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In this fast paced crime thriller, Terrell
Hawkins, his closest cousin, and his best friend set out to have a
good time on a Saturday night. Alcohol, marijuana, and immodest
girls who like to partake in both are part of that pursuit. They
don't expect the debauchery to end in tragedy, just as they don't
expect their horrible response to embroil them in a struggle to
avoid the authorities while growing increasingly distrusting of
each other. Terrell and the others quickly learn that dirty hands
can lead to desperate acts and that the worst of circumstances can
cause even the best of friends to become enemies.
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T.R. Braxton is a native of Baltimore,
Maryland. Dirty Hands is his first published novel. Braxton is
proud of the tireless work he has put into writing and publishing
this thrilling novel. His talent is expansive as future novels
delve into horror and the supernatural.
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What others are saying about Dirty Hands:

“Dirty Hands will give you a ride you'll
never forget. I'm still thinking about it, and that is exactly what
an author is supposed to make a reader do. ”

M.L. St. Sure, author of Evensong.

“It’s a rare book that focuses on the “bad
guys,” building up sympathy for or, at least, understanding of
their actions. Author T. R. Braxton does this well. ”

Clayton Bye, reviews.thedeepening.com

“Braxton is a master of street slang and
inner-city vernacular. His three main characters speak with a
gritty yet fluid street lingo that almost becomes its own dialect.
”

Mark McGinty, theboogle.wordpress.com
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__________1_______________

A diminutive young woman lay sprawled at
Terrell Hawkins’s feet. Her motionless form confessed no sign of
life.

“She’s dead.” Terrell’s cousin Brock
confirmed his fears, speaking in a choked voice from the tiled
bathroom floor.

The girl’s shapely chest did not rise and
fall in the hallmark of the living. A ring of blood highlighted the
hair at the crown of her skull. Her head collapsed to one side when
Terrell pressed his middle and index fingers against her neck.
Neither her neck nor her wrist revealed a pulse.

“I told you… she’s dead,” Brock moaned. He
sounded as if he were on the verge of tears.

Terrell’s first thought was that if he had
kept a low profile while Monet was visiting her sick mother in
Virginia Beach, this horrible situation couldn’t possibly have
occurred. Instead, he agreed to let Brock and their friend Shawntae
bring some random sluts to his apartment in northeast Baltimore. If
he had said no or at least not actively participated in the
debauchery that ensued, there wouldn’t be a dead girl in his
bathroom. But he had participated quite vigorously. His mind
returned to earlier that night, recalling the events that led him
into a drunken, post-coital slumber as the girl at his feet lost
her life.

__________2______________

Red plastic cups and bottles of alcohol in
various states of depletion littered the floor of Terrell’s living
room. Cigar guts and ashes rested in two paper bowls that served as
makeshift ashtrays.

One A.M. approached as a malevolent sky
threatened the early June night. Plied with alcohol and marijuana,
Tia and Tiffany Jenkins danced suggestively as Brock and Shawntae
leered at them from Terrell’s couch.

Their friend Heloise sucked her teeth. “They
always act so raunchy.” She sat next to Terrell on his loveseat,
close enough for her skirted thigh to brush against his leg.

He leaned toward her, struggling to hear over
the blaring stereo. “What did you say?”

“I said they act so raunchy!” Heloise’s
throaty voice was like honey in Terrell’s ear. She had a pleasant,
vaguely fruity smell. Her breasts were full, her legs long and
lean.

Terrell had only intended to play the polite
host to Heloise, giving Brock and Shawntae time and space to get
the two sisters into bed. That was before he’d started drinking.
Though he hadn’t had one pull of marijuana, Heloise’s stunning
attractiveness combined with the mind numbing effects of alcohol to
push Monet far from his mind.

Terrell smiled. “Yeah,” he said. “I like
quiet girls- like you.”

Heloise giggled. “I like you, too.” She was
no more sober than Terrell was.

The sisters continued their antics, grinding
against each other shamelessly.

Riled up by the lurid dancing, Shawntae
placed a tree like arm around Tiffany’s tiny waist, pulling her
tight against him. “Come on, girl,” he said, pressing his crotch
against her from behind. “I got somethin’ betta for you to grind
on.”

Terrell smiled as Shawntae and his soon to be
notch on the belt walked toward Malik’s bedroom. Malik had left
Baltimore for Brooklyn immediately after Morrison University’s
spring semester ended. His uncle had lined up a good summer job for
him there. It had been agreed upon that whoever had the good
fortune of putting some mileage on Malik’s bed springs would be
responsible for straightening his quarters afterward. Terrell had
no doubt that Shawntae would clean up with a huge grin plastered on
his face.

Moments later, Heloise asked to see Terrell’s
bedroom. He knew that he should brush her off, but he was far too
drunk and she was far too sexy to refuse. He regarded her
statuesque frame as they entered. Two-inch pumps brought her almost
even with his 6-1 height.

They hadn’t been on Terrell’s bed for ten
minutes before Heloise confessed that the weed and alcohol had made
her quite horny. She asked if Terrell felt as horny as she did.

“What’s it look like?” he slurred, whipping
Terrell Junior out. Monet was not even a shadow of a thought in his
drunken, lustful mind.

Heloise giggled, idly brushing his little
friend with her left hand.

“Whatchu’ want me to do wit’ that?”

“You’re a big girl. I don’t think you need
instructions.”

After Heloise finished treating his trouser
snake like the world’s sweetest lollipop, Terrell plowed her in
various positions. He paused once when he heard a crashing
noise.

He looked down at Heloise. “You hear
that?”

“Who gives a fuck?” she said. She leered at
him and wrapped her legs tighter around the small of his back.
“Finish fuckin’ me. You were doing so good.”

Terrell managed another dozen pleasurable
thrusts or so before spilling his load into the condom he wore. He
and Heloise then collapsed into drunken, sexually satisfied
slumber.

They remained in that state until Brock crept
into the room and shook Terrell awake.

__________3_______________

Terrell’s awakening senses failed to make out
what his cousin was saying. “Wh-uuut?” he groaned.

“Shh!” Brock placed a trembling finger over
his own trembling lips. “Git up. I gotta show you something.”

Drunken grogginess did not stop Terrell from
recognizing the shakiness in his cousin’s voice. He slowly rose
from the bed, taking care not to awaken Heloise.

The previously foreboding sky had given way
to a tremendous rainstorm as Terrell slept. Flashes of lightning
and crackling thunder announced heaven’s fury.

Terrell slipped his boxers back on and closed
the bedroom door behind him. He became aware of the eerie silence
that permeated his apartment.

Brock’s eyes were the size of saucers. His
body was slick with sweat.

“What’s wrong, Cuz?” Terrell whispered.

“I fucked up, man,” Brock moaned, sounding
like he was on the verge of tears. “I really fucked up.”

“What are you talkin’ about?”

Brock motioned for Terrell to follow him.
They walked into the bathroom. Tia lay still there, across the
naked floor tiles.

Having confirmed the girl’s death, Terrell
hauled his much smaller cousin to his feet. He stared into Brock’s
distraught eyes. “Tell me how this happened.”

__________4_______________

Brock didn’t need video footage to know what
was happening in the bedrooms. He figured that it was time for him
and Tia to get down to the business of slapping bellies as
well.

Tia had different ideas about how matters
should proceed. Instead of rushing to what Brock felt was the
inevitable conclusion; she took great pleasure in teasing him and
keeping him waiting.

She played peek-a-boo, exposing her breasts
before tucking them away again. She rubbed Brock’s crotch through
his jean shorts, then backed away, laughing. Just when he’d had
enough of her antics, she unzipped his shorts and pulled them to
his knees.

She kneeled in front of the couch and stared
up at him. Her full lips unfurled into a devil’s smile. “Don’t nut
while I’m doin’ this, because I want you to fuck me real good.”

A few pleasurable minutes later, someone
knocked on the door. Brock ignored it at first, but the knocking
persisted.

Tia urged him not to answer.

“I have to,” he explained, rising to his feet
and fixing his clothes. “It might be somethin’ serious.”

Seated on the couch once more, Tia folded her
arms in a displeased pose. “What could be more serious than what I
was jus’doin’?”

Brock ignored Tia and looked through the
people to see Terrell’s upstairs neighbor. Brock didn’t remember
the man’s name. He thought of him as the chubby dude who worked for
Baltimore Gas and Electric.

The man said that his wife had henpecked him
into coming downstairs and asking that they turn the music down.
Brock apologized for the disturbance and agreed to do as asked.

After carrying out the request, Brock sidled
back over to Tia. He was surprised to find her face flushed with
anger. He wondered if he should leave well enough alone before
thinking of the world class oral skills she had just demonstrated.
He decided that he had to see what else she could do.

“Come on, sexy.” Brock leaned over her. “Les’
pick up where we left off.”

“Fuck that!” she hissed. “Didn’t I ask you
not to answer the door?”

Brock’s eyes expanded like rising yeast. “How
you gon’ be mad about that? I had to git it. Somethin’ serious
could have been goin’ on. People don’t jus’ knock on their
neighbor’s doors in the middle of the night for no reason.”

“Somethin’ serious was goin’ on.” Tia’s eyes
blazed in anger. “I was breakin’ you off. Nigga, this shit is
exclusive. Not everybody gits to sample this.”

Brock thought of her reputation and laughed
so hard that he rolled into the floor.

“I don’t see nothin’ funny!” Tia
bellowed.

Brock knew that he was making her more angry,
but he just couldn't stop laughing.

“I don’t know why I bother messin’ wit’ these
bullshit dudes,” she grumbled, her sand colored face turning a
harsh crimson.

“Bullshit?” Brock bellowed, his laughter
changing to hostility in an instant. “Who the fuck you callin’
bullshit? You fuckin’ whore!”

“Who the fuck you callin’ a whore?” Tia
hissed. Her head looked as if it were about to fly from her
shoulders.

Brock didn’t miss a beat in upping the ante.
“I’m callin’ you a whore. Thas’ what the fuck you are!”

Tia launched herself at him. Brock barely
managed to ward off a flurry of blows before pushing her down on
the couch. He pinned his weight against her and held her wrists.
“Yo… are you fuckin’ crazy or somethin’?”

“Git the fuck off me!” Tia’s teeth gnashed.
She bucked and twisted like a wild mare trying to throw an
unwelcome rider.

Brock fell silent as he continued to restrain
her. Corded veins bulged in her slender arms and neck as she
continued to thrash about. Brock’s own muscles strained as he
waited for her to tire.

“Are you calm?” Brock asked in a weary voice
when her struggles finally abated.

Tia answered in a near whisper. “Yes. Now git
off me.”

“If I git off you are you gon’ come at me
again?”

“No.”

“You swear?”

“I swear.”

“I mean it. I don’t want no more of this. We
ain’t sposed to be fightin’ in here. That don’t make no kinda
sense, baby girl.”

Tia’s voice softened to how it had been
before the nasty confrontation developed.

“I know. I swear I won’t try to fight you
anymore, Brock.”

Brock backed away. Tia immediately charged
him. Malice filled her eyes as she swung her fisted right hand at
him. Brock moved instinctively, dodging the blow and circling
behind her. As she pivoted to renew her assault, he grabbed her
around the waist and hoisted her from the floor.

As the diminutive fury struggled to get free,
Brock used one arm to carry her toward the bathroom and the other
to ward off more blows. He intended to teach her crazy ass about
messing with him.

“Oh, you a hothid,” he teased. “Huh? I’m a
hothid, too. I tell you what-we both gon’ cool down in the
shower.”

Tia screeched. “Git the fuck offa me!”

As they struggled into the bathroom, Tia
grabbed Brock’s free arm and viciously bit his wrist. He dropped
her as he howled, “You crazy bitch!”

Tia regained her balance and rushed him
again.

Furious, Brock pistoned his arms outward,
catching her squarely in the chest with both palms. Her feet lifted
from the floor as her small body flew backward. For the split
second that she was airborne, she looked like a tailback on the
wrong end of a collision with Ray Lewis. A ripping sound was joined
by six simultaneous pings as the cheap shower curtain tore free
from the bar it hung from and the plastic rings that had held it in
place popped like popcorn kernels. Tia’s momentum carried the
curtain with her, but it did nothing to stop her head from caroming
off the inside lip of the bathtub. There was a sickening thud as
her head rebounded upward before settling into a canted position
against the lowest of the wall tiles that overlooked the tub. Her
splayed feet hung over the edge of the bathtub as her limp arms
dangled like those of a rag doll. She looked like a grotesque
approximation of someone who had fallen asleep while sitting up on
the couch. A dot of blood marred the spot where her head had
struck.

Brock composed himself after a long
stillness, taking great care in lifting Tia from the tub. The
gruesomeness of her dented skull and ruined neck forced him to
accept the reality of her death. He gingerly laid her in the
bathroom floor, treating her broken form like a precious piece of
china.

“So that’s how it happened.” Brock slumped
against the towel rack, having finished his horrid account. “I
can’t believe this shit is real.”

“Neither can I,” Terrell said, his lips
trembling.

They both fell still and silent, remaining
that way until Shawntae sauntered into the bathroom. “Shit, shorty
got some good pussy,” he chuckled, drawing closer.

__________5______________

The sight of Tia’s limp body immediately
wiped the satisfied grin off Shawntae’s face. An expression of
sheer shock replaced it.

“Oh, shit. Oh shit, man!” he gasped, his wide
frame clad only in boxer shorts. “How the fuck did this happen?

Tears flowed freely down Brock’s face as he
answered. “I killed her, Tae. It was an accident, but I killed her.
I fuckin’ killed her.”

“What the fuck are we gonna do?” Terrell
asked as he pulled the door close.

Before any of them could answer, they heard
footfalls approach from the hall. They cringed at the sound of
Tiffany’s voice outside the bathroom door.

“Tae?” She called. “Where you at? You in the
bathroom? Can I come in? I need to go!”

Tae stammered his answer. “H-hold on,
baby.”

“Hurry up!” she demanded. “Umma check on Tia.
I hope she feelin’ right like I am. S’ been a while since I had
some good lovin’ like that. I’m gon’ need some more of that, big
man.”

Terror gripped Terrell and Shawntae as Brock
edged toward catatonia.

Seconds later, Tiffany yelled, “Hey! Where’s
my sistah?”

Shawntae stepped into the hall in a vain
attempt to keep her from the bathroom, but she barged right past
him.

“I don’t like this sh…Omigod!” she gasped,
“Tia! Omigod!”

She fell to her sibling’s side, trying
unsuccessfully to revive her.

“How the fuck did this happen?” she demanded,
her eyes and voice frantic. “She ain’t breathin’! Why ain’t she
breathin?”

After receiving no answer, Tiffany fell
silent. All traces of emotion deserted her countenance as she
walked trance-like from the bathroom.

“I know she’ll be alright,” she murmured.
“She’ll be alright. This is just a mistake. S’all a mistake. We
have to call the police. We have to call an ambulance.”

Terrell and Shawntae followed the distraught
girl. She reached for the phone that was mounted in Terrell’s
kitchenette. Shawntae grabbed her from behind, covering her mouth
with one meaty hand.

“I’m sorry, Tiffany,” he sighed. “We can’t
call nobody.”

Tiffany grabbed his large mitt with her own
small, delicate hands and bit down, throwing her neck into the
effort. She clamped down, savaging him like a mad pit bull.

“Argh. Argh!” Shawntae wailed in pain.

“Fuck you!” Tiffany screeched as Shawntae
wrenched free. Drops of crimson leaked from his hand, landing on
the tiled floor of the kitchenette.

“Fuck!” He screamed, holding his offended
appendage. Tiffany scrambled to grab one of the discarded alcohol
bottles, breaking it against the dining table that sat adjacent to
the kitchenette. An entranced Brock emerged from the bathroom as
Tiffany pointed the jagged end at Shawntae.

“You muthafuckas killed my little sistah and
now I’m gon’ kill all of y’all!”

Shawntae pleaded, holding both hands out in
front of himself. Blood continued to escape his wound. “Easy,
Tiffany. It ain’t gotta be like that.”

Terrell stepped in front of his friend, not
knowing exactly what he should do. He only knew that he didn’t want
Shawntae to get hurt again.

Hatred painted Tiffany’s eyes as she feinted
at Terrell with her makeshift weapon. Terrell realized just how
much danger he was in when she didn’t charge him wildly. She
intended to strike with accuracy.

Brock exploded into the scene, flying at
Tiffany as if shot from a cannon. He twisted his whole body into a
right cross, sending the petite girl crumpling into the living room
carpet. Instead of pausing to check out his handiwork, he marched
into Terrell’s bedroom. Terrell heard the unmistakable sound of a
fist striking flesh.

“What’d you do?” Shawntae asked, still
nursing his ravaged hand as Brock returned.

“I knocked her out, too,” Brock answered.
“What the fuck were y’all gon’ do?” He rubbed the knuckles of his
right hand. “Let that bitch cut you up? Let those chicks keep
makin’ noise until somebody called the cops?”

He walked over to the couch and sat down.

“Now what?” Shawntae asked, looking down at
Tiffany.

“We gotta convince these girls not to talk
about this,” Terrell answered.

Shawntae looked at him with disdain. “The
fuck are you- crazy? That’s her sister did in the bathroom ‘n’
shorty back there’s her homegirl. How the fuck we gon’ keep these
bitches from talkin’?”

Terrell shrugged. “There’s gotta be a way. I
mean… we could just explain to them what happened. It was an
accident. Maybe they’ll understand.”

“You must have bumped your hid harder than
that chick in the bathroom,” Shawntae snapped. “They just ‘sposed
to accept that Brock killed shorty’s sistah ‘n’ we tryna’ cover it
up – ‘n’ thas’ ‘sposed to be alright wit’ them? Naw, Terrell. We
gotta find some other way to keep them quiet.”

“There’s only one way to keep this quiet.”
Brock’s voice was devoid of emotion. “Y’all know that.”

“Man, don’t talk stupid,” Terrell broke the
long silence that followed. “We are NOT murderers. This shit
started out as an accident, but what you’re talkin’ about is takin’
it to another level.”

“It ain’t stupid, Terrell. S’real. What the
fuck could we tell the cops? That I accidentally killed Tia while
defendin’ myself and then I knocked out the other two to protect
y’all? Would they believe that shit?”

“S’the truth, Brock,” Shawntae said. “We
didn’t mean to hurt that girl ‘n’ we didn’t mean for any of this to
happen.”

“Yeah?” Brock said, standing and
gesticulating wildly. “Well s’also true that shorty over there is
only 17 years old ‘n’ the other chicks are only 18. Plus none of us
are 21 yet so, we ain’t legal to buy alcohol but we’re all drunk as
skunks ‘n’ we got weed up in here- and we’re three niggas ‘n’ the
mayor’s up for re-election this year-stressin’ bein’ tough on
crime. That ain’t a good position to start from wit’ the cops.”

“So your idea is better than that?” Terrell
argued. “You done killed one girl by accident- now you wanna go
ahead and murder the other two? Man, one manslaughter charge is a
lot better than three murder charges.”

“You say that shit like manslaughter is a
misdemeanor,” Brock countered. “I could git ten years for that shit
alone. You know I already got assault charges on my record. ‘N’ you
know they gon’ stick us wit’ them otha lil’ bullshit charges ‘cuz
we black.”

Brock paused for a moment. “Well, fuck that
shit!” he bellowed. “I don’t wanna go to jail, period. ‘N’ if you
think y’all wouldn’t git no time behind it, you fuckin’ crazy.”

“Man, I don’t give a fuck what you talkin’
about,” Terrell said, a sneer on his face. “That shit ain’t
happenin’.”

“It has to happen,” Shawntae spoke with grave
resignation. He placed his right hand on Terrell’s shoulder.

Terrell pushed it away, scowling in disgust.
“I can’t believe you agree with this shit, Tae!”

“Yo, T- if we don’t do this shit, our lives
are ruined. You wanna have to git your college degree in jail? You
think it’ll matter how smart you are when you gotta cop to some
shit like this on job applications? Even if you don’t go to jail -
you think Monet will still be down witchu’ after she finds out
about this shit? You fucked that chick back there-didn’t you? You
think any of our families will look at us the same if this comes
out? They’ll be ashamed of us, man.”

“Fuck shame!” Terrell hissed. “That ain’t a
consideration for me. I’m not tryna’ be involved in murder because
I know it’s wrong! I know its’ wrong and we could never atone for
something like that.”

“What do you say, Brock?” Shawntae acted as
if he hadn’t heard a word Terrell said.

“You already know what I say.”

Shawntae nodded, turning back to Terrell.
“I’m sorry, man. But we’re doin’ it wit’ or witout you.”

As Shawntae spoke, Brock started toward
Terrell’s bedroom. Heloise started to stir as he watched. She fell
still when he punched her on the side of her head.

“What the fuck, man?” Terrell cried, having
followed his cousin in. He moved in front of Heloise’s unconscious
form. Brock shrugged, holding his palms out as if to say he had no
other choice.

“I’m not gonna let y’all do this,” Terrell’s
voice quavered.

Brock returned to where Tiffany lay. He
pointed down at her. “Did she move any?”

“Nope,” Tae answered, running water from the
kitchenette sink over his wound.

“You got any band-aids or bandages?” he asked
Terrell.

Terrell retrieved some gauze from the first
aid kit under the bathroom sink. He never imagined making such use
of the housewarming gift from his mother. Shawntae used a good
portion of the gauze to cover his bleeding hand.

“I’m not gon’ let y’all do this,” Terrell
repeated.

Shawntae removed the cordless telephone from
its base and handed it to Terrell. As he did that, Brock returned
to Terrell’s bedroom. Brock emerged with a pillow. He stood
solemnly, awaiting the outcome of the contest of wills between his
dearest cousin and his closest friend.

“Then go hid ‘n’ call the police,” Shawntae
said. “Go on. Call the police and send your own cous- fuck that,
your brutha to jail for a long time. We’re all like bruthas- or
have you forgotten? Grew up within two blocks of each other. Ran
around in the same East Baltimore streets- went to the same
elementary and middle schools. Always been there for each other-
through all kinds of shit. We always been there for each other. You
tellin’ me we not gon’ be there for each other now? Then go hid. Go
hid ‘n’ call the police - if you kin live wit’ that.”

