy.”

“I can’t. He might
try to follow me or something.”

Brad was silent.

“Hello?” she
said.

“I’m here.”

“So you mad now?”

“Don’t ask me no dumb
shit you already know the answer to.”

Gloria sighed. “I
don’t know why you’re mad. I love you, Brad. That’s why I’m trying
to keep the peace. I don’t want nothing to happen to you.”

“Who the fuck do you
think that nigga is? Ain’t … Man, fuck it. I’mma holla.”

“Don’t act like that.
I promise to see you before the weekend is over. Okay?”
Silence.

“Hello?” Gloria
said.

Brad was gone.


Chapter 4

Gloria hung the phone up and bit on her knuckle
nervously. She prayed to God that his run-in with Brad didn’t rile
L up again. She didn’t feel like arguing or fighting.

But her main concern
was whether or not L was still going to buy the outfit that she
wanted. Gloria knew that she had to secure the purchase, so she
dialed L’s cell number. On second thought, she ended the call.
Gloria knew that if she called him right after his run-in with
Brad, he would suspect that she had talked to Brad. That would
definitely ruin her chances of getting the outfit.

She picked the phone
back up and dialed Tasha’s number; she had to talk to somebody.

“Hello?”

“What’s up,
girl?”

“Hey. I was just
about to call you.”

“What’s up?”

“My aunt that stays
in Greensboro is having a party tonight; you want to go?”

“I doubt if L will
let me go; he’s on another one of his sprees.”

“What happened
now?”

“Some kind of way he
done found out about me and Brad.”

“Oh shit! What he do
to you?”

“He ain’t touch
me.”

“What?”

“Nah, girl. He just
made me promise that I wouldn’t do it again.”

“Girl…”

“But check this out,”
she said, cutting Tasha off, “I sent him to the mall to get that
outfit we seen and guess who he ran into?”

“Brad?”

“Uhm-hmm.”

“He ain’t do nothing
to that boy, did he?”

“Brad said they just
talked, but you know L.”

“I know. He might try
to catch Brad slipping and do something to him.”

“That’s what I’m
scared of, so I told Brad that we got to chill for a little
while.”

“You better leave him
alone permanently if you don’t want nothing to happen to him. Or
better yet, you need to leave L alone. He’s stupid.”

Ignoring the comment,
Gloria said, “But I don’t think that L is going to mess with Brad.
Because if he was, he would have done it when he seen him. Remember
how he done Ron at the fair when he found out about us.”

Tasha shook her head.
She loved her friend, but sometimes she just wondered about her.
“So you not gonna come with me to the party?”

“I don’t know; I
doubt it. I’ll call you if I’m coming.”

“A’ight, bye.”

Brad took his eyes off
the road. “I still can’t get over dude acting like he’s a certified
guerrilla or something.”

Meat said, “Brad, let
that shit go. We’re about to hit the club where there are plenty of
broads that won’t say no. Forget about Gloria; that bit — broad
ain’t nothing but trouble. Y’all niggas gonna fuck around and kill
each other over her, and the one that survives is going to jail.
And you already know first-hand that she ain’t gonna ride with you
if you murk him. She couldn’t even troop with you for them lil’
three years, so imagine a body sentence.”

Brad nodded.

Then Meat added,
“C’mon, my nigga. I know you’re smarter than that.”

After a few moments
of silence, Brad said, “You’re dead-ass right. I don’t know what
the fuck I was thinking about.”

“It’s gravy,
man.”

“No, it ain’t. Punch
me in the face if I ever pull some shit like that again.” Brad
banged a fist with Meat’s and said, “I feel like getting fucked up
now. Where them pills at?”

“I got them.”

“Let me get a whole
one.”

Meat was hesitant to
give him a pill because he knew how they enhanced a person’s mood.
But against his better judgment, he gave Brad a whole one.

Later on that night, L
and his two friends, Tee and Rome, sat in his living room smoking
blunts.

L looked at Rome.
“You got some of them Ed Cotas on you?”

Rome pulled out a
capful of light blue number five percocets and tossed them to
L.

He shook out two of
them and tossed them back to Rome.

Rome said to Tee,
“You want some of these?”

“Hell nah! They be
having me nodding and some more shit.”

Rome said to L,
“Finish telling us about ole boy at the mall.”

“Oh. But, yeah, I
seen that nigga at South Pointe in the food gallery and ran up on
him. You should’ve seen how shook he was.”

Tee said, “Did you
have the burns on you?”

“Yeah, my palm .40,
but I really wasn’t trying to do nothing in there.”

Rome said, “Hell nah.
That’s straight-to-jail action.”

“But anyway, I told
the nigga that whatever he had going on with Gloria was dead.”

“What he say?”

L
frowned. “What he say? That
nigga aint crazy. He ain’t say shit, nodding like a
baby.”

Rome said, “I know
that nigga from school. He’s mashed potatoes.”

Tee stood and
stretched. “Arrggh! I’m getting dead lazy up in this muthafucka.
What’s taking your girl so long? I’m ready to hit the club.”

“She is taking a long
time.” L walked to the bottom of the stairs. “Hey, Gloria! Hurry
up. We about to roll out!”

A distant voice said,
“Here I come!”

L patted his back
pockets. “Where I put my burner?”

Tee said, “You don’t
even need it; we got some big shit in the car.”

L saw Rome’s smile
and said, “Real talk.”

The club was packed as
usual. While Meat was at his regular post, Brad sat at the bar and
consumed shot after shot of Crown Royal. Everything was going
smoothly until he saw Gloria walk in with L and two other guys.

Brad felt a pang of
jealousy, but quickly replaced it with hatred. He summoned up all
the old hurt that he had experienced when Gloria first left him.
Then he thought about how L had insulted him at the mall. Then he
thought about the conversation that he had had with Meat. He
brushed the hatred off. He knew that everything was going to be
just fine as long as they gave him his space.

Tee leaned in close to L
and said, “Look at that crab-ass nigga over there grilling us.”

L looked in the same
direction and saw Brad. Returning his stare, L said to Tee and
Rome, “He got something on his mind, don’t he?”

Rome said, “Let’s go
find out what.“

Gloria grabbed L’s
arm. “Please, bay. Let’s just have a good time. That nigga is just
miserable. Don’t do him no favors by killing him. That’s what he
wants.”

L thought about that
and said, “Yeah, you’re right. I’mma let that nigga suffer.” L then
gave Gloria a long kiss. Then they walked to the opposite side of
the bar.

Meat came from his
post and said, “You seen what I seen?”

“Yeah, I seen them.”
Then he grabbed Meat by the shoulders and said, “Man, I don’t know
what I was thinking about. I screamed on you for calling a slut a
bitch.”

“It ain’t nothing; we
live to learn. But peep,” Meat said, moving on to other things.
“See those two broads right there in all white?”

Brad saw them. “Yeah,
what about them?”

“I’m hitting the
short one tonight, and her friend is trying to see you. You with
that?”

“Hell yeah, I’ll
knock her down.”

“It’s a done deal
then.”

Brad stared into
Meat’s eyes and said, “Yo, I love you. That’s my word. I’ll crush
any nigga that fucks with you.”

Meat laughed. “Nigga,
you fucked up, ain’t you?”

“Why I got to be
fucked up to tell my nigga I love him?”

“You right,” Meat
said, knowing that the pills played a big part in Brad’s emotional
outburst. “You good, though?”

“Yeah, I feel great.
I’m floating.”

“I know, nigga. You
—”

Brad abruptly stood
up. “Hold my seat down. I got to use the bathroom.”

“I got you.”

Brad walked to the
restroom but, right when he was about to go in, Gloria came out of
the women’s restroom and saw him.

“Brad.”

He turned around and
frowned when he saw her. “What?”

She walked to him.
“Don’t act like that.”

“What the fuck
ever.”

“Why you hang up on
me?”

“’Cause I’m
done.”

Ignoring the comment,
she said, “We can get up tomorrow, a’ight?”

“I wish the fuck I
would.”

“Why you say
that?”

“I already told you,
I ain’t fucking with you no more. I’m done.”

Gloria was shocked.
She wasn’t used to being rejected. “Brad, you don’t mean that.”

“Shit. I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking about when
I fucked back with you. I straight up played myself.”

“I know you ain’t mad
about me being here with L. I told you I don’t fuck with him like
that.”

“Bitch, you fucking
him!” he exploded. “Probably both of us in the same day. You might
as well get us together and let us run a train on your nasty ass!”
With that off of his chest, he turned to walk off.

Gloria grabbed his
arm.

Brad snatched away
from her with so much force that Gloria lost her balance and fell
on the smutty floor. Not bothering to look back, he continued
toward the restroom. Gloria got up from the floor and looked down
at her ruined outfit. When she saw some females smirking at her,
she ran straight to where L was standing.

Before she could say
anything, he saw how dirty she was and said, “What the fuck
happened to you?”

“That punk-ass nigga
slammed me just because I wouldn’t talk to him!”

“Who, Brad?”

After nodding, Gloria
buried her face in L’s chest and began to cry.

L looked at Tee and
Rome. “Let’s go.”

Brad sat down next to
Meat, who was talking to a female.

“I can’t tonight,”
Meat was saying. “I’mma try to see you tomorrow.”

The jet-black woman
folded her arms across her breasts and said, “Why we can’t get up
tonight?”

“’Cause —”

“I know you ain’t
brushing me off for that hooker in the white,” she said, cutting
him off. “I seen her all up in your face.”

“Hold up, Kel. Quit
acting like you my girl or something. We suppose to be on another
level. Damn all that arguing and shit.”

“But…”

“Let me find out you
were fronting about being secure about yours.”

Kel started smiling.
“Boy, you know I’m just playing. So, tomorrow, right?”

“Definitely.”

“Well, can I get a
hug or something ‘til then?”

Meat stood and gave
her a hug. In the process, he tasted her ear and felt her
shiver.

After she was gone,
he turned to Brad. “What’s up? You look heated.”

“Nah, that bitch
Gloria just tried to holla at me and I amped.”

“You whipped her
ass?”

“Nah, I told that
bitch to burn it up.”

Meat was proud of
him. “That’s what I’m talking about. Rick James them hoes. Love
them and leave them.”

The men had stayed in
the club until it closed. To Meat’s sur-prise, no fights broke out.
He guessed that the men had gotten the females they wanted.

Once they were in the
car, a black GS with dark tinted windows pulled up beside them.
Neither man noticed it as a passenger window rolled down. Out of
Brad’s peripheral view he saw a figure come out of the window and
point something at them. Brad instantly ducked down. “Oh shit!”

Following suit, Meat
ducked also. Instead of gunshots, the men heard two females
laughing. Meat peeped up and saw Tip, the woman in white, hanging
out of the window with a cell phone in her hand. After her laughter
subsided, she said, “Y’all was slipping. I would’ve had y’all.”

The driver of the GS,
Sabrina, said, “Did you see them? They were scared to death.”

Meat said, “Y’all got
us, but it’s on now. I’mma get your ass for that.”

A strange smirk came
across her face. “You can’t get it sitting there.” The GS pulled
off.

When Brad just sat
there, Meat said, “Man, follow them. Oww, I’mma dog that
pussy.”

Behind the GS, Meat
looked over at Brad and saw a funny expression on his face. “You
straight?”

Brad exhaled. “Man,
that bitch scared the fuck out of me. My heart’s beating faster
than a muthafucka.”

“Just take some deep
breaths; it’ll calm down. Them pills be having your shit like
that.” Brad concentrated on his breathing until his heartbeat was
normal.

On the highway, Brad
said, “Where you meet them broads at?”

“At Tip’s nail
shop.”

“The hell you doing
at a nail shop, tricking?”

“Nah, I was getting a
manicure.” When he saw how Brad looked at him he said, “Yeah, I get
manicures. You better start learning how to treat yourself. Them
hoes be loving a nigga that take care of his self. Matter of fact,
that’s where I meet a lot of broads that I be beating.”

“At Tip’s shop?”

“Nah, I be switching
up.”

“I was about to say. That’s…” Brad paused when he saw a car behind them with no
headlights. Before he could react or warn Meat, the car pulled up
beside them.

A fully loaded
automatic Mac-11 began firing.

The bullets struck
both men. The Millennium spun out of control and crashed into a
concrete median.

As the car passed the
GS, the Mac-11 spit its remaining bullets at it …


Chapter 5

“Ma … Ma. I’m sorry,” Brad said as he rocked in the
chair that sat by the window.

Lauren stood in the
doorway of the unfamiliar room and sensed that something wasn’t
quite right. “For what, baby? What’s wrong?”

“I went back on my
word, Ma. Now look at me.”

Lauren walked toward
her son. “Baby, what are you talking about? I’m confused.”

“I’m okay, though. I
just wanted to tell you to be strong.”

Lauren, who was now
crying, said, “Son, you’re scaring me. Please tell me what’s
wrong.”

“I’m sorry, Ma,” Brad
said, sounding distant. The more steps Lauren took toward him, the
more the gap between them remained the same.

The phone rang.

Lauren woke up from
her dream. She wiped the tears from her face and answered it.
“Hello?”

“This is the Durham
Police Department.” Is this the residence of Lauren Taylor?”

“Yes, this is
she.”

“Are you the owner of
a green 2000 Mazda Millennium?”

Lauren broke down
crying. “Please tell me he’s okay.”

“I’m sorry, ma’am,
but we need you to come to the Durham Regional Hospital.”

The banging at her door
woke Kim out of her sleep. When she saw what time it was, she swung
her feet out of the bed and pre-pared to curse Brad out. He was the
only person who would be knocking on her door at this time of
night.

“This fool is crazy
if he thinks he is going to have his cake and eat it, too.” Kim
reached the front door and peeped out the window. When she saw
Lauren pacing on the porch, she quickly opened the door. “Hey,
Lauren. What’s wrong?”

Lauren opened her
mouth to speak but only let out a high-pitched shriek.

Kim grabbed her.
“What’s wrong? Where’s Brad?”

“They … they told me
to come to the hospital.”

“Who?”

“The police.”

Now Kim began to cry.
“What happened? Is he alright?”

“I don’t know.”

“We gotta go see!”
Kim ran to her bedroom and quickly changed clothes.

The women rode to the
hospital in silence. Occasionally, a prayer from one woman could be
heard. Still thinking about the dream she’d had, Lauren couldn’t
help but think the worst. The more she thought about it, the more
tears ran down her face.

Kim blamed herself
for leaving Brad on the porch like she did. She knew that she could
have convinced him to stay at home with her if she had really
tried. She promised God that she would quit cursing and go to
church everyday if he spared Brad’s life.

When they walked in
the Emergency Room and asked about Brad, the receptionist directed
them to a uniformed officer and a detective.

They walked over and
Lauren said, “I’m Lauren Taylor. Is my son alright?”

The detective
introduced himself and then said, “We’re not sure, Mrs. Taylor. We
have two men that were shot.”

Both women screamed,
“Shot!”

“Yes, ma’am. One of
the men passed, and one is in surgery.”

“Well, let’s go see.
I have to know right now.”

The detective and the
uniformed officer led the women to the hospital’s morgue. As the
women entered the room, the temperature seemed to drop twenty
degrees.

Kim noticed that
Lauren was about to have a nervous break-down, so she held her
up.

The detective pulled
out a cold slab to reveal a covered body. Blood stains at the head
area could be seen on the sheets.

Both women felt
nauseous.

The detective looked
at the women.

Both women
nodded.

The detective pulled
back the sheet.

Manus was sitting at a
table playing poker when Pat tapped him on the shoulder. “What’s
up, Pat?”

Pat sighed. “Let me
holla at you.”

From the look on
Pat’s face, Manus knew that something serious was going on. He
folded his hand and got up from the table. “What’s the deal?”

“I just heard some
crazy shit.”

“What’s that?”

“That Brad got murked
last night.”

Manus started
laughing. “Hell nah. Who told you some crazy shit like that?”

“My sister. She said
the police had the highway blocked off.”

“Nah, that can’t be
real. I just hollered at him last night. He sent us some money
off.”

“Man, call that nigga
and make sure he’s a’ight.”

“I’mma do that right
now.”

As Manus was dialing
Brad’s number, he noticed his hands shaking. The phone rang six
times before someone answered. After the call was accepted, a man
said, “Hello?”

“May I speak to
Brad?”

The man hesitated
before saying, “Who is this?”

“This is Manus.”

“Hold on,
Manson.”

Before Manus could
correct him, he heard the man put the phone down. He was relieved
to know that Brad was alright. He knew how the streets twisted
stories up. If anything, Brad had probably just wrecked his car on
the highway. In the background, Manus heard a lot of people
talking. Then Lauren got on the phone sounding very distraught.
“Who is this?”

“This is Manus, Ms.
Lauren. How are you doing?”

“Oh, Manus. Nothing,
just trying to make it, that’s all.”

Trying to make it? Manus thought. Then he said, “Ms. Lauren, where’s
Brad? I just heard a crazy rumor. Please tell me it ain’t true.”
There was a moment of silence. Manus thought they had been
dis-connected.

Then Lauren said in a
high-pitched voice, “It’s true, Manus! They killed my baby!”

“No, man! Who?”

“Don’t nobody know,”
she was sobbing.

“How did it
happen?”

“Somebody shot him
and his friends after they left the club. A girl died, too. His
friend Meat and another girl survived.”

“This can’t be
real!”

“They took my baby,
Manus! Oh my God…”

Manus heard the phone
drop.

Then the same man
that had answered the phone picked it up. “Hello?”

“Is she a’ight?”

“No, man. She just
needs some time to grieve. Thanks for calling.”

Manus slammed the
phone down and leaned on the wall. The noise caught the attention
of the other inmates in the dorm, but they didn’t think too much of
it. It was common to see a grown man in despair after getting off
the phone. Manus stood there and grieved for his friend. He felt
like a part of him had been murdered as well.

Pat walked in the
dorm. He studied Manus, then sighed. He walked up to Manus and the
men embraced.

Manus said, “It’s
gravy. I’mma straighten it.”

Two weeks had passed
since the shooting. Meat lay in the hospital bed in a daze. One of
his legs had been fractured in the crash. His head was bandaged
because a bullet had penetrated the upper part of his skull. It had
barely missed his brain. When Tip rolled herself into the room, he
didn’t notice her until she called his name. During the shooting, a
bullet had ripped through her shoulder and had hit a lung. She
wasn’t paralyzed, but she wasn’t able to walk because her lung had
collapsed, causing her wind to be short. They, too, had lost
control of the GS and crashed. Brad and Sabrina had taken direct
shots to the head and died instantly.

Meat observed that
even on her bad days Tip was still beautiful. Her natural wavy hair
was pulled back, revealing her glowing brown face. Meat always
thought she looked like Jennifer Freeman.
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