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“This isn’t a game.


I ain’t made for the mothafuckin’ playground.

You can play ball, but ya sure as hell can’t play me.”

-Jude ‘Judge’ Cooper
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“One glance at a book and you hear the voice of another person, perhaps someone dead for 1,000 years. To read is to voyage through time.”

– Carl Sagan
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BLURB


Here Comes the Judge
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A ruthless king drug dealer, Jude ‘The Judge’ Cooper is in a league of his own. Armed with a killer smile, wicked slickness, commendable acumen, and Southern charm, he manages to mix and mingle with the best of them. A veritable heartthrob, he also manages to elude the wide arm of law enforcement time and again. Jude’s mission is simple: Be smarter than the rest. Faster than the best. Know the enemy. Accumulate wealth. Take out anyone in the way without hesitation. This motto has served him well.

But there’s one problem…

A change is going to come… The Judge is ready for a transformation, but with all changes, comes risk. There is one person he will protect at all costs, and if any of his enemies get their way, it could open the gates of Hell. Jude has to pick his poison and make a decision. The wrong move could bring dire consequences.

Iris Ashford is a divorced cashier at a twenty-four-hour grocery store, raising her niece and trying to make ends meet. Every night, a tall, handsome man comes into the store and buys some of the most unusual items. Boy, does he have the most beautiful eyes she’s ever seen. It doesn’t take long for her to find out that her little friendly crush is the infamous Jude Cooper, AKA, J.J.E.—‘The Judge, Jury, and Executioner.’

One fateful night, a simple conversation turns into a tempting business proposition and Iris unwittingly signs up for more than she bargained for. She has stumbled into a dark, seedy underworld, and is now bonded to the Judge.

Marked for life to a man who doesn’t believe in love.

Here is a tale of truth or dare, love or hate, and survival of the fittest. What is a man to do when the stakes are higher than his clientele?

Ask the Judge to find out.
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Copyright © 2021 by Tiana Laveen
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All rights reserved.
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The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. Criminal copyright infringement, including infringement without monetary gain, is investigated by the FBI and is punishable by up to 5 (five) years in federal prison and a fine of $250,000.

Names, characters, and incidents depicted in this book are fictitious and products of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and beyond the intent of the author or the publisher.

No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher. PIRACY IS AGAINST THE LAW.
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Special message: A tragedy occurred while I was writing this novel. I wish to make everyone aware that this book, “Here Comes the Judge,” is a work of fiction, and it is purely coincidental that my story takes place in Nashville, Tennessee, as well as the fact that the heroine, Iris, works at a Kroger grocery store—which is not the same one mentioned in the news. Nor is Iris the victim of a disgruntled ex-employee or the recipient of violence at the workplace. Regardless, I want to make clear that my story was already in the works after much research and time was put in. I would in no way insult, demean, or gain inspiration from such a horrific tragedy, and use it to base my story on. The setting is purely coincidental, and though I don’t completely believe in coincidences, I do believe sometimes these things happen—a situation where fact is stranger than fiction, and facts imitate art. I offer my deepest condolences to all of the families and friends that were affected by the mass shooting in Nashville, Tennessee, on September 24th, 2021. My thoughts and prayers are with you. [image: Image No. 55]
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Please do not skip this section if you have any subject or contextual triggers.

If it doesn’t apply, let it fly. What may not be offensive or upsetting to you, may be so for someone else. This warning is simply to ensure the comfort of all readers. Thank you for your understanding.
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This book is intended for mature eyes ONLY. If any of the below-mentioned topics offend you or may be a trigger, please proceed with caution:

1. Profanity

[image: Image No. 18]

2. Graphic sexual encounters
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3. Discussions and instances of racism, injustice, and prejudice, which include occasional racial slurs
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4. Graphic violence
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5. Discussions of mental illness and neglect
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6. Illegal drug usage, drug dealing, alcohol, and smoking—including marijuana, cigarettes, and cigars
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7. Criminal behavior/Delinquency
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8. Loss of loved ones
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Oh, one more thing: For those unfamiliar with my work, I purposefully write ‘goddamn’ as ‘gotdamn.’ It’s an intentional spelling error. Just personal preference.

Let’s continue…
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This book is dedicated to my illustrious Street Team: Randi Price Fain who is always there to assist and asking interesting queries, Kiana Leigh Faucette, who gives great insight into my work, Ayesha Brack Rollins who is a wonderful correspondent and round table discussion member, Leigh James who deserves a medal for her skilled beta reading and non-stop comicality during discussions, Kia Riley, Lakeysha Gilbert and Myisha Davis who all consistently support my work. Your assistance, time, and energy are priceless. The late-night amazing and occasionally hilarious discussions, as well as your invaluable input have been a godsend. I’m tickled pink when you’re invested in the latest story. You ladies are amazing. I appreciate you from the bottom of my heart.
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LOVE LETTER TO MY READERS
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First and foremost, greetings, new and steadfast readers. If you don’t mind, I want to discuss something with you that happened to me many moons ago. It was actually a situation that helped this story form in my mind.

This incident in question took place during my young adulthood, in an area called Norwood, a part of Cincinnati, Ohio, near Xavier University, in a little run-down strip mall—also not terribly far from my alma mater, the University of Cincinnati. There was a Family Dollar store, dental office, Bingo hall, and a rather unpleasant staff that occupied a cluttered beauty supply shop chock full of dusty hair products and knock-off perfume oils.

The store I will be speaking of is now defunct and has been for quite some time. I no longer live in that city or state. In fact, I haven’t lived there in a long time. Additionally, I never learned the name of the cashier involved. I do recall, however, the word ‘manager,’ written under said name. I have connected this story and my real-life situation, fused them if you will, because the heroine, Iris, in “Here Comes the Judge,” shares the same occupation and has a similar disposition. So, here’s what happened.

One day, after being terminated from my dead-end entry level job and feeling rather low regarding the matter, I walked into this big discount store with shelves of odds and ends, scratched and dented pantry items, last year’s stocking stuffer toys, and a host of almost expired toiletries and cosmetics, all under the canopy of somewhat depressing, dim lighting. A cheerless place that smelled of damp cardboard, spilled baby powder, mildew, and cheap floral aerosol sprays. I decided to venture there for a very specific reason. After white knuckling it in my car following the news of my job termination, I parked haphazardly and buried my face in the palms of my hands, sobbing.

Yes, there was plenty of bawling. I licked my wounds while sitting there, then eventually pulled myself together and devised a plan. Stop crying. You hated that job and most of the people in there, anyway. Go in this store, get some things to help you stay indoors and focused on the task at hand, and don’t stop until you succeed. You aren’t leaving your apartment until you get these duties done. You must hunker down, pretend everything is fine with family and friends, go online, and get your ass another job. STAT.

I entered the establishment knowing that my budget would now be quite tight until I found other employment. I was already living from paycheck to paycheck, and my ‘rainy day’ savings wouldn’t last more than a few months. Therefore, there could be no splurges or treats. Needless to say, I was in a horrible blue mood, even after said internal pep talk, but I figured I could get a few things in this discount grocery store to help get me through while I polished up my resume and applied for different positions that matched my college degree and experience, hoping and praying to receive an interview and job offer soon.

I perused the store, practically dragging myself from aisle to aisle, my nerves raw as I tried to look put together and ‘normal.’ Pretending I was nowhere near the verge of a nervous breakdown, I placed a number of items inside the plastic hand basket, concentrating on the prices. I don’t recall what I grabbed as this happened so long ago, but if I were a betting woman, I’d say it was perhaps a few cans of soup, bottled water, and juice with far too much sugar content. Possibly a box of crackers, dish soap, a loaf of wheat bread, salad dressing, print paper, pantyhose and a new mauve lipstick for job interviews. That sounds about right, but regardless of my foggy memory, I do remember one item I’d been unable to resist—a white Catholic prayer candle marked down to fifty cents with a faded illustration of the Virgin Mary on the front, her arms outstretched and a look of gentle worry on her mass-produced face…

I’m not even Catholic, but I felt like I needed that, too.

I finished up my shopping and found myself placing items on the conveyor belt to some upbeat pop tune coming through scratchy, staticky speakers, and when the cashier rang up my total, I dug in my purse to pay. It was then that she reached out, touched my hand, and shook her head. “No, no… go on…” she mouthed.

I was confused. She attempted to hand me the bag, but I just stood there. Frozen. My eyes watered. The initial feelings of elation dissipated into stark reality. Apprehension.

“I can’t take these…”

I didn’t want her to get into any trouble. I insisted that I pay. She once again urged me to leave, this time a bit more insistently. To this day, I wondered, ‘How did she know?’ I have never had something like this happen to me, before nor after. Sure, I’ve had people be kind to me, I would hope all of us have, but never had a cashier or manager of a store shooed me out with goods I had not paid for! I had also never been fired from a job, one that I should’ve left years prior on my own accord for a plethora of reasons, so there’s that… but I digress.

I was so taken aback. I left the store and cried on the drive back home. This time with relief and gratitude, as opposed to fear, resentment, and anger. The store closed soon after my first and only shopping experience there. I realized this while driving by a few weeks later and seeing the windows blacked out, the store name gone, and a big sign up that read, ‘SPACE FOR LEASE.’ It was almost as if I’d dreamt the whole thing up… but I hadn’t. It had been real. VERY real.

In retrospect, this dear woman possibly knew that the store was closing and just wanted to get rid of the stuff. Regardless, it had meant the world to me, and she’d somehow picked up on my mood and needs. The amount of money saved may not have been much to most, but for me, it meant gas money for interviews. She didn’t have to do that. She didn’t have to smile, either. She made a concerted choice to help someone. She had no idea what had happened to me. I wasn’t crying or looking disheveled while in that establishment. I made certain to put on a show of ‘normality’ while in public, but somehow, some way, she knew I was having a crummy day.

To that cashier way back then… if in some odd way, some strange twist of fate, if you ever see this book and read this letter to my readers, please know that I feel a great sense of gratitude toward you. It wasn’t just what you did, but also how you did it. You seemed to understand, without even knowing me, that I was in the middle of a personal crisis, and that I’m a prideful person, never wanting handouts or pity. You whispered. You touched me. You reassured me. You encouraged me. I was practically speechless but managed to thank you.

I went on to secure a new job that I enjoyed soon thereafter, met some great coworkers that became friends, that I currently still keep in contact with, and it even paid more, as well as had better benefits. Look at God…

But I thought about this situation for a mighty long time. To this day, all of these years later, the memory warms my heart and reminds me there are good people in this world. I toss around the possibilities… She may have paid the tab on my behalf; it couldn’t have been more than $20.00. She may have seen me crying in my car in the parking lot on her smoke break. I didn’t see her out there, but of course, I was in my own little bubble and saw nothing but my pain at the time. I have no idea. What I do know is that she was a blessing to me. Not the free cans of soup she offered, but the compassion from a mere stranger. The smile she gave me that said, ‘And, this too, shall pass’ was exactly what I needed at the time. I have thought about her when I have seen people struggling at times to pay for their groceries and have offered to make up the difference. I have done this more than a few times and was inspired by the kindness that was given to me to pay it forward.

We’re souls having a human experience. Let’s help each other along our individual journeys.
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This is a tale of two people who aren’t supposed to be involved with another, let alone fall in love. It’s a tale of triumph over catastrophe. A victory after boxing with the Devil, and resilience in the face of adversity. They say love conquers all, but love is simply the key to step inside a bolted, locked, and boarded steel door. Come along with me for a ride through a tale of fortune and fate. Grab yourself a tasty snack and your favorite drink. Get comfortable. It’s story time, ladies and gentlemen.

ALL RISE!

Here Comes the Judge…
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PROLOGUE


Dorothy was a fifty-five-year-old short, rail-thin White woman with long, straight silver hair that hit right below her ass. She was known for those tresses of hers, which hung down like a shimmery cape. She said the premature gray ran in the family. A quiet woman, she wore a perennial subtle smile that complimented her friendly dark brown eyes. Her only adornment, devoid as she was of makeup or jewelry. Her beautifully jeweled soul was all the brightness she needed.

Still in her green work smock, Dorothy approached the grocery line, her buggy loaded with her typical weekly fare: fourteen cans of cat food, a bag of dry cat food, cat litter, a gallon of milk, a carton of orange juice, a few cans of sardines and tuna, a box of crackers, a loaf of white bread, a package of off-brand luncheon meat, a head of lettuce, one tomato, a bottle of ranch dressing, a twelve-pack of Cola, two boxes of Frosted Flakes cereal, a bag of frozen French fries, hot dogs and buns, two bags of Lays potato chips, a box of butter sticks, a sack of seedless green grapes, a six-pack of microwave popcorn, a carton of large eggs, a canister of coffee, and a package of shortbread cookies. Yup. Iris had the items memorized now. The woman rarely deviated from these customary rations. Iris secured her hair in a knot and pinned it up. Kenny Rogers’, ‘The Gambler’ entertained her while she worked.

“How you doin’ tonight, Ms. Dorothy?” Iris began to ring up the articles.

“Oh, I’m all right, I suppose.” The frail woman grunted and shrugged her shoulders. “Can I get a carton of those Winston’s, please?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Iris retrieved them, then rang them up.

“They cut back my shift again,” Dorothy explained. She worked second shift at a gas station.

“Again? That ain’t right. Is it temporary?”

“I sure hope so.”

“Well, I hope it is, too, and you can get back to fulltime. Being stressed over money is no fun. Folks got bills to pay.”

“Don’t I know it.” Dorothy handed her a host of coupons, some of which unfortunately were expired. Just then, the tall, handsome stranger came up behind the customer, but kept his distance as he waited to be rung up, too. Iris turned around to see if another line was open, and it was.

“Sir, line seven is open. You don’t have to wait.” She pointed down the way.

“Thank you so much, ma’am, for that information.” He did a slight bow of his head, as if he were tipping an imaginary hat. He was such a nice-looking man with his cropped shiny black hair and gleaming eyes, it made her pause and do a double take. Well groomed, smelling so damn good. His cologne filled the air—not overpowering, but distinct. “I’m fine right here.”

Iris found it curious that he wasn’t in a hurry to get through checkout faster, but she offered him a friendly nod and continued on with Dorothy all the same.

“Well, I hope things get sorted for you, Dorothy.” Iris bagged the last items then turned back towards her register. “All right, after applying the valid coupons, your total is $39.72.”

Dorothy opened her pocketbook and started to pull out singles, five-dollar bills, and change. The music kept playing, Kenny talking about gambling and such, almost mocking the situation as it became painfully obvious that Dorothy was coming up short. The lady stared at the bagged items.

“I ’spose I can put the grapes and chips back. How much would that save me?” The woman looked so hopeful as Iris went through the process of removing items from the total. She still didn’t have enough.

“Ms. Dorothy, how much do you have, honey?”

The woman started counting all over again. Much to her surprise, the handsome stranger didn’t once move a muscle in impatience or anger. He didn’t grunt, clear his throat in annoyance, or make to move on to another line. In fact, all he did was tap his boot to the song as he looked down at his phone.

“Looks like I’m about eight and some change short. Take the cigarettes off. I got a few left to last me a day or two if I’m careful.”

“I got you.” Iris went for her purse.

“Oh, no, baby. I can’t let you do that, Iris.”

“Ms. Dorothy, it’s all right. God blesses those who bless others.”

When she pulled out a ten-dollar bill from her wallet, the stranger spoke up.

“’Scuse me, ma’am,” he said to Dorothy, as he reached around her. “Please take your groceries, the grapes ’nd chips, too, and go on about your evening.” The man motioned for Iris to ring the two items again, then handed Iris his credit card. He returned his attention to his phone, clearly oblivious to Iris’ stare when she couldn’t believe what he’d just done.

“Sir, thank you so much,” Dorothy stated, her voice trembling. “Iris here is so sweet, and I darn sure didn’t want to take a dime from her. I’ve never had this happen before… Thought my coupons would cover it.”

“You don’t have to explain nothing to me. Just let me take care of this, and you hold onto your money. I’m payin’ the entire amount.”

“I don’t know you, young man, but I don’t want to take a dime from you, either so please keep your money and I’ll just go without for a day or two. It’s no problem. Iris, hand this gentleman his card back, please.”

Iris started to do as the woman bid, but his eyes met hers this time, and he shook his head.

“Nonsense. I insist.” He was looking right at her as he spoke, not at Dorothy.

Ms. Dorothy batted away tears, and Iris returned her purse to its usual spot under the cabinet on which the register sat. Moments later, Dorothy was thanking the man again profusely, her groceries in tow, and heading out the automated door.

“That was mighty kind of you. I know she appreciates it. We all fall on hard times every now and again. You were a blessing to her,” Iris stated as he placed his items on the belt.

“Better to be a blessin’ to somebody than a curse, I suppose. People are like coins. Two sides to us all. I reckon I wasn’t in a cursing mood. Chose the blessin’ this time around.”

She smiled at his words but found them rather perplexing. Dark and uneasy.

What a strange comment…

That was all he offered, before he went on radio silence. When she was done ringing up his things, he gathered his belongings, waved goodbye, and headed out the door. If it weren’t for his cologne lingering in the air after he departed, she figured she might have imagined the entire encounter…
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CHAPTER ONE


Gilded Cage
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All I could hear was the buzz of a restless fly, the tingle of sweat crawlin’ around my ear canal, and the riling hum of death at the door. KNOCK. KNOCK, motherfucker. Let me in.

The loud clang of slamming doors at the Riverbend Maximum Security Institution echoed, like the warning from a hellion hidden in the shadows. Jude’s upper lip tickled as droplets of perspiration collected along his Cupid’s bow, some of it soaking into the dense mustache he’d trimmed that morning before taking the long drive to see his brother, Cain. It was hot as hades in the waiting area of the prison, where he sat. Being stared at. Whispered about. The staff couldn’t keep their eyes off him.

“Well, aren’t you two a pair,” the angular-faced guard mocked with a coiled grin, rocking back on his thick-soled shoes. Jude craned his neck and glared at the man. Their eyes locked like rams in battle. Pistol on his hip, the guard’s blue shark-like eyes flickered as he gave Jude, then his brother, who was sitting behind a long bench table, a careful stare.

“A pair of what? Am I supposed to know you?” Jude questioned as he slipped his tattooed hand into his jeans pocket.

“Naw, son. You don’t know me, but I know about you two. Jude and Cain… You two look like a couple modern day mobsters, dark hair ’nd all. A bunch of tattoos.”

“Man, you’re rubbin’ me the wrong way. I came here to visit my brother. Not be critiqued by the likes of you.”

“Well guess what, buddy? I’m not here for your pleasure.”

“Pleasure? I don’t give a damn about you, and I don’t want a damn thing from ya, ’cept for you to leave me alone. What do you care about my hair and body? Sounds kinda suspect to me. You’re standing there like some waiter.”

“A waiter?”

“Yeah. Do you take lunch orders? Make yourself useful, and I don’t want shit from the disgusting chow hall here. Go fetch me somethin’ good. None of that bullshit gossip though that you gargle and eat every day.” He pulled out a wad of cash and tossed a folded five-dollar bill at the guard’s feet.

A few people within earshot burst out laughing. The man looked down at the bill for a long while, then raised a dark gaze, his cheeks flaming red.

“Oh, you want lunch, big boy? Maybe some spaghetti or pizza, you fucking wop. Your mother was Italian, right? Crazy ass parents…”

Jude’s jaw tightened as he balled up his fist. His lips curled in a smile, wider with each word the bastard spoke. The man felt big and tall in that place, one of the few spaces in the world he couldn’t touch him.

“Must run in the Mafia style family,” he went on. “Bunch of lunatics. Psychos. Ain’t Jude short for Judas?” The guard sported a slippery-as-snot smirk on his face. “And we all know what in the hell Cain did to Abel, now don’t we?”

“Well, ain’t I lucky then that my name’s not Abel?” Jude took note of the guard’s name on his tag before turning away.

“You two have fun now,” the fucker chortled, his handcuffs clanking against his hip as he trekked across to the other side of the room.

A big vent overhead ushered a nice breeze into the room illuminated by hospital grade bright lights. Cain offered a watery smile.

“You always come in with a bang, Jude.”

“That piece of shit’s name is George Patton. I know he’s the one giving you trouble.” Cain looked away, scratching his head as he looked at him from the corner of his eye. “I tell you one thing. I don’t like him… think I’ll give him a lil’ surprise,” Jude whispered, then winked.

“Behave. Startin’ shit in here and haven’t even been inside for five damn minutes. I thought I was the resident hothead of our duo. Haven’t seen you in so long, baby brother…” Cain’s voice choked up.

“You can stop that little brother shit. You’re only older than me by eleven months. I probably saw a leftover piece of your damn placenta on my way out,” Jude teased as he slipped into the seat across from him. “Might as well be twins.”

Cain tilted his head to the side and eyed him well.

“You look good, Jude. Real good. Got that fire in your eyes.”

“I ’spose keeping my nose clean will do that,” he lied. They both shared an all-knowing grin.

Jude leaned across the table, clasped his hands, and could practically smell the change in his brother. The bad man from Middle Tennessee had been weakened by the prison walls. Brought down a notch or two. He was pale, almost ghostly. Gone were the days of his sun-kissed skin and jet-black, shoulder-length waves flapping in the wind while riding his Harley. Gray hairs sprouted at his temples, threatening to spread to the fallen king’s crown, and his blue eyes looked dead. The hell and brimstone of his nature was extinguished. His drive to fuck shit up all but gone.

“You’ve been had. The life is sucked out of you. What are you going to do about it?” Jude questioned.

Prison was a wretched, ancient vampire. Her fangs were made of iron, and her agonizing bite matched her earsplitting bark. The cage for men extracted one’s liveliness, and never gave a damn thing back except a day closer to death, tinged in the blood of lost freedom. Remember it and weep.

“The life is sucked out of me. Not much I can do. This place is my wife, these walls, my mistress. All they do is fuck me over, take my pride, my money, nag and holler, and run off with my best friend. Forget about me though. I understand you’ve been clean all the way around.” Cain’s eyes turned to inky slits, the color in his face showing for a split second, as if by chance, those words alone could allow him to live vicariously through him.

“Gotta stay clean, man. Ain’t the tweakers dirty enough?” Jude chortled.

Cain shot a couple guards a careful glance, then leaned in. The brothers faced one another like opposing mirrors. Reflections of fraternal tainted blood. Bonded by silent oaths, and unbreakable alliance.

“How’d you always look so healthy locked up? When you were doin’ your time, Jude, you were bigger and stronger each time they let your ass back out into the wild.”

“I told myself I refused to die in here.” He looked around the prison, then rested his eyes back on his best friend, his brother. “I had hope.”

“You didn’t have a life sentence. You had assault charges… racketeering… sellin’ weapons…No monkey on your back countin’ down the days.”

“I did almost everything you did, and then some… you know that. You and I could have a graveyard named after us. I did it though, without the sentiment. It was never based on my pride or emotions. It was never personal. All business. You could never keep your feelings in check, Cain. I told you it was gonna fuck you up one day.”

Cain sighed loudly and lazily looked away.

“I tell you what though, if I had a life sentence, Cain, I’d spend all my time in the library here reading law books, on the phone and computer any chance they’d give me, workin’ out and forming alliances with any and every motherfucker who knew about jurisprudence up in this joint. You’ve never been able to see past your own circumstances. You’re too emotional.”

“Oh, shut up. I don’t need a lecture.”

“You need a kick in the fuckin’ ass. That’s what you need. Now I have to do everything by my gotdamn self,” he spat while jabbing his finger against his chest. “You were the only one I trusted. I warned you about this, but it ain’t over till the angels sing. It might take five years. Maybe ten. Maybe twenty. But if you believe you’ll get the hell outta here, you will. Have a little faith. What’s the harm in that?” He shrugged. “You ain’t got shit else to do.”

“Now you sound like me… what you accuse me of doin’.” Cain shuffled about. “Selling pipedreams.”

“Oh, I sell plenty of pipedreams, brother.” Jude’s lips curled at his own little joke. “Let’s turn that frown upside down… talk about something that makes you happy. Oh, I know, your brief time in the Marines. You enjoyed that. Let’s see. Oh yes, Memorial Day, two days before you got locked up. You loved the fireworks and barbecue. We had a good ol’ time… the family… kids. It was a night to remember.” Cain looked down at the floor, his eyes glossed over. “Come on, man. Don’t you want to be patriotic for a minute? Lift your spirits?”

“Ain’t nothin’ patriotic about my circumstances, Jude. I ’preciate you tryna help, but I’m not… I’m not like you.” He turned away, gripping the white fabric of his prison jumpsuit. “The American flag I held in high regard while servin’ my country, ain’t the same American flag I saw in that courtroom. The American flag I saw in that courtroom when they handed down my sentence, might as well have jumped down from that damn pole and strangled me.”

“And you’d let it do it? Like a sitting duck? Flags are made of cloth. Every piece of fabric has holes in it, Cain. It’s woven for God’s sake. Find a fuckin’ hole and crawl through it, you pathetic piece of shit.”

Tense silence stretched between them. Cool air rained down on hot heads soaked in sweltering tempers, temperatures, and sweat. The stench of body odor from his brother permeated the air like a fog. His own expensive cologne blended with it, making a nauseating bouquet.

“You need to wash your ass.” Cain offered a half smile and folded his arms. “Depression doesn’t look good on you, Cain. It definitely doesn’t smell good, either.”

“I’ll wash my ass soon as I kick yours, you cocky cocksucker. Look, the only thing I need is a cigarette and a crossroad puzzle.” Cain winked at him, then leaned back against his chair.

“I’ll take care of it.”

As usual, they danced around words, turning and twisting them into a language only they could understand. Those left unsaid spoke the most. They’d done this since they were small children. Sneaky little devils, Mama used to call them. Two filthy sides of a dusty coin. I need a crossroad puzzle meant he was having a problem with an inmate. I’ll take care of it meant, well… just that.

“Patriotic?” Cain’s brow rose, as if he was suddenly interested in revisiting the topic after all.

“Yeah, that’s what you like, right?”

“Right!” He jetted out his tongue, scoffing. “You can take that flag and stick it up your keister. I’m going to die in here. I want you to be prepared for that, Jude. I’m not, but I need you to be. Don’t get optimistic on me now. I’d hate for you to change up from your usual self during the last inning.”

“You were given a life sentence. Don’t mean a period was put on that sentence. It’s a comma.”

“You uh Language Arts teacher now? Grammar. Fourth period. Subbin’ for Mr. Jacobs’ class.”