Shawntae continued when Terrell offered no
response. “Kin you live with that? Sendin’ us all to jail?” ’N’ for
what? Some triflin’ ass bitches? Them trashy bitches didn’t even
give a fuck about themselves. You really wanna throw our lives away
on them?”

Terrell slumped into a chair at his humble
dining table. He noticed Tiffany starting to stir. The telephone
slipped from his hand, coming to rest on the tabletop.

“No, I don’t,” he sighed, thinking of the
girls with sadness and disdain. “I don’t wanna throw our lives away
on them.”

Salty tears slid down Terrell’s face as Brock
first smothered Tiffany, then Heloise with the pillow. The entire
world faded away, leaving only Brock’s ragged breathing and the
lifeless eyes of the slain girls.

__________6______________

A rain slicker protected Terrell against the
raging storm. Brock and Shawntae wore oversized hooded sweatshirts
they had taken from his closet. The malevolent weather was the
least of their worries. They thought that it might even work to
their advantage.

They figured that only someone desperate or
crazy would be out and about at such a late hour, during such
terrible conditions. Since Baltimore had no shortage of either,
they scanned the windows that overlooked the courtyard from the
upper floors of the apartment complex. There were no signs of
activity. Not a single light shined.

Minutes earlier, the trio had finished a
thorough cleaning of Tia’s blood from the tub and Shawntae’s blood
from the kitchenette floor. While doing so, they came to an
agreement on how to dispose of the bodies. Once they were confident
that no eyes were on them, they wrapped the diminutive bodies of
the sisters into some spare sheets and stuffed them into the
massive trunk of Brock’s old Cutlass Supreme. Once that was done,
Shawntae and Terrell returned to the apartment. Brock cranked the
defroster all the way up as the others forced Heloise’s body into
the hall closet.

Terrell froze in place for a few seconds
after that deed. “Come on, man,” Shawntae said, tugging on his arm.
They filled their hands with large black trash bags before heading
back to the car. Brock carefully navigated the storm with his high
beams glaring, windshield wipers beating against the pounding
water.

After several tense miles and a number of
turns, Brock pulled the Cutlass into an alley that was harsh with
darkness. He shifted the car into park and told his accomplices
that he would be right back.

Shawntae sat silently in the passenger seat.
Terrell was just as mute behind him. Brock climbed over his
grandmother’s backyard fence and approached the tool shed.

He’d told Brock and Shawntae a million times
that his strung out Uncle Ramon kept a lot of good supplies in the
tiny wooden structure. The man was a truly skillful landscaper,
although he only worked enough to support his substance abuse.

Brock returned to the car with a large
hatchet.

__________7_______________

The Cutlass rested along the curve that ran
parallel to a stretch of Herring Run Park’s two mile length. Upon
exiting the vehicle, the three young men scanned the immaculate row
houses across the street, just above the Belair Road side of
Chesterfield Avenue.

Once they were satisfied that the
neighborhood was as still as Terrell’s apartment complex had been,
Terrell, Brock, and Shawntae unloaded their macabre cargo. Shawntae
hoisted one of the sheet wrapped bodies over a wide shoulder while
Terrell and Brock teamed to carry the other. They trudged down a
sloping hill before crossing the bike path that bisected it. A
woody area extended along the bike path’s opposite side. They
soldiered through a grove of trees before terminating their trip at
the edge of a roiling stream.

After the bodies were placed along the bank,
Shawntae returned to the car and retrieved the trash bags. He stood
lookout at the edge of the trees while Brock repeatedly swung the
hatchet into what was left of Tia. The dull blade caught each time
that it found her flesh, forcing him to wrench it free. Bone and
tissue sprayed each time that he did so.

Terrell soon lost his cookies, spewing vomit
as if a damn had burst open. Brock soldiered on until Tia was
hacked into small pieces. He then dropped the hatchet and sent
forth his own spew.

When he was done heaving the contents of his
stomach, Brock looked at Terrell. He wiped spittle from his mouth
and said, “I don’t think I can do the next one. My arms are too
tired.”

Terrell took a number of deep breaths, trying
to still his inner turmoil enough to complete the grisly task at
hand. He took the hatchet without speaking and proceeded to do the
most horrible thing he’d ever done.

__________8_______________

Lake Montebello was the next stop of the
flash flood driving tour. Even during a world class rainstorm, the
man-made marvel was less than a ten minute drive from the area
where the girl’s bodies had been dismembered. It was less than a
hundred yards away from the P.A.L. Center where Terrell worked.

The lake was more than a mile in
circumference. Dark metal fencing and short concrete walls bordered
its’ exterior. Its’ shore sat low over the neat shrubs growing just
beneath the fencing. The asphalt trail which mimicked the shape of
the lake was a hotspot for local fitness enthusiasts. The concrete
walls blocked what had formerly been a west-bound driving lane,
serving as a protection for said enthusiasts. The popular
recreational area was just as deserted as the rest of the trio’s
stops had been during the ugly night.

Upon reaching their destination, the
conspirators heaved the dead girls’ dismembered and bagged body
parts as far into the lake as possible. They took the extra caution
of weighing each bagged appendage down with large rocks taken from
Herring Run Stream.

The storm continued to rage during the return
trip to Terrell’s apartment. The streetlights were out, indicating
a power outage. Terrell assumed that everyone else in his complex
was sleeping through it. His wristwatch told him that it was nearly
4 a.m..

They hurriedly wrapped Heloise’s much larger
corpse in a huge comforter, transporting her to Herring Run Stream
as they had the others. This time, Shawntae did the honors of
dismemberment. Just as the others had, he vomited everything he had
recently consumed when the grisly task was done.

Heloise’s dismembered body parts were stuffed
into several large garbage bags, just as the ill fated sisters’ had
been. Heavy rocks were again added before the bags were tied shut.
Heloise’s apportioned remains soon joined those of her murdered
friends at the bottom of Lake Montebello.

A flashlight lit the way as Brock and
Shawntae helped Terrell clean up the remaining wreckage in his
apartment. They bagged up the alcohol and marijuana refuse. They
cleaned every inch of the bathtub and its’ ceramic tiled walls with
ammonia, braving the eye watering stench.

“As hard as that chick must’ve hit, there
ain’t so much as a dent in that tub,” Shawntae observed as he
scrubbed away with his intact left hand.

“Yeah,” Terrell agreed. “Must be really good
craftsmanship.”

“Maybe if it wasn’t, that little chick
might’ve lived.”

Brock looked at the ruined showered curtain,
which was now balled up next to the toilet. “You’ll have to get a
new shower curtain.”

“I got two more of them in the linen closet.
Gifts from Monet. You know she be tryna’ keep this place halfway
decent.”

Brock chuckled as he continued to wipe the
outer edge of the tub. “It’s a good thing she does. Otherwise, this
place’d always look like a shithole.”

They finished the bathroom before tackling
the kitchenette again. They scrubbed and mopped every centimeter of
it, behaving as if their lives depended on its spiffiness.
Satisfied that the tiles were spotless, they all kneeled down and
searched the carpet in the living room/dining area. They quickly
disposed of the few hairs they found.

“I don’t know how I’ll ever take a shower in
there again,” Terrell said, holding an outstretched arm toward the
bathroom.

“Sooner or later, you’ll have to,” Brock
responded. He promised to get rid of the sheets and comforter
they’d used. He and Shawntae left after sharing a few insubstantial
parting words. Nothing they said referenced the terrible things
that had just happened.

Terrell removed his wet garments and put on
some raggedy basketball shorts. He scoured his kitchen cabinets for
alcohol, finding a half-pint of Crown Royal and a miniature bottle
of Bacardi Rum. He managed to drink himself into oblivion by the
time the sun rose.

__________9_______________

Terrell woke from his stupor with a pounding
headache. Stark fear quickly pulled him into its clutches. He
frantically searched his living room for blood or hair, finding
neither. That didn’t stop him from visualizing a terrible CSI
scenario. He imagined a forensic specialist spraying some type of
chemical in his apartment, revealing glowing traces of
incriminating blood and DNA.

He scrubbed his bathroom floor, sink, and
toilet as if he suffered from OCD. His already sore arms felt a
hundred times worse by the time he finished. Forehead beaded with
sweat, he plopped down on the couch and cried.

Try as he might, he couldn’t stop thinking
about what happened. Three girls had been murdered in his
apartment, by his cousin.

Terrell had done nothing to stop it and had
even helped dispose of the bodies. It didn’t take a rocket
scientist to figure out that his life was over. Again he thought
that if he had only kept his dick in his pants, things would have
been completely different. Sure, there was no way to anticipate
what happened, but if he had been true to Monet, he would have
never been in the situation to begin with.

What was he supposed to do, though? Sit
around knitting all weekend? He was a red-blooded, twenty year old
American male. Naw, he admitted to himself. That’s no excuse. I
shouldn’t have fucked that girl. Flirting is one thing, but I
shouldn’t have fucked her. I should have just stayed to myself all
weekend, beat my meat if I got horny. Fuck! If I hadn’t gotten so
fucking drunk, things wouldn’t have gone so far.

Terrell’s mind flooded with visions of the
girl’s dead bodies lying on the embankment, of the dull hatchet
rending them into human butcher’s meat. He had swung the hatchet
into Tiffany’s flesh himself. He had done it again and again.

It hadn’t been necessary for Heloise and
Tiffany to die. He should have done something instead of allowing
Tae to talk him into standing idly by. But what could he have done?
How could those girls be saved without someone going to jail? He
knew that the thing with Tia was an accident. He also knew why
Brock had murdered the others and why Tae had convinced him to
allow it. His hands were just as dirty as the others’ because he
had submitted himself to Tae’s logic.

Tae had asked Terrell if he wanted to throw
his life away on those girls. Terrell had answered no. Now he
wondered if his life was even worth anything after what he’d
allowed to happen. His conscience continued torturing him until he
decided to drink himself asleep again. He disregarded his queasy
stomach and pounding head as he scoured his kitchen cabinet for
more alcohol. Frustrated at not finding any, he hurled the empty
Crown Royal bottle against his living room wall. It shattered into
tiny shards.

Terrell left the wreckage in the floor and
put on a full set of clothes. He went through the motions of
washing his face, not really caring that he looked like the living
dead. He cared only about getting shit-faced, although his face
looked pretty shitty already. He chuckled morosely at that thought.
Moments later, he sat out to trudge the five block distance to the
Cedonia Inn. The gray rectangular structure was the only liquor
store open on Sunday for miles. There was a line going out the
door.

Terrell battled the effects of his previous
binge, managing to steady himself until he made it to the counter.
He ordered a pint of Bacardi Gold and a 40 ounce Budweiser through
the safety glass that separated the merchants from customers and
would be robbers.

The sallow-faced cashier’s brows rose as he
drank in Terrell’s ghastly appearance. “Are you sure you need
anything to drink right now? You don’t look so good.”

“Just git me what I asked for,” Terrell
growled.

“Alright,” the cashier said, smiling
sheepishly behind the safety barrier. “Just don’t hurt nobody.”

Terrell forced a smile. “I wouldn’t hurt a
fly.”

Terrell obtained the requested alcohol along
with his change, then trudged back to his apartment. He decided not
to be completely self-destructive, drinking two glasses of water
and forcing down a peanut butter and jelly sandwich before
medicating himself back into oblivion.

__________10_______________

It was past 3 a.m. the next morning when
Terrell’s stomach rebelled against its’ mistreatment and expelled
some of the poison he had inundated it with. Sweat cascaded down
his body as he prayed to the porcelain god. His stomach heaved
again and again, until it was completely drained. Exhausted, he lay
on the rug in front of the toilet.

When he was able to stand, Terrell inspected
his appearance in the bathroom mirror, trying not to think about
the fact that a girl had died in this very room.

His bloodshot eyes beheld his sickly pallor,
scruffy facial hair, and short, unkempt afro. “I look like shit,”
he said, chuckling without humor. He didn’t bother to clean himself
up.

He did decide to get some nutrients into his
body posthaste. His two grand choices were Oodles ‘n’ Noodles or
hot dogs. He boiled two packs of the noodles, opting not to add the
sodium blasted sauce to it. After draining the noodles of water, he
mixed in some ketchup and hot sauce. He wolfed it all down prior to
chasing the meal with two glasses of orange juice.

He felt his body move slowly along the road
to recovery. Although he wasn’t due at the PAL Center until noon,
he was too wired to go back to sleep. He played video games in an
attempt to keep the demons at bay. The moving sprites of the
Playstation 2 provided just enough distraction to keep him from
having a panic attack.

Thumbs sore from repetitive pounding of the
controller, Terrell glanced at his watch and discovered that time
had rushed forward to nearly 10 a.m.. He set the controller down
and cleaned up the glass from the broken bottle. He noticed the red
light that flashed on his phone to indicate that he had voice mail.
He punched in the password and checked his messages.

He had several messages from Monet, which he
deleted as soon as her cell phone was identified as the incoming
number. There was no way he could bear to even hear a recording of
her voice in his present state. A message from his mother received
the same treatment.

Terrell went into the bathroom and hung one
of the shower curtains that Monet had given him. Knowing that he
had to be presentable for work provided enough motivation for him
to take a proper shower. He loudly recited his favorite rap lyrics
as he did so, using the activity to beat back thoughts of how Tia
had met her death in the very chamber that he now used to clean
himself.

Terrell had never felt so grateful for the
privilege of reporting to the Montebello Community Police Athletic
League Center. As he exited the bus and approached the entrance, he
tried not to think about the fact that he and his friends had
pitched human remains into the lake a short distance away. Once
inside, he greeted Officer Smith, who oversaw the center for the
Baltimore City Police Department. As always, the well-muscled,
square jawed, spike haired blond welcomed him with a firm
handshake.

“Wassup, T?” he asked, smiling.

“Nothing much, Smitty,” Terrell answered.
“Did a little bit too much partying last night.”

“You look it,” the cop said, sizing him up.
“I remember those days. You alright to work?”

“Yeah, man. I’m cool. I slept it off.”

Terrell was surprised when Officer Smith
actually smelled him.

“Yeah. You’re good,” he whispered, not
wanting any kids to hear him. “You weren’t dumb enough to come here
smelling of booze.”

Terrell laughed. “Come on, Smitty. I would
never disrespect like that.”

Officer Smith shrugged. “You can’t blame a
white boy for checkin’.”

Terrell threw himself into working with the
kids after passing inspection. As always, they were happy to see
him. He tried not to have a free moment, dreading being left alone
with his terrible thoughts.

Later that afternoon, Terrell found himself
smack dab in the middle of a fierce game of dodge ball. The version
of dodge ball that was played at the Center began with a bunch of
kids gathered in the center of the basketball court. Two enders
lined up at opposite ends of the group. The enders then took turns
throwing kids out until they were down to one player.

If the last player avoided ten consecutive
throws, they won the game and earned the privilege of being an
ender for the next contest. They also had the privilege of choosing
their partner.

Terrell treated dodge ball like a competitive
sport. No child had ever won a game while he was an ender. Most of
the kids loved playing with him because he never took it easy on
them.

This day was no different. The game started
off with about 20 kids in the middle. Terrell used every trick in
his arsenal to whittle their ranks, playing the vinyl ball like a
shortstop, charging in to field errant throws and throwing
accurately on the run. Even the fact that his partner Justina
(another tutor/mentor) threw the ball softly, as if the kids were
made of porcelain, couldn’t save them from him.

After about ten minutes of spirited play, a
ten-year old waterbug named Sammy was the only kid remaining. Sammy
was always a tough out and as the last player, he had all the space
he could want in dodging throws. He avoided Terrell and Justina’s
first seven attempts with easy grace and quickness. He also drew
attention to himself by yelling out the number of each missed
throw. By the time the contest was down to the last three throws,
the entire populace of the Center had become a raucous
audience.

“Could this be the day?” Officer Smith
yelled, stoking the enthusiastic atmosphere. “Could this be the day
that the great Terrell finally loses?”

Children alongside the court cheered wildly.
Terrell wore a confident smile as he gathered an errant throw from
Justina. “It’ll never happen!” he barked, delighted to draw a
chorus of boos.

Terrell sprinted toward Sammy, forcing him to
backpedal. Terrell cocked the ball back in his left hand, winding
up for a vicious toss. He let the ball slip at the last second,
completely fooling Sammy, who had spun to avoid a throw that never
came. Terrell caught the hovering ball and bounced a vicious throw
in one motion. The rubber projectile landed just behind his quarry.
Ever fleeting, Sammy gathered himself and leapt skyward. The little
waterbug would’ve gotten away if the force of the ball’s momentum
hadn’t caused it to bounce off the floor and hit him in the
backside. Terrell smiled, bowing to boos and moans from the
audience, pleased that his unbeaten streak had survived.

Terrell began to feel weak soon after the
game ended. He realized that exercising so rigorously after having
just come off a drunk wasn’t the smartest thing he’d ever done. He
told Officer Smith that he needed to leave early.

He was glad not to have a long wait for the
bus. His forehead sweated from more than just the hot weather as he
exited minutes later. He struggled through the four block walk from
the bus stop to his apartment complex, wondering if he looked as
bad as he felt.

Upon finally arriving, Terrell was surprised
to see a certain sporty little car parked in front of his apartment
building. A certain girlfriend who should have been out of town
stood alongside it.

__________11_______________

“I thought you weren’t comin’ back until
Friday?” Terrell said.

“And I thought you might be in some kind of
trouble since I haven’t heard from you since this past Friday
morning,” Monet said. A mixture of anger and relief was painted on
her pretty face.

Terrell hugged her before taking her hand and
leading her to the building’s entrance. “Let’s talk inside.”

Monet sat on Terrell’s couch a few moments
later. He poured the last of his orange juice into a glass for
her.

“Thank you.” She tilted the glass to her full
lips. They were as gorgeous to him as ever, as was the rest of her.
As beautiful as she was, her good looks were almost secondary to
her kindness and pleasant personality. How could he have cheated on
such a great catch so easily?

The hard look in her brown eyes informed
Terrell that she was about to let him have it. “Why haven’t you
called me and why haven’t you returned any of my calls or messages?
I was worried sick about you!”

“I’m sorry, baby.” Terrell tried his best to
sound innocent. “You know salesmen are always callin’, gittin’ on
my got damn nerves! I guess I turned the ringer off ‘n’ forgot to
turn it back on.”

“I don’t think that’s a good excuse,
Terrell,” Monet hissed. “If you weren’t getting my calls, you
should’ve taken the initiative to call me. Weren’t you thinking of
me?”

“Of course, I was thinking of you, baby.”
Terrell took her hands in his. “The truth is I’ve been sick all
weekend. I think I ate a bad hamburger or somethin’.”

Monet stopped complaining and gave him a once
over. “You do look a little worse for wear,” she admitted. “Have
you been to a doctor?”

“Naw,” he snickered as if she had just asked
the silliest question in the world. “I’ve just been takin’ Pepto
Bismol and drinkin’ a lot of fluids.”

Monet laughed. “Oh, I forgot. Black men don’t
like goin’ to the doctor unless they’re on their deathbed.”

“Damn right,” Terrell said, winking at her.
“And I’m as black as they come.”

“Boy, you’re light skinned!”

“I’m light brown.”



“Whatever you are, it certainly isn’t ‘as
black as they come’. And don’t get cute.” Monet shoved him, only
half playing. “I’m still mad at you. I drove six hours, through
crazy traffic just to come check on your silly behind. You need to
get yourself a cell phone! This is 2001.You know- the 21st
century.”

“A cell phone ain’t in the budget, baby.”

“Not even a pre-paid?”

“Nope. Can’t see it.”

“Why don’t you let me get you one?”

“Nahhhh. That’s a big step down the road to
being a kept man. Can’t have that. I just couldn’t live with
myself.”

“I hate you.” Monet frowned, shoving him
again.

“I love you, though.” Terrell leaned across
the couch and puckered his lips.

Monet laughed and planted one on him. “You
get on my damn nerves.”

“Yet you can’t resist me.”

She shoved him a third time. “That just
proves that I must be crazy.”

Terrell soon found himself listening to Monet
talk about her time in Virginia Beach. It was just run of the mill
family stuff, but he was happy to hear it. He could have listened
to her talking about the family barbecue for days, as it served to
keep him from thinking about his actions during the same time
frame. Once she tired of talking about southern Virginia’s version
of the Huxtables, Monet began to kiss Terrell. Those kisses started
out tender before blooming into something far more passionate, far
more urgent.

“Are you feeling well enough to give me a
homecoming present?” she purred.

Terrell smiled. “I think I’m well enough to
sit back and let you do your business.”

Monet did her business very well.

__________12_______________

The braying of Terrell’s alarm clock murdered
his slumber at 3:30 a.m. He dragged himself from bed, prepared to
start his trip down to the fish trucks by catching the number 5
bus. A bleary eyed Monet would have none of it. She insisted on
driving him down to the docks at the Inner Harbor. He relented, but
would not hear of her staying up so that she could drive him
back.

Terrell hated everything about his second
job- the hazy darkness before dawn of the pier, the rude chill
birthed by the Patapsco River, the redness of his hands from
handling the icy fish.

What he hated most was heading home clad in
the smell of halibut from head to toe. Still- he made $50 cash,
twice a week for his troubles, for two hours work. He had to work
about 20 hours to bring in the same amount of money from
Americorps, $3000 educational stipend be damned.

Terrell wouldn’t see that funding until he
logged 900 hours and even then, he could only use it toward
educational expenses. That made the money he brought in from
pitching fish vital income. As he played catch with that morning’s
disgusting bounty, Terrell felt relieved that Monet believed his
excuses for not making contact with her. This was one occasion when
lying was far better than telling the truth.

When the job was done, Terrell walked the
five or six blocks from the pier to the nearest number 5 bus stop.
It happened to stand on Baltimore’s infamous Block. The red light
district was vacant and lifeless during early morning hours. Still,
the lurid advertisements of its storefronts and strip clubs
promised a wealth of seedy vices that would reach their peak during
the coming night. Terrell had no doubt that the fishy stench that
clung to him disgusted his fellow early morning bus riders. He
thought he must smell like the contents of a dumpster outside of
Phillip’s seafood restaurant.

“You home, baby?” Monet called from the
bedroom after he entered his apartment. Her voice was full of
sleep.

Terrell kissed her on the forehead before
removing his reeking clothes and taking them to the laundry room
across the hall. He climbed back into bed after taking a much
needed shower.

Monet awakened him with a kiss at 11:00. “I
dried your clothes for you, sleepyhead,” she said. “Are you working
at the P.A.L. center this afternoon?”

Terrell rubbed his eyes. “You know it.”

She sighed. “I wish you didn’t have to work
so hard.”

He shrugged, getting to his feet. “It’s part
of life.”

“So is loving a knucklehead like you,” she
said, mussing his short afro. “What time are you going in?”

“One o’clock.”

“Cool. That gives me time to pick up some
groceries before I drop you off. Your kitchen is almost bare and
what is in there hardly qualifies as real food. I don’t know what
you’d do without me.”

Oh, nothing much, Terrell thought. Just get
caught up in a triple murder. “I’d be a sad, sorry individual.”

“Aw, that’s so sweet,” Monet pinched his
cheek. “You really know how to pour it on- you know that?”

She dropped him off at the P.A.L. Center as
she said she would. She also came to pick him up at the end of his
shift. Well to do family, as nice as could be- she was quite the
girl to have in his corner. Before the events of two nights past,
Terrell might have thought he deserved someone like her.

Once more his conscience assailed him with
the assertion that if he had only been true to her, the horrible
events of that night would not have happened.

__________13_______________

Terrell felt as surprised as Monet did when
Brock and Shawntae came by. As always, they greeted her as if she
were the queen of the manor. When she asked about his bandaged
hand, Shawntae told her that he had cut himself making a
sandwich.

“You know he’s lying,” Brock joked. “Chubbs
here almost gnawed off his own arm in a feedin’ frenzy. Thas’ what
really happened.”

Monet chuckled “That’s not nice,” she said,
poking Shawntae’s stomach as if he were the Pillsbury Doughboy.
“And he’s not chubby. Just a little plump.”

“That’s right,” Shawntae agreed. “ ‘N’ I
still get more love from the ladies than you, milk dud.”

“Wow, Tae.” Brock pretended to be amazed.
“Milk dud? I’ve neva’ heard that one before. And it makes so much
since ‘cuz I’m dark skinned. You’re s-ooo clever.”

“Whateva, you little ink blot.”

As Monet busied herself with preparing a
spaghetti dinner, Brock and Shawntae motioned Terrell toward his
bedroom.

Brock whispered in Terrell’s ear once they
were inside. “We gotta meet ‘n’ talk bout ‘n’ alibi- just in case
those chicks eva’ turn up.”

“You think that’s possible?” Terrell matched
his cousin’s low volume.

Brock shrugged. “I don’t know what’s possible
no more.”

“Where do y’all want to meet?”

“At the Apex on Broadway,” Shawntae
responded.

“What the hell for?” Terrell snapped,
realizing that Shawntae had asked to meet at a seedy porno theatre.
He clapped a hand over his own mouth, regretting having spoken so
loudly.

“Keep it down,” Brock said, placing a
forefinger over his own lips. “Why you think, man? Anybody who’s
there ain’t gon’ be payin’ attention to what the fuck we’re talkin’
about.”

“Aight, man,” Terrell said, nodding his
agreement. “We’ll do that shit tomorrow night. I’ll ask my girl for
the car.”

“Cool,” Shawntae said. “Les’ meet up around
9.”

There was a knock on the bedroom door.
Terrell tried not to look like he had just knocked over a 7-11 as
he opened it. “Wassup, Mo?”

“I just wanted you to come taste the meat
sauce.” Monet’s smile did nothing to mask the skepticism in her
eyes. “Terrell if you’re on the down low, I’d like to know before
we get married.”

They all laughed.

“Your girl got jokes,” Brock said.

“I’m just saying,” Monet continued, “three
guys in a bedroom, all quiet and stuff. What’s really going
on?”

“Just a little man talk, baby,” Terrell
said.

“Man talk? I hope that’s all it was. I hope
you guys weren’t tweezing each other’s mustaches or something.”

The three conspirators laughed as they left
the bedroom. Monet laughed too, though suspicion remained in her
eyes. She returned to the kitchenette, shaking her head at their
strange behavior.

The pleasant aroma of the meat sauce wafted
through the apartment as Brock and Shawntae made their exit.
Shawntae paused at the door to joke about staying for the meal.

“You wish,” Monet said, laughing and rolling
her eyes. After Terrell’s visitors departed, she gave him a once
over.

“What?” he asked.

“You’re not hiding anything from me. Are
you?”

Terrell smiled and held his hands up as if he
had been ordered by police. “You got me, Mo. You’re not gonna let
it go, so I might as well confess. The fellas and I are planning to
rob a bank.”

Monet frowned. “Very funny. Keep it up and I
won’t share any of this good food with you.”

__________14_______________

Terrell approached Monet from behind as she
tended to her culinary treat. “I need to borrow your car for a
little bit tomorrow evenin’, Mo.”

“I don’t know,” Monet said, smiling as she
stirred the contents of the silver pot. The aroma (created by a
mixture of peppers, spices, ground turkey, and tomato sauce) nearly
made Terrell’s mouth water. “I mean I’d like to, but I don’t want
to start you down the path to being a kept man.”

“Aw, come on, Mo,” Terrell said, hugging her
from behind. “Don’t give me a hard time.”

She laughed as he leaned over her shoulder
and peppered her cheek with kisses.

“Stop,” she pleaded. “You’re gonna make me
mess something up over here.”

Terrell poured on the charm. “Not you, girl.
You got too many skills to mess up. You could problee hook up some
spaghetti blindfolded.”

Monet failed in her attempt to fight back a
smile . “Are you sucking up to me?”

“Of course I am. Is it working?”

“Yes.” She giggled, holding up the wooden
spoon that she had been using to stir the sauce. “Here, taste this
sauce again.”

A huge grin consumed Terrell’s face. “It’s
delicious. I can’t wait to smash this good food. Boy, gittin’
witchu’ was like winnin’ the lottery.”

“This ain’t the lottery,” Monet said,
blushing.Terrell laughed, relishing one of the few occasions when
she declined proper grammar. “You’re going to earn this
privilege.”

“How’s that?”

“After you eat my good food, you’ll have to
eat something else.”

Terrell grabbed her and smothered her with a
hungry kiss. “Is that all?” he asked, admiring her flushed face.
“Girl you know I stay with the scuba gear.”

__________15_______________

The Apex Theatre stood alone as a first run
triple XXX theatre in the city. If not for the white marquee that
screamed ALL NEW ADULT MOVIES in big black letters, the brick
building might have gone unnoticed amid the bar and restaurant
dominated landscape of its’ trendy Fells Point neighborhood.

The seats in the lone auditorium were old and
rickety, as if the place hadn’t been renovated in 50 years. The
auditorium smelled strongly of cleaning fluids. Two nerdy-looking
middle aged guys huddled at opposite ends of the rearmost row were
the only patrons who’d actually come to view pornography when
Brock, Shawntae, and Terrell met there.

The three young men settled into the third
row from the front, paying little attention to the sights and
sounds of world class smut that emanated from the big screen in
front of them. “I can’t believe you’re eating popcorn in here,”
Terrell said. Shawntae sat between him and Brock.

“Why not?” Brock responded, smacking his
lips. “I’m hungry. Besides it smells like they clean this place
wit’ Lysol every hour or some shit.”

“Whateva,” Shawntae said. “You kin keep
eatin’ that sperm corn, if you want to.”

Brock whispered, “We’re not here to talk
about my eatin’ habits. Besides, you know you really down wit’ the
hairy palms squad. You problee jerk off as much as you eat.” He
cackled. “N’ you know thas’ a lot o jerkin’ off.”

“Yeah-and you’d problee like to go back there
and watch.” Shawntae grinned, pointing his thumb over his shoulder
toward the two serious viewers. “Wouldn’t you? You don’t have to
hide it, Brock. You know you wanna go back there and watch those
white dudes squirt race.”

“This ain’t no time to play,” Terrell
growled. “Shit is all fucked up and y’all wanna tell your little
high school jokes?”

Brock sighed. “I knew you was gon’ start
trippin.“Look, Cuz’- You’re right for thinkin’ that shit is all
fucked up. But it ain’t like we’re gon’ to jail or no shit like
that.”

“What makes you so sure about that?”

“For one thing,” Brock spoke between loud
smacks of popcorn. “Them girls ain’t neva gon’ be found. We did
that shit too smooth.”

Shawntae put his hand on Terrell’s shoulder.
“He’s right. The bodies will never be found. Why would anyone ever
just happen to comb Lake Montebello?”

Terrell nodded. “You got a point. But by now
those girls have been declared as missing persons.”

“We know that,” Brock said. “We also know
they’ll problee make the news or at least the paper, any day now.
Thas’ why we need to git our story straight about what we were
doin’ that night, right now.”

“Yeah?” Terrell shrugged. “So what’s the
story?”

Shawntae grinned. “S’a beautiful thang, T.
Them bitches ran the streets so much that we don’t need to make up
nothin’ special. Them chicks coulda been wit’ anybody.”

“I know thas’ right,” Brock agreed. “Them
hoes done problee been wit’ a hundred niggas apiece.”

Terrell’s face flushed with anger. “So
whatchu’ sayin’-Brock? You sayin’ s’cool to do them in ‘cuz they
were freaks?”

Brock scowled as he answered. “You know I
don’t think that shit was cool.” Though he kept his voice low, his
gesticulating arms confessed his frustration. “Whatchu’ think?
You’re the only one feelin’ guilty? You can’t be feelin’ half as
guilty as I do. I’m the one who did the shit.”

“You sure are.” Terrell glared at his cousin.
“You are the one who killed those girls.”

“What the fuck, man?” Brock jumped up,
heading toward his cousin. His rickety seat shrieked in protest as
Tae wrestled him back into it.

“You think you better than me, Cuz?” Brock
said, struggling to break free. “You got somethin’ you wanna git
off ya chest?”

“Shut the hell up before you git us kicked
outta here.” Shawntae spoke with a calm that belied his words and
forceful restraint of the smaller man. He then turned and gave
Terrell a look that warned him not to say anything else. “Don’t
keep doin’ that shit to him, man. You think he needs you to remind
him what the fuck he did?”

“No.” Terrell looked away. “No, I don’t.” He
leaned across Shawntae after a few moments, re-establishing eye
contact with Brock. “I’m sorry for carryin’ it like that, Cuz.”

Brock shrugged. “It’s cool. I jus’ want us to
stick togetha’. Thas’ all.”

“We are gon’ stick togetha’,” Shawntae said.
“We’re gon’ stick togetha’ jus’ like we always have. Right now we
need to git our alibi straight like we came here to do.”

“Yeah,” Brock said, nodding. “Jus’ in case
our names ever do come up wit’ the cops.”

“Y’all are right,” Terrell agreed.

They decided that if the cops ever came
around, they would tell them that they had all gone to a late movie
at White Marsh that night. They would say that the original plan
had been to cruise by some clubs after they let out- to see if they
could hook up with any girls. They’d say that the plan had never
materialized because it had been raining so hard when they got out
of the movie theatre. Instead, they drove back to Terrell’s
apartment where they sat up drinking and playing video games.
They’d say that the weather had been so terrible that Brock had to
pull to the side of the road a few times during the trip back.

It was a plausible story and one the cops
couldn’t disprove with no real evidence. As Tae said, those girls
were the kind who might have been with anyone that night. Also, the
cops wouldn’t be able to deny the severity of the weather, since it
had been the worst storm of the year so far. The only thing that
bothered Terrell was that his neighbor Mr. Johnson might have seen
Tia when Brock answered the door. Brock assured him that there was
no chance of that, saying that he had only cracked the door to talk
to the guy.

“Besides,” Brock joked, “That old hid woulda
broke his fuckin’ neck trying to get a better look if he caught
sight of a little tasty like her. Shorty looked fat as shit that
night.”

They left the theatre after settling on their
story. As they departed the darkened auditorium, one of the serious
customers approached them along with the theatre employee who’d
sold them their tickets and served Brock his popcorn. Both of their
faces were red with a mixture of annoyance and fear.

Brock snickered. “Don’t bother,” he said.
“We’re leavin’.”

Despite the plausibility of their story and
the improbability of the girls’ remains ever being found, Terrell
was wracked with worry as he drove home. He sat alone in Monet’s
car for a long time after reaching his building. He didn’t want to
face her until he could at least pretend to be calm.

 


__________16_______________

The next two days passed without incident.
Terrell went to work when he was supposed to and hung out with
Monet in his free time. He didn’t speak with Brock and Shawntae.
This was not something that was unusual since Monet had become a
part of his life. He was huddled with her on his couch, watching
the 10 o’clock news on Fox 45 when a female reporter spoke the
words that brought his relative piece of mind to a crashing
halt.

“Police are seeking information about three
missing teenaged girls from the Waverly-Govans neighborhood. Two
sisters, 18 year old Tiffany and 17 year old Tia Jenkins have been
missing since last Friday evening. Their eighteen year old friend
Heloise Carter is also missing. Heloise is believed to have been on
her way to meet the sisters when she was last seen.”

The television screen split as the reporter
spoke. School photographs of all three victims occupied the right
half. The sweet, almost innocent images of the pictures portrayed
nothing of how wild they’d all really been.

“If you have any information that might
assist the authorities in finding these young women, please contact
the missing persons hotline on your screen. Callers may choose to
remain anonymous.”

Terrell shook his head. “That’s a damn
shame.”

“Yeah,” Monet agreed. “Hopefully some crazy
person hasn’t chopped them up or something like that.”

Terrell’s guilt pummeled him when she said
those words. It took every ounce of self-control he could muster to
maintain his façade of composure.

__________17_______________

A furious wind howled, blowing strong enough
to shake the colossal trees that consumed the landscape as far as
Terrell could see. Its’ unrelenting fury nearly knocked him to the
ground. Terrell broke into a run, wanting nothing more than to
escape the endless forest that stretched before him.

As he ran, Terrell’s feet began to feel
heavy, as if he were running in thick mud. He looked down and saw
that what felt like mud was actually coagulated blood. The trail of
blood was as endless as the forest itself.

Mr. Howling Wind started to blow objects
loose from the multitude of trees. Terrell was horrified to realize
that the objects were the decapitated heads of Tia, Tiffany, and
Heloise. There were thousands of them, falling about to match every
step that he trudged forward.

Discolored and malformed from underwater
decay, their horrid stench caused his eyes and nose to run. Pus,
mucus, maggots, and worms splattered from each head as they struck
the ground with sickening thuds. Terrell covered his face as he
ran, not wanting to see the horror.

He stepped on one of the decayed heads, lost
his balance and fell to the ground. Blood and other disgusting
fluids he couldn’t identify splattered his body as he struggled to
his feet. He heard the drone of flies start as a distant hum and
grow progressively louder.

Terrell soon realized that it was not flies
he heard. It was the voices of the heads, both falling and fallen.
They spoke as a thousand fold chorus.

“Why didn’t you help us?” They droned. “Why
didn’t you help us? Why didn’t you help us? Why didn’t you help us?
Why didn’t you help us? Why didn’t you help us?”

The voices grew louder and louder, until
Terrell’s ear drums ruptured. Blood leaked from them as he again
lost his balance. A lack of equilibrium caused him to fall twice
more before he finally righted himself. To his dismay, he could
still hear their voices inside of his head.

“Why didn’t you help us? Why didn’t you help
us? Why didn’t you help us? Why didn’t you help us? Why didn’t you
help us? Why didn’t you help us?” They droned, sounding as if every
fly that had ever flitted on a carcass during the millions of years
of Earth’s existence had gained the power of speech.

Terrell stopped trying to run and covered his
oozing ears. “There was nothing I could do!” He screamed. “There
was nothing I could do! There was nothing I could do! There was
nothing I could do!”

__________18______________

“There was nothing I could do. There was
nothing I could….”

“…Baby.” Terrell heard a distant voice. “Wake
up.”

“There was nothing I could do.”

“Wake up.” The voice grew closer. He realized
that it sounded familiar.

“Wake up.” Terrell felt himself being
shaken.

He opened his eyes, struggling to register
that Monet was the person shaking him. It took him a moment to
fully process that he was in his own bed, with his own outstanding
catch of a girlfriend. Monet maneuvered herself behind him,
wrapping her arms around his lean torso. “Are you with me now,
baby?” she asked, her dulcet voice soothing him.

“Y-yes,” Terrell stammered.

“You were having a nightmare. It must have
been a horrible one, too. I’ve never seen you like that.” She
lowered him onto his back, placing a hand over his heart. His body
was drenched with sweat. “Your heart is beating so fast! You’ve had
a terrible scare.” She kissed him on his wet forehead. “Don’t move.
I’ll get you some water.”

Monet lovingly attended Terrell for the next
few hours. He felt relieved that she didn’t ask any questions,
although he knew full well that she was burning to know what had
gotten into him. A new and terrible fear emerged as they lay beside
each other.

“Did I say anything while I was having that
nightmare, Mo?”

Terrell’s stomach lurched when she nodded.
“You kept screaming that there was nothing you could do. You
screamed it over and over.”

Monet stared at him, waiting to see if he
would explain himself. When he didn’t; she sighed and kissed him on
the cheek. “I’m going back to sleep,” she said. “You should,
too.”

“I don’t know if I can.”

She stroked his cheek, speaking in a gentle
tone. “Baby, I’m right here. It’s okay. If you have another bad
dream, I’ll be right here to comfort you.”

“I know you will, Mo,” he said, kissing her
on the cheek. “You’re a good woman. You know that? Right now, I
feel like I don’t even deserve you.”

She giggled. “Of course you deserve me,
silly. You’re a great guy. You’re smart, you’re nice, and you
always do the right thing.” She pinched Terrell’s cheek, having no
idea that her words intensified the guilt that stabbed at his soul.
“Now get some sleep, Terrell Hawkins.”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

Terrell pretended to sleep just long enough
for Monet to actually do so. Then he lay alone with his guilt,
staring at the ceiling.

__________19_______________

Terrell spoke with Brock and Shawntae the day
after the girls were declared missing. They all agreed that there
was nothing to worry about; that it wasn’t unusual for people to go
missing in Baltimore. If they were ever pressed about whether or
not they had seen the girls that night, they’d just give the alibi
story. They doubted that things would even get that far. Once the
cops found out what kind of girls the victims had been, they’d
probably assume that they all had turned ho or something.

Though he still struggled with guilt about
his role in what had happened, Terrell felt confident that they
wouldn’t be caught. As Brock had assured him, murder can’t be
proved without a body, physical evidence, or reliable witnesses.
The cops who investigated this case would have none of those
resources.

Terrell had never been more grateful of
having Monet in his life. He relished every moment with her, for
time with her was time with the demons of fear and guilt kept at
bay. When he wasn’t with Monet, he threw himself into his work at
the PAL Center and at the fish carts. When not doing any of those
things, he sometimes found himself hanging out at the Parkside
Shopping Center Giant grocery store. There he performed the kind
deed of helping old ladies load groceries into their cars.

Keeping busy kept Terrell’s demons at bay. He
fell to the bottle to still his tortured mind when he couldn’t find
any other adequate distraction.

After they discussed the discovery of the
bodies, Terrell didn’t answer his phone whenever Brock or
Shawntae’s numbers flashed on his Caller ID. Talking to them would
only stir vivid images of what had happened on that terrible night.
He imagined that they were living the same lives they had been
living before the murders. They were probably working, drinking,
and trying to catch some easy pussy whenever possible.

Maybe Tae was working his way back into his
baby mother’s good graces. He and Darlene had been on and off again
since tenth grade, mainly because he couldn’t keep his dick in his
pants. Whatever Brock and Tae were up to, Terrell was sure they
were doing it with a lot more comfort than he felt.

Brock certainly didn’t seem too torn up about
what had happened. Maybe Brock was holding it in, but the fact that
his cousin could be so composed after having murdered three people
disturbed Terrell to no end. He wondered if he had ever really
known Brock as well as he thought he had. He would never have
imagined Brock doing what he’d done before it actually happened.
Terrell hoped never to find out what else Brock was capable of
doing in an effort to save his own ass.

__________20______________

On Saturday June 25th, Terrell took his
younger brother Terrence to the movies for an early birthday
present. The little guy’s actual birthday fell on the following
Monday, but Terrell had to work that day.

Terrell loved hanging out with his little
brother. The little guy really looked up to him, even imitating his
mannerisms. Their father had died in a construction accident when
Terrence was 4 and their mother had never remarried. Those
circumstances resulted in Terrell becoming the closest thing to a
father figure that Terrence had ever known.

Terrell was only twelve years old at the time
of his father’s passing. He had to grow up quickly after it
happened. He drew on everything that his father had instilled in
him to become a strong role model for his younger brother.

Seated behind the wheel of Monet’s car;
Terrell felt ashamed about the admiration that Terrence regarded
him with. He had always taken great pride in that admiration
before. But then before, he’d felt that he deserved it.

“When I get older I wanna be a pimp just like
you,” the little guy said, smacking on some popcorn that was left
over from the movie.

“I ain’t no pimp, boy,” Terrell said,
frowning. “Why you talkin’ crazy?”

“I don’t mean pimp like with prostitutes, big
brother. I mean pimp like that could get my girlfriends to do nice
stuff for me.”

“You mean like lettin’ you drive their tight
whip?”

“Yup.”

Terrell held his fist out for Terrence to
pound it.

“Damn. I guess I am a pimp then.”

“Yup.” Terrence grinned. “But Umma be a
better pimp than you when I get older.”

“How you gonna do that?”

“Umma get a girl to let me drive a
Hummer.”

Their brotherly banter continued until they
reached their mother’s split level rancher. It was a beautiful
three-bedroom home in a picturesque neighborhood near the
Baltimore/Rosedale line. All these years later, Terrell still
couldn’t look at it without considering that money from his
father’s death benefit had paid for it.

Terrell stopped in for a bit to talk with his
mother. As always, he marveled that she looked so young and
beautiful for someone who worked so hard and had lost the love of
her life. The uninformed might have thought she was his older
sister. Mrs. Hawkins implored her son to stay a little longer,
complaining that he didn’t come by enough.

“I know,” Terrell said, smiling and kissing
her on the cheek. “One day we’ll go out, jus’ me ‘n’ you.”

Mrs. Hawkins frowned. “Sure we will. You
always say that.”

“Sorry, Ma.” Terrell shrugged. “I’m a busy
man.”

“Too busy for your own mother?”

Terrell eventually extricated himself and
drove to pick Monet up from one of her friend’s apartments. He
pelted her with kisses as soon as she settled into the passenger
seat. “I want you bad,” he said.

The smile that bloomed on Monet’s face
promised mischief. “Well, then- drive fast.”

__________21______________

While Terrell and Monet had at each other,
Brock sat alone in his room at his grandmother’s house. Having just
polished off a 40 ounce and a chicken box, he was set to go
prowling for a new sexual conquest when an emergency news break
caught his attention.

“This is Charles Dolan of WBFF-TV 45 News,”
the reporter said. “We interrupt your regularly scheduled broadcast
to bring you breaking news here from Lake Montebello.”

The dapper reporter stood at the edge of the
fencing that separated Lake Montebello’s shore from its
running/bike trail. A great number of police vehicles dotted the
landscape. Brock didn’t need to hear anything else Mr. Dolan had to
say to know that he and the others were now officially fucked. He
listened anyway.

“In the grey light of dawn, a local fitness
enthusiast leaned over part of this fencing while stretching at the
conclusion of his daily run. Upon doing so, he noticed a
dismembered and partially decomposed head lying at the foot of the
reeds that grow along the shore. He promptly called the police,
whom immediately mobilized a team to drag the lake once they
confirmed the sighting. The dragging operation revealed the
dismembered remains of three young women. Although the remains
still need to be identified, it is believed that they are those of
Tia and Tiffany Jenkins and Heloise Hopkins, the three young women
whom mysteriously disappeared from the Waverly-Govans neighborhood
a few weeks ago. Police expect to be able to confirm the identities
of the victims within 24 hours. Mayor O’Leary and Police
Commissioner Harris are expected to hold a special press conference
tomorrow to address this grisly matter.”

“Fuck!” Brock screamed. “How the fuck kin
this happen?”

“Watch your mouth in there, boy!” his
grandmother yelled from the hall.

“Shit,” he muttered, thinking for the ten
thousandth time that the walls of the house were too thin. “Sorry,
Grandma!”

Brock turned off the TV and listened for the
creaking floorboards to tell him that she had gone down the hall,
into her bedroom. Once he heard the faint sounds of gospel float
from her room, he knew that she wasn’t coming out anymore that
night. Heart and mind racing, he went for a drive. Hard as he
tried, he couldn’t make sense of how one of those girl’s heads had
floated ashore. They had disposed of the chopped up bodies too
perfectly. They had even weighed them down.

Brock recalled Shawntae once claiming that
only an act of God would result in their victims ever being
discovered. Maybe that’s what happened, he thought. Well, Brock
didn’t care about God’s acts or what God wanted. He wasn’t going to
prison for the rest of his life or facing the needle for nobody,
not even the great spook in the sky. He never could stand church,
anyway.

He blamed Tia for everything that had
happened. That fucking bitch, he thought. If only she hadn’t gone
off like that, none of this would have happened! That crazy bitch
made me do what I did. As for the other two, that was just a matter
of survival.

After realizing that he had been driving like
a wild man, Brock pulled the Cutlass to the nearest curve. He
turned on his hazards and sat with the car idling until he was able
to collect himself.

He thought of rousing Terrell and Shawntae,
but he knew that Monet and Darlene would have a lot of questions if
he dragged their men away so suddenly on a Saturday night. This was
especially true of Darlene, who had just started to get tight with
Tae again. He had to play it smarter than that.

Brock decided to wait until the morning to
get the others on the phone. With sex having become the least of
his concerns, he decided not to go trolling for pussy after all.
Another 40 ounce would do him just fine instead.

__________22_______________

Brock woke up early on a Sunday for the first
time in ages. He felt none of the fogginess he usually felt after a
night of drinking, even though he’d drunk two 40s. Instead, he was
alert and focused.

He sat up on his bed and grabbed the remote
from his nightstand. He turned the television on, expecting to get
an update about the girls’ bodies. Sure enough, the sharply dressed
Mr. Dolan interrupted a televised church service to do the honors.
Not a hair was out of place on his majestic head.

“We interrupt your local broadcast to inform
you that the remains of the three girls found in Lake Montebello
have now been identified. As previously reported on this station, a
jogger stumbled upon a decayed head along its shore early yesterday
morning. Police subsequently dragged the lake and have now used
forensics and family identification to confirm that two of the
victims are 18 year-old Tia Jenkins and 17 year-old Tiffany
Jenkins. The sisters are formerly of Cator Street and Argonne Drive
in the Waverly-Govans area. They are survived by their mother,
Glenda Carter, and their older brother, Wendell Smith. The third
victim, Heloise Hopkins, age 18 was a close friend of the two
sisters. Mrs. Hopkins lived on East 43rd street, also in the
Waverly-Govans area. She is survived by her grandmother, Hattie
Gomes, and her mother, Alicia Gomes. The three victims had all been
missing since Friday night, June 10th. The Baltimore Police
Department is promising to use all available resources to solve
this case as its shockwaves ripple through the Greater Baltimore
Community. There have been as yet unsubstantiated rumors that the
FBI may become involved. We have just confirmed that Mayor O’Leary
and Police Commissioner Harris will hold a special press conference
within the hour to address this horrific issue. Stay tuned to this
station for continued coverage of this horrible development.”

Brock did just that, waiting until the
station’s cameras panned to Police Headquarters downtown to begin
dialing his potential co-defendants. A makeshift podium stood in
front of huge entry doors that bore the Baltimore Police Department
insignia. The podium bore a seal that read The City of
Baltimore.

Tae answered the phone in a groggy voice.
“Wassup, man?”

“Bad shit, man,” Brock said. “Turn on the
news. Umma click over ‘n’ call Terrell.”

“Aight, man,” Tae said, sighing. He hadn’t
been watching the news but he knew that Brock calling so early was
not a good sign. Brock clicked back over when he heard Terrell’s
phone ring, starting a three way call.

“You there, nigga?” he asked Tae.

“Yeah, man.”

Monet answered Terrell’s phone on the third
ring. “Hello.”

“How you doin’, sweetheart?”

“Wassup, Brock?”

“Nothing much, baby girl. Is your man up? I’m
sorry to call so early, but s’kinda important.”

“Hold on.”

A few moments later, Terrell grumbled, “What
do you want, Cuz?”

“Git away from your girl right now, man. Turn
the news on. I got Tae on this line, too.”

Terrell excused himself from Monet and walked
into the living room. The three phone lines were silent as they all
watched the Mayor and Police Commissioner’s press conference
unfold. The city big wigs looked authoritative, determined, and
very displeased. Promises were made to spare no resources in
bringing the girls’ murderers to justice. Chills traveled up all
three of the conspirator’s spines.

Brock was the first to break the stunned
silence. “Y’all remember the alibi we made up?”

“Yeah,” Terrell and Shawntae answered in
unison.

“Good, ‘cuz we might need it.”

They ended the call then. All three of them
were terrified about what might come next.

__________23_______________

Monet awakened Terrell just before dawn on
Monday morning. The droning chorus of the girls’ dismembered heads
had violated his sleep again, leaving him alarmed and shivering.
Monet comforted him and brought him water, making certain that he
regained his composure before she began to probe him.

“Terrell, baby,” she said, pecking him on the
cheek. “You keep having these nightmares.”

He nodded. “I know.”

“I think you’re traumatized about something.
You obviously don’t want to tell me, so maybe you should see
somebody.”

Terrell’s red eyes widened. “You mean like a
shrink?”

“I mean like a therapist.”

Terrell frowned. “I’m not crazy, Mo.”

She hugged him. “Baby, I know you’re not
crazy. You don’t have to be crazy to need somebody to talk to. I
just don’t want you to keep having these nightmares. You don’t
deserve to suffer like this.”

“How kin you be so sure?”

“What?”

“How kin you be so sure I don’t deserve to
suffer like this? How kin you be so sure I don’t deserve
worse?”

Monet moved away from him and stood in front
of the bed. “You’re acting really strange, baby. This is not you.
Would you please go see somebody?”

“Sure,” Terrell said, smirking and getting to
his feet. “I’ll go see somebody. Jus’ like Miss Monet wants. Miss
Monet with the doctor for a daddy and the lawyer for a momma. I’ll
bet Miss Monet would have no problem paying for it, either. Miss
Monet loves to provide charity for poor little Terrell. Her very
own Baltimore boy.”

Tears welled in Monet’s eyes. “What the hell
is wrong with you, Terrell?” she screeched. “Whatever it is, you
have no right to be so mean to me. I’ve done nothing but love you
and be good to you!”

The raw pain in her voice and truth in her
words made Terrell feel ashamed. He had attacked her for caring
about him. What kind of asshole does that? He disgusted
himself.

He threw his arms around her, hugging her
with the desperation of a scared toddler clinging to its’ mother.
“I’m so sorry, baby. I’m so sorry, Mo. You’re right. I need to see
somebody. I’m not quite right.”

“So you will see someone?” She smiled
hopefully, wiping her tears away as he held her.

“Yeah,” he agreed, willing to say anything to
placate her.

“Alright then. I’ll arrange it.” She squeezed
his cheek. “I’m not trying to give you charity, Terrell. I just
want to help you.”

He attacked her with a flurry of small
kisses, pecking like a bird. “I know you do, beautiful. Forget I
said all that stuff. Okay?”

“Alright,” she said, sucking her teeth. “I’ll
forgive you, this time.”

Terrell was glad that he hadn’t pushed her
away as his conscience screamed for him to do. He felt that he no
longer deserved her. He also felt that he would surely crumble
without her.

__________24______________

Terrell was watching Judge Terrence Mathis
when a newsbreak interrupted the program. To his dread, reporters
spoke with Tia and Tiffany’s grief stricken mother and brother.
Morbid curiosity kept him glued to the screen.

“I knew it was them,” their mother sobbed.
“From the time those bodies were discovered I knew it was my girls.
The police just proved what I already felt. Somebody killed my
babies and chopped them up like they were…like they were chicken
parts or something. They didn’t deserve this. Nobody deserves
this.”

The woman’s son took her sobbing face upon
his shoulder. Violent trembling racked her body as her words
fragmented into incoherent sobs and gasps. The female reporter
stuck a microphone into the son’s gaunt, tired face, giving no
consideration to his efforts to comfort his mother.

“Do you have anything to say to the Baltimore
community about the tragedy that has befallen your family, Mr.
Smith?”

“Yes.” the young man’s rage and grief was
palpable through his thin mask of composure. His raspy, baritone
voice trembled. “I just want to say - I just want to say that if
anybody out there knows anythang, please come forth. Whoever did
this to my sisters and their friend don’t deserve to walk free.
This could have been anybody’s sister, anybody’s daughter. If you
know any-thang, please come forth.”

There was more of the same when reporters
interviewed Heloise’s grief stricken family members. Just thinking
about the fact that she was murdered just after he had sex with her
made Terrell’s stomach lurch.

He became aware that his ragged breathing was
a hair away from hyperventilation. Beads of sweat dotted his
forehead as he sought relief in the liquor cabinet. He drank
straight from the bottle, the burning sensation of the liquor
staving off a panic attack.

Terrell was glad that Monet was in the
shower. Her sharp mind might have started to put things together if
she had seen how he reacted to the newscast. He’d much prefer for
her to think he was coming unraveled for some unknown reason than
to suspect even a shadow of the truth. He had allowed Monet to
schedule an appointment with a therapist for him later in the week,
but he knew that wouldn’t result in him feeling any better. He
couldn’t even tell the shrink what the real problem was. What was
he going to say, “Doc, I can’t sleep because I’m an accessory to a
triple murder?”

No, he couldn’t do that. He had a few days to
think of a good charade to try to put one over on the talking head.
If he couldn’t think of something good enough, he wouldn’t go at
all. He knew that shrinks were good at mind fucking people and he
was almost bursting with guilt. He couldn’t risk letting something
slip.

Terrell would have to keep what was
tormenting him deep down inside. Having his conscience eat at him
was a terrible thing, but he knew that circumstances could be much
worse. He was blindsided and mortified when they become that
way.

__________25______________

Terrell reported to work at eleven, just as
he usually did on Mondays. But it was far from the usual day. A
great fog of sadness rendered the summer sun inconsequential. Gloom
pervaded like an airborne virus. Terrell felt as horrible as he had
when he was twelve years old and his father died. No, he felt even
worse because there was someone else to blame for his father’s
death- the construction company he worked for. Such was not the
case in the tragic situation he was now involved in. As much as
Terrell tried to lay the blame for what happened to those girls at
Brock’s feet, he had to shoulder a great deal of it himself.

He bore a huge hand in the fate of the girls
who had been fished from the nearby lake. His sadness tore at him
like vultures upon a carcass. It was joined by the hyenas of guilt
and dread.

Before entering the P.A.L. Center, Terrell
walked to the left corner of the school courtyard. A red brick wall
extended down the courtyard’s left side. It was bisected by a black
railing at its center. The railing traversed flights of concrete
stairs. The stairs led to the hillside that overlooked Lake
Montebello’s driving lane and fitness trail. Although Terrell was
afforded a panoramic view of the lake and its beautiful
surroundings from his elevated position, he focused his vision on a
small group of people pinning Mylar balloons to its fencing. He
expected plenty more balloons and teddy bears to be added to the
memorial. He gulped, thinking that he had a big hand in the pain
and sense of loss that everyone whom had ever known those girls was
doomed to feel.

Terrell didn’t register the sound of the car
door closing behind him. “Terrell,” Monet called, breaking him from
his reverie. He turned to face her as she moved next to him. She
smiled, looking at him with curiosity. “What are you looking
at?”

He pointed. “The people making a memorial for
those girls.”

Monet followed his finger, seeing the gift
bearers depart with bowed heads and slouched shoulders. “Yeah. That
is so sad. You’re some man- you know that?” She reiterated
sentiments that she had shared on the ride over. “Coming to work on
a day like this. There will probably be a lot of sad little kids
looking for an explanation. It takes a real man to want to deal
with something like that.”

Monet’s words proved prescient once Terrell
began to work. The little kids wanted to know why some bad people
would hurt those girls and put them in the lake. Officer Smith and
the other counselors couldn’t explain it any better than Terrell
could. Well, I could explain it, Terrell thought. But then I’d have
to go to prison.

Fortunately for Terrell, the little kids
there were as resilient as their attention spans were short. They
didn’t spend the entire day pondering the tragedy that had occurred
less than two hundred yards away. After Officer Smith promised them
that nothing like that could happen to any of them under his watch,
they fell into their normal routine of video games and daily
activities, making only occasional references to what had happened
just outside their doors.

Terrell tried to lose himself in entertaining
the kids. The small amount of positivity that remained within him
waged a valiant fight, holding back the ravenous trio of sadness,
guilt, and dread. On several occasions, he felt his anxiety
threaten to get the best of him. When that happened, he excused
himself to the restroom that stood down the corridor, on the
opposite side of the doors that separated the gymnasium from the
inner school. He dropped onto the tiled floor there and did push
ups until the strain on his body tired his frantic mind.

Monet joked about how sweaty Terrell was when
she picked him up after his shift. “I’m a hard workin’ man,” he
said, smiling.

Monet laughed. “You’re a hard working man,
alright. Running around with little kids. We should all be so
fortunate to get paid for doing that.”

Terrell shrugged. “If you want to call the
little money I get pay.”

Terrell called to wish Terrence a happy
birthday when he got home. Mrs. Hawkins took the phone after
Terrell was done speaking with his brother. She asked him if he had
heard about what happened at the lake.

“Of course I have, Ma.”

Mrs. Hawkins sighed. “It’s a crying shame,
isn’t it? What kind of people would do something like that? I tell
you, Baltimore City never ceases to surprise. It’s too bad that so
many of those surprises are terrible.”

Terrible paid his mother full lip service,
agreeing with everything she said. What other choice did he have?
He couldn’t tell her the truth. He couldn’t say that he knew
exactly what kind of people would do something like that. He
couldn’t tell her that her own son would- that he had done that. He
couldn’t tell her that the “crying shame” she spoke of was all
his.

__________26_______________

It took every iota of Terrell’s fortitude to
keep from pissing his pants on the afternoon of Wednesday, June
29th. The homicide detectives that came to his job were the source
of his bladder issues.

Terrell knew their business as soon as they
walked through the gymnasium doors. They were dressed in sharp but
practical suits and they each possessed a confident gait that
bordered on arrogance. One of the pair was tall and thin. His
shaved head and dark skin gave him a slight resemblance to a young
Michael Jordan. The tall man’s middle-aged partner was average in
height and portly in width. He had sharp blue eyes and thinning
blond hair.

Terrell continued to help some kids during
Summer Reading hour, pretending that he didn’t notice the
detectives’ presence at the far end of the basketball court. The
one who inspired thoughts of Michael Jordan motioned to Officer
Smith. Terrell saw recognition light in Smitty’s eyes as he left
the kids he was working with and approached the two men.

Terrell returned his attention to the little
boys and girls gathered at his table, modeling how to use
expressive voices while reading. He saw the detectives leave the
gymnasium when he dared to glance over a minute or so later. Relief
washed over him. He allowed himself to entertain the notion that
they had not come for him after all.

That flicker of hope was extinguished when
Officer Smith called him into his office a few minutes later.

“Close the door,” Officer Smith said. The
grave look on his face told Terrell that what he was not about to
share good news. He felt an urge to take off running before Officer
Smith spoke another word.

“Terrell.” Officer Smith cleared his throat.
“There are some detectives outside who want to question you.
They’re homicide detectives, Terrell.”

Terrell feigned shock. “What the hell would
homicide detectives want with me?”

There was a slight tremble in Officer’s
Smith’s voice. “Did you know those three girls who were found in
the Lake?”

“Hell no!” Terrell snapped, locking eyes with
his interrogator.

Officer Smith sized him up. “Well, those
detectives seem to have reason to suspect you did,” he said.
“Luckily for you, I graduated from the academy with one of those
guys. I convinced them to wait for you outside, instead of calling
you out in front of the kids and making you look bad. I want you to
go with them and take the rest of the day off when you’re done.
Don’t worry. I’ll make sure you get paid for the whole day.”

“What will I tell the kids?”

Officer Smith shrugged. “Tell them you had to
take your brother somewhere for his birthday. They’ll believe
anything you say. They all look up to you.” His eyes narrowed when
he made that last statement.

“Okay.” Terrell started to leave the office
before thinking better of it and turning to face the man he knew as
Smitty. “You believe me-don’t you?” he pleaded with his eyes.

Officer Smith nodded. “Yes. I think- no I
know you’re one of the better people I’ve known. So if you say you
didn’t know those girls, I believe you. I just hope whoever did
those terrible things gets caught soon. You know it happened right
across the way from here? And this is supposed to be a safe place
for kids. This is the sort of thing that could result in the city
relocating the center or even closing it down.”

For the first time, Terrell pondered how far
reaching the ramifications of the murders were. Sure, he’d seen the
makeshift shrine of mylar balloons and teddy bears hung on the
lake’s fencing. He also knew that a candle light vigil had been
held for the slain girls at the lake on Sunday night. But just how
adversely the bodies being discovered so close by might affect the
school and the PAL Center had never occurred to him.

Now that Officer Smith had spoken of it,
Terrell realized that there were a lot less kids in the center that
day. With school out for the summer and working parents needing a
daytime shelter for their young children, attendance should have
been higher. The fact that it wasn’t suggested that a lot of people
no longer felt safe about sending their children to the Montebello
P.A.L. Center. Terrell had played a huge part in that
development.

“Try not to worry too much, Smitty,” Terrell
said, placing a reassuring hand on one of the officer’s broad
shoulders. “Things will be better once they catch whoever did
it.”

“I hope that’s soon, Terrell.” The lawman
rose from his seat. “When things like this happen, I almost wish I
had chosen to become a detective. That way I could help catch the
scum who did it.”

“Come on, Smitty,” Terrell said, smiling. “If
you were a detective, you couldn’t be the patron saint of
Montebello K-8 School.”

Officer Smith laughed and slapped Terrell on
the back. “You’re right,” he said. “You’re a good man, Terrell. I
don’t know how they got your name, but I know those guys are just
fishing. Still, you’d better not keep them waiting any longer.”

__________27_______________

Terrell stood on the sidewalk, about 20 yards
away from the school’s towering entrance. He found himself face to
face with what he thought of as a salt and pepper Laurel and Hardy,
but he knew this was no comedy. He knew right away that of the two,
Black Laurel/Young Jordan was the only one young enough to have
been Officer Smith’s academy classmate.

“Terrell Hawkins I presume,” Laurel spoke
first, extending a hand. Terrell decided that it would be best to
appear cooperative, giving Laurel a cautious shake. The thin man’s
pale-skinned partner did not offer his chubby mitt, scowling at
Terrell instead. Right away Terrell knew that he was about to
treated to the old good cop-bad cop routine.

“Yes.” Terrell pretended to be bewildered.
“What can I do for you, Detectives…”

“I’m Detective Douglass and this is my
partner, Detective Dunbar,” the thin man said, motioning to the tub
of lard. “We hate to disturb you at work, but….”

“Why are you being so damn polite to the
guy?” Dunbar interrupted, his voice as gruff as his partner’s was
melodic. “We’re here to question him, not make friends.”

“Yes, we are here to question him,” Douglass
responded patiently, seeming to measure his words. “But he isn’t a
suspect.”
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