“Live, motherfucker. Watch your tongue. There’s power in the blood. Power in the words. Power in the heart.” A small, torn piece of paper lay on the table between them. Judge picked it up and fiddled with it, rubbing it between his fingers like a damn booger, then flicked it.

“Peter won’t talk to me.” Cain sniffed, then crossed his tattooed arms, pouting with bunched lips.

“Lil’ Pete is a teenage boy whose father is locked up in this hellhole, and he blames you for all the shit going on in his life. He’d blame you even if you’d been a choir boy. That’s what teenagers do. Hate their parents. It’s their job. He’ll be all right. He’s only thirteen.” Jude shrugged.

“Hell, when you and I were sixteen and seventeen, Jude, we were fuckin’ grown as far as I was concerned. That ain’t much older than him.”

“That was us. Not Peter. He’s got a kid’s mind, just like he’s supposed to. We were forced to grow up fast. Don’t put our fucked-up birthright on him.”

Cain nodded after mulling what he’d said.

“Yeah, you’re right. It’s wild though. We paid bills, lived in an apartment, started a fuckin’ empire. We watched over our kin. We had money. Cars. Women. Lots of ’em.” Cain pitched him a sleazy grin. He caught it and tossed it right back. “You know what I miss most about the free world? I miss being with women, man. The look of ’em, the way they sound… the way they move…” Cain’s voice trailed at the end, and he moved his fingers about, as if smoking an invisible cigarette. “I’d give a fuckin’ finger to smell some pussy right about now, motherfucker. Ain’t nothin’ in here but fairies offerin’ bussy, and the few female correctional officers in here are either snitches, or ugly with nasty attitudes. The thought of fuckin’ ’em never crosses my mind, but I imagine eventually, I might get so desperate that I may ask.” Cain ran his hand along the side of his face. He seemed listless, exhausted. “Just let me catch a cute blonde with some big ass tits and a nice smile strolling through here… lift her little skirt and let me just…”

His brother closed his eyes, nostrils flared, and wore a squalid smile as he imagined it all. “Just a little whiff… a touch… a taste… Just a little bit… I never wanted for nothin’ until now. That’s the curse of prison. You ain’t gonna ever be up in some warm cooter ever again. At least not the real thing. We had the world in the palms of our hands. Remember?” He slowly opened his eyes, his smile remaining.

“The women?”

“Yeah, the women. Some of them were ten years our senior when we were still teenagers. Beautiful babes we were screwin’ on a daily basis. It’s a wonder our dicks didn’t fall off. How many women you got now? Three? Four? Or are you settled on one for a change? You’re getting long in the tooth, playboy. Wild oats sowed?”

“I’m lowkey right now.” Jude tapped the table with his fingertips. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw another guard pick up the five-dollar bill, shove it in his front shirt pocket, and mosey away. “Not worried about any women.”

“I know you’re not the marryin’ type, but one day, Jude, you’re going to need someone you can trust.”

“You hate your exes though, and I trust myself now. That’s enough.”

“Naw, you’re gonna need a partner in crime. If not that, at least somebody you can come home to and take a damn load off. You’re gonna burn out. Fast. You’re going to get tired of the bullshit and want to hang up your cape.” Cain can see inside of me, just like I can see inside of him. He knows I can’t argue about this. It’s the truth. This shit is definitely getting old. “Set up roots before that happens, Jude. That’s how you’ll know the woman is really down for you. She needs to meet Judge, before she meets Jude…The monster, before the man. I had a good thing and fucked it up. She hates my guts now. Don’t be like me.”

Their gazes hooked. Judge yawned.

“Cain, I’m good. Don’t need the aggravation. I fuck when I need to, then send ’em on their way. I prefer to just hop on Tinder or something like that, meet up, and after… poof! She’s gone.” They had a good laugh at that. Then Cain drew serious again.

“I worry about Peter.”

“I told you not to. He’s just a kid.”

“Age ain’t got shit to do with’ it, Jude. He’s got my blood. Sheltered or not. You know we’re poison… Watch my boy. I told him I don’t want him following in my footsteps.”

“I’ll watch him.”

“I can’t get through to him. He hangs up when I call, or his mother says he’s not there ‘because he tells her to. I’m sure she’s in on it, too. You know she hates the ground I walk on. Maybe you can.”

“Maybe I can what?”

“Get through to him. You’re the one that’s good with words. You can sweettalk quicksand into turning you loose and sell ice water to a fuckin’ Eskimo. He likes you more than me anyway.”

“Oh, cut the bullshit, Cain. I ain’t come here for no damn pity party. The birthday cake is fuckin’ horrible, and I’ve never been a fan of balloons.”

“Seriously… If something happens to him, Jude, I’m gonna—”

“I said I’ll watch him, Cain. I’ve been doing it, haven’t I? I’ll have a talk with him though. You have my word.” He ran his hand along the back of his neck, massaging a kink. “I see him a couple times a month when I stop over. I make sure he and Sherry get their bills taken care of. Just like you used to do. Last week, when you and I spoke on the phone last, he even asked about you. I told him I was coming to see you. See? That’s progress.”

“Really? What did he say when you told him he was coming for a stopover?” Cain’s eyes glowed with promise.

“That you should go fuck yourself…”

Cain lowered his head and burst out laughing, shaking it.

“Well, at least he wants me to get some action, even if it’s from my own hand…” They both had a good laugh at that. Cain scratched the side of his nose. “Thanks for comin’. I needed to see ya. To look into my brother’s eyes. Grandma, before she passed away, I told her that she was too old to keep coming, and besides, I didn’t want her to. It broke her heart to see me like this; that’s what she was always saying. Then she went on to read Bible verses to me. Bible verses ain’t gonna save me.” He laughed mirthlessly. “I bet if Mama and Daddy were still alive though, they’d—”

“Nope. We’re not takin’ a slow walk down Fairytale fuckin’ Lane this fine afternoon. The hell with Mama and Daddy, Cain.”

“Why do you always do this? I have a right to talk about our parents!” The man’s voice rose like dust from the floor. “You always wanna shut the conversation down, like they did somethin’ to you personally.”

“I’d say robbin’ a bunch of banks, the last one with a million security cameras, and getting shot by the police until their bodies looked like Swiss cheese is doin’ somethin’ to me personally, motherfucker.”

“They did it for us!”

“That shit wasn’t for us! Look where it landed us. In the homes of strangers. Weirdos! Don’t start that shit, Cain. They’re not heroes. They’ve been dead for almost twenty years now, and you’ve bought into the hype. We walk in their shadow. You know I love ’em, just as much as you did, but Jesus, man! They had kids! I don’t need to romanticize the past, and neither do you. I live on Reality Avenue, right across from Common Sense Lane. You should come on through some time for a visit.” Cain sucked his teeth and huffed. “Look, Mama and Daddy loved us. I know that, all right? They were nice to us, I suppose you could say, but bein’ nice to your kids at home, while raisin’ hell out in the streets has consequences. Doesn’t matter now though, does it? We bounced around from foster home to foster home after that botched robbery they pulled, until Grandma went on and took us. She could barely take care of her damn self, let alone kids. Let’s just agree to let go, all right? Move the hell on.”

“I’m not romanticizing our parents’ lives, Jude. They were legends. There’s no sugar I need to add. Fuckin’ desperados.” Jude huffed and rolled his eyes. How fucking outrageous.

“Are you serious? Desperados? They weren’t outlaws, motherfucker. They were scratchin’ at the concrete lookin’ for a miracle like everyone else! Trying to survive.”

His brother pointed an accusing finger at him, his eyes made of brass, and his lips distorted, turned downward. “Show some gotdamn respect.”

“Or what?” Judge paused. “Come on, Cain… What’s going to happen if I don’t bow down to the altar of our dearly departed mother and father, huh?” He tossed up his hands. “Lightnin’ gonna strike me? A witch’s curse, maybe? I wish lightning would’ve struck the day we were gettin’ the tar beat out of us, and fried Uncle Danny’s house! I wish that lightenin’ would’ve split his tweakin’ ass in two! Where was the lightning at when I was a kid, being tied up to a fuckin’ bed for three days, sittin’ in my own piss in foster care?! Mama and Daddy died, Grandmama cried, the cop lied, and now you’ve been convicted and tried. Don’t nobody give uh fuck ’bout no poor ass White boys from Bordeaux. None of that shit is real! Our lives were shitty, so ain’t no such thing as no fuckin’ miracles, and respect is earned. Uncle Danny had one thing right, and that was it.”

“Fuck Danny. Didn’t karma pay his ass a visit and stayed all night?! This is magic, Jude. You’ve got it. I’ve got it.” Cain looked wild in the eyes, as if he’d had some great epiphany that only he could comprehend. “It’s in our blood. The poison runnin’ through our veins is pride, privilege and prejudice. I’m just saying that if they were here, brother…” He leaned in close. “If our parents were here, they’d make sure we were fine. That’s all. Straight, no chaser.”

Jude stared at his brother, making the choice to not speak another word about it. He’d let Cain live in his illusory world, dance in it, then die a slow death.

“…I better get going.”

“You make sure you come see me again before another six damn months pass. The phone calls don’t always cut it.”

“Three. I’ll be back in three months.” Jude winked as he waved three fingers about.

“All right. I reckon that’s fine.”

“Do you need anything? I sent the packages. Food and what not. Sneakers, too.”

“I got ’em. I have everything I need. ’Cept the cigarettes and crossroad puzzle.”

Jude nodded, reassuring his brother once again as he got to his feet.

“Oh, before I go, I wanted to tell ya that I got a strange email couple of days ago.” Jude smoothed out a few wrinkles in the sleeve of his white button-down shirt.

“Was it from Peter tellin’ me to fuck myself in Spanish this time around? I heard he’s bilingual.”

Jude grinned and shook his head. “Nah. Just a warning from our friends in small places and spaces, with no traces. I wanted to give ya the heads up.”

Cain nodded in understanding. It wasn’t the first time their lives had been threatened. After all, he and Jude had claimed other people’s turf in a way that shocked even the most seasoned drug lords. A war had begun on account of his brazen actions, and he was dead set in the center of it, daring anyone to come and get a taste. “You take care of things in here, Cain, and I’ll help. I’ll take care of things out there, and you keep me informed…”

Cain chanted their mantra.

“We don’t hide, we don’t run, we grin and grab our guns.

We don’t tuck no tails ’round here. We don’t believe in fright or fear.

Behind bars, or free as all outdoors,

We stand at attention, like hard dicks in front of whores.”

“You know it.”

His brother got to his feet and outstretched his arms for the guard to cuff his wrists.

“Thanks again for lookin’ after my boy and his mother. You’ve been good to them over the years.”

Jude nodded, then turned and walked away. He could hear the sounds of his brother being shackled once again, like some damn creature. A monster in need of a good taming.

Cain wasn’t in there for ripping off a girl scout and riding off with her cookies. He’d taken out two people with a machine gun one early Sunday morning—high as a kite, a small dispute that had erupted in much more. He’d been enraged, a ticking time bomb years in the making. A slow buildup of frustration and pain. Now, here he was, rotting away, and Jude hated him for it. He needed his brother, yet nothing could be done. Fate had spoken. They’d called every decent lawyer in town, offered large sums of money, but it didn’t matter. They’d exhausted the court system.

No more appeals. No one wanted to hear anything from Cain, a prior drug addict and dealer, the eldest problem child of the notorious bank robbers, Angel and Johnny Cooper. Cain had stood there in broad daylight, under the sizzling kiss of the Tennessee sun, and wiped out two young men primed for college. One of them had a police officer father. The boy? A high school football star. They’d robbed him; quite a large number of pills, and had paid with their lives.

But that hadn’t been the true reason Cain had lost his cool. It had only been the final straw. Cain wasn’t sorry for killing them; he was sorry for leaving his son fatherless. Just like Mama and Daddy had done to them.

Jude made his way out of the prison and placed his black sunglasses on, then got into his truck. He turned on the radio as he made his way out of the remote area and the sounds of ‘Motley Crew’ by Post Malone blasted through the speakers…
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CHAPTER TWO


Pawns in the Game
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Monroe, a regular at the twenty-four-hour Kroger that sat nestled between a hoagie sandwich shop and a nail salon, shuffled along the frozen food aisle at around two in the morning. His voice out of tune, he sang along with Loose Ends’ ‘Hanging on a String’, which played through the speakers.

Iris would know that voice from anywhere. The man always came in to get a pint of chocolate or rocky road ice cream, a pack of cigarettes, and a couple cases of beer. He was loaded—not money wise, but he was an alcoholic to the core. Drunk out of his mind, he provided a source of passive entertainment for her and the few other employees who worked third shift. She stood at her cash register checking out her cuticles. Dry. They need oil. I need to get my nails re-done, period. Long purple talons covered in rhinestones, dipped in silver at the tips were done to perfection, but her two weeks for a fill-in had come and gone. While she debated what color to get next, her cellphone buzzed in her jeans pocket. Slipping it out, she noticed it was her niece.

“Now you know you’re supposed to be in bed and asleep,” she reprimanded the fourteen-year-old, cradling the phone between her neck and shoulder as she applied hand sanitizer to her hands.

“I know, Auntie, but I got hungry, and wanted to know if there was any more shrimp fettuccine alfredo left,” Ayanna wailed, sounding as sad as could be.

Iris smirked and shook her head.

“There’s some left. Look way in the back of the refrigerator, behind the bag of lettuce. You’ll see a Tupperware bowl with a red lid. Speakin’ of stuff in the refrigerator, you didn’t put that peanut butter in there again, did you Ayanna? I told you it gets hard as a brick when you—”

“No, Auntie. It’s on the counter.”

“Okay, good. It’s late to be eating fettuccine but go ahead. You didn’t eat much at dinner. When you finish, I want you to go straight back to bed, all right?”

“Okay. I cleaned the bathroom, too.”

The Gap Band’s, ‘Humpin’’ now drifted through the speakers. Someone had turned it up a notch. Probably old ass Anthony, an older Black guy with a salt and pepper short, lopsided afro. He was supposed to be security, but spent most of his time laughing, flirting with customers, drinking juice without paying for it, and dancing like James Brown in the back room.

“Okay, good. Homework finished, baby?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“All right. I’ll be home ’round six.”

“’Kay. I love you. Good night.”

“Love you, too.”

Iris ended the call and turned to see Monroe shuffling back and forth, doing his little drunken dance. Monroe was middle-aged, but when he spoke, he sounded like he’d lived a couple centuries. The older White man approached her line, spinning to the sounds of ‘Every Little Step,’ by Bobby Brown. Iris burst out laughing and helped him place his pint of chocolate ice cream and six packs of beer on the conveyor belt. She grabbed the cigarettes he always purchased without even asking.

“Hey, Mr. Monroe. You doin’ good tonight?”

“You know I am, pretty lady. Wanna come dancing with me? The bar is still open.” The older timer winked and flashed his fingers adorned with gaudy, tarnished gold rings, some with dull diamonds that tried to sparkle to no avail.

“You know I have to work, Mr. Monroe. Besides, I wouldn’t want to steal you away from some nice lady waiting all her life for you!” She chortled as he did a spin and began to gyrate, performing some silly dance, but no doubt believing he was the king of the ball. He stopped fooling around just long enough to pull out his worn brown leather wallet and popped three crinkled twenty-dollar bills in her palm. “Keep the change, darlin’.”

“You know I can’t take no tips, Mr. Monroe.” She attempted to hand him back his five dollars and a few coins after she’d completed the transaction. He did this sort of thing on occasion, offering his bread to cashiers – typically just the women. He shook his head as if disappointed in her, then started to do some crazy janky ass moonwalk away from her, waving as he cradled his brown paper bag of treats against his chest. She burst out laughing and waved him goodbye, then jammed the paper bills in her bra and tossed the coins back in the register before squeezing more sanitizer on her hand.

Her co-worker Lark bumped into her, startling her. “Monroe got robbed a few days ago.”

“Girl, you scared me! Why you always creepin’ up on somebody?!”

The tall, skinny blond sported a twisted grin reminiscent of a bolt of lightning, under almond-shaped aquamarine eyes.

“I didn’t creep up on you. You just weren’t paying attention. Poor Monroe.” The lady sighed as she slid her cell phone into her front pocket.

“He got robbed for real? What happened?”

Lark popped her gum, gathered her thin hair into a ponytail and secured it with a bright pink scrunchie.

“Erin said he was out drinkin’, as usual, and while he was at the bar, he left his damn wallet on the counter. You know him bein’ an army vet ’nd all, some people believe he’s got money squirreled away in that house of his. Not only did the thieves take that man’s wallet, but they also took his house key, too, then went in and stole a bunch of shit.”

“I told you once, I told you twice, I hate mankind sometimes, Lark. That don’t make any sense. He don’t bother nobody. The only person he’s hurtin’ is him. The only thing that has the right to be mad at Monroe is his own liver. Do they know who did it?”

“Oh, yeah. Thankfully his neighbor saw ’em, called the police, and they were arrested in the act. Caught red-handed. Had some of his TVs, old wine glass collection, a computer and everything.”

“You know that could’ve ended up much worse. What if he’d managed to get home, saw them, and something happened?” Lark nodded in agreement. “Monroe keeps a Smith & Wesson revolver on him at all times. I heard he might be a drunk, shaky when he moves, and walk in a zigzag, crooked as them mountain people’s teeth, but he can shoot straighter than an arrow.”

“I heard that, too. They say in the 1980s he blew somebody’s head clean off from over one hundred feet away. Anyway, you know he ain’t been right since his son died twelve years ago. That’s when they say his drinkin’ got really bad.”

“Mmm, that’s too bad. We all got losses. Hope he don’t pickle himself before he can find a bit of hope at the end of that rainbow.” Iris yawned, wishing her shift was over so she could slide into bed after seeing her niece off to school.

“You wanna take a smoke break with me before Ginette gets back? She’s doing inventory but you know how she is. Soon as we look like we’re relaxed and mellow, she wants to give me some busywork, like counting how many bottles of dish detergent we’ve got on the shelves, dumb shit like that.”

“Yeah, I can do that in about ten minutes. Herman’s still not on his register; it’s just me, so I have to wait until he gets back.”

“Where is he? Sleeping?” Lark laughed, poking fun at the man who had fallen asleep last week, standing straight up at his register. It had been the damnedest thing to see.

“In the back doin’ inventory with Ginette.”

“Cool.” Lark started to scratch her arm. Iris glanced at the faded track marks, purple and pink flattened blemishes once caused by needles and fallen grace. The woman didn’t discuss this much, except to say that years ago while living in Florida, she’d had a problem, but now, after a few stints in rehab, she was well. She said in passing a few times that she still attended meetings and seemed pretty serious about not going back to that life again.

Iris dug in her purse for a piece of gum. The two would sometimes take breaks together, but Iris didn’t smoke cigarettes. Usually, she’d just stand outside the grocery store with her, sipping an ice-cold Pepsi and gossiping about work, or discussing their plans for the upcoming week. ‘Sara,’ by Fleetwood Mac, was now the tune in the store. Lark bopped about to the music, snapping her fingers with nails covered in sparkly chipped blue fingernail polish.

“My cousin loved this song. I miss her, Iris. Abigail has been gone a long time, but I think about her every day.” Sadness flashed in her eyes, but hope also showed in her smile. “They play the best music on third shift, don’t they?”

“I think so, too. It’s a playlist the old manager put together, the one that quit right before I started working third shift, they say.”

“Nelson. He looked like Kenny Rogers. How you like working at this time? You’ve been on it long enough to have a good feel for it now.”

“Since I switched from second a little while ago, I prefer it because it’s less people. I’m not dealin’ with the same nonsense, either.” Lark nodded in agreement. “I don’t mind cleaning up for the morning crew and helping re-stock, either. It’s almost peaceful, if you know what I mean.”

“Serenity. Like a spa… in a grocery store,” Lark teased.

“I wouldn’t go that far, but yeah, the pros outweigh the cons.”

Minutes later, the two slipped outside to the front of the building. The night breeze smelled sweet, tinged with the wispy white trails of Lark’s Newport cigarette. A dying roach twitched under an overhead light a couple of feet away. Iris kept staring at it, lying there on its reddish-brown back near a trash can. Lark leaned against the grocery store window near the icebox, curls of smoke wafting from her red painted mouth. Every now and again, a car or truck would go by interrupting their small talk—a discussion Iris wouldn’t recall an hour later. The buzz of another car dragged her attention away while Lark went on about a new candle scent from Bath and Body she wanted to get her hands on. That car is so bright… like a big yellow ball of sun…

Another vehicle passed by, then another…

The ones with loud mufflers drowned out the muted country music drifting from a little bar called Piggy’s, across the way. The sign sported a pink pig holding a pint of gin in its hand. It teetered back and forth, its body aglow in white lights. Lark tapped her cigarette over the open trashcan, letting the ashes fall inside, and looked straight ahead. Quiet. The star-filled sky felt like a blanket of amity. It was so perfect, as if God had hand-painted it just for the two of them.

“I’m done with Tom,” Lark announced, her voice a bit louder than before. “I’ve had enough of his shit. Kickin’ him out.”

Iris had heard this malarky before. Tom was Lark’s live-in, good for nothin’ boyfriend. He was good looking and mean. The bastard cheated like his life depended on it, and he was disrespectful down to his grubby soul, cursing her out and carrying on, regardless of who was around. Iris huffed, spit her gum out into a wrapper and tossed it. Then, she uncapped her Pepsi and took a hard chug.

“I’m serious, Iris. I know ya don’t believe me.”

“You right. I don’t. Last time you did this song and dance, you got me all wrapped up in it. I helped you, even assisted you with the light bill that was in his name and he refused to pay, and then you turned around and went right back to him like you’re called Lark the boomerang sensation.” The woman sucked her teeth and rolled her eyes. “You and I weren’t as close then as we are now, but I hated to see you hurting like that. I got away from my ex years ago, like I told you. I know what it was like. Now, y’all back together and he hangs up on me when I call. Got me out here lookin’ like the bad guy when it’s all on him. Don’t talk to me about no damn Tom unless you ready to be a woman of your word, ’cause I ain’t running to your rescue again. Fool me once… and you know the rest. I bet—”

“I know, I know, I know.” Lark put up her hand to stop her and closed her eyes. “I was still fightin’ for us… in my heart. I can’t do it no more, girl. I wasn’t as strong as I am now.”

“You mean reality set in.”

Lark seemed to mull this for a bit.

“Iris, the truth is, I needed him to watch the kids, ya know? I couldn’t afford to pay no daycare for after school let out and in the summers, but that’s not even worth it no more. He hardly works. He smoke up all my cigarettes, eat all the food in the house. When I get home, he wanna fuss ’nd fight. I got a plan this time.”

Iris took another chug of her drink. “You do? And what’s this new plan?”

“My sister is movin’ back home from Kentucky. She’s gonna watch Tonya and B.J. for me. She’ll be here soon, matter of fact. I ain’t said one word to Tom about it. Then, if I get that managerial position, I can afford to hire an overnight babysitter. My sister said she’s tryna get down here and go back to school eventually, but she’ll do it for a few months… let me get on my feet.”

“What are you going to do if you don’t get the managerial position though, Lark?”

Lark shrugged, then tapped some more ashes into the trashcan. She looked down at the roach and stomped it with her thick soled tennis shoe. “I’ll ask for a raise. I been here five years. Three years at the other location. Pay only went up a dollar that whole damn time. There’s other places that’ll pay more. I don’t wanna leave ’cause I like Cindy, Ginette, and them, but I will if I have to. I got enough experience. I can work at the Dollar Tree down the road, or Dollar General.”

“Hell, I heard they pay their retail clerks less than Kroger. You’d be jumping from the frying pan to the skillet.”

“I know, but I could get a managerial position at one of those, and then I’d be makin’ more.”

“You can’t just walk up in there and be a manager though, Lark. There’s people there with tenure. I’m not saying it’s impossible, I just want you to have a plan B is all.”

“I don’t need no plan B. I can do just what I said. Watch me.” She blew out more smoke, her eyes sparkling with big aspirations and glittery dreams. “I’ve done it before; I can do it again. What about you? I know you ain’t wantin’ to be no cashier forever. Thought about trying to do somethin’ with that cosmetology degree?”

“No, I didn’t like that too much. It’s a way to earn some money, but it’s not my passion. I want to open my clothing store. The fancy boutique. It’ll be decorated in purple and silver, and—”

“I know you aren’t still talkin’ about that store, Iris. Now you know that—”

“Hell yes, I’m still talkin’ about it. What’s wrong with wanting to open a nice boutique for ladies and girls? With pretty clothes and accessories?”

“You don’t have any experience doing that. You’ve never earned a business degree before.”

“I told you I worked at that thrift store back when I still lived in Memphis, and I had a good eye for what went with what. Got customers in there from my mannequin displays alone.” Lark put her hand on her bony hip and pursed her lips. “I’m for real. We don’t have anything like that ’round here, something to give these girls and women some confidence, and ever since I moved to Bordeaux to take care of Ayanna, it’s been nothin’ but people satisfied with life ‘as is.’ Just ’cause we’re not used to having something, or seeing it be done, doesn’t mean it’s impossible. Dream big is what I say, but always have a solid plan. Believe me, I’ve got one. It’ll happen. Eventually.”

Lark took a long drag of her cigarette and shook her head.

“I’m not saying you can’t do it, honey. I’m just saying people ’round here won’t appreciate it, is all.”

She stared at Lark, picking at the tiny unsaid, sugary words smashed between the rough lines.

Maybe because I’m Black, she thinks nobody will come, but she ain’t got the heart to say it? I don’t give a shit what she says. This is doable. It’s something that could benefit the community, and when we as women feel good about ourselves, we make better choices. When I was a little girl, I loved playing dress up. I want to give that same feeling to others, but on a bigger scale. I tell her to have a Plan B, but she is standing here telling me to forget my dream altogether. She means well, but thankfully I’m not easily discouraged. She is the shoe and the roach.

“Well, tell me this, Iris. Where are they going to wear a cocktail gown to, huh? ’Cept their own funeral. Half the girls ’round here go to their proms pregnant.” She cracked up, her face reddening at the thought of it. “It’s a damn shame, but that’s what happens when you don’t have shit else to do. Eat. Drink. Shoot up. Fuck.”

Here she goes again… Iris took another swig of her drink.

“I ain’t stayin’ here forever no how. My store doesn’t have to be here. I can set up shop anywhere in Tennessee and be just as content. Regardless, my boutique would have nice shirts, pants, things for dinner and luncheon dates. Business suits for office jobs, or those in sales. Costume jewelry that looks nice, well made. Not like the stuff at Walmart. I mean, Walmart is all right, but this would be better, and not cost much more. Not just dress up clothes, either. I’d have a consignment area for teenagers, too—the stuff they like to wear. The name brands. Nice uniforms for nurses, not that hard, scratchy, stiff scrubs they’re used to. I can get some of the folks I know in Memphis to help me with it. I know plenty of seamstresses. I got it all planned in my head, but first I need to get my niece through high school, then I can take some business classes and focus on it.”

“Shit, since you hellbent on this, you can go to business school now. On the computer.”

“And who’s gonna pay for it?”

“Monroe. You know he sweet on you. Called you his little sweet chocolate drop the other day.”

They both burst out laughing at that.

“That man is a fool. Crazy. I told him not to call me that shit again. The week before that, he called me his African Queen. I ain’t never been to Africa a day in my life, but I know his drunk ass has been hugged up with a toilet a few times too many.”

Just then, a big gleaming white Ford F-250 pulled up close, right beside a handicapped spot. The windows were tinted a slick ombre of greens and blues, and the sounds of ‘Sick Of This Place,’ by Charlie Farley, blasted from the interior. A blue light glowed from beneath the vehicle, moving in tune with the music. The truck’s engine turned off abruptly, and the driver’s side door swung open. Out poured thick smoke, followed by a tall, broad-shouldered dark-haired man with a full beard and a black star tattoo under his left eye. Normally it would’ve been hard to see from such a distance, but a parking lot light shone right down upon his head… like a halo.

His silver and diamond chain glinted in the front store lights as he drew closer, wearing all black from head to toe—from his leather jacket, down to his black cowboy boots that beat against the pavement.

Iris couldn’t look away. She’d seen this man come in often, and his visits seemed to increase as of late, but damn if he wasn’t a sight to see. He was always friendly enough, but also short on words. In and out, no dilly dallying. When he’d look at her, she’d feel as if he were staring right into the depths of her soul with those light amber eyes of his.

“Howdy, ladies,” he stated without making eye contact. Just like that, he slipped inside the store before either could say a damn word.

“Oh my God, girl, he’s so sexy! I don’t know his name, but I sure as hell wish I did!” Lark grabbed her neck as if she were about to choke herself out. Wanting to die if she couldn’t get just one kiss.

“I didn’t realize it was him ’cause I never saw him actually pull up to the store before.”

“He has a lot of rides. So far, I’ve seen a red convertible, a black Dodge Ram, and this one.”

“You even know what he drives? Damn. You must be a stalker.” Iris laughed as the woman snuffed out her cigarette on the wall, then they made their way to the door to re-enter the place. “He dresses awfully nice. I’ve often wondered what he does for a livin’.”

Lark shrugged. “Who the hell knows? He probably ain’t even from here. At least, I’ve never seen him until a few months ago.”

“He comes in a lot, actually. Always real late…” Iris’ curiosity was now peaked. She did normally enjoy chomping on the eye candy, then out of sight, out of mind. But something about the way he pulled up, got out of that truck, and his deep rumbling voice as he greeted them made her heart beat a bit faster. I ain’t even into White guys like that… but I have to give credit where credit is due. God did the damn thang when he made that fellow. That man is gorgeous.

“I wonder where he went?” Lark looked around like some private investigator.

“Girl, you better stop.”

“What?” She giggled. “I’m done with Tom, and I’m not blind. I can look.”

“You got your own shit to square away. Don’t go counting your chickens before they’re hatched. If Tom’s crazy ass finds out you’re on the hunt, he’s liable to come up in here and act a fool. Don’t be bringing that type of trouble around here!” Lark burst out laughing, but Iris was serious. The woman’s boyfriend had arrived high in the sky, like heaven before, hollering and making a big scene, accusing Lark of sleeping with their boss at the time when they’d met on second shift years ago—an eighty-one-year-old man named Jerald, with glaucoma and three missing fingers on his right hand.

Lark tossed her a quick wave and disappeared down the canned fruits and vegetables aisle, probably headed to the restroom. Iris made her way back to her register on aisle 2, express lane, and turned on her light.

I need to do a bit of grocery shopping before I leave. We’re low on butter and ketchup. I’ll get Ayanna some fruit punch, too.

T.S.O.P.’s, ‘The Sound of Philadelphia’ started to play.

“Kroger is a disco now, huh? Where’s the time machine?” The husky, deep voice cut through her thoughts. The man placed a box of bandages, asparagus, red wine, aspirin, assorted colorful markers, hard candy, and drawing paper on the conveyer belt. Each time he came in here, his grocery haul had no rhyme or reason, each collection stranger than the last.

“The security guard keeps interrupting our music with his own.” She smiled as she began to ring up his things.

“Do you like it?”

She realized that was the first time the tall stranger had ever asked her a question.

“The music?” She shrugged. “Not really. I like oldies sometimes, though. I like a bit of everything, but some of the stuff he plays isn’t really my jam.”

The man nodded in understanding.

“I like a bit of everything, too.” He wedged his tattooed hand into his pocket and pulled out his wallet, then slipped his credit card through the scanner.

“What’s your name, if you don’t mind me asking?” His gaze zoomed in on her name tag, then came up to meet hers. “My friend is sweet on you, so I figure I could at least find out for her.” She placed his items in a plastic sack, one by one.

He put his wallet away, and it was then that she noticed the big ass bulge in the front of his jeans. Sweet Lord almighty…

“Jude.”

“Jude,” she repeated as she slipped the receipt in the bag.

“Is your friend the tall, pretty blonde that was wit’ you outside?” He smirked.

“Yeah. Her.”

“What if I wasn’t sweet on her though? What if I was sweet on you?”

He wasn’t smiling. In fact, he looked so damn serious, her stomach flipped, shocked to hell. She turned around, looking about.

“You lost, beautiful? What you lookin’ ’round for?” He laughed as he gathered the two sacks in his grip. “You need to ask her permission to give me your number?”

“No, I just… I don’t know.” She shrugged and hugged herself, looking deep into his mesmerizing amber eyes. “Threw me for a loop.”

“What? You not used to men hittin’ on you? I find that doubtful. Pretty thing like you.” Now he reminded her of a damn shark flitting around in the ocean, bloody prey only a few feet away. “What’s your number?”

She scratched at her neck, feeling a bit guilty. Waves of confusion rushed through her.

“How ’bout you give me your number, Jude, and I give it to Lark? You said she was pretty. Must be an interest there, right?”

“You think I come in your line just about every time I enter this place to see that woman?” He pointed towards nothing in particular. “There’s always at least two lines open, baby. This and another one, the same just about every time. I don’t use the self-checkout. I come to you ’cause I like lookin’ at you. Seeing those pretty, slanted jet-black eyes of yours, and smellin’ that perfume you wear.”

She swallowed. Then again.

“Now you’re flirting. This is the most we’ve talked since I’ve first seen you.”

“It was bound to happen. I don’t usually approach women, they’re too busy approachin’ me. But I’m stepping up to the plate because waitin’ on you didn’t prove fruitful, so I gotta grab the berries and make my own jam.”

“Now how do you think my friend is going to feel with you carrying on like this?”

“I’m not worried about her, and from overhearing her arguing outside on her phone a few times, she got man trouble. I don’t want no part of that shit. You on the other hand,” he pointed at her bare finger, “are available.”

“You don’t know that.” She fought the urge to laugh, enjoying their banter a bit too much.

“Oh, I know.” His eyes narrowed on her. “I pay attention.” He pointed to his star tattoo under his eye. “I like seeing how you’ve done your nails up every other week, and what shirt you’re wearin’ under that blue store smock. Sometimes your hair is tucked away in one of those wrap things you like to wear. Other times, it’s like it is tonight, pulled back into a curly ponytail.” He cocked his head to the side and smiled at her. Such a bright, striking smile. His teeth could be in a show of their own. They almost looked like veneers. “What’s your number, Iris?” His eyes drifted back to her nametag. “Come on now, I won’t bite.” He glanced at his watch. It looked expensive, like a Rolex. “I have to go. I want to talk to you later though…”

“615-555-4334. That’s Lark’s number.”

“Figures.”

She burst out laughing and grabbed her hand sanitizer once again.

“I’ll see you soon, Iris. You’re a good friend. This conversation is far from over, but I’m sure you already know that. Oh, and one more thing: The white Sara Lee bread is expired, but the wheat is fresh. Enjoy the rest of your night.” He smiled once again, nodded as if tipping an invisible hat, then walked away…
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CHAPTER THREE


The Method
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Jude gazed through a haze of smoke at the old grandfather clock in the corner of his modern bedroom. He lay with a cigarette in hand, eyes heavy and throat dry. He glanced at the glass of water by his bedside. Empty. The heavy chime of the clock had awakened him, though he’d already been halfway out of the warm embrace of slumber. The thing had been in the family for years, and his brother had told him one of their older cousins believed it was haunted. Rumor was, a spirit clung to it like a raindrop on a windowpane. Another tale was that it had predicted three deaths by chiming mere seconds before the passing of said family members, never on the hour as it was supposed to do. Disturbing accounts aside, something about it made him feel at peace. He didn’t get the heebie-jeebies from it in the least.

Great Grandpa had had it, Grandma had had it, Mama and Daddy had had it, and it had been in their house for as long as he could remember. Time is the only thing that’s real in this whole wide, fucked up world, and when your time is up, ain’t a damn thing you can do about it.

He yawned and stretched his legs and arms. He rarely used an alarm. His body just seemed to know when to rise and when to retire for the day. He turned towards one of the windows, almost as long as the wall itself, with crown molding and ribbed pillars on each side. The thick white curtains were drawn shut, but a sliver of light tiptoed inside past a curled fold, letting the dawn dance in. A flash memory of his childhood came forth. Not a particular instance, or event, but an emotion: Fear.

Fear was so foreign now. Inside of the cold confines of dread lived a sense of comfort, for it reminded him he was still alive, still human. He’d spent so many years on edge, riffed with anxiety, that he had no idea until many years later, it wasn’t normal to be constantly petrified. Now, he barely batted an eye at the most disturbing of sights and unfortunate circumstances.

As a child, I used to be afraid of the dark… He brought his cigarette up to his lips and drew on it. Smoke purled from the side of his mouth. I guess now I’m afraid of the light…

Grabbing his platinum and diamond chain necklace from his white marble nightstand, he slipped it over his head, situating the silver cross against his bare chest just right. Moments later, he sat up on the edge of the bed, picked up the remote control, and turned on the television. There was a morning report of a drug bust. He lazily looked at the large flat screen mounted on his wall and listened to the reporter, with his perfectly coiffed mahogany hair and an ill-fitting gray suit.

“…Methamphetamines have been shown to release four times as much dopamine as cocaine. Although meth preparation, also known as cooking, requires lengthier times, drug trafficking enterprises can generate far more revenue, faster. While dangerous to create, much of the meth produced in the United States today comes from drug cartels filtering into the Southern states, as happens right here, in Tennessee. Border patrol agents seize ten to twenty times more meth today than they did just a decade ago, the drug typically found concealed inside vehicles trying to cross border checkpoints…”

Jude turned off the television and got in the shower. Powerful streams of soothing water hit him, the heat producing a steam certain to clear his sinuses while the sounds of ‘Beautiful Mistakes,’ by Maroon 5 and Megan Thee Stallion serenaded him. When he was done with the wash and grooming, he doused his neck with Stefano Ricci’s Royal Eagle Gold cologne.

He slipped on a white t-shirt, pairing it with black Levi’s and his white Giuseppe Zanotti London double-zip leather low-top sneakers. He studied himself in the mirror to make sure everything was in order—fresh haircut, slightly longer on top and faded on the sides, just how he liked it, with sideburns that blended into a dense black beard.

Satisfied, he left the house and jumped into his truck that was parked on his driveway in the quiet suburban neighborhood of 12 South. Speeding down the side roads, he drove toward Harriman, a small rural town known for its fall Renaissance Festival and spirited games of pickleball. At last, he pulled up to two small white houses, both sporting American flags on the front and windows dressed in blinds. Slipping a key out of his pocket, he approached one of the houses, unlocked it, and stepped inside. The all too familiar odor of methamphetamine crawled inside his nostrils, making them flare.

“Judge? That you?” Paul hollered over the sound of the television, the lisp from his missing teeth pronounced.

“Yup.” Jude rested his hand on his gun as he traveled down a short hall, then pulled a red curtain aside. The area was populated by a variety of equipment, tubes, hoses, bottles, blacked out windows, and all the fixings for a small-scale, yet meticulously run meth operation.

“Hey, Judge.” Paul glanced up at him from behind thick goggles. “Cops came around yesterday, like I told you. Jasper gave us a heads up so we managed to have everything put away.”

“We’re movin’ again soon. I’ve got a trailer in mind about half a mile from here, and another house.”

“Cool.”

The middle-aged man used to be a science teacher in Alabama, until he’d gotten addicted to crack cocaine in the 1990s. He’d beat the addiction but couldn’t find employment, so he’d ended up in and out of jail on small crimes just to survive. Jude had met Paul through his brother and saw the diamond in the rough, the value deep inside the man.

Paul understood chemicals. He understood drugs. He understood human nature. The man had lost his entire family and career—there would always be a sense of desperation driving him, propelling him forward. He had no interest in taking meth himself; it wasn’t his drug of choice. Nor did he appear to wrestle with the lure of craving, and he wasn’t riding a moral high horse. The man simply wanted to make a living. A good living.

“This batch is going to be perfect, Judge!” Paul said with pride as he moved about slowly, with gloved hands.

“It better be.”

“Oh, it will. We’ve got the good brand of iodine, ether, and plenty of acetone… I got the red phosphorus delivery, too. I made sure the other labs got their share.” Judge had between twelve to fourteen meth labs sprinkled throughout the city of Nashville at any given time. Rather than going for a huge central spot that would garner too much attention, he focused on smaller dwellings and shuffled his focus among them, never allowing them all to operate simultaneously. By the time the police were sniffing around, he was gone and off to another one. He was always a step ahead because warming a few greedy officers’ palms with a wad of cash made life so much easier. In fact, Jude had quite a few people on the payroll. He also had a few rules for his employees, including Paul, his top dog and manager:

1.   No labs were allowed to ever have children present on premises or in the vicinity.

2.   No one was to speak to anyone outside of his jurisdiction. His name was to never cross their lips with people outside their circle.

3.   Never make business calls on personal cell phones. Burners and old school SIM card flip phones with no Wi-Fi only.

4.   Gloves, goggles, and safety procedures were to be followed to the letter. His product was 70-75% pure at all times. He’d had a few fires and explosions over the years, but if his guidelines were respected, the likelihood of such a situation occurring was slim. Explosions caused loss of productivity, product, and personnel. There was another damn ‘P’ word, too, for such disasters also invited the police over for a visit—particularly the ones hellbent on upholding their duty, and those he prided himself on eluding.

5.   If he dropped in unannounced at any of his properties and saw anything disconcerting, the employee would be first told their pay would be cut in half and they’d be given a stern warning. Second time, they’d be judged—hence, his nickname—and the consequences could be deadly. He wasn’t opposed to the death penalty. Third time? There was no third time. He didn’t play ball.

6.   Jude took excellent accounting records. He knew what materials were bought, when they were purchased, and who had what. If you stole from him, there’d be no pardon. If even one bag of crystal meth, ice, speed, biker’s coffee, chalk, yaba or crank came up missing, he’d know, and it wouldn’t be long before he was bringing down the gavel.

His phone vibrated and he looked down at the text that just came in:

I need some glasses for a party.

It was one of his customers, Alex, a long-time crystal user. The fucker injected and snorted the shit like a vacuum and constantly needed a large quantity on hand. Alex was often broke, but usually managed to swindle someone or panhandle long enough to get enough money for his glass. Judge used to sell him pills, Percocet and fentanyl, but he’d retired from peddling prescription medicines years prior and focused solely on his meth services.

Jude decided instead of texting the man back, he’d call him. He remembered that dear ol’ Alex had gotten paid—his social security check had come. It was showtime.

“Alex…”

“Judge,” Alex stated breathlessly, his addiction making him drip with need and desire, the newly deposited money burning a hole in his pocket. “You’re the best in town, man. I want top notch tonight.”

“You complained last time that my prices were too high,” Judge smirked and crossed his arms.

“They are, but with your shit, I don’t have to worry about what it’s cut with. I mean, I don’t mind it being cut if it gets me the same or better feeling, but some of this shit is causin’ me problems, man. I got a gram from that one guy, Locust, and it had me freakin’ out. I was up for five days, hallucinating. His shit is garbage.”

“You played with the rest, now you’ve returned to the best.”

His price was higher than his competitors’, such as many of the Mexican drug cartels that were moving into the small towns and taking over, but Jude knew his worth. He knew his product and the tweakers had begun to distrust some of the cartels’ front men because of the unscrupulous dealings, bad product, and revenge killings. Jude and men like him, those born and bred right there in Tennessee, still had courtside advantage, but only if the tweakers believed in the dream that was being sold.

Besides, many of his customers were former cocaine addicts trying to save a little money but get the same or better high. That’s what meth was: a pretty girl in a cheap dress. The bastard daughter of Ms. Temptation and Mr. Sin. A thrill of a ride, but there was no way off once you slid on top of her for a fun fuck, lest you cast yourself off the jagged cliff.

“How much for a couple of grams? Do I get a weekend discount?” Alex chuckled nervously.

“This isn’t an auction. You know the price. Thirty dollars per gram. It’s still primo—very small percentage of additives, no tweaking, no hallucinations, no clawin’ your eyes out, and anything that is comparable in quality to my load is triple this amount in other cities.” He could hear the guy snorting, mulling it over.

“Okay. Ninety dollars. I want three grams then. Where should I pick it up this time?”

“Casa dos. Send my money to the Cash App. Once it clears, you can get what you need.”

“Okay, got it. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

The call abruptly ended. Jude always named his locations and told his customers where to get their fix on any given day.

He peered beyond the curtain and found Paul still working.

“Alex is comin’ through soon. Give Cecil three grams for him. Five others are coming through between three and four today. I will text you their names.”

“Okay, Judge. Got it.”

“Cecil will have his hands busy after midnight because there’s nine more. I’ll let Kash know, too. Cecil will bounce between the two houses here because I don’t want him at the same spot for each transaction. I will let him know he needs to bring Kyle with him.” Cecil, Kash and Kyle were three of his distributors. They always kept heat on them, twenty-four-seven. Kash was being personally groomed. He had the most promise. “You remove this curtain and put the door back up today, with the bolt. Got it?”

“Yes, sir.”

Jude headed out the house, then proceeded to do an inspection of the second home next door. This one was also equipped with a meticulous lab, run by a lady named Sizzle, who knew her shit. She often had the assistance of two other people—who he’d vetted—and they got the product primed and ready on a consistent basis. He gave her the run-down of the customers coming through soon and let her know how much supply was needed for the next twenty-four hours.

“Be on the lookout for anyone you’ve never seen before, Sizzle.”

“Oh, I will, Judge. I’ll let you know if I notice anything. Just like always.”

Jude bid her a good day after seeing that things were in working order and met his standards. He went on to check on some of the other facilities, made a few calls, then returned home in the evening to get dressed for dinner. Typically, he favored meeting a couple of friends and going to a favorite steakhouse, but tonight, he decided to go it alone. Jeff Ruby’s Steakhouse was the place to be.

After valeting his truck, he got a table and ordered several items from the menu. He was a regular, so the staff knew the types of drinks he liked, and how he enjoyed his food cooked. Every now and again, someone would see him sitting there, in his dinner jacket and jewelry, and introduce themselves then ask what he did for a living. He always gave the same spiel: ‘I’m in sales. An independent contractor.’ It was an honest answer. He ate his appetizer of crab cakes, indulged in a boneless ribeye with bourbon peppercorn sauce and truffle fondue, their signature macaroni and cheese, and fried veggies. When it was time to leave, his leftovers were packed nicely, and he exited the place, the taste of his cabernet lingering on his pallet.

He lit a cigar on the drive back home, first listening to the sounds of Revel Day’s, ‘Baby it’s you.’ He enjoyed the music as he drove slowly on the streets, slick with a fresh drizzle of rain. The air smelled sweet and clean. Moments later, he parked at an adult living facility he’d been to so many times, grabbed the leftovers, and headed inside.

“Good evenin’, Deloris,” he said as he passed the nurses’ station. He went on up the hall, his back straight, humming the melody that had played in his car. The plastic wrapped around the containers of the black cloth carry-out bag crinkled with each step as they rubbed against each other.

He arrived at the closed door, where the glow of red and purple lights filtered through the threshold. He input his key, then turned the knob and entered.

Eli sat with his back to him on the end of the bed, watching television. He was making jerky movements, his arm up as he swayed in awkward ways to music. Jude approached and rested his hand on the man’s stiff shoulder.

Eli turned and looked up at him with those big blue eyes, a tilted smile on his face. His lips curled in a smile, gums showing.

“Jeeeeewd… Jeeeeewd…”

“Yes, it’s me.” He kissed the top of the man’s head covered in silky carob brown waves, then cleared a table surface laden with drawings and candy wrappers and placed the containers of leftovers there. “I brought you some steak. I ordered way too much food tonight on purpose, and look, I even got ya your own dessert, Eli. Chocolate cake!”

Eli began to move his left arm excitedly up and down, as though tugging on a pulley. Jude sat down beside him, helped him tie on a bib, and cut up his steak. After Eli had finished eating and washed it down with a vending machine Pepsi, they sat side by side, with Nick Jr. on in the background, drawing and coloring. The purple and red spinning light in his room was peaceful. He could see why he liked it. Eli began to get sleepy, yawning over and over, so he removed his pajamas from the drawer and waited while the man dressed, then brushed his teeth. He helped tuck Eli into bed, bringing the soft teal and cream sheets to right below the man’s stubbled chin.

Jude reached for the remote, then turned the volume to low. Eli preferred to fall asleep to the faint sounds of the television.

He stood there for a moment, watching, then listening to Eli’s soft snores. When he was sure the man was asleep, he leaned over, kissed his cheek, and headed back out…
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CHAPTER FOUR


True Blue

[image: Chapter 4 Image]

“There he is.” Lark stuffed the last bit of her creamy chocolate éclair in her mouth, then pointed towards the automated front doors where their gorgeous customer was walking in. He hadn’t been around much lately. What a pleasant surprise. “I should take some salami and slap him with it.”

Iris burst out laughing. She was a few minutes away from the end of her shift, and now, the tall stranger called Jude—who’d refused to entertain her offer to set him up with Lark—was in the building.

“You just being mean for no reason.”

Lark chuckled, put her hand on her hip, and shook her head.

“At least, when he let me down easy, I ain’t have to see his face. You should go on ahead and holler at him if he asks you again.” She crouched down to tie her sneaker. “I don’t have no claim on him no-how. Better one of us get a date with him instead of none.”

Iris wasn’t certain she believed Lark, for the woman didn’t sound very convincing. “Do you regret asking me what he and I were talkin’ about now? I wasn’t going to say anything, Lark. He said you were pretty though. That had to count for something.” She felt a bit hot and strange as the man disappeared out of sight down one of the aisles.

“You can stop repeatin’ that, Iris.” Lark stood straight and smirked. “The whole, ‘He said you were pretty’ thing. Ugly babies are called precious for a reason. It’s a way to save feelings. Anyway, I ain’t pretty enough apparently.” Yup, she’s sulking. Licking her wounds. This shit is awkward as hell. “He must think he’s too good for lowly ol’ Lark.” She laughed, picking at herself.

“Last I checked, I got the same job as you, so I don’t think it got anything to do with you being lowly, as you say. And speak for yourself. I ain’t ordinary. If you knew what was good for you, you wouldn’t claim that shit either. Watch the things you say about yourself, even in a joking way. Your heart doesn’t know the difference.”

“I was just being silly is all… I know you’re trying to make me feel better. I had no idea I was hollerin’ and screamin’ so much on the phone with Tom, some customers noticed.”

Iris rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. “Heffa, I been done told you that. You even got called in the back office when we was both still on second shift a couple years ago. Then you had the damn nerve to have him on speakerphone. Might as well have said, ‘Good evenin’, Kroger shoppers, listen in to this dysfunction. On ya mart, get set, GO!”

Lark burst out laughing so loud, she cupped her mouth to stop herself. “It’s on your mark, not mart, but I’ll go in the back of the building from now on.” She shrugged.

“But it’s creepy back there. It stinks, too. All that trash.”

Lark shrugged again. “Sounds like when Tom is home. I’m used to it.” They both burst out laughing together this time before the lady strolled away, looking back a time or two, a twinkle in her eyes. Or maybe that wasn’t a twinkle at all, but the shimmer of budding angry tears. Iris had no idea how serious Lark’s crush was on this guy until recently. The woman watched him all the time. Yet, that mess with Tom needed to be straightened out before she entertained another relationship.

Iris rested against her table near the cash register, legs crossed, and admired her newly painted nails—this time bright gold adorned with emerald jewels and charms. That was the one self-care thing she splurged on. Her Aunt Blue was big on that, too. Aunt Blue and her grandmother had helped take care of her and her sister while her mother worked long hours at a food plant after Daddy died. Before that, Mama had been one of the few stay-at-home mothers in their neighborhood back in Memphis. Daddy had been a long-distance truck driver, making pretty good money, but when he passed away in a truck accident, money had gotten tight fast.

Lily was never the same since then. Neither of us were, but I guess people take grief differently. Some transform tragedies to triumphs while others end up crash landing. At least that’s what some of those talk shows say. Now I’m raising her daughter, Ayanna, and she blamed me for all of it. That’s a lotta nerve. Tellin’ me she already got a mama, or she don’t need me to fill Mama’s shoes. I got a shoe, all right, and if she come around tryna raise her fist to me again, I know exactly where I’m going to put it! Try God, not me, go pray, be productive, and get some damn therapy. She was the one out there in the streets with all of those different people and left the child alone all the time when Ayanna was just a baby. She needs to be thanking me for putting my life on hold to raise her daughter, while she gets to still run the streets.

Lily just gonna have to get over all of this bitterness. Don’t forget to come and pick up yo’ feelings, baby. Better that priceless girl be with me than her.

God, I know you’re tired of me asking you this, because the person has to want help for you to jump in and do anything. Charity starts at home, and I know ya gave us free will, but please help my sister…I’m scared for her… She in bad shape.

Setting aside these grim thoughts, she focused on something more pleasant. Dreams of her boutique.

I gotta get me some more money and tighten up my plan. Seems like as soon as I get my check though, it’s gone.

Iris budgeted her money so tight, down to the nickel. She put some of it in savings for her boutique and the main portion into keeping a roof over her and Ayanna’s head, as well as food on the table.

Jude sauntered over and emptied his cart contents onto the belt.

This time, it was a pair of reading glasses, aloe vera gel, a big bag of bubble gum, Lays potato chips, a couple of spiral notebooks, a comic book, a Salisbury steak frozen dinner, a car sticker magazine, two packs of blue ink pens, a crossword puzzle activity book, some muscle car magazine, a Farmer’s Almanac, two coloring books, jumbo Crayola crayons, shaving cream, razors, Hershey’s chocolate bar, one Bartlett pear, and a box of condoms. The big boy ones…

She smiled. “Hey, stranger. Ain’t seen you in a couple of weeks.” The chiming of the register commenced as she started to ring up the items.

He counted out some bills from a thick, rubber-banded wad of cash he retrieved from his wallet. He over here peacocking… She shook her head and kept working.

“How much you get paid to work here, Iris?”

She looked down at her smock. She’d taken her nametag off a few minutes prior and slipped it into her purse. As if reading her mind, he cleared his throat.

“I’ve known your name the entire time. I said it last time I was here, too.”

“I know. I remember. It’s been a minute since I’ve seen you. Usually you come in a couple times a week at least, and you are here later than usual this time around. Everything all right?”

“Yes ma’am. You sound like a wife drillin’ me about where I’ve been.” He smirked, his focus still on that big, fat stack of money. “I think I kinda like it. Now, how much they payin’ ya?”

“Paper or plastic?”

“Paper money or credit card?” He laughed. “Plastic. I always get plastic. Which is better for the environment?”

“Neither. One of ’em fills the landfills, the other one takes away the trees. You bringin’ in your own tote each time is the best option. We got some for sale on the end caps if ya want a couple, or a few.” She pointed at them.

“I’ll buy a couple of ’em next time. How much they give you on that paycheck?” he repeated.

“If you need an application, just let me know.” She slipped the crayons in the blue and white plastic bag. He must have some kids. I wonder how many? Candy, toys, and cartoonish stuff. One time he even bought some jacks, and the little rubber ball that comes with ’em in the pack, too. I ain’t seen no jacks since I was a little girl. I guess the condoms mean he ain’t tryna make no more.

“I need to hire somebody for somethin’. Part time. Could you use a bit of extra income? I might have an opportunity for you.”

Did this motherfucker read my mind before he walked over here?!

“You sound like one of those salespeople that go door to door trying to peddle their pyramid schemes. I ain’t tryna go diamond, and I don’t want your vitamins, cosmetics, or skincare products, either.”

“If you work third shift, you might have some expendable time. It’ll only be a couple of hours, a few times a week.” Not once had the man looked her in the eye during this visit. He just kept looking at that money in his hands and talking, ignoring her comments and jabs. He was smooth and cool with it. Friendly, yet stern, in a strange sort of way.

“At first you wanted my number; now, you’re asking me if I want a job. Well, which is it, Jude?”

“It’s both.”

She just glared at him then shook her head in disbelief.

“Your total is $53.27, sir.”

He handed her three twenties, then shoved the cash back in his wallet. She watched him like an eagle.

I could use a bit more money. It could help me get the store opened quicker and put somethin’ up for Ayanna for college. Everybody knows in order to get money, you gotta have a little money. Something to invest in yourself. The building I get for my store will probably be a fixer-upper, here or somewhere else in Tennessee. Probably somewhere else. I ain’t tryna stay here too much longer. How did he get all of that money? Hell, he might own a business or something. Let me at least ask.

“Is it something illegal? ’Cause if it is, you can keep on walkin’.”

“Applying for the job of being my date, or for the part time gig?” He grinned, drawing a smile from her.

“All I care about is the part time gig.”

“Well, I’d need to interview you first, to make sure my gut instinct is correct, but you’d be keepin’ someone company.”

“Oh, hell naw! You have a nice mornin’, Mr. Jude. Thank you for shopping at Kroger and come again… but in somebody else’s line next time, please.”

“No, not like that!” He waved his hand about, and his complexion deepened. She found that kind of cute. Made him seem more trustworthy. Sincere. “That came out wrong I suppose.”

“I’d say.”

“I have a friend who has some mental health challenges. He stays in an adult care center not too far from here. He likes to play Chess, watch TV, and he’s obsessed with NASCAR. He gets lonely, and I can’t be there with him all the time. I want him to have someone who stops by and talks to him during the week, not just the nurses and doctors. Someone who maybe has lunch with him, takes walks around the property with him… things like that.”

“I ain’t no nurse though. Why don’t you just get one of those traveling caretakers or an adult babysitter?”

“No,” he said firmly, cutting her off. “I don’t want someone who is in the system, seeing him as a check or someone to get outta their way and over with. I want a person with a good heart who won’t talk about him, but talk to him, and who will appreciate the time with him, because despite his challenges, he’s good company. He’s a good person. A smart person. I need someone who wouldn’t be in it just for the pay.” He gathered the bags in his arms.

“You don’t know if I got a kind heart, sir. I could leave from here every morning and go out yonder, running over squirrels in the middle of the road with my car for pure pleasure, then go home and fantasize about building a torture chamber to put old White folks in, and make ’em watch slavery movies from dusk to dawn.” He laughed and shook his head. “I’m serious, now. Folks is crazy nowadays. We can barely trust our own shadows, let alone a person we see workin’ in a store, that we think is cute.” She looked him up and down. “Looks can be deceiving.” Her heart swelled with warmth and anger as the emotions behind a troubled past, peppered with egregious incidents, reminded her just how cold the world could in fact be.

“Oh, don’t I know it, darlin’.” His smile slowly faded. “I know it so well that I could write a book on this troubled world, but some would say I was the main orchestrator of it. How ’bout this? You think it over, then give me a call in the next couple of days.”

She gave him a long, hard look, traveled her gaze around the store, then slid her phone out of her pocket.

“All right. What’s your number?”

“615-555-8901. Jude Cooper.”

She typed it all in, then saved his contact information. Out the corner of her eye, she spotted Lark watching from a distance.

“Got it.”

“Make sure you call me.” He picked up his bags again, and turned to walk away.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Don’t think about it too long, beautiful. After all, who’s gonna fund that torture chamber you got your heart set on? It won’t just build itself, you know. Start with the movie, ‘Roots.’ That’s one of my favorites.” He chuckled, then disappeared out the doors, the rising sun waiting ahead of him…
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“You not about to worry me and work my nerves wit’ that mess.” Aunt Blue chuckled as she slipped her black leather pants past her thick, cellulite-dimpled thighs. Her pink satin panties bunched against the slick material. She jumped up and down a time or two, her weathered brown skin riddled with stretchmarks around the tummy. Grunting, she struggled to squeeze herself into the attire. All that said, Blue was still gorgeous, and the woman knew it. “I’d tell her just like that, Iris.”

Iris sat back on her aunt’s pink sleek couch with a higher back on one side than the other, reminding her of something that would be planted smack dab in a Barbie condo and smelled of burning incense. Her bedroom was decorated with lush plants, gorgeous artwork of Black couples in the throes of passion, and an old school record player and stereo system. ‘Like This And Like That,’ by Monica was playing on the CD.

“Lily decided to block me on her phone again.” Iris waved her hand lazily about and rolled her eyes. “The only reason I moved to Boudreaux is so that Ayanna’s schooling wouldn’t be interrupted again. What happened was bad enough, so I didn’t want to uproot her. But, Aunt Blue, the neighborhood is so damn bad. I can’t stay. I ain’t told anyone, but I think I need to talk to my job about a transfer come end of the school year.” She sighed. “I’ve been thinking about it long and hard these past couple of weeks. I think this’ll have to be the last year for sure. I can’t take it. I keep my hand on my pepper spray, and I got my pistol, too. It’s a little bit of a hike to get to you here out in Camden, but not too far… Maybe I’ll come back here, if I can afford it. I want to get a little house for me and Ayanna. Gotta leave so we’d be safe.”

“Girl, where you’re at is a cakewalk compared to when we all lived in Memphis!” Blue narrowed her eyes and snorted.

“That’s true, but I had gotten accustomed to livin’ here that year, and then after Lily went and did what she did, I had to move. I need to bring Ayanna on over here, regardless if her mama like it or not. I like my job, the folks are nice, but it doesn’t pay enough, so that’s a problem, too. Also, I want to open a boutique, just like I told you.”

Blue nodded and slid a diamond ring down her finger.

“Don’t you give up on that dream, girl. You were always good at that sort of thing. Ya mama gave up on her dreams, and look where it got her? The family made fun of me for never getting married and havin’ children, but that was my choice. I love men, I love bein’ in love, I love kids, but I knew that wasn’t somethin’ I needed to mess with twenty-four-seven. Know thyself, baby. You know what you want—pursue it with everything in you!”

“I am, Aunt Blue. I just wish it was happening sooner.”

“All in God’s time, honey, all in God’s time. I ain’t rich, but I told you I’d help you when the time came.”

Iris appreciated how much Blue wanted her to succeed. She’d always been so supportive. She was the type of woman that if you told her you wanted to go to the moon, and she saw you studying for years for that, she’d buy you a ladder and purchase stock in NASA.

“Your mama ain’t have sometimes but a couple of dollars to spare, and you’d go somewhere and buy a cheap scarf or throw, a shawl or hat, some plastic belt, little of nothin’, and before we knew it, you’d totally revamped an old outfit on your sewin’ machine, or used paints and stuff, and made it look like something a fashion model would wear.”

Iris felt heat on her cheeks at the complement. “At that time, I think I liked people’s reaction more than the actual clothes. That’s another reason why I may need to move. I was thinking I could help the women where I am now, but they’re not as open-minded and progressive as the folks in Memphis, or hell, even here. Some of ’em are real nice, don’t get me wrong, but it’s like so many of them have lost all hope, including my friend at work, Lark. She’s come a long way in life, but she can’t seem to see that she can do more, if she just believes she can. She thinks I’m in a fairytale land about this boutique, but I feel like, hell, if I don’t even try, that’s all it’ll be for certain. A fairytale.”

Blue slipped a sheer, long black tunic type top over her bra and camisole. “I told you a long time ago I ain’t want you living there. It’s depressing, too. When I drove over last month to visit you and Ayanna, people just seemed down in the dumps, but that’s what all that poverty will do to you. All them White folk over there are crazy, too.”

“Blue, that’s not true! Come on now.” Iris laughed.

“It’s true. Every bit of it. I’ve been around a lot longer than you and have seen enough. I have no idea why Lily moved ’round those parts. And now here you are, stuck there, too.”

“Remember, Blue? She’d gotten that job offer at that restaurant, but instead of staying and workin’ her way up the ranks to head chef, she started missing days and cussin’ her coworkers out. Lily crazy. That’s who’s crazy, and last I checked, she was Black like me, so it ain’t just the White people.”

Blue sat down at her vanity and applied a bright red shade of lipstick.

“It’s an admirable thing you’ve done, though. Taking poor Ayanna in. That girl is so damn smart, and instead of Lily being grateful, she tryna tell the family you stole that girl clean up from under her. You didn’t do no such thing. She was about to enter the city childcare system, and the judge made it so. I set ’em straight.”

“I didn’t steal Ayanna and she knows it. She isn’t that far gone from reality. I had Ayanna with me more than her own mother had her, and when Lily left her job, she lost track of reality and became paranoid again. Her neighbor said she think Lily got anxiety problems.”

“Anxiety problems? Shiiiid.” Blue sucked her teeth then motioned for her to help with the clasp on her necklace. “That child don’t know what anxiety is! Lily ain’t got the sense God gave her! It must’ve fallen out of her head when she was doin’ cartwheels butt naked in Mrs. Frankie’s yard that one time. She got some nerve getting her butt on her back with you. She tried to put her mouth on me one time, too… and believe me, it was just one damn time! She forgot who she was fuckin’ with.”

Iris sighed and shook her head. “When she’s done being mad again, I guess she’ll call me back. Where are you going tonight, Auntie? Get yo’ life! Lookin’ all jazzy!” She cackled.

“I met a new man. He’s takin’ me out to eat at some fancy Chinese spot. I’m glad, ’cause I spent too much money online shopping this month. Girl, it’s addictive!”

“I know, I limit myself, too. Money is always tight for me though, but hopefully that’ll change after I make some adjustments, and keep working towards my goals… Speakin’ of which, guess what?”

“What?”

Iris stood behind her aunt as the woman began to comb her shoulder length, relaxed hair, with bits of silver threaded through it. The clear comb with gold embellishments glided through the bone straight tresses. Blue was old school. She never embraced her natural curls, but Iris had to admit the woman’s hair was healthy and bouncy, all the same.

“Some White, black haired, bearded tall drink of somethin’ dangerous and off-putting, offered me a job. I could use the money, and it seems easy enough, but I don’t know…”

“What does it involve?” Blue asked as she spritzed herself with a bottle of fancy perfume.

“It would be part time, just a few hours a week. Said he’d give me fifty dollars an hour, plus money for food and recreation. He comes in my store all the time, has been for a while now, but we ain’t never really spoke. Then one day, out of the blue, this man asked me if I wanted to basically babysit his friend, an adult with some sort of developmental problems.”

“That’s different, now ain’t it? ’Specially since you two are practically strangers, but I guess you made him feel comfortable. You just never know. Some folks don’t have bad intentions, baby. They just good judges of character.”

“It’s funny you say that,” Iris laughed, “because he said as much. Someone recognized him in the store one time and called him Judge. Must be his nickname.” She shrugged.

“Judge, huh? Maybe he works in law enforcement, is a bounty hunter or something like that. Anyway, I wouldn’t scoff at that money he offered you though. Seems easy to make… just to sit around with someone. Hold up, maybe you’d earn every dollar ’cause one thing I refused to do when you was a baby, and now with any kids or handicapped adults, is change a damn diaper. Can this adult wipe his own ass? That’s the million-dollar question.”

“Yeah. The man is only twenty-eight, he said. I’m not sure what his specific disability is though. Jude—that’s the name of the guy who wants to hire me—said this person can bathe himself, and he’s clean, can tidy up all by himself, and nice. He talks, but his speech ain’t always real clear, so you gotta listen closely. He can read, too, and feed himself or get dressed. Just lonely.”

“Well, that sounds like it might be easy as pie. I’d wanna know though, why is he willing to throw down that kind of money with a random person? Why doesn’t he just hire a nurse?”

“I asked him all of that too and he explained he didn’t want somebody just in there to get the money, someone burnt out that’s been in the system.”

“Well, seems he’s looking for a sincere person. He doesn’t want to have to deal with a neglectful or cruel individual who’d abuse his friend. Trust must be a big deal for him. I get it.”

“Hmmm. Guess I didn’t think of it that way until you just said it like that. Here’s the thing though, despite me havin’ no experience with that sort of thing, he has a crush on me too, Blue. He tried to take me out and was flirtin’.”

The woman shrugged. “So what?”

“So what? Blue, he might expect some cookies! I’m not trying to get involved with anyone right now.” She shook her head and crossed her arms. “You know most men ain’t shit. I ain’t never dated no White man, either, but I reckon they fall into the same camp, too.”

Aunt Blue twisted around in her chair, sporting a silly smile.

“…You done lost yo’ mind, just like Lily.”

“Huh? Why would you say that?”

“First of all, you could probably stand to share some cookies, as you call it, ’cause yours are getting dry and crumbly. Now how’s someone supposed to dip ’em in milk if they already fallin’ apart? They supposed to be moist.”

“Blue!” Iris cackled, embarrassed and entertained all at once. “You so nasty!”

“Blue, nothin’. It’s true. A pretty girl like you just wastin’ away! You a little too skinny, need some meat on your bones, but other than that, you’re a showstopper. Let me be able to be thirty-two again! Shiiiiid. You wouldn’t be able to tell me nothin’. Furthermore, you just got done doing a whole song and dance about how you hate it in Bordeaux, wanna move, want to start your business, sick of being paid peanuts, and here this man tells you that all you gotta do is sit down for lunch with some slow man, grab fifty dollars each hour you do, and go on your way. Then you have the nerve to be getting ready to pass it up and talkin’ ’bout how he find you pretty, and might wanna dunk yo’ cookies. You better set that cold, vacant oven between your legs on four hundred degrees, pour his ass a glass of milk, and call that man before he hire someone else, you crazy girl!” A vein pulsed on the side of Blue’s neck.

“Now usually you give good advice, but dementia must be setting in, Auntie!”

“I ain’t forget shit. You just don’t know how to live your life, so I’m taking over until you come back to your senses.”

“But what if he’s crazy?! I don’t know anything about this man.” She waved her hands about, surprised by Blue’s urging for her to do something she was certain should be avoided. “All I know is that he’s handsome, got a lot of money, a nice car, and is probably in his early to mid-thirties. And—”

“You are making this worse for yourself. Every time you open your mouth, you prove to me more and more that you and Lily really are cut from the same silly ass cloth. If you won’t call him, I will, shiiiid! GIVE ME THE NUMBER!” the older woman crowed. “He can crumble and crush my cookies, too…They might be old, but they still got flavor, baby! I’ll give him all of these chocolate chips! Dip! Dip! Dip!”

Iris burst out laughing.

“All right, fine! I’m going to call and ask him more about himself and the position. Then I’ll decide.”

“You go on and do that.” Blue turned back around to her vanity, seemingly satisfied, and gave her hair a final fluff. Smiling, she picked up her compact powder and started dabbing at her face. “I helped raise you, and let me tell you, girl, Aunt Blue ain’t raise no fool. Get them coins…”
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CHAPTER FIVE


Mind the Business that Pays You
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The sounds of, ‘Where Do We Go,’ by Keran Vega, serenaded Jude as he sat at the large black glass poker table in his ‘Man Cave/Playroom,’ located inside of his five-bedroom, six-bathroom home. A cellar like he’d always wanted wasn’t a common feature in Nashville properties, but he’d lucked out.

Glowing red lights illuminated the area while a number of his friends shook dice or enjoyed a game of pool while scantily clad women milled about. These beauties graced the masculine furniture, nursing drinks or cigarettes as they moved in seductive ways—some clinging to his friends, who were in various stages of intoxication or a drug-induced high. Weed, cigar, and cigarette smoke filled the air, creating a dense miasma.

His phone buzzed, dragging him out of his thoughts. Two sales in the last nine minutes. His phone buzzed again three minutes later. Fourteen more sales confirmed scheduled, thirteen of them 3.5 grams of meth, 8-Balls. He used a special system he’d set up himself, and when his clients picked up their loot from his various locations around the city, or he had a hired hand do a delivery, he was automatically notified. His Cash App and Apple Pay were stacking nicely if he said so himself. He also accepted payments in bitcoin and used TOR when online. Everything in his financial records was in code—a succession of letters and numbers only he understood. He enjoyed keeping track of the sums, investments in stocks, CDs, cryptocurrencies and bonds had become a new hobby of his.

Okay, so, I made a little over a pound last month to sell. We need to work that up to two pounds. I cut out James and replaced him, mailed the shipment to L.A…. Cool. My to-do list is up to date. I knew it would pay off to spend more for quality. Cain tried to talk me out of it, to get it quick and easy with a dirty product, but I knew better. Make that shit shine like gold. Repeat customers are faster money than trying to get new ones all the time because your product is shit.

His meth was such good quality, he even had big clients in California and Las Vegas who ordered from him exclusively. Business was good… business was dangerous… business was business. He scrolled through the rest of his coded records, doing a double-check.

Yeah… I’ll transfer half of that money to J.P. Morgan in three days, then the other half to Japan Post. Japan Post was one of the biggest banks in the world. Having funds there helped hide some of his assets, which he’d worked to make untraceable. He’d also been to Japan twice, purely for pleasure.

Wells Fargo… check… that’s done, too.

He slipped his phone back in his pocket and watched everyone else play poker, as well as various other games. He was sitting this one out.

“Hey, Judge!” Rob, his third cousin—and a jock who was one of the few college-educated members of his family—hollered from across the room. Some family and friends joked that he was his doppelgänger they looked so much alike. “We need some more beer and wine coolers over here!” He pointed to an empty cooler.

Jude stood.

“What do I look like to you? A fuckin’ bartender? You know where the stash is.” He pointed to an arched doorway, and Rob made a beeline straight for it.

Beer…That was another source of pride for Jude. He kept his hands busy, always finding legit, and not so legit, ways of bringing in more money. His beer business was definitely legit. If one empire crashed and burned, he’d already laid the foundation for another. His mother had taught him to always have a plan on top of a plan. Her problem was that she was an adrenaline junky, and had fallen in love with a wild, unruly, unstable man. Johnny. Daddy… Now they are both gone.

He slipped back in his chair and sipped on his beer while Rob set about picking up various beer and wine bottles out of a specially calibrated chiller and cellar, and then made his way over to the beer and wine storage, which consisted of three large glass refrigerators sitting side by side.

That was another of his businesses, the one he perhaps loved the most—his own small craft beer distillery. It had begun as a ruse, one of his many covers for his true dealings, but then, he fell in love with it. The factory was located right there in Nashville and gave honest employment to twenty-three people, Monday to Friday, including health benefits. This brought in more income than his fake real estate ventures—hence his prior racketeering charges and time in the pen—and it was far more fun to boot. His brewery, Cooper & Sons, provided numerous bars all over the state of Tennessee with one-of-a-kind ale, and had won several local contests for taste and packaging. He and Cain had been shown how to make beer in barrels as boys using malt and waiting a few weeks for it to get just right from an old man who had hired his father for odd jobs on a regular basis. The guy had also paid them a few dollars to help make that beer and get it bottled up.

Old Man Griffin had owned a run-down tavern with some of the best homemade whiskey, bourbon, and beer in town. When someone took time to show Jude how to do something, he retained a good portion of that information, figuring something in the lesson might be useful to him later. He’d also learned how to play chess in prison—another stress reliever. He’d learned many things, but no matter how much he tried, he hadn’t quite learned how to love with no strings attached. Not until Eli had become his teacher.

“Judge! Got ’em!” Rob paraded back into the main room with a big smile on his face. Jude nodded, gave a little wave, then felt his phone buzzing once again. When he looked at the Caller-ID, he couldn’t help a smile.

“Well, hello, beautiful stranger from the Kroger down yonder who tried to pawn me off on the blonde, like I’m some cheap gold chain worth no more than a buck.” He was met with sweet, lazy laughter as he leaned back in his seat, put his feet up on the table, and crossed his legs.

“Hi, Jude. Clearly I don’t need to tell you that this is Iris. I was just—”

“Hold on a minute, honey, it’s too loud in here. I’ve got a few friends over. Let me take this call in another room.”

“All right.”

He made his way up the steps to the first floor and entered his study. Closing the door behind him, he sat down at his desk.

“That’s better. I want to make sure I don’t miss a single word that comes out of your mouth. Now, what can I do for you?” he asked, cradling the phone to his ear.

“I wanted to know first if the job offer still stands? I know it’s been a few days since we last spoke about it, but I—”

“Yeah. It still stands. Are you ready to be interviewed first though? We can do it right here, right now, on the phone.” He could hear music playing in the background—‘Over,’ by Lucky Dave.

“Yes, that’s fine. You can ask me questions now. I’ve got some time.”

“All right,” He lit a cigarette, leaned back to relax, and took a drag. “You ever been to prison? I’m going to run a background check, so don’t lie. It wouldn’t disqualify you. I just want to know these things in advance.”

“No. Never been arrested, period. I’ve gotten some parkin’ and speeding tickets. That’s it, and I don’t have a reason to lie.”

He reached over to tap his cigarette ash into the ashtray, then continued. “What’s your schedule like right now? Got any family obligations that tie ya up?”

“In the mornings, after work, I get my niece off to school.”

“It’s just you and your niece livin’ in your home?”

“Yes, I have custody of her.” Iris takes care of people, picks up the broken pieces, but she won’t let someone break her. She’s too strong-willed for that. “I sleep, then run some errands, clean up ’round the apartment, and pick her up from school. Then, she does her homework and I get a bit more rest. After that, I cook for her and we spend a little time together. I have free time during different parts of the day, so there’s a little flexibility, but school is out at three and I have to be there. I go get her since it’s too far of a walk.”

“Who takes care of the kid when you’re at work?”

“My niece is almost fifteen, so she’s pretty self-sufficient as far as not needin’ eyes on her all day. She can cook for herself, too, and things like that, plus I’ve got a Ring doorbell at my apartment, and a security system. I’m not about to leave my baby with no protection.”

“That sounds good. Just remember though, the police could take twenty damn minutes to get to a house. A lot can be done in five minutes, let alone that long of a time, so she might need a little somethin’ extra. My daddy taught me and my brother how to shoot a shotgun and a pistol when we were only eight. By the time I was ten, I was damn good. You should teach her how to shoot.”

“How do you know I haven’t?”

He smiled at that.

“Now this question really doesn’t have anything to do with spending time with Eli, Iris, but do you and your niece spend time together outside of the whole school travel and dinnertime thing? I’m just tryna get a feel for something, if you don’t mind.”

“I don’t mind. I reckon you’re trying to understand if I’m nurturing or not, and not treating her like some burden, doing the bare minimum.” And she was right. “Ayanna is real smart, Jude. Like, wicked smart, the kinda smart that gets her honors, prizes, and special recognition. She gets straight As. She plays soccer, and is funny, too. She’s been through a lot… I love her with all my heart. I ain’t got any children of my own yet, so she’s more like my daughter than my niece. I’ve had her a while now.”

“That’s a nice story, Iris, but what the hell does that have to do with the time y’all spend together?”

“Well, you didn’t let me finish. She was gettin’ D’s and F’s, cussin’ out the teachers, acting a fool ’fore I came on the scene. Now she’s on the honor roll and getting letters from the governor. Says yes ma’am, and no sir, and thinks highly of herself. So, if that ain’t proof somebody workin’ with her, and lovin’ on her hard, that being me, then I don’t know what it is. I’d say that’s spendin’ quality time and cultivating her, wouldn’t you say? I think that should answer your question just fine. Movin’ on…”

His lips curled in appreciation, and he ran his hand along his beard, feeling the soft black strands between his fingers.

“All right, then. So, it seems you only work at Kroger as far as employment, right?”

“Right.”

“What hours do you work there?”

“Fulltime. Usually third shift start at midnight, but my schedule is different.”

“Mmm hmm.” He’d already noticed that.

“It’s from ten to six. My boss let me do that ’cause she understands I’m raisin’ my niece, and need to see her off to school.”

“All right, good. So, here are more details about the position, baby.” He set his cigarette down in the ashtray, placed the phone down on the desk, on speakerphone, and leaned forward, steepling his hands. “Eli is a friend of mine, like I told you. He was born like you and me, normal, but he got hit by a car when he was young, and it messed him up. He had to have a lot of surgeries, learned to walk again and what not, but his brain was never the same. He understands things just like you and me, meanin’ you could read him an article from the newspaper, and he’ll get it just fine, word for word. In fact, he reads the Wallstreet journal and talks to me about the articles sometimes. The problem comes when he wants to have a conversation. Like I said during our first chat, you gotta really pay attention because his words occasionally sound jumbled, even though he can speak just like us, as far as full sentences, answering and asking questions, things like that.”

“All right, I understand.”

“He is in an adult living center so I can make sure he’s safe. I am payin’ top dollar, above and under the table, to ensure that. I’ve got a million eyes and ears on him, but that doesn’t mean he’s happy. Being safe and bein’ happy are two different things.”

“Yes, I agree.”

“Iris, in some ways, Eli is an old soul. In other ways, it’s like dealin’ with a cantankerous child. He likes comic books, coloring, kids’ television shows. Then, on another hand, he loves good music, an occasional beer, and the man can play chess and kick ass at it, too. He can have deep conversations, talk about almost anything—you just—”

“Gotta listen.”

“That’s right.”

“He’s smart, just like your niece. Real good at word puzzles, any kinda puzzle, really. Eli is sensitive though, but instead of being like me and tellin’ whoever said something we didn’t like to cut it out, he’ll go and tear up his room, scream like a banshee, things like that. He doesn’t hit people, but sometimes, he will hit himself. Does that sort of thing freak you out?”

“No. I got family members wit’ special needs. Seen it all my life.”

“Okay then. He’s also on a couple medications, but the nurses handle that. So, what I’d want you to do is visit him at the home. Talk with him. Play games. Have lunch with him sometimes. Take a walk with him. He’d like that. You can drive him somewhere, too, but just ask him first. Don’t assume he wants to go. Like, offer to go to the zoo for example. He likes the zoo, but there’s one animal he hates, and he was this way before the accident.”

“What animal?”

“Eli is afraid of ducks, so don’t take him to no pond with ducks in it. If you do, you’ll be damn sorry you did.”

“Okay.”

“You think that’s funny, don’t you? That this grown man is afraid of ducks?”

“Now if I did, would it matter?”

“It might.”

“Look, sir. I didn’t laugh now, did you? And you already know the thought of it’s kinda funny, or you wouldn’t have asked. Irrespective of any of that, I’m not a jerk. My mama and auntie raised me better than that, and I’m not sadistic. I’m not gonna take that poor man ’round no ducks when you just sat up here on this phone and told me he ain’t fuckin’ wit’ Donald or Daffy under any circumstances.”

Jude burst out laughing and his stomach quaked.

“Girl, you’re funny. I like that… I like that a lot…” They got quiet on the phone, listening to each other breathe. She’s got an attitude problem, but that’s all right. Havin’ a bad attitude means somebody hurt her. That can be fixed… He liked how she sounded, and the way she pronounced her words. He loved her when she was quiet, for in her silence, he could envision kissing her… tasting her lips… making her cum…

“We’ll do a test run for two weeks and see how it goes. I want you to spend at least an hour with him each visit. The minimum visits are two times a week, just during the workweek—no weekends since he already has activities scheduled on Saturdays and Sundays. But let both me and him know the schedule in advance. No popovers at the last minute. You understand?”

“Yes.”

“I’d be payin’ you $50 an hour to start, just like I told you, and if he and I are satisfied, it’ll go up to $75.00 after three months. I’ll also give you money for any food you have to buy, tickets for any movies you might take him to, and gas you have to spend. Just keep the receipts, and I will reimburse you.”

“All right.”

“The home Eli stays in, according to Google, is about eighteen minutes away from that Kroger you work at. So, that should be fairly convenient for your schedule. Now, do you have any questions for me?”

“Are you married?”

“No. I wouldn’t have asked for your number to take you on a date if I was.”

“Married men ask for numbers all the time. Probably more than single men. My next question is, do you have any children?”

“No.”

“How’d you meet Eli?”

“I met him when I was a child.”

“What do you do for a living?”

“Manufacturer and distributor. I’m in sales.”

There was quiet on the other end, the kind he understood. The kind of quiet where wheels in heads spun in smart brains…

“What kind of sales?”

“Beer. I own a distillery. We make our own beer and sell it.”

“Oh, wow. That sounds interesting. I also now understand why you buy crayons and stuff.” She chuckled. “Okay, well, I am interested in spending time with Eli and giving this a try. I could use the money, and he sounds like a great person. Am I hired?”

“Not so fast there, missy. We need to seal the deal over dinner.”

“Seal the deal? So, for me to accept this gig, I have to date you? I told my aunt you’d want cookies and I knew I was right. This is the type of shit that—”

“My intention as stated, Iris, was to go out with you. I asked you about that first. I’m attracted to you. I told you that. This isn’t breaking news. Secondly, the job offer stands whether you go out with me or not; they’re not contingent on each other, but I would like to discuss a few things, get some papers signed and what not in person, before you begin. I want to do it over dinner. Now, you can take that however you wish, but I’ve made my intentions clear. I want two things from you, and they are both important to me. I want Eli to have something to look forward to, someone to talk to. You bein’ a pretty woman is just the cherry on top for him I’m sure. And I also want to break bread with you. If I like you, and the feeling is mutual, possibly more.”

“Is the bread for the ducks?”

He burst out laughing again, this time harder than the last.

“You’re incorrigible, as my grandmother used to say about me.” He began to swivel back and forth in his chair, his thoughts racing.

“Well, I don’t want to keep you from your company any longer, Jude. What day and time would you like to meet up to sign these papers and break this bread?”

“Tomorrow evening. Is that fine?”

“I can do that.”

“Great. I know women are kinda funny nowadays about men showin’ up at their homes sometimes, so do you want to meet me there at the restaurant, or can I pick you up? I’d rather pick you up, as a gentleman should do for a young lady he’s interested in courtin’.” He was met with a long silence.

“I suppose since I’ll be workin’ part time for you, and this isn’t just a first date, you can pick me up.”

“Fine. Text me your address soon.”

“Okay. You enjoy the rest of your evening, Jude.”

“I will. You do the same, darlin’.” He disconnected the call, slipped his phone back in his pocket, and rejoined the party. This time, with a bit of pep in his step…
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CHAPTER SIX


Only God Can Judge Me

[image: Chapter 6 Image]

Peter shook his shoulder length dirty blond hair out of his hazel eyes. The thirteen-year-old was sporting a navy blue and white baseball shirt with a faded red juice stain on one side, and long denim shorts with intentional tears across the knees. His voice cracked quite a bit when he spoke now, and he was tall and thin for his age. Jude figured his voice would change soon enough, and the boy in him would start to disappear. The two stood outside on his mama’s porch while Peter’s mother, Sherry, was putting up groceries and talking on the phone inside.

Peter huffed, the air blowing a few strands of hair out of his tanned face. The sunlight hit his eyes just so, making them sparkle like jewels, and the smattering of freckles along the bridge of his nose glistened with sweat. Shoving his hands in his pockets, he looked off to the side, hopelessness in his gaze.

“Don’t got much to talk about, Uncle Jude,” the boy mumbled. “Don’t see why I should take calls from my dad, anyway. He wasn’t interested in talking to me much before. Why change up now?”

“’Cause he wants to have a relationship with you, Pete. That’s why.” Around and around they went, the conversation becoming tiresome. Yet, he afforded his nephew a bit more patience and tolerance. He was just a child.

“Like pen pals? ’Cause that’s all we could be, me and my dad, and he didn’t care ’bout me when he was free, now did he? Can you deny it?”

Jude lowered his gaze to his shoes. He stood there in a dinner jacket, a button down dark red shirt, and some of his best cologne, attracting a million chiggers. Taking a long drag of his cigarette, he mulled the words of a wounded boy. His nephew was coming from a place of hurt, but he was also filled with the venom his mother had been spouting as of late. Sherry had become bitter over the years. He didn’t blame her for her own pain, but there was no need to poison the boy, too. Hell, she was in her right to be irritated. Cain had treated her like trash, but Jude just wished the lady would give her son and his brother a chance to forge something on their own, in a positive direction.

“You been more like a father to me than him anyway. I look up to you.”

“I told you that I’m not a good role model for you, Pete. I just love you, you’re my nephew, so I’m going to take care of you. That’s all I can do, and all I can be.”

“But, Uncle Jude, Mama said, and a lotta other people too, that even though you sell drugs, you got a good heart. She said not all drug dealers are bad people, just Cain was.” Jude tossed up his hands and shrugged.

“That’s fine and all to have a different opinion, but this really isn’t about good versus bad, Peter. Not only that, I told you a few times now that I don’t want to talk to you about this subject matter. It’s not right.”

“Why? I’m not a baby.”

“This is grown folk business, and you need to—”

“But Mama already told me everything, Jude. Why won’t you talk to me? Besides, I know what you and my daddy did. That’s why he’s in prison right now.”

“No, that’s not why he’s in prison right now. He’s in prison for a double homicide.”

“Well, yeah, I know that, but it’s tied into it because he thought they’d stolen from him.”

“They did steal from him, but your father let his emotions get the best of him, all right? That’s not who he really is. He was dealin’ with some things, and he’d relapsed.”

“Same difference.”

“Details matter. It’s not the same difference. If someone shoots an old lady, people need to know if she was batshit crazy and tried to shoot him first for no damn reason, or if she was innocent and on her way to church after feedin’ the damn homeless. People will assume without all the details, that she was the victim because of her age. Sometimes that’s just not so. So, that ain’t the same difference! Motive is important. Facts! I don’t like it when accusatory things are said that aren’t exactly accurate, you know that about me. It rubs me the wrong way.” Pete dropped his head. “Now, I don’t know verbatim what your mama told you, but I know she probably had her own spin on it. I’m not sayin’ she’s lying; I’m saying everyone has their own estimation and take on things. You understand me?”

“Yes, I understand.” The boy kicked a pebble. “I just want you to talk to me… like a man. I want you to tell me why you do what you do, how you feel about it. I know what I think about it.”

“First of all, I can’t talk to you like a man, ’cause you’re not a man. Only I am. Secondly, if this makes you more willing to speak to Cain, and you wanna talk, I’m going to talk to you. Let’s get this out of the way.” The boy’s face lit up as they both made their way to the yellow and white porch furniture with a garish sunflower design, and sat across from one another.

“Now, I’m not going to go around and around the mulberry bush with you, Pete. I want you to tell me what you wanna know about my occupation,” he stated with a smirk, “and I’ll see if I can help you understand.”

“Okay… well…” The boy began to tug at the hem of his shirt, then ball it up as he tried to find the words. “I … think people make a lot of assumptions, like, makin’ what you do bad, like you’re the bad guy. I think taking drugs is bad, though.”

“Yeah. It can hurt ya. Kill you.” He flicked ashes from his cigarette.

“Yeah… so, but like, I know you… and when I spend time with you, and we play cards, or a video game, or you take me and Mama out to eat, I don’t feel like you’re a bad person. I’ve known you my whole life. You’re just Uncle Jude to me. Someone told me a while back that you’re evil. I don’t see you as a boogie man, or killer… but some people said you’ve killed folks, hurt some people. I don’t know.” Peter shrugged. “Some folks have said stuff I know wasn’t true, too.”

“People can say whatever they want about me, son. Makes no damn difference.” He threw up his hands. “If I cared about what people thought about me, Pete, I wouldn’t even raise my head to get out of the bed. I stopped caring what anyone believed regarding me and mine when I was a teenager. My life wasn’t easy, all right? Your father and I suffered. When you’re worrying about whether you are going to eat or not, whether the cops are going to kick your door in and take your parents away, the last thing on your mind is what so and so is gossiping about. Not only that, but I’ve also had to listen to people talkin’ about my parents my whole life, because of them makin’ national news for their crimes.

“They talk about me and your daddy ’cause of our family, your grandparents: Angel and Johnny. They’re notorious, first and foremost, and people converse about our reputations secondly. Facts are, son, that none of these folks flappin’ their gums really know jack shit! I told you since you were a baby, always watch who you talk to. Everyone can become an enemy, even your own mama, under the right circumstances. When you don’t give folks shit to talk about, Pete, they’ll make it up. You can’t win for losing. I’d rather they paint their own narrative than know a damn thing about me, and my family. I want all of y’all protected. Safe. If you love somebody, folks can use that to hurt you. People can use what you say against you, too. That’s why I told you, don’t engage in no conversations with your friends about me and your daddy, regarding what we’ve done, and what we do. That’s family business, and it ain’t none of theirs.”

Pete nodded in understanding.

“I got friends who speak up for me, Uncle Jude, but some guys are stupid. They try to start stuff, pick fights. Say things about my daddy.”

“They’d talk about your daddy anyway, Pete. Losers do that. Guys I knew growing up talked about us ’cause we was born in Bordeaux. Said we’re trash. They talked mess about us ’cause our mother was Italian. Your grandmama was born in Connecticut and moved to Tennessee as a child – and some folks here thought that was mighty funny and would mess with her. Now, this was a long time ago, so folks don’t really make a big deal about that sort of thing anymore, but it was really upsetting for her as a kid, and just left me and Cain confused as hell. Wasn’t nothin’ wrong with my mama, as far as I could see. It was just strange to me. My mother told me stories about how they’d poke fun at her. Look! She’s Italian… Say stuff like she had a big nose, greasy hair—none of that was true. My mama had a button nose, and even if she did have a big nose, big fuckin’ deal.”

“Grandma was beautiful. I saw the pictures of her.” Peter’s eyes lit up.

“Yeah, she was, and one of my ex-girlfriends made a good point to me about that very thing. She said that probably, some of the women causing my mama issues were just jealous, because my mother was a head-turner with the men, and those women didn’t too much care for her movin’ into their neighborhood with their drunk, unemployed husbands, lusting after my mother, who kept herself together, black hair down to her rear end, big beautiful amber eyes, and red lipstick, all day, every day, or at least until it was time to hit the pillow. My father, your grandfather, was tall, broad-shouldered and strong. Tennessee born and bred. He was a hustler and could fix almost anything. Slick as lard. He was smart, but criminally minded down to his core, as they say, and my mother fell head over heels in love with him. They loved one another, and they loved us, too, but they got caught up… Anyway, some things have changed, son, but some things have remained the same.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, makin’ fun of a woman being Italian who moves to Tennessee might still happen, like I said, but not nearly as much because that doesn’t seem like such a big deal in this day and age. Mama was still White, at the end of the day. But like I’ve been tryin’ to explain to you, people love to talk mess, and you’re going to have to toughen up and either beat someone’s ass or tell them to fuck off. The dumb truck makes regular deliveries ’round these parts, and some folks got double helpings of stupidity. Years ago, some people tried to say I was a nigger lover ’cause some of my friends are Black, and I don’t believe in shunning someone ’cause they’re a different race, or not liking them for that. Nobody would have the balls to say that to my face now though, Peter. I’d stomp a mudhole in ’em, and they know it, but back then, when I was much younger, they would try to say things like that.”

“Racism is stupid.” The boy sucked his teeth. “Mama has a Black friend from high school, and last time we met up with her and her kids for lunch, someone called her that word. Mama was so mad, but Mama’s friend, Rashida, seemed used to it. That made it all the worse.”

“It’s sick. It’s dumb. It’s unnecessary. Skin don’t make the man—who you are inside does. I only care about one color. Green. I dislike a lot of people, nephew, and it ain’t got a damn thing to do with skin color. The people who have caused me the most harm in my life looked just like me and you.” He pointed between the both of them. “Peter, people are gonna talk about you, me, everybody, ’cause that’s what people do. Anything to make themselves feel better than the next man. The folks with the most shit to say about other people are those with the most messed-up lives. In fact, I’d put all my chips on the fact that these types of people hate themselves. They’re miserable and broke. You can’t be okay with bein’ both. I refuse to be. Pick a struggle. It’s a lotta nerve if you ask me. They criticize, like their shit don’t stink.”

“But why?”

“Makes ’em feel better. People can say whatever they want ’bout your Uncle Jude and your father, but at the end of the day, there’s a need for people like me. You wanna know why I do it? That’s why you asked, right?” Peter nodded. “The money from the brewery is decent, but it wouldn’t be enough to take care of you, your mother, me, your dad’s legal needs and his upkeep in that hellhole, and the employee payroll for the brewery. I shell out so much damn money each month, it would make people’s heads spin, and most of it isn’t even on me. I’m out here trying to make sure my family and close friends are straight. Taken care of. Yeah, I like nice shit, and I deserve it because I work hard at whatever I put my mind to, but I want my loved ones to be okay, too, and that shit ain’t free.”

“Mama said the brewery is just a hobby.”

“It started that way, but it’s more than that now. It’s a legit business but like I said, this house of yours I pay for on behalf of my brother, the bills, your schoolin’, clothes, all of that, takes a lot of money because I want you to have the best. I don’t want you to struggle and worry, and be like… be like me…” His ears suddenly grew hot, and the muscles in his neck felt strained.

“Some say you’re sellin’ death, Uncle Jude.”

“They don’t say it about folks havin’ a good time at the bar, now do they? On ladies’ night, a bunch of chicks gettin’ loaded on a Saturday evening is seen as a fun ass time—but that’s a vice, an addiction, or can at least lead to one. They don’t say that about the casinos, either. ‘Oh, Roy’s just havin’ a good time!’ Naw, that’s probably an addiction, or one waiting to happen. The list goes on and on. People cherry-pick what they want to say is good and bad, but when it comes down to it, whatever we’re not tempted by, it’s easy to judge someone else who is, now ain’t it?” He laughed mirthlessly. “If you don’t crave donuts, it’s easy to talk shit about someone who does while ignoring your own addiction to being lazy, or jerkin’ off all damn day to dwarf porn.”

The boy burst out laughing, turning red in the face. Jude smiled at him.

“I know it sounds funny, but it’s true. I’ve never had a desire to shoot up heroin, inject meth, or snort coke, but the things I do enjoy doing that may not be good for me, like the cigarettes, ain’t no better. Just ’cause the death clock ticks slower doesn’t mean it deserves some sort of badge of honor or gold medal. At the end of the day, users are gonna use regardless, boy, if I’m around or not.” He shrugged.

“I asked Mama why Daddy used to use, especially since he knows what it does to people. She said if he didn’t, he’d be bad off. It was a long time ago… I don’t remember him bein’ sickly.”

“He straightened out before you were old enough to notice. You made him sober.” In that moment, he noted the sadness creeping in his nephew’s eyes, but a proud smile creased his face. “It’s true. Once he found out he was going to be a father, he went to rehab. He messed up a few times along the way, but he finally kicked it. Said he didn’t want to mess your life up. Didn’t want to choose drugs over his boy. Your mama was right. My brother didn’t enjoy it anymore. He slipped up right before he got locked up. From what I understand, he was depressed when it went down. Bad memories had resurfaced. Most of these addicts out here Pete are using just to not get sick at this point.”

“Yeah, they talked about that a little in school. Dope sickness.”

“Right. It’s not for pleasure or to get a high anymore. That goes away after the first few times. It’s because if they don’t use Peter, they’re gonna go through such bad withdrawals, they’ll feel like they’re dying. So, it becomes an emergency. It’s better to not even start because kicking some of these drugs is damn near impossible, especially if they’re not ready. If they don’t buy from me, they’ll buy from someone else. Once that addiction digs in deep and takes hold, they have to have it, or their body is going to take ’em to hell and back. If it’s me they’re getting it from, they have a lesser chance of gettin’ sick, and that’s just the truth.”

His nephew rested against the overstuffed pillows and cushions, holding himself, and looking in deep thought.

“Can I ask you something else, Uncle Jude?”

“Yeah.”

“Is there anybody you won’t sell to?”

“Mmm hmm. I don’t sell to kids,” He began to count off his fingers. “I don’t sell to no pregnant women, either, like, if I can see that she’s pregnant with my own eyes, or she says so. I’ve gotten cussed out about that shit, too. I don’t sell to first timers—people who admit to me this is their first try, and sometimes you just can tell if someone is a newbie. They don’t look as beat-up in the face and arms, things like that. I also don’t sell to people I know have a habit of snitchin’ on dealers when they feel some kind of way or get mad if their favorite dealer doesn’t answer the phone one night.”

Just then, the screen door swung open. Sherry emerged in a long pink dress, somewhat sheer in all the wrong places. Her hair, the same color as her son’s, blew in the breeze. Holding a cigarette in one hand, she eyed them both, suspicion in her blue eyes.

“So, you broke down and decided to have the talk with him, huh?” She smirked, before tapping ashes onto the porch.

“He asked me a question, and this time… I answered.”

Their eyes locked, the tension deep, palpable. Things had been getting strange between them lately. The woman had been calling in the middle of the night, telling him she needed help with home repairs, and he’d always hire someone if he didn’t have the time and send them over. She didn’t seem to like that. Minor stuff he’d take care of himself—she preferred that much more.

But then, during one of those visits as he was on his knees working on her sink, she got a bit too close… looking at him in a strange way… playing love songs on the radio… touching his shoulder. She’d never said anything with her mouth, but everything on that damn woman’s body was talking. She started wearing more revealing clothing during his evening visits when Pete was always conveniently asleep. Right now, she stood near the doorway with her breasts showing through the material of her dress, the pink nipples erect and the crack of her ass visible when she’d turn real slow, making a show of looking over her shoulder.

I’m this boy’s uncle. Sherry has lost her fucking mind if she thinks anything is going to happen between the two of us. I’d never do my brother that way. What in the hell… She wasn’t dressed like this a moment ago. That ain’t no way to dress around your son. This is bullshit.

He was tempted to express these thoughts. Perhaps he’d address it later when Pete was out of earshot.

“Well, I wouldn’t want to keep you from schoolin’ your nephew on the pitfalls of life, so carry on.” She gave an unnerving grin, then disappeared back inside the house, the screen slamming behind her.

Peter gave him a telling glance, and they communicated without words, just like he and Cain used to do.

“Back to what I was saying.” He cleared his throat. “I pride myself on not usin’ a bunch of bullcrap in my supply that could cause further harm. Now, what happens after they take it from me, whatever they take along with it, is on them, but I know when it leaves my hands, its quality and purity are about as good as you’re going to get.” Peter seemed glued to his every word, his eyes bright and wide, as if he were watching a movie. “This conversation ain’t no way appropriate for having with my young nephew, but since you already know what’s up, no point in me pretending it’s something that it’s not.”

“I agree.”

“Of course, you’d agree! You’ve been begging for me to talk about it since you were still riding a bike with training wheels!”

Peter laughed at that.

“You’re not ashamed of it though, Uncle Jude, so why’d you keep it from me?”

“The same reason why I’m not ashamed of gamblin’ or sleepin’ around. It’s none of a child’s business.” The boy’s complexion deepened. “But you’re blood. Family. And nothin’ I’m telling you puts you or me in a worse situation than before or after this visit. People know who I am and what I do. It’s no great mystery, but the secrets I keep are what everyone wants to know. They’re going with me to the grave.”

“They call you Judge.”

“They do.”

“Why does everyone call you that, Uncle Jude?”

“Because of how I treat my personnel if they mess up, and in these streets, I’m the final verdict. What I say goes.” He flicked the cigarette onto the porch and stomped on it.

And only God can judge me. I’m not about to sit up here and starve, and not live the life I wanna live all because of somebody else’s beliefs. Most of the folks who made the rules to this life we live aren’t even playin’ by the same ones they wrote and dealt! Government officials gettin’ high, having their mistresses get abortions, and then they get up on Sunday morning and praise the Lord. They drive off in their Bentleys while the rest of the country tries to haggle over a carton of eggs and steal a loaf of bread to feed their families. I already got one God, and these bastards ’round here ain’t it, and I already got a Daddy, and he dead. Hell is at home. Burn this motherfucker down.

“I gotta get going, got a date tonight, but I want you to speak to your daddy, Pete. He’s going crazy in there.” He got to his feet.

“Far as I’m concerned, I ain’t got a daddy,” the boy choked out, tearing at his shirt more aggressively now.

“Don’t say that.” Jude pointed at his face. “It’s me who don’t have a father. I don’t have the luxury of not accepting calls, even from a prison, from my dad. I ain’t got the choice to decide if I’m going to talk to him or not. I’ll never see that man again, nor my mother, your grandmother, either. You’ve got a chance here, Pete. Don’t blow it.”

“He doesn’t have to speak to that piece of shit! Do you know how many times he’s seen his own son?” Sherry yelled.

He spun around towards the door.

“Sherry, put some clothes on, and stay outta this! Now look, Pete.” He faced him once again. “I’ve told you ’bout a half dozen times, I understand your anger. I know what it’s like to have a father who seems to care about everything else ’round him but you, but I’m tellin’ you, because I know Cain like I know myself: your father loves you, and he’s hurting somethin’ awful about this.” The boy crossed his arms and huffed. “I wouldn’t lie to you. Cain has problems, all right? He did the best he could, with what he knew.”

“He’s a tweaker.”

“Was a tweaker. He hasn’t taken anything in years, long before the arrest, Peter. It literally was just one slip up. He’s always been honest with me about his drug problems. We all got our vices, okay? Even me. I can handle my liquor but need to stop smokin’. I’m not in my twenties anymore, don’t have lungs like you so I can go around howling at the moon.”

“Howlin’ at the moon?” Peter’s brow rose, then he burst out laughing. “Uncle Jude, you’re crazy.”

“Hell, I wanna be a wolf, too, like the one you got in your bedroom above your bed, on the tapestry.” They both started laughing again. “Just talk to him for five minutes, all right?” he said after a while.

Peter hesitated for a bit, then nodded.

“Mama said he ain’t ever gettin’ out, no matter what you do with the lawyers and stuff. Said the law don’t take kindly to what he’d done, killin’ a cop’s son and all, and that my dad and you are two people the cops been wanting to stick it to for a long time anyway.”

“Well, let’s say that’s true, all right? Based on what your mama said, that’s even more reason for you to talk to him, because he has many regrets. Still, it’s not for me to tell you; it’s up to you to hear it from the horse’s mouth.”

Peter nodded in understanding.

“Okay now.” He exhaled and made his way down the porch steps. “I’ll see ya in a couple of weeks. If you need anything, call me.”

“I will, Uncle Jude. Thanks for talkin’ to me. I love you.” Peter slipped back into the house, quiet like a whisper made of discreet sorrow.
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CHAPTER SEVEN


Ghosts in the Attic
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The slow, subdued sizzle of scrambled eggs was like music to Iris’ ears. Her stomach growled as she placed several slices of bacon in a skillet, then poured herself a second glass of orange juice. After taking a sip, she leaned back against the counter and took a few deep breaths. She’d returned from dropping Ayanna off at school thirty minutes earlier, then changed into an oversized, comfy nightshirt and a black and white polka dot bonnet. As a final touch, she lit up a couple of Glade Linen Scented candles.

Yawning, she turned on the television to watch her DVR’ed show, RHOA, so she could watch the drama unfold among the cast members while she cooked. I’ll go to sleep after I eat a lil’ somethin’ and watch this.

The coffee was percolating, the brew’s lovely aroma filling the air. She sliced an orange and placed it on her plate, then the phone rang.

“Hi, Mama.” She pulled out a fork and knife from the drawer. “Nice to hear from you this fine mornin’.”

“I thought I’d try and see if you were awake. ’Cause I know we don’t normally talk until the afternoon. I want you to get your rest.”

“I’m just makin’ a little something to eat and watching TV. I’m going to bed after this, though.” She flipped the strips of bacon over with the fork. “How are you doing?”

“I’m just fine. I was up early and thought I’d call. I ain’t want nothin’.”

Then, there it was. That awkward silence. Mama’s television could be heard in the background. It sounded like a morning news show.

“You talk to Blue?”

“Yeah… yesterday. She said she had a doctor’s appointment.”

“She all right?”

“Mmm hmm. Just a checkup…”

The quiet reigned once again. The seconds felt like an eternity.

“Well… thank you for callin’, Mama. I love you.”

“I love you, too. Tell Ayanna I said hello, and for her to do right in school.”

“I will.” Iris scratched her head over the silky fabric of her bonnet, curing an itch. Then, just like that, the conversation came to an abrupt halt.

Placing the phone back on the counter, she finished fixing her plate and sat down on the living room couch in front of the T.V. No matter how much she ate, she felt unfulfilled. Starved. Not because of an insatiable appetite, but because she couldn’t feast on a good word, a deep emotion, a feeling other than surface level chitchats with Mama. Every time they hung up, their interaction always left her hungry. Made her crave more…
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That evening…

North Italia Restaurant was a bustling place with an industrial look. White pipes ran along the ceiling and simple royal blue booth seating filled the space. It was nice, not a cheap place, but not intimidating, either. No red and white checkered tables, or old Italian music drifted through the space on low volume. Perfect.

She felt well put together in her jade green jumpsuit, gold choker with matching bracelet, and her hair slicked back in a bun—finally, because her hair had been particularly unruly today, and it had taken about half a jar of Eco-Styler to finally get it under control. Jude was speaking to the host, confirming the reservation.

Surreal.

He’d pulled up to her place in a black ’67 Chevy Impala, the kind with the white stripe, and acted like a perfect gentleman since the moment he opened the door for her. Contemporary jazz tunes played in his car. They chatted a little, had a few laughs, and everything seemed… normal, but with a twist. Jude dripped with sensuality, and she’d caught him cutting his eyes at her more than once, studying her. It unnerved her, but at the same time, made her feel hot all over.

The attraction was mutual, and she wasn’t certain how she felt about that. Something about this man wasn’t right. There were too many unanswered questions. Mysteries. Unfortunately, the same things that worried her drew her all the more to him. What a pickle she was in…

“Right this way,” a server announced, leading them to a back booth that was aglow with candlelight. “Is this fine, Mr. Cooper?”

“Yes. How about for you, Iris?”

“Looks just fine to me.”

They both sat down, and the server immediately draped their laps with linens. He went over the specials of the day, wines, and asked if they’d dined there before.

“I have been here many times. You?”

“Uh, no. I’ve never been here before.”

“Well then, you’re in for a treat.” The server went on to explain the head chef’s expertise, and though she was paying attention, she also noticed the smug look on Jude’s face—an expression tinged with a touch of sinister. He clasped his hands over the table, both of them covered in tattoos depicting money signs, diamonds, skulls and flames. Unlike some she’d seen, however, these were well done and obviously professional. On one side of his neck was a skull pirate’s face sporting a scarf tied along its head and crossing swords beneath its bony chin. On the other side his nickname, Judge, in bold italic letters, with a gavel beneath it.

He ordered them a bottle of wine, and she refused the offer of an appetizer, going straight to ordering her entrée: spaghetti and meatballs. Jude on the other hand, had ordered two appetizers, two salads, and two entrees. That seemed like far too much food, especially for someone as fit as he appeared to be. The man was nothing but muscle. She’d been chewing Jude-i-cious eye candy since she’d first seen him walking into Kroger. The man had sun kissed skin, an intense stare, light amber eyes with flecks of green and gold, a sleek mustache, and a long, thick black beard that was always trimmed to perfection.

He pulled out some folded papers from his jacket pocket and placed them on the table, followed by a pen.

“I want you to read over these forms, then sign them. If you have any questions, let me know.”

She nodded, a bit confused as to why there were so many sheets, but did as he asked. As she read page after page, her heart nearly beat out of her damn chest. All he’d asked in advance was a copy of her driver’s license, which she’d sent via email. But on those papers was printed her whole damn life story.

Her past marriage, including her ex-husband’s name and where he currently lived. The date that the courts awarded Ayanna to her. Her brief stint in college for two semesters, and cosmetology school, too. A car accident she’d practically forgotten about, when a friend of hers was driving and the damn thing flipped—she’d been only seventeen at the time. He had her mama’s name, her deceased daddy’s name, everything.

“Why would you need all of this for me to watch yo’ friend for a few hours a damn week? This feels like an invasion of my privacy. Why would you then attach all of this to the two-page contract? What’s the point?”

The server returned, poured their glasses of wine, then retreated. Jude took a leisurely sip of the wine, then set it back down. He flopped back into the seat and smiled at her, gorgeous hooded eyes fixed on her.

“I don’t trust no damn body…” The air seemed to grow colder as he spoke in a deep voice. “Those are the results of your background check. The one I told you I was going to run. You lied to me.”

“It was just some weed. I was twenty. Besides, only God can judge me.”

“I’m not mad about it.” He waved his hand as if to say, ‘So what?’ “Just letting you know that whatever I want to know, I can find out. I have to be careful who I let around Eli, so it’s best to just tell me upfront.”

“You’ve got some nerve, sir. Talkin’ about lies…” She huffed. “You must think I’m some damn fool.”

“I’m not usually attracted to fools, so what do ya mean?”

She grabbed her glass of wine and swallowed half of its contents, not caring how she appeared.

“Your vocation is in question, sir.”

Instead of looking miffed, the man smiled. The fact was, she actually wasn’t certain what the hell Jude did to make such a life for himself. How he could afford the clothing, jewelry, the vehicles he drove, and so much more. She’d looked up his house on Zillow, purely out of curiosity, and the bastard’s crib was worth a half a million dollars. He isn’t the only one checking backgrounds.

She had suspicions, mainly because of what some of the people who seemed to recognize him would say, and how they looked. Most of the folks in that late night hour, calling this guy ‘Judge,’ were addicts. Track marks up and down their arms, forlorn smiles… Even Lark suspected a couple from her time spent in the throes of addiction to heroin. What had struck her most was how these people would light up when they’d see him… like he was damn near Santa Claus.

“I know you ain’t no beer maker. I know that.” She huffed. “You the ice-cream man… but ain’t no ice-cream in that truck of yours.”

“I knew that if you didn’t realize it right then, you’d figure it out soon enough, but what I told you wasn’t a lie. I do in fact own a beer distillery.” He then pulled out his phone and pulled up some photos of him standing in front of some big building that definitely looked like a distillery. Then another showing several people, clad in suits and all smiles, holding up some plaque that read, ‘Best Hops in Town.’ He also showed her a couple of articles about his company, naming him as the owner and CEO.

“Hmph.” She looked away.

“I told you.” He laughed. “Now you’ve got egg on your face.”

She looked over the papers again as they discussed inconsequential things, such as the sudden downpour that morning, and the cost of gas. The contract appeared pretty straight-forward, so she signed it. It basically stated that she was on a two-week trial basis, and then they’d go from there.

“Tell me what you want to do with your life, beautiful?”

Every time he called her that, her stomach knotted. Her thighs tightened when he parted his plush lips. Her breathing would accelerate and her physical attraction to him felt almost wrong… like something to be afraid of. Guarded. Hidden away.

“I want to own a boutique. I like clothing, and I want to use local designers, and have a section for consignments from well-known brands, too.”

“That’s a good idea. What’s your plan to achieve this?” He clasped his hands.

She’d never had a man ask her such things—not one that was interested in her romantically, that is. It felt strange, in a good way.

“I’m savin’ up money, fixing my credit so I can get a loan, and I’m going to move to another neighborhood once the school year is over. It’s funny that you offered me a job when you did.”

“Really? Why was it funny?” He cocked his head to the side and slipped his tongue along his lower lip, and that rollercoaster ride in her gut started all over again.

“Because I had been looking for jobs online earlier that afternoon, something I could do from home, for less than twenty hours a week.”

“Well, that worked out well, didn’t it?” He took another sip of his wine. “Why do you keep lookin’ away when I look at you?”

“That star tattoo on your face is distracting.”

“You don’t lie well.” He chuckled. She smiled at him, drumming her fingers against the table. “Let me ask you something, and if the question makes you uncomfortable, then say so.”

“All right.”

With a low, rumbling voice, he leaned in and looked down deep into her soul. “When’s the last time you’ve made love, baby?”

Everything inside of her went berserk. Alarms rang, warning signs, red flags. And yet, she ignored them and kept on trotting into enemy territory.

“So.”

“So?”

“You said, ‘say so,’ if the question makes me uncomfortable.”

He chuckled and nodded, then leaned back again.

“Fair enough.”

Soon their food arrived and if she said so herself, it was the best damn spaghetti and meatballs she’d ever had.

“Slow down,” he said in a teasing tone as he ate his glazed short rib cavatelli. “You’ve got to save room for dessert.”

“This is so good! It was nice of them to make me a dinner portion of the spaghetti, even though they usually only sell it for lunch. I’m pretty simple when it comes to food.”

She noticed the second entrée he’d ordered arrived boxed up, as well as one of the appetizers. When they finished up, she was full and happy. The night went on, the chatting getting easier. The man was a great conversationalist. So good, she almost forgot that he was trouble with a capital ‘T’. As he discussed the various beers his company made and invited her for a taste test, she thought about the fact that she’d dated a couple drug dealers in the past, and there was always a problem, besides the moral aspect she wrestled with.

Sometimes, it was like a normal relationship, and she barely noticed their activities. Other times, she felt like she was an inch away from endangering her damn self. It wasn’t something she was proud of, falling for the wrong men, but it happened often enough, almost unavoidably so because so many of the guys she was around felt trapped, like that was all they could do to survive. One couldn’t always judge a book by its cover. A propensity for crimes of survival and principled character weren’t always built on the same foundation. One of the nicest men she’d ever known was a damn booster.

“…And the shows are what really help market it.” She nodded at just the right times, making it appear as if she was deep into the conversation. Jude was a charming, intelligent, duplicitous man, used to getting what he wanted no doubt. “You’re not listening.”

“I am.”

“You heard me, but you’re not listening. You’re distracted. What’s on your mind?”

It unnerved her how well he seemed to be able to tap into her thoughts. He’d even done it at the grocery store a time or two. He’d say something that matched exactly what she was daydreaming about. It was uncanny.

“You believe in ghosts?”

He gave her a curious look as he crossed his arms.

“No.”

“I do.”

“You’ve seen one?”

“Several. Back home in Memphis, my daddy had bought an old farm when me and my sister were young. He’d be out there, day and night, tryin’ to get it up to par so he could get us settled. He got it dirt cheap, but the house was run-down, so he and Mama started fixin’ it up with the money they’d saved. We weren’t in there for more than a month before the trouble started. Strange noises. Like people talking in hushed tones. Dogs barkin’… We ain’t have no dog at the time, and it sounded like the barking was from the attic but when Daddy would check it out, the space was empty. Stuff started comin’ up missin’, too, put in different places. Daddy and Mama blamed us girls, but we didn’t do it.

“Me and Lily, that’s my sister, but of course you know that from your little report there,” she pointed at the stack of papers and rolled her eyes, “got to talking about some dark shadow person that watched us sleep. Only, we weren’t sleeping for we were scared. We kept our eyes closed, but prayed and cried most nights.”

“Did you tell your parents?”

“We tried, but they didn’t believe us. Well, they said they didn’t, but we found out later they’d been seeing and hearing things, too. I saw a dead White woman in the kitchen. I screamed and she vanished. Another month passed, and another, and that house was beautiful by the time Daddy and Mama finished getting it repaired, painted, and filled with pretty new furniture. Daddy had earned it from all of his hard work on the road. But the land was cursed. Everything that could go wrong was going wrong times ten. Fires started in the middle of the barns out of nowhere. The chickens Daddy had would be dead in the mornin’. No signs of injury. Just feathers scattered about, like they’d been fighting for their lives. Then come the arguin’. My parents, who were good to one another, started picking at each other, and it got so bad, things started getting physical. It was that house. That land. That place. We all knew it. One day, a moving van pulled up and off we went, never looking back.

“Daddy refused to tell me, Mama or my sister what had happened, but something horrible took place in that barn one night. He’d heard a commotion and went in there with his shotgun. Mama said minutes later he came back in the house, drenched in sweat. Early the followin’ morning, we were gone. Do you know why I told you this story, Jude?”

“I might.”

“Well, let me tell you, so you can be sure.”

“You go right on ahead and do that.”

“I surely will, as certain as my name is Iris Danielle Ashford. I told you this story ’cause sometimes, dirt cheap prices, and great deals, ’specially when it comes to people, ain’t so great after all. Everything that shines ain’t gold, Mr. Cooper. You can be a tall glass of darkness, like the looming shadows in a little girl’s room, or the white light they saw surrounding them, the one that smelled like Great-Grandmama’s perfume, tryna protect them from harm—but at the end of the day, it’s our choice to stay or go. Now, I came out with you tonight to conduct business, and get to know you better.”

“Mmm hmm.” He smirked at her as he sipped his wine, seemingly getting off on her aggravation and concerns.

“I can’t accuse you of not being real with me. To an extent. You’re devious. Something about you rubs me the wrong way.”

“Well, devious or not, Ms. Ashford, I could rub you the right way, if given the chance.”

Her pussy clamped like a damn seashell. She forged on, ignoring his sexual crudeness.

“I could be overreacting, I don’t know, but I’m going to go ahead and work the farmland, paint the house, and put up the curtains, but if I see a ghost just one time come outta you,” she held up her finger, “I’m gone. I won’t be going to the barn and leavin’ in the morning. No, sir. I’m leavin’ right then. Don’t ask me to be no drug mule. I bet not see a baggie, a pipe, a needle, even a white ball of cotton or a speck of salt. Nothin’. Don’t involve me in that shit.”

“You’ve been watching too many gangster movies, Iris.” He rolled his eyes, smiled, then took a slow sip of wine. “That’s not what modern men like me in this industry do…”

“Fine. I’m glad you run a legit business, too, because legit is the only way this is gonna be. Now, where’s the dessert menu?” She looked about. “I been wanting to try this tiramisu stuff for a while now…”
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CHAPTER EIGHT


Judge Not, Lest Ye Be Judged
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“I didn’t know is all. You didn’t say anything until now.”

“Well, now you do.” His hand slid against the white and black striped leather covered steering wheel. “Is this a problem?” He shot her a glance.

“No. I have no problem with it, just would’ve been nice to have known earlier.”

“I didn’t want you to prepare. I want to see how you naturally go about it.”

Jude put his car in park as they sat in front of Best Days Adult Care Center. It was privately owned and cost him an arm and a leg, but offered peace of mind.

“So, this is a test?”

“Everything in life is a test, Iris.”

He smashed his cigarette in the ashtray, exhaled the smoke from his last puff, and turned off the car. Moments later, food from the restaurant in hand, he helped Iris out of the vehicle. He stood in front of her, blocking her view. The woman was about five-foot-seven, maybe five-eight, and wearing black heels which bumped her up an additional two to three inches. He watched her chest move up and down, her breathing uneven, though she tried to keep a straight face as she clutched her purse under her arm. Still, she didn’t break their gaze.

He bristled when she suddenly reached out and set about fixing his collar with a flutter of fast working fingers adorned with long green and gold talons. Soft skin brushed ever so gently against his neck, and he got a whiff of her perfume.

“There. That’s better. You want to look presentable, now don’t you?”

They headed towards the home under dim lights, then the motion detection lights came on as they drew closer to the entrance.

“Are they even open this late, Jude? Allow guests?”

“Not for most people. But for me, they’re open.” She made some sort of noise and sported a smirk. “That was one of my stipulations.”

“Stipulations? You’re using big words. A man after my own heart.” She chortled.

That’s not the only thing about me that’s big… but he kept the seedy thought to himself, figuring she’d find out on her own soon enough.

“I want to have access to Eli twenty-four-seven. I feel like, with my schedule ’nd all, I should be able to just drop in, as long as I’m not making a ruckus.”

“I understand.”

He pressed the buzzer. Once the door clicked open, he then placed his finger against a scanner. His name immediately showed up on a screen, and a second set of doors opened. Pat, an older woman with long, braided curly red hair and rosy cheeks sat at the nurses’ station, a pair of green reading glasses set on the tip of her nose. She often smelled like Sweet Tarts candies mixed with the scent of library books, and a dash of chicken soup. Comfort in the flesh. Drinking from a bright yellow coffee mug, she was staring at her computer screen. Her eyes lifted when he drew closer, she looked up and her gaze flitted to Iris. A mixture of surprise and wonder showed in her expression.

“Good evenin’, Pat.”

“Good evening, Jude. Nice to see you. How are you doin’ tonight?”

“Just fine. I brought a friend with me. This here is Iris.” He wrapped his arm around her shoulder and brought her closer. “She’s going to meet Eli. Iris, this is nurse Pat. Eli is partial to her.”

Pat removed her glasses and set them on her desk, then rose to her feet and extended her hand. “Nice to meet you, Iris.”

“Nice to meet you too, Ms. Pat.”

“Iris here is going to be a friend to Eli, too. Give him some weekly company every now and again. If all goes well, her name will be on the roster for regular visits.”

“Okay, no problem. The more the merrier.”

“How was he this morning at the doctor’s appointment?” he asked as she took her seat again with a sigh. “I called him, but he didn’t seem to be in much of a talking mood.”

“Oh, he was grumpy…” Pat grimaced, then chased it with a smile. “You know he doesn’t like shots, but he pepped up because he’s been walking around and doing his thing, at least since I’ve been here. Besides, he got ice-cream after dinner. He was looking forward to it.” Pat glanced at her watch. “Y’all want anything to drink? I can grab some Coke or cold water if you’d like.”

“Naw, we’re not staying long. See you in a little bit.” Jude took Iris’ hand and led her the rest of the way down the hall that smelled of peppermint and cleaning agents. He stopped at Eli’s door, which was covered in Spiderman coloring book tear-outs, and unlocked it with his own key, then turned the knob. They were immediately bathed in soft purple and green light from his rainbow lamp that spun slowly, around and around, on a nearby table. Eli’s markers were in perfect order, the caps on, and all laid out from darkest to light, Next to them, his drawing paper was stacked neatly. Eli lay on his side in the bed, the covers over him, the television that was mounted on the wall on, playing Cartoon Network. Jude crept around the bed to see if he was awake or not. Eli’s eyes were barely open, as if he were teetering between the cozy layers of consciousness and slumber.

Jude placed the food he’d brought from the restaurant in Eli’s small refrigerator, while Iris stood nearby, a smile on her face as she looked at the man.

“What are you smilin’ about?” he asked quietly.

“I saw how you looked at him. You really care about him. That’s beautiful.”

Something about the way she said those words, made him feel peaceful, yet uncomfortable at the same time. Was it really that obvious? He’d chosen her for a variety of reasons, some she more than likely didn’t even realize or know, and those same reasons may be coming back to haunt him. Only time would tell.

“I’m going to wake him up,” he whispered. “This is a good teachable moment, too, so pay attention. Eli doesn’t mind being roused, but you have to do it gently.” She nodded in understanding. “Eli…” he whispered. He said his name again while shaking his shoulder with a tender jiggle.

The man’s limbs began to move, stiffen, then stretch. Long legs clad in pajama pants with a little black steam trains design moved against the tumble of white sheets. A head full of disheveled dark brown hair emerged. Eli blinked several times, then sat up a bit, looking dazed and confused. He stared at Jude, then turned slowly towards Iris, as if suddenly feeling her presence. Jude waited. This could go one of two ways, but one thing was for sure: Eli judged people pretty quickly. If he didn’t like you, you’d know it within the first couple of minutes.

“Who?” He pointed at Iris, then rubbed his eye with the back of his hand.

“My name is Iris,” she answered before Jude got a chance. She took a step towards him, then another. “I’m happy to meet you, Eli. Teen Titans Go is on the TV. I like that show.” She pointed up ahead at it, the whites of her eyes shining bright. Jude remained quiet. Watching. Eli rubbed his partially exposed chest, eyeing her suspiciously. His nightshirt, also dotted with little black trains, was sloping off one shoulder. He turned and looked at the television, then back at Iris.

“Name,” he muttered.

“Iris.”

“No.” He pointed at the television. “Name.”

“Oh, the characters? You don’t believe I love this cartoon?!” She laughed.

Eli shook his head and crossed his arms, visibly skeptical.

“Well, Eli, I should’ve bet you some money, honey, because you’d lose it. They are Starfire, Robin, Beast Boy, Raven, Bumblebee, and…. hold on! Give me a second…” she tapped her bottom lip as she deliberated, “Cyborg.” The lady put her hand on her hip proudly, and Eli smiled, showing all of his teeth. “Eli, do you know why Jude brought me here?”

“Friend. To me.”

She nodded in agreement.

“So, you knew I was comin’ sometime today?”

“Yessss.” He scratched the side of his face and yawned. “Jewwwd told… me.”

“Well, at least he told one of us…” she mumbled. “Are you sleepy, honey? It’s a little late, isn’t it?” Eli nodded and started to scratch at his ankle, the elastic of his bright white socks leaving little indentions where he raked his short nails up and down against his skin. He began to slowly rock back and forth, smiling and looking about in wonder. Jude started to tuck him back in, and Eli immediately lay down, his eyes blinking frequently as he kept looking at the foot of the bed where Iris stood like some guard.

“I’m noooot… stoooo-pid.”

“Now why would you think you’d need to tell me that, Eli? Clearly a smart man watches Teen Titans Go, proving you have discerning taste. Not only that, only a smart man keeps his apartment just as neat and clean as it can be, and wears cute pajama sets with locomotives on them. Besides, you’d have to be astute to know that Jude’s company just ain’t enough. He could never be as fun as me, and he knows it, too. That’s why he called a pro.”

Eli burst out laughing, and a little saliva trickled down his stubbled chin. Jude reached to get a tissue and pat it dry, but Eli sat back up in a hurry, pushed him aside, and did it himself. Jude realized at that moment that Eli liked Iris, and probably thought she was pretty, too. Eli enjoyed being catered to and taken care of at times, but when pretty women were around, he resisted those advances. It was humorous to witness.

“Eye-risss.”

“Yes?”

“Eye-risss, like fly-were?”

“Yes, just like the flower.”

“I.r.i.ssss.”

“Yup, that’s how you spell it. You spell your name, E.L.I, right?”

“Mmm hmmm. I will… I will see you two-mor-row, Eye-risss. I…I’m tawk-king slow… so you…” he pointed at her, “un-dur-staaaand me.”

“I understand you just fine. You can talk anyway you wish, and if I miss somethin’, I’ll ask you to repeat it. It’s just that simple.” Iris made her way around Jude, leaned down, and kissed the top of Eli’s head. She then tucked him back in the bed. “I’m not a nurse. I don’t know anything about care takin’. I don’t want to be a nurse, either, and I doubt you want another caretaker any ol’ way. Good thing is you already got that in the times you do need that sort of help. All you need right now is a friend. Isn’t that so?”

“…Yesss.”

“I need a friend, too.” She pecked his forehead, and his eyes lit up like Christmas trees. “Go on back to sleep. Me and Jude are leavin’. I’ll see you soon.” Eli’s cheeks turned bright red as Iris made her way towards the door.

“Eli, are you okay with Iris? You want her to come back?”

“…Yesss.”

“Fine. You said tomorrow, but we have to make sure she can do that first. We need to work out her schedule. I’ll call and let you know, okay?”

“Okay.” Eli tugged on the edge of the sheet, and curled his knees towards his torso.

“Good night.”

“Jewwwd.”

“Yes?”

“Issss I-ris, yuh…. Yooour girl friend?”

Iris chuckled and headed on out the door, leaving the two of them alone.

“…She ain’t right now. I have a feeling she won’t make it easy on me, either. I think she likes me, but there’s things about me she doesn’t like, either. Let’s just say since I like her enough to bring her to you, I’ll have to get creative with my efforts to make the answer to your question a ‘yes.’”

Eli’s cheeks turned red and he giggled like a little boy. Jude waved, locked the door, and closed it behind him. When he stepped out into the hall, Iris was about twenty feet away, looking down at her phone.

“Am I hired?” she asked while keeping her eyes on her device. He stopped walking when he reached her. Placing his hands on his hips, he sucked his teeth for a bit and looked around, finding it a bit odd the area was so deserted. Typically, he’d see at least another patient or two, a nurse here and there, but all he could hear was the water cooler and the soothing sounds of Paul Mauriat’s, ‘Love is Blue.’

He waited for her to look up and meet his gaze.

“You really have no idea who I am, do you? You genuinely are completely oblivious…” He stroked the sharp end of his thick beard.

“I don’t know who you are totally, but I have a good idea of the kind of influence you have, and I know there’s bits of you I don’t want to know any further than I already do. I know that much.” She looked dismissively back down at her phone.

“Then why did you agree to take the job?”

“Because I like people. I need the money. And though it’s not much, I’ve seen you for so long that on some level, it seems like we’ve known each other for quite some time. Gives a sense of comfort. If you spend enough time with even a devil, you begin to learn his patterns,” she said with a smirk. “Then, after a while, you navigate the fiery maze around him, keep your distance, and in the right light, he don’t seem so bad. I saw you when I was workin’ second shift sometimes, and now, the third shift, too. I know you don’t live ’round there, but I see, this adult care center isn’t too far from where I work, just like you said. I realize now why you’re in there so much. Mainly to get things for your friend.”

“I saw you before you ever saw me in the store, Iris. You think I’d trust just anyone with that man?” He pointed down the hall towards Eli’s door. “For two fuckin’ years, I’ve tried to find someone I could trust to keep him company. One after a fuckin’ nother, they were nothin’ but a disappointment. Laughin’ at him behind his back, or coming late and leavin’ early if they showed up at all. I went through nurse after nurse, caretaker after caretaker, and then it hit me. I needed just an ordinary person. Not someone in the system. Someone who knows right from wrong. Preferably, a woman. Someone who is hard workin’. Someone who cares about someone other than her damn self.” Anger swelled inside of him, burning the back of his throat like lava. Iris’ eyes sheened over. She looked afraid… curious… intrigued.

“…Where’d you see me at before Kroger?”

“Down at the courthouse.”

She swallowed and he followed the movement of her throat.

“I was there on behalf of my brother. You were there because of your niece. I was there early, and you’d come in, sometimes crying, explaining to a magistrate that that poor girl you raise now was bein’ neglected while her mother was nowhere to be found.”

“Didn’t you say your brother, Cain, has a life sentence? I wasn’t in that court. I was in family services…”

“I never said nothin’ to you about my brother. You must’ve dug that up on your own.” Her complexion deepened. “You know family services is right across the damn hall… After a while of sittin’ on that bench, waiting, you notice people walking by, hear stuff. Plus, you stood out because you’re so damn pretty.”

“So, you’ve been following me? I’m thinkin’ this would be a good time for me to call the police.”

“Now you’re just being silly. Busy man like me ain’t got time to stalk nobody, even one as pretty as you. Imagine my surprise when I realized you were the girl in the grocery store. To me, that’s not a coincidence. The answer to my prayers was right in front of my face.”

“So you felt like because I went to bat for my niece, I’d go to bat for Eli, so to speak?”

“That was part of it. It wasn’t benefiting you in any way to have her. You weren’t getting no money, ’cept maybe some tax breaks. That’s called a selfless act. You even relocated from a better part of town to a shithole, in order to make her more comfortable since she was already staying there.”

“You said you were born in Bordeaux, and you’re calling it a shithole?”

“It is. But it’s full of good people, too. That don’t make it any less of a fucking shithole because scarcity, unemployment, lack of prospects, growin’ up with your stomach growling, houses with leaky roofs and bad plumbing, peeling paint, drunks and tweakers in the street fighting, and people struggling for their lives make up the definition of a shithole. It made me stronger, but it is what it is. Back to you…”

“I don’t want to discuss my private life with you.”

“Oh, so now you wanna be quiet, after throwing my private life up in my face in the car?” He pointed at himself, and she turned away. “Aren’t you the same woman who said to me on the ride over here that I should be ashamed of myself? I ignored you… I let that go.” She shot him a glance, but only a fleeting one. “Naw, look at me when I’m talking to you.” She slowly turned back around and faced him, loathing etched across her face. “You didn’t want her to lose her friends, on top of her mama, too. That’s a sign of a good heart. You work at Kroger, for goodness’s sake. I don’t see any get rich schemes oozing out of you, but I do see the eye of a tiger, a woman with wants, needs, and ambition… and somethin’ I don’t have, except when it comes to Eli.”

“And what’s that? Concern?”

“Naw, I’m concerned about plenty. I meant a heart. I don’t care about many people. Caring about someone is optional. I exercise the choice to not do it very often. That keeps life less complicated. When you care, everything has the potential to go to shit.”

“When you do what you do for a living, everything goes to shit, too.”

“You judging me again?”

“Why? You think ’cause they call you ‘Judge,’ you the only one around here who can criticize and analyze somebody?”

“They call me Judge because I make smart, judicious decisions regarding my work, and I make the laws in these here streets. Not because I’m criticizing anyone. You’ve got it wrong.”

“That may be, but what I’ve got right is that you’re used to your flashy cars, clothes, and money luring the ladies. You’re nice looking, too, and you know it, but all of those muscles, those beautiful eyes and tattoos, and all of your little toys and accessories will make me look, but won’t make me stay. I don’t date drug dealers anymore. We’ve got a business arrangement, Jude. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“You’d date me if I owned a bank… if I owned any financial corporation at all.”

“Last I checked, bank owners aren’t out here selling little rocks of death.”

“Don’t make this about morals because almost any occupation you name, I can prove to you is just as harmful and corrupt.”

“Oh yeah, try me.”

“You ring up ice cream for diabetics, gift cards to shopping addicts, cigarettes to people with lung cancer, ‘I’m sorry’ greeting cards and bouquets of roses to men who give their wives black eyes, broken ribs, and bloody lips. You ring up condoms to rapists, duct tape to kidnappers, decks of cards to compulsive gamblers, lighters to arsonists, and alcohol to drunks every fuckin’ night, ma’am. I’ve seen that drunk man you’re always kee-keeing with… silly ass Monroe…” Her complexion deepened. “You think if you dated a loan officer, or some flunky from the IRS, he ain’t make somebody commit suicide because they lost their damn house?! Delusions of fuckin’ grandeur! Oooohhh Weee! You think if you dated a teacher, he didn’t make some kid think he was dumb at one point, and maybe that same kid dropped out and ruined his life by getting hooked on something?! Don’t talk to me about harm and rocks of death because every job out here, if it’s profitable, can ruin someone, missy. We’re all stuck between that same rock of death and motherfuckin’ hard place. It’s all about how you look at it, and because we live in a capitalist society rampant with corruption, everything has the potential to do harm!”

He leaned close to her, but she stepped back, and then took another step and another, until he backed her against the wall. “Just like you, I’ve got customers. So, unless you’re a saint and never earned a dollar off something that could’ve aided in someone’s misery in your whole entire life, you’re in no position to talk. Walk in my shoes and learn my story before you try to talk recklessly about my journey and turn the page before you’ve even finished the passage…” Anger kept rising to the surface, but he pushed it down. “Now let’s go. It’s getting late and you need some sleep. Eli is expecting you tomorrow, bright eyed and bushy tailed…”
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CHAPTER NINE


The Bishop, the King and the Queen
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WizKid’s, ‘Essence,’ played as Iris pulled up to Ayanna’s school in her gunmetal gray Nissan Altima. It was seven years old, but still running fine.

“I hope you have your lunch today, Ayanna, because I’m going home to crash. I won’t be runnin’ back here like last week to bring you a sandwich and some chips. You’ll have to buy the school lunch, and then complain about how they don’t season nothin’.” She yawned.

“I have it, Auntie. It’s right here.” She heard a bag rattle from the back of the car. “You reminded me before we left the apartment, remember?” Ayanna said as she gathered her bookbag and belongings.

“Baby, I barely remember my name.” Iris chuckled. “Okay, just as long as you’re covered.” The backdoor opened and Ayanna stepped out, closing it behind her. Standing there in her jeans and pink Polo shirt, she looked preppy and cute. Her hair had been flat ironed over the weekend, and she had arranged it in two long, thick black braids, one down each side. She had real nice, strong hair, like her mama.

“Auntie, I have a History test tomorrow, so is it okay if I go over Charla’s house and study?”

Iris slipped back in her seat and grimaced. Charla was a girl who seemed to care far more about boys than school, but her grades were good. Iris was careful about who Ayanna hung around, knowing a bad crowd was a ticket to a ride full of mistakes.

“What time will her mother be home from work?” She looked at the girl from the rolled down passenger’s side window.

Ayanna shrugged. “It shouldn’t take us more than a couple of hours, auntie.”

“All right. When you get to her house, call me and let me speak to her mama, and contact me when you’re ready to go, so I’ll pick you up. Two hours, Ayanna. That’s it.”

“Okay. Love you.”

“Love you too, baby. Have fun today but pay attention. You can chew gum and jump rope at the same time.” She chortled as she waved to Ayanna who raced away towards a group of students she knew. Iris confirmed her niece made it inside of the school, then turned off the radio, picked up her phone, and dialed Aunt Blue on her way home. Blue was always up early fixing her coffee, smoking her cigarettes no doubt, and listening to music. She had a routine and was an early bird. Retirement looked good on her. The woman answered on the third ring. The sounds of ‘Tell Me’, by Groove Theory, could be heard from the other end of the phone.

“Hello?!” Blue yelled, as if she were mad at the world.

“Blue! Turn the music down. You can’t hear me because of all of that noise. Do you ever listen to any songs that came out in the last decade?”

“Naw! The music they got out now sounds a damn mess. Talkin’ ’bout some wet pussy and all this silly mess… All they talk about in the music nowadays is fat asses, money they ain’t really got, and bitches and hoes that ain’t studdin’ them. Half the time, I can’t even understand what they sayin’… talk like they got cotton in they mouth! The men wear skintight pants, and we should all be glad fuh it, ’cause maybe now they can’t reproduce. Nuts squeezed so damn tight, need to call those trousers, nutcrackers. They gonna find out they’re sterile. Then they can’t make more little mumble mouths just like dem! Might as well be Charlie Brown’s teacher up there on the microphone. Wah wah wah wah wah wah wah wah! 10 million records sold.” Iris burst out laughing. “Don’t nobody wanna hear all that shit! Hold on…” Iris approached a red light and wrapped her hand around the Dunkin’ Donut’s coffee she’d purchased on the way to drop Ayanna off. It was hot and delicious. “All right. I’m back. You just got finished droppin’ the baby off?”

“Yes. I hardly got any sleep, so I’m on my way back home to sneak in a nap before startin’ that job I told you about yesterday after I got in from dinner.”

“Good. Why didn’t you get any sleep? Lot on your mind?”

“I’m not sure… tossed and turned. Just couldn’t get into it. I should’ve taken some melatonin. I have a bottle of it from Walgreens but haven’t tried it yet.”

“If you had trouble sleeping, the best remedy is to turn the air up real high.”

“Huh?”

“Yeah! My doctor told me about it! I get these hot flashes, girl, and they keep me awake. I’ve got my fans and all of that shit, but she hipped me to this coolin’ pillow and blanket. Honeeeey! Changed my life. I sleep like a baby now.”

“But I’m not hot. I actually sometimes get cold at night. I just couldn’t sleep.”

“It’ll still work I bet. That melatonin shit don’t be working, baby. I bought some of the gummies, and they may as well have been candy. So not only was I still up, girl, I was up all night breedin’ cavities from all the extra sugar in them mothasuckas! Ended up fixing me some soup and watchin’ a Lifetime movie about some man who was going around stranglin’ women with their own pantyhose. I wish a mothasucka would!”

“Was it based on a true story?”

“Hell, I don’t know. I wouldn’t doubt it.”

“Some people are really sick.” Iris shook her head and placed her coffee back in the cupholder.

“Shiiiid… As much as I pay for my pantyhose, I would’ve been pissed! He got hold of the wrong one finally, though, Iris. That woman got away, then tracked him down, shot him, but left him alive, and set his house on fire wit’ him in it! I bet he was hot footin’ it for real, then!” Blue let out a husky laugh. “Lovin’ pantyhose… his ass needed a fire hose! Haaaa!”

Iris burst out laughing again and shook her head as she sipped on her coffee.

“Auntie, let me ask you something.”

“Mmm hmmm. What is it?”

“I feel… funny.”

“Pregnant? You finally let someone new into the batcave?”

“No! I’m being serious now.”

“So was I…”

Iris rolled her eyes. “I have a confession. I’m letting you know, between you and me, that my employer got a lot of money, but it ain’t clean money.”

“Money laundering, drug dealin’, theft ring, or pimpin’? If it’s the fourth one, don’t deal wit’ him at all. He can sell his own bussy.”

“No, the second one… he’s a… he’s a dealer.” Her voice dropped and she looked about as if her call was being taped by the FBI. Feeling a bit silly, she began to speak normally again. “I’m not affiliated with that stuff, but he and I kind of got into it about it when I confronted him. Well, I told him I didn’t like it, and he said some things to me that made me think. I don’t know if I’m making excuses for him or what,” She shrugged, then took a deep breath, “But, have you ever… I don’t know, felt like something was dead wrong, and you knew it was wrong, but somebody made you see it a different way?”

“Sorry, I was buttering this toast and didn’t understand the last thing you said, baby. Repeat that or explain it better so I can follow you.”

“I mean, you still think it’s wrong, but, I don’t know, something has changed. It’s like he put roots on me or something.” She laughed nervously. Aunt Blue was quiet on the other end for a bit, but she could hear her moving around.

“All right, Iris, let me tell you, like I told some of the clients when I worked as a receptionist at the doctor’s office, and a paralegal waaaay back in the day. Sometimes, we think we know it all, okay? Have somethin’ all figured out. We get an ache or pain and think, that’s because of the times I ran track back in 1986, or that’s from me givin’ birth umpteen years ago. That might be true, and it might not be. That’s why getting more than our own opinion from someone with a bit more information, might just be useful. Not only do we have our own opinions and make our own diagnoses about ourselves and others, kind of like when we were talking about the melatonin early, we then try to convince others that our way is right, even if we have no proof.

“We grew up a certain way. Our mamas taught us this is right, that’s wrong. We go to church, as we should, and we read the Good Book. We live our lives a certain way, all of us fallin’ short of the glory of God. That being said, when someone is doing something wrong, like you said this fella sellin’ drugs, but he got you thinkin’ about it different, it means something he said resonated with you. It don’t mean you cosign, that it suddenly is okay, or you agree with it, it just means he gave you some food for thought. Now, either he’s slick as butter, or he got some knowledge in his head. If he’s successful at this, and it sounds like he is, he’s probably a combination of both. I know this is going to sound ignorant, but at least he’s good at something. You said the man he got you watchin’ is a friend of his, right? He’s slow?”

“Yes ma’am, but we say mentally challenged. That’s more acceptable.”

“I ain’t politically correct. We called it slow and if ya ask me, mentally challenged sounds worse, but all right. Anyway, last night, you called and told me he’s real protective over him.”

“Yes, ma’am. It was almost like watching someone else. I mean, not that I know Jude all that well to compare it to another side of him, but the bravado was gone. He was nothin’ but gentle and caring. And he was watchin’ me, tryna see if I’d make a mistake. The pressure was on me, and I knew that if I said just one thing wrong, or messed up, it was over. Jude said he’s had a bunch of folks in there for Eli, but they never showed the compassion he was looking for. He’s real picky about it now.”

“That means he must see something in you, Iris. You’re special.” Her cheeks warmed. “You gotta understand, if he sells drugs, then that means he is always on alert, probably paranoid just so he can stay one foot in front of the police. People who do that sort of thing for a livin’ don’t make it because they’re imprudent or bad judges of character. This man knows what he’s doing, and he won’t settle for less.”

“Blue, you know what he does isn’t right though. I’ve got—”

“Now you listen here, we can’t just paint people in a box, baby. You know I’m not about to approve of nobody out here poisoning people, but at the same time, these folks buying from him ain’t got a gun to their head. Matter of fact, I bet they’re going to him first. I know it’s wrong, but so are a lot of thangs in life. We got a few addicts in our family, some of them dead now, but I don’t blame the dealers. I blame the unhealed traumas inside of them that made ’em run to it in the first place! Somebody tryna stuff down emotions is going to find something to stuff it down with! It could be drugs, tobacco, liquor, food, sex, you name it!”

“Now you sound like him…”

“Well, sorry, Charlie, but it’s true. He knows it’s wrong deep down, too, regardless of what he may have told you. But just because somebody doing the wrong thing to make it in this world don’t mean they’re a terrible person.”

“Our actions say a lot about us, Blue.”

“Girl, you got teachers, firefighters, doctors and ministers out here abusin’, selling, and killin’ kids under the radar, all ’cause people like you look at them and think they an upstanding citizen, while villainizing Ray-Ray and Kecia on their name alone. And come to find out, the wolf in sheep’s clothing been murking everything in sight! You think the Devil gonna tell you he the Devil when he wanna use you?! He only reveals that after he got yo’ ass! Just because they’re a teacher or preacher don’t make them God! Soon as the news come on, a story break out, talkin’ about old Reverend so and so was raping little boys, and everybody come talking about he’d never do such a thing, then when proof comes out of him sending pics and videos of his shriveled-up dick and low-hangin’ balls to children’s phones, people wanna talk about God is the road to forgiveness, and we just gotta pray for ’em! I ain’t praying for no child molester, and him and his Cinco De Mayo dry ass taco-meat covered balls can go straight to hell!

“Blue…” Iris dropped her head and fought yet another bout of laughter.

“I’m serious! People think because so and so is this or that, it means they can do no wrong. That’s why we always end up disappointed and follow the wrong folks, Iris. We always looking for a shepherd, because we’re sheep in thought. We want someone else to figure it out for us, instead of us thinkin’ for ourselves. That’s why I’m the black sheep of the family, but baby, I ain’t following nobody. I’m the leader.”

“Blue, you are not the black sheep of the family!” Iris curved her lips in a half-smile. In truth, Blue was looked at as if she were some green alien. She was self-made and did not care what anyone thought of her. She was simply amazing, a woman Iris always looked up to.

“You know damn well I am, girl, and that’s fine. It’s because I refused to sacrifice myself for just any ol’ body so I could say I was married. I worked two jobs at once so I could save money, buy some things I wanted, and travel every now and again. I refused to have children when there was no guarantee their father would stick around and help me raise ’em, tryna turn me into some baby makin’ machine, and I refused to not have a career that I enjoyed, and an equal partnership. I accepted the fact that the man I want don’t exist, so I became the woman I wanted to be, regardless of that. We wanna rush girls to get married and knocked up and all of this other shit, because it’s tradition—and we put our worth in a man. We only feel important if we got a man, if we pregnant by a man, givin’ birth to some man’s chi’dren, workin’ hard for him, payin’ the bulk of the bills, and being the caretaker too, all for a man. We’re cooking and cleaning for a man, fightin’ some hussy for a man… Shrinking ourselves down so we don’t bruise the fragile ego for a dumb ass, broke, foul motha-pumpkin man! But what about us? Who feels important because we’re by their side? Where in the hell are Black women and girls’ esteem, baby? It shouldn’t be tied ’round the ankle of no man! We got two feet. We can walk this thang called life by ourselves!”

She could hear the rattle, moans, and sighs embedded within the fractured words of Blue’s arguments, like a tapestry soaked in the scent of ancient incense smolder and the unanswered prayers of the ancestors, a curl of smoke spelling out the words, ‘Self-Love.’

“The Black woman birthed this world, girl, and what thanks do we get in return? What have we got to show for it? We get blamed for all the woes and wrongs in our community. We are judged by people who ain’t never stepped foot in no hood. Be careful to not do the same thing to this man. You gotta be careful about thinkin’ something is supposed to go one way, and this gotta be perfect and just so for you to toss your hat in the ring. Iris, I know you been through some shit, so your guard is up, baby, I get it, been there myself a time or two, but be careful about thinking you got it all figured out. None of us do. I tell you one thing though, you aren’t like me, baby. You got far more patience and something about you makes men go crazy. Your ex-husband is proof of that. I heard through the grapevine yo’ name still slip off his lip. Now, back to this Jude man. You already said you’re not involved in his mess, so rest easy.”

“I’m not. Me going to this home to visit this man has nothing to do with what Jude is doing, Aunt Blue. The two don’t even seem like they’d interfere, ’cept for the fact I’d be getting paid with the money he makes. Blood money.”

“You told me he owns a beer makin’ place, too, so that ain’t necessarily true, either. Money ain’t the root of all evil. People are, Iris. How you gonna blame a piece of paper for your own actions? Money ain’t did shit to anyone but pay a bill. Just because he sell dope don’t mean he can’t do no good in this world. I’m not telling you to fall in love and marry him. I am telling you that his profession doesn’t make him some leper. We gotta dig deeper and think deeper, honey. Just like some folks sayin’ God ain’t real because little babies are dying, and the world is a shitty place. Maybe we were lied to? Maybe God just creates us, and told us to help answer each other’s prayers? Be our brothers’ and sisters’ keepers. God is inside of everyone, even the drug dealers, whores and murderers, baby. Not every prostitute is truly a whore to her core. Not every thief just looooves to steal. Not every sinner hisses at the thought of being forgiven and doing better tomorrow…”

Iris pulled into her parking spot at her apartment building and sat there, listening. Blue was right. She damn near had tears in her eyes because she knew at that point, her aunt was speaking from a point of hard truth, and pain. That pain was now coming through the phone and soothing her like a salve.

“Blood money, Aunt Blue. That’s what it is, no matter how you toss it though. I’m so conflicted. I want the job so badly. I need it—it would make things so much easier and it’s not difficult to do. It’s probably going to be fun, too, because Eli is sweet as pie, but then, there’s Jude…”

“You keep doing what I told you to stop doing. You’re on auto-pilot because you’re scared.”

“That’s not true.”

“Shut up! It is. Be careful ’bout judging folks, Iris. The Good Book warns against it, too. Now, this man ain’t no angel, but from what you’ve shared with me, he shows a lot of love for this childhood friend of his that he takes care of, and he offered to pay you generously for doing somethin’ so simple and kind.”

“But he wants to date me.”

“That ain’t what bothers you…”

“Of course it is! Why you think—”

“No… stop lyin’ to yourself. You ain’t mad because that man wants to date you, girl. You mad because you wanna spend some time with him, too…”
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…A few hours later

As soon as she tapped on his door, Eli opened it to greet her in a light blue sports coat over a white tank top and gray jogging pants. It was evident the man had put in effort in dressing himself. On his feet were a pair of fuzzy red socks, one pulled up much higher than the other. His gorgeous dark brown hair with natural highlights was combed as if he were expecting to take a school picture—wavy tresses parted on one side and pressed neatly, as though he’d used a wrap from the beauty salon. He immediately introduced himself at the door, extending his hand as if they’d never met before, and let her inside.

“So nice to see you again, Eli.” She placed her light mint blue sweater over a nearby chair.

Eli’s small apartment smelled of pizza and popcorn from his lunch earlier in the day, which he proudly let her know had extra pepperoni and extra sauce, his favorite.

“Baaaathroom.” His head tilted awkwardly to one side as he pointed in that direction, the muscles in his neck elongated as he fought his tongue to get the word out. “It’s… cleeean.” She smiled at that. “Kitch… kitch… kitchen!” He took a couple of steps and pointed to the small kitchen that featured a small white refrigerator, a hot plate, microwave, sink and drying rack. Framed pictures of cartoon characters, cars, and famous country singers lined the walls. Above the sink hung a few cabinets for crockery and the like.

“What… issss… your fav-faaaav-rit, col-lur?”

“Purple. I like red, too.”

Iris followed him to a small table near his bed, and before she knew it, they were embroiled in an Uno game. She hadn’t been there for more than ten minutes, and after clapping and giving her a sudden, spontaneous hug, the man made her play a second round, then a third. He was beating her behind, although she always figured she was good at Uno. Suddenly, the loud shrill of an old-fashioned wall telephone filled the room. Eli’s brows bunched and dipped as he yanked up the receiver, not too fond of the interruption.

“Hell-low? Yessss… I, I, all-red-dee, toooold you thaaat, Jeeeewwwwd… No… Nooo… Lee… leave me… alone. I haaaave comp-pany!” Eli slammed the phone down and it took all she had in her to not laugh. Her stomach bunched, and she prayed a few million times over, begging God to please not have her laugh in this man’s face. She didn’t want Eli to think she was making fun of him—she was in fact making fun of Jude who apparently was playing chaperone from a distance.

“What’s your favorite color, Eli? If it’s purple, I think we must be twins!”

Eli smiled at that as he sat there looking at the cards in his hand.

“Not purp-pull… that’s a… girl col-lore.”

“Boys like purple, too, Eli. Times have changed since you and I were children. My little cousin, Samuel, he wears purple all the time. Looks good on him, too.”

“Bluuuue.”

“Blue is always nice. Like the sky and the ocean… blue is what I imagine freedom looks like.” They kept playing, then she paused to blow her nose. “Tell me somethin’, Eli.” The man paused, his eyes resting on hers. “I like Jude because he really cares about you. What do you like about Jude most?”

Eli paused and looked at her from behind shimmery blue eyes.

“Fun-ny… Kiiind.”

Her lips curved in a smile.

“Yes, I ’spose he is kind, isn’t he?”

“He… hee’s strooong. Carry-carried me. I love… I love, Jeeeewd.”

Carried me? I don’t know what that means, but it sounds nice. Her heart warmed as he said the words, a big grin on his face. Moments later, she gasped.

“Looks like you’ve won! Again! That was fast.” She laughed. “You want to play one more time?” He shook his head and instead, rose to his feet. She peered over her shoulder and could only see a part of him as he disappeared behind a partition. She heard the refrigerator door open and close, and he returned with two cold Sprite beverages.

“Thank you.”

He nodded, set his down too, then disappeared once again behind the partition. This time, she heard some shuffling around, and then he emerged with a chess board, and a grin as broad as an upside-down rainbow stretched across his face.

“Oh, honey, I don’t know how to play no chess now. You got some checkers?” She burst out laughing at her own expense.

“I will… teeeeach you.” He set down the mahogany and oak checkered board with matching parts, then placed each piece in its specific location. The man seemed to be rather meticulous about it all, a look of stern concentration imprinted upon his face.

“Who taught you how to play chess, Eli?”

“Jeeeewd.”

“Figures.”

He began to explain the way he was setting up the board. The more Eli spoke, the easier it was for her to understand him.

“…Frooom, left tuh right… rook, knight, bishop, king, queen, bishop, knight, rook…” he continued. “Aaand thissss is…”

“Hold on, Eli… did you hear yourself?” He cocked his head, a quizzical expression on his face. “You did not stutter, slow down or nothin’ when you were saying the names of the pieces.” She pointed at the board. How could this be? “Say ’em again… Go on, start with brook!” She pointed to the piece.

“Thaaaat’s rook… not brook.”

“Oh, my bad. Rook… go on and tell me the names of the pieces again.”

“Rook, knight, bishop, king, queen…”

“You did it again! I wonder if Jude knows about this? He has to. Didn’t he say you have a speech therapist?”

“Mmm hmm, Mr. Dooougley.”

“That’s the darndest thing!” She clapped her hands, enthused, though he didn’t seem to notice what the big deal was. “You know what? Maybe when you’re confident, and it’s something you really like, something you’re really good at, you speak better. Could that be it?” Eli paused for a spell, then shrugged. She twisted the cap of her Sprite bottle and began guzzling it. “All right, go on and finish giving me my first lesson about chess.”

Eli did just that. Some words seemed to be jumbled as he spoke, but when it came to the names of the chess pieces, he never stumbled over the words. They began to play, and though she barely understood what she was doing, she was having fun. Eli put the game aside after a while, and they looked at one another, sipping their Sprites. She glanced at the time. A bit over an hour had passed. It felt like only a few minutes.

“You… can… go.” He looked so glum and sad when he spoke. Her heart felt heavy and tears damn near brimmed in her eyes.

“I wasn’t planning on leaving right now. Did you want me to leave?”

He shook his head.

“Is this when most people leave? After an hour?”

He lowered his gaze briefly, then nodded.

“Jude said I can stay a couple of hours, and that’s what I’d like to do, if that’s okay with you.” The man immediately perked up. “What would you like to do now?”

He slurped his drink one good time, grabbed the remote control, and turned on Cartoon Network. Gumball was on.

“Ohhh, so you’re a Gumball fan, too?”

“Yesss.” He grinned as he retook his seat.

“Let’s sit here together and watch Gumball, then. Now, from my recollection, it only lasts thirty minutes, so that means we’ll have to watch two episodes.” Without explanation, he popped up once again to go rummage in a big bin he had in the corner of the room. As she peered closer, she noticed it was full of books. The man pulled out a thick novel, wiped off the paperback cover with his hand, and handed it to her.

“Gift… for… you.”

She looked down at it and read the title, “A Man Called Ove,” by Fredrik Backman.

“Well, I don’t read as much these days, but thank you very much, Eli. I’m going to take a look at this.”

“Good… book.” He wagged his finger at it before settling back in his seat. Crossing his legs like some gentleman, he clasped his hands across his knee and stared attentively at the television. As she sat there, she flipped through the book, then read the blurb in the back. It seemed pretty interesting—something about a crabby old man who gets angry about the slightest things, and judges people…

That last part made her heart beat a bit faster. She swallowed, then slipped the book in her purse. She glanced at Eli a time or two from the corner of her eye. He was handsome and had a softness about the face. Not one pimple or blemish, but she noticed a slender scar on his scalp where barely any hair grew, perhaps from the car accident that had rendered him disabled.

Eli was a ball of light, shining bright. His light wasn’t new, it was old and wise, wrapped in youthful shades of love. Maybe it was in his forgiving spirit? It seemed as if he wore humanity and consideration like skin layers. He didn’t seem to notice her perusal, but she simply couldn’t help herself. Jude was right. In some ways, he was childlike and innocent. In other ways, he was full grown, all-man, and mature. She didn’t feel the least bit uncomfortable, and dare she say it, she was looking forward to their next visit already.

Aunt Blue was right, too… I do like Jude. A lot. She’d taken a curious partiality to Jude. They’d been talking a lot, lately, and it troubled her. She looked forward to their conversations, and their attachment to one another was growing. He said something noteworthy to her the other day… ‘I’m going to make you mine, Iris. Understand that after I do, no matter what happens between you and me, if we work out or not, I want you there for Eli. Nothin’ will change…’

The world Jude came from was so different from her own. She’d read about his brother, and their parents. How incredible. He was an enigma, and he was complicated like math problems all jumbled up. His nature pulled her in, his voice intoxicated her, his face and body excited her, his love of Eli made him almost irresistible. It didn’t help that he’d called her on her way over, and told her…

“I love Eli with everything inside of me. He’s been my eyes when I could not see. My heart when I could not feel. My ears when I refused to listen. He’s my ticket to heaven, and if he were to suddenly hate me, I’d be in hell. Anyone who makes Eli happy, I’m gonna have to love them, Iris. You ain’t got to like me, you ain’t got to be okay with the things that I do or say, but you will respect me, and if you make that man forget his troubles for an hour or two, then I’m indebted to you for life. And that’s just all there is to it…”
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CHAPTER TEN


Exactly Where I’m Supposed to Be
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“Man, Ken wants to sit up here and argue with me, Judge, after you already negotiated the fuckin’ price,” Kash, one of his top trap house dealers, complained.

Dr. Ken was one of his high-roller clients, one of the few that was a functional addict. A medical doctor, he wasn’t the stereotypical tweaker many thought of when envisioning a meth user. He bought large quantities at a time and had been a steady customer for over half a year.

“Where you at, Judge?”

“I just left Brandon’s house a minute ago, now I’m over here near Palmer Plaza, so not close enough to double back.” Jude had run a few business errands, then made a pitstop to get something to drink at a convenient store. He made his way to his truck and stood in front of it, taking a smoke break. “Tell him to go on to that motherfucker if he wants to keep talkin’ about Ralph is cheaper. He’ll be bent over and pukin’ his brains out later tonight, too—that’s even if he wakes up again. He better have the Narcan in the hands of a friend on call.”

“Exactly. I told him that. He said the prices fluctuate too much, and I told him that you go by market price, and the purity.”

“Ralph is adding all kinds of weird shit to his product for a bigger high, but that could have detrimental consequences, all to increase profit. He couldn’t give uh shit if these tweakers hit the wall and die. You pay for what cha get. My motto has always been, if you’re gonna get high, get high, but at least get somethin’ decent so you won’t be wondering what the hell you’re putting in your fuckin’ body. I don’t mix my stuff with fentanyl and Xanax, and all of this crazy shit. Some of the tweakers want that sort of thing, but you know I’m not tryna get involved in that.” He paced in front of the store, noticing the gloomy clouds were returning. It had been raining on and off the past couple of days. “It’s a mortuary cocktail as far as I’m concerned.”

“It sho’ nuff is. They said his shit is randomly laced, like, each time it’s never consistent.”

“Kash, several people have told me he even had Adderall in there, mixed with a bit of heroin, okay? But the motherfucker didn’t even tell the customers.”

“That’s messed up, but you know it happens a lot.”

“Hell yeah it does, because most of these guys don’t have any business acumen, and then D-Boy was sent down to Florida for rehab a couple of months ago, but it was one of those fake rehabs, and now I heard he’s strung out more than ever. Can’t even afford to hitch a ride back here to Tennessee.” D-Boy used to be another high-paying client of his who used to be in minor leagues baseball, but his career had been washed away due to drugs.

“Maaan, Casey tried to warn him! Dr. Ken is trippin’ though.”

“Hold up, is his ass still there?” He cracked the seal on his water bottle and took a few gulps.

“He just left, but he was yellin’ and talkin’ shit the whole time. I told him to chill. He said he’s going to Ralph next time, and I told him if that’s the risk he wants to take, fine, but he always says that shit anyway. He knows it’s garbage.”

“Hope the discount is worth it to him. Could be fuckin’ arsenic in his shit for all he knows. I’m tired of Andy, Rodrick, all of them, hassling you after they already know the deal. They never used to do that with me. They’re testin’ you. Now, Dr. Ken here has been with me for about six or seven months, and the price for the past two months is the same every damn time.”

“I know. It’s bullshit. I was standing towards the back there with Paul, Nathan was guarding the door, and he was tryin’ to get around me! I thought I was going to have to put another hole in his ass! He said he wanted to see if it’s really pure, prove to him how we make it because of the price.”

“He had a death wish today I see… Nah, that’s unacceptable.” Jude waved his jeweled fingers about as he paced back and forth by his truck. “Tell him next time he opens his fuckin’ mouth, he’ll be cut off. Period. We’re not putting up with this shit anymore. He’s becoming more trouble than he’s worth.” Jude ended the call, tossed his cigarette onto the ground, then got inside his ride. The smell of rain was all around him, hanging in the air and ushering in memories, both bad and good.

He’d been busy since early that morning, visiting his properties, checking inventory, talking with Paul and Sizzle about their projected monthly amounts, dropping off payments to some of his employees, calling the distillery for a check in, and making sure the muscle at all his ‘offices’ were at their assigned posts. He had bodyguards assigned with all of his smaller dealers who handled the transactions. Everyone was strapped at all times. It was a vicious business—he had no time to be sorry, or full of regrets. He’d had to move the locations quite a bit lately, a juggling act of sorts due to a big, gnarly rat chewing into his creature comforts. He suspected the culprits to be a few gang members who were tired of him having more customers than they believed he should have, and jealous of his money train. Bunch of bitches…

Jude sat in his truck lamenting about it all. Like the green-eyed snitches they are, they alerted the authorities. However, just like always, those calls were reported to him before the boys in blue arrived. As soon as his informants heard the police were being signaled to one of his outposts, they were on the horn: Judge, the cops are coming…

It was like a school drill at this point. He and Cain had set up an operation that worked seamlessly. Everything was packed below triple-locked floorboards and covered in thick insulation material, making any odors virtually undetectable. They also used a special cleaning agent that only the professionals used who cleaned former meth and crack houses, so a random meth particle test right there on the spot had a higher likelihood of coming up negative.

After the relocation and cleaning was complete, a rug and furniture were moved above the hidden lab that was stored away below. Moveable partition walls were placed just so, creating the illusion of a nice, cozy home, scented with peppermint air freshener. If there was time, fresh baked cookies and a pot of coffee would also be baking and brewing, a burst of pleasant smells blending in, creating confusion in any officers with keen noses.

His staff was so used to this, it was like changing scenery between acts at a play. They did it fast and efficiently, and as long as they had at least seven minutes before 5-0 arrived, which was more than likely, a crew of four to five people at each location could have it done and done right. If they were vacating the property permanently, clean-up would last two to three days and would be done in hazmat suits with all of the proper protocols and materials.

He heard a police car going by, as if they were privy to his thoughts. Being arrested and going to prison didn’t stop me or my show. He waited until the siren faded in the distance and took another exhale. Once he’d gotten released from his last stint in the slammer, he was back on the scene in less than forty-eight hours, faster, colder, and harder.

The only thing that would save him was to be smarter, and never be caught slipping. He took another swig of his water and smiled. It was rather pleasing how crafty and diabolic he’d become over time, as if there was even room for improvement. One thing he prided himself on was that he was never trigger happy, but sometimes a good icing was necessary. Some folks begged to be sent to the farm, their bodies taken away to Lake Guntersville, Old Hickory, and Marrowbone.

Work smart, not harder, that’s what Daddy used to say…

And he did. The phony tenant agreements—just in case an officer decided to be a hero and dig deeper into his various properties. ‘Oh, yes, sir. I’ve been renting from Agatha Henderson for about three months now…’ Every blue moon, they’d threaten to return with a warrant. By then though, everything would be long gone, with the exception of whoever he decided to rent the property to before selling it once again.

Jude sighed. The phone call with Kash had triggered all these self-reflections. He was damn good at this hustle, but it aged the mastermind behind it all. Some days he popped aspirin like candy due to headaches brought on by stress. The suspicions of others were forever growing, and he always had to put out fires—morning, noon and night. This shit is getting old…

Back in the day, he actually enjoyed what he was doing. The power. The fame. Now, it was a necessary means.

I don’t see myself only running and managing the distillery. That’s not enough. I’ve got no formal education. I’ve got a criminal record. I come from a family that’s internationally known, and not in a good way. A family the law hates, but the brethren revere. There are books written about my damn parents, for God’s sake. This is all I know. That’s what makes it even more important that I keep off the radar.

He was serious about ensuring no trace of evidence was left behind. He paid a lot of money to get the right supplies to efficiently hide his tracks. To him, this was worth every penny. Even though his stint in the penitentiary hadn’t been directly for drug charges, the county, having had enough of the Cooper clan, tried to throw everything at him, to see what would stick. So he got hit for the racketeering and a third-degree manslaughter charge, which to him, had been actually self-defense. All he did in prison was learn from his mistakes, but not in the way many would’ve hoped. He had absolutely no inclination to walk, trot, or crawl a path of straight and narrow, but he was driven to fine-tune the wisdom on how to never get caught.

His phone buzzed. Another sale confirmed.

Life’s been fucked up most of the time, but not all of my days walkin’ this Earth have been bad. Mama and Daddy tried their best, but sometimes a person’s best just ain’t good enough…

He took a drag of his cigarette, blew smoke out the cracked window and shook his head as their faces popped into his mind. Mama, you were the perfect sidekick to Daddy. You were a twisted version of Bonnie and Clyde. He chuckled, pushing back the emotions. Flashes of his mother’s bullet-ridden body at the hospital still haunted him. He and Cain had never been allowed to view their father. The damage had been too extensive. They’d been young, but he’d never forget how his grandmother had cried and cried so much.

Yeah, I ain’t never going to be prison again. I ain’t going out like Mama and Daddy, either, in a blaze of bullets… They kept talkin’ about it on the news. It became the soundtrack of my nightmares.

The wheels in his head turned and turned. Life was changing. He was getting older. The tweakers were pushing their luck more and more. He felt anxious some days, and the thoughts of settling down and having a family had entered his mind more than once, too. A little girl to hold and spoil… a little boy to hug, teach how to play catch, and go huntin’—despite him pretending he didn’t care about any of that, that he was just fine being seen only as Judge… never someone’s husband… someone’s daddy… He swallowed his true feelings and let more of that good old bitterness take hold. Cynicism tasted like sewer water. Rancid, nauseating. Sickening.

He tapped the steering wheel, his emotions wound up like twine, squeezing his heart to death.

Starting up the truck at last, he made his way down the street and turned on the music. Lil Migo’s, ‘No Love In My Heart’ was airing. He bobbed his head to the rap song as he drove into the middle of a daydream. I wonder what she’s doing right now? He’d been thinking about the petite cutie all day. It’s time I made another move.

Iris had been thwarting his advances, causing his frustrations to grow. Never had he dealt with someone so damn stubborn. He’d met his match, and he’d had about enough. He knew the woman wanted him as much as he wanted her, but her sense of morality and cock-blocking were unmatched. After a couple of minutes, he lit a fresh cigarette and checked the time on his Rolex.

‘Call Iris…’ he asked Siri.

The phone rang through the truck speakers.

“Hey, Jude,” she answered, then yawned.

“Hey… I’m dropping by to take you out for coffee.”

“No, you’re not. I’ve got plans this afternoon.”

“No, you don’t. We went over your schedule.”

“Sir, you don’t own my free time. I don’t have to tell you everything I’ve got planned and what I’m doin’.”

“Ma’am, I didn’t ask what you were doing, but I know in a little bit, you’ll be in a coffee shop with me.”

“Dunkin’ told a story. Starbucks fibbed. McDonald’s weaved a falsehood. In other words, whoever told you that we were having coffee, lied.” She chuckled.

“My crystal ball tells me otherwise. Eli has been enjoying your visits.”

“I know, and I’ve enjoyed his company, just like I told you. He’s a sweet person, something you’d know nothin’ about.” She mitigated the sting of her words with another laugh.

“Well, like I told you, Iris, we’re now goin’ on four weeks of you visiting Eli. In fact, he and I spoke earlier today. He can’t wait to see you again tomorrow. He gives me a full report each time.”

“No, he told me that you ask him for a full report, and he’s about fed up. You ring his phone and harass that poor man, askin’ what we’re doing all the time. We’re finished with the two-week trial period, just like you said, and you’ve only eased up a little bit. If I do something crazy, he’d tell you. No need to keep blowing up that man’s phone. He said he’s going to stop answering it when you ring him. He’s sick of you and so am I.”

He laughed at that.

“I’ll be there in,” he glanced at his watch again, “twenty-five minutes.”

“Jude, don’t bring your ass over here. I don’t know what kind of games you’re playin’, but—”

He ended the call and turned the music back up. Twenty-four minutes later, he pulled into the apartment building parking lot. He noticed the debris, litter and trash scattered about the place, a lack of maintenance and neglect of the common areas. Taking one more drag of his cigarette, he snuffed it in the ashtray and got out of his truck. Out of the corner of his eye he spotted an unusually thin White woman, her glassy, bloodshot eyes practically hanging out of her skull as she observed his vehicle.

“That’s a nice truck!” she said, pointing at it, most of her teeth missing. She sounded young but looked well past her years. “Damn, you’re sexy.”

“Thanks,” he muttered as he made his way closer to Iris’ building.

“Hey, hey you! I’ll suck your dick for twenty dollars.” He kept on walking away, ignoring her. “Okay, ten! Please!” she screamed after him.

He made his way up a series of steps, used to dope fiends and tweakers offering themselves for cash or a fix. It came with the territory.

As he approached Iris’ building, he caught the scent of frying chicken, marijuana, and incense. He opened the front door after checking the list of residents’ names next to dated doorbells and buzzers. He found her and her niece’s place, written across a piece of masking tape in faded blue ink:

Iris Ashford – 3B.

He hiked it up three flights of stairs, bypassing the elevator which was clear down the end of the hall. Once he got in front of her door, he could hear the muffled sounds of ‘Miguel’s, ‘How Many Drinks?’ featuring Kendrick Lamar. He couldn’t help but crack a smile, recalling memories of some great sex sessions to that song back in the day. He rapped on the door and waited, hands on hips, humming to the music. He turned to nod at someone leaving their apartment, then faced the door again, noting a shadow blocking out part of the light from beneath the threshold.

“I know you’re lookin’ out the peephole, girl.” He cracked up laughing when that shadow disappeared just as fast as it had materialized. There was a brief wait, and then, the door slowly opened. Iris had on a white towel loosely wrapped around her head, a pair of tight ass jeans, and a baby pink tank top.

“You got some nerve showin’ up here. I told you not to bring yo’ ass ’round here.”

“That ain’t no way to speak to your boss.” He smirked, getting his jollies from her reactions.

“You ain’t my boss, and I told you I had plans. It’s wash day. I ain’t got time for this, Jude.” She stepped aside, signaling for him to come in. He waltzed right inside, and she shut and locked the door behind him. As he stood there, he quickly scanned her small living room. It was nice, though filled with cheap furniture and bargain basement art. “And wash day ain’t the laundry. I got—”

“I know what it is… your hair. I’ve dated Black women before,” he said. “I’m White, not ignorant.”

The woman rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth. Removing the towel from her head, she revealed tresses that were coated in some sort of whitish ointment. Perhaps hair conditioner. She glared at him as if she were itching to curse him out, but instead, they both burst out laughing. She shook her head and went to her small kitchenette. The counter next to her sink had a few hair products lined up on it, along with a comb and detangling brush.

“You don’t know anything about me or what I’m trying to do right now.” She grabbed a bottle of something and looked at the back of it, as if trying to find out something important.

“I know it takes hours for some of y’all. You got to spray it down with water,” he started to count off his fingers, “detangle, shampoo—and it can’t be just any ol’ shampoo. You base it on all sorts of things, all that 4B and 4C shit, porosity. Then, you gotta dry it, or let it dry on its own, but before that there’s the conditioning part, and that could be two, sometimes three steps within itself. And let’s not forget about the moisture retention and what style you’re preppin’ for. If it’s a weave, gotta braid it up; if it’s a twist out, gotta seal in the moisture by using the right oils and gels. Cornrows are easy, but don’t forget the baby hairs! Owww!” He burst out laughing when she swung a dish towel and snapped it hard against his shoulder. “Now why’d you go and do somethin’ like that?” He kept laughing as he rubbed his shoulder.

“I find it troubling that you know all of this shit and remember it, too. You’ve definitely been screwin’ some Black women if you know all of that…” She arched an eyebrow. “Still, what we do with our hair ain’t none of your business!” She turned on the water in her kitchen sink, then dipped her head under the stream. He stood there for a moment, watching her. Showtime…

“What are you doin’?!” she questioned, clearly not trusting him.

He massaged her tresses slowly, working his fingers in the thick mass of soft curls.

“I’m conditioning your hair.”

“Jude, get offa me!”

“Just settle the hell down and relax. I know what I’m doing.” He pushed up against her, his groin throbbing against her ass as he took over rinsing her hair. When he turned off the water, he rubbed a few of her tresses between his fingers. “It probably should’ve stayed on longer. Let’s do it over. This isn’t enough.”

“You ain’t no professional stylist! Boy, go on somewhere!” She was really cracking up now, but he was serious.

He went for the conditioner bottle she had sitting there, poured some in his palm and worked it between his hands. Pulling sections of her hair, nice and slow, he smoothed the concoction on the strands, from roots to tips, getting the conditioner evenly distributed.

He could initially feel her resistance as she more than likely thought he was goofing off, but then, he felt her beginning to relax. Fantasia’s, ‘When I See U’ started to play. She began to sway her hips from left to right, dancing to the music. Her ass brushed against him, back and forth, back and forth, stirring the monster in his pants. He paused and stepped back to check out her swaying ass. Creamy, coconut scented conditioner covered his fingertips, he stood suspended in time, captive to the sight of her.

She suddenly slowed down, then stopped all together. A slow turn of the neck and their eyes linked as she looked at him from over her shoulder.

“What are you doing?”

He could feel his dick twitching in his boxers as he salivated…

“Dayum, baby… your ass is perfect. Those jeans really bring it out.”

She snatched the water back on, obviously realizing she’d lost herself for a moment, but it was too late. Laughing, he moved her hand out of the way and continued to work on her hair. After a short while, he rinsed it with the sprayer, squeezed the moisture out of her mane, and wrapped the tresses with a fresh towel. She rose up and tightened the towel as they stared at one another. Kane Brown, H.E.R.’s, ‘Blessed & Free’ was playing now.

“I love this song…” she said softly.

Her glossy and full her lips were begging for a kiss. Juicy. Suckable.

“I dig Kane Brown, too.” He swallowed as he reached out to her and gently stroked the side of her face. “Your skin is so soft… so damn pretty. Got a light about you. You glow like gold and pink diamonds. You’re pretty not just on the outside, but on the inside, too…” I want to feel the inside of you, baby…

“Jude.” She rubbed her forehead like she had a headache. “What do you want from me?”

“The same thing you want from me, only I’m man enough to admit it.”

“This isn’t the time for this…”

“No better time like the present.” She looked away. “Look me in my eyes and tell me you don’t want me, Iris…” She kept staring at the floor. “Tell me you haven’t anticipated our long conversations, almost every day, that always start about Eli, but an hour later, we’re talkin’ about everything under the moon and sun and stars. Shit that don’t have a thing to do with him…”

Her teeth sank into her bottom lip as she fidgeted, twisting and turning like a leaf on a branch, caught in a light breeze.

“Tell me you didn’t blush when I came into your store the other day while you were workin’ and left a single rose on your conveyor belt. Tell me you didn’t like the gold necklace I bought you, and wanted you to accept it as a token of my appreciation for how you’re helpin’ Eli, making his days brighter. Tell me you didn’t fall asleep on the phone with me the other night on your day off, like a high-schooler talking to her crush, snorin’ and all, happy as you could be. I made you laugh so hard, you snorted. You made me laugh, too… I don’t laugh a lot. Most days, ain’t shit funny, but when you and I converse,” he waved his finger between them, “happy days are here again…”

She kept looking at the floor, but now, he could see she was smiling.

“Look at my face and tell me you haven’t fantasized about me touchin’ you, kissin’ all over that beautiful body of yours, and you riding me…” He stepped to her and bent down to her ear, ensuring she didn’t miss one syllable that tumbled from his lips. “Up… down… up…” She swallowed. “You sigh as you take more of me… then more… Down…up… down you go … Just a bit more… me holdin’ your hips, looking up at you, you bracing yourself as I lift up and push all of me inside of you… You drip all over me, baby, as I drill you from the bottom to the top…”

She was breathing louder now. Faster. “I know it can’t be just me in this fantasy world, with a fantasy girl, because baby, I have fantasized about nailin’ your sexy ass since I saw you in that courthouse pourin’ your heart and soul out…”

She slowly lifted her head, and their gazes hooked.

“I’d like to think I’m special to you before I cave. Even if I’m not, see if you can lie to me and make me believe it.” There was a darkness in her eyes, one born from past disappointments, built on a foundation of lies.

“I don’t need to lie to you about it, Iris. We’ve got a mutual attraction, and it’s growin’ stronger every day. We both know it. All I can tell you is that if you accept me for who I am, and don’t try to make me be who you want me to be, I will try to meet you halfway. You are special to me. That’s the truth. You’re special, Iris, because you stand up for those who are knocked down.” He lifted her chin with a nudge of two fingers. “Let a real man step into your life and take some of that weight off your shoulders. You’ve gotten to know me better, and I can tell you’re more comfortable. I am not my profession. That’s such a small part of who I am. I’m a man who wants you right now, and beyond. I bleed. I get angry. I have desires… I desire you… and all you gotta do now is say yes.”

His heart was beating harder than ever. His sex drive was zooming, flying at 190mph, and he couldn’t resist her a second longer. Cupping the back of her neck, he brought her in for an urgent kiss. Their mouths locked as Jazmine Sullivan crooned, ‘Pick Up Your Feelings.’ The beast in him burst free as he slipped his tongue in her mouth, cradled her head and tasted her past, present, and future. She groaned then pushed weakly against the muscles of his chest, and yet she kept her mouth on his—fighting herself. He could feel her struggle, but resistance was futile.

Slapping his chest once more, she cursed. He drifted down to her neck, kissing and sucking the sweet-smelling flesh. Grabbing her butt with both hands, he squeezed hard while kissing her earlobe, then lifted her up from the floor, carrying her by the ass. She wrapped her legs around his waist and became limp like puddy in his arms.

“Jude, do you… have… protection?” she asked between sighs of pleasure.

“Yeah, I’ve got protection, baby. I carry a pistol and prophylactics wherever I go, angel of mine. I’d imagine sometimes they’re one and the same.”

His mouth traveled to her breasts and with each step, he buried his face deeper in her soft cleavage.

“…You aren’t supposed to be here… Oh, God…” she griped, her voice devoid of strength.

“This is exactly where I’m supposed to be…Here cums the Judge…”
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CHAPTER ELEVEN


Red Carpet Treatment
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“Where’s the damn bed? Never mind… I’ll find it.”

He soon located her bedroom at the end of a short hallway illuminated with pink lights and pushed the door open. Dated oak furniture, more than likely hand-me-downs from a family member, filled the space. But the room was tidy, her vanity decorated with sparkly silver vases holding makeup brushes, ornate perfume bottles and framed photos of family or perhaps friends. Flickering rays of sunlight filtered in from the cracked cream blinds half shrouded with sheer, lavender curtains.

Placing her down on the bed, he closed the blinds completely, then proceeded to remove his clothes, starting with his revolvers and knife, which he set on the dresser. She wiggled out of her dark jeans, then unwound the towel on her head and tossed it aside. Thick, rich black curls fell along her mocha shoulders as she went on to take off her white bra. Iris was a petite little thing with long, satiny limbs, a nice sized ass, and big bouncy breasts, which made her look like the eighth wonder of the world to him. Large tits for her small frame, round and heavy-looking, they seemed supple, soft. Dark brown nipples pointed in his direction as she slipped her white panties down her long, pretty legs, folded the lacey material, and placed them on the nightstand.

Now clad in only a pair of black boxer briefs, he stared at the little thatch of dark hair between her legs as he worked his belt through the loops. She crawled up the bed towards her pillows and he got a glimpse of fat pussy lips. He couldn’t help but lick his lips at such a sexy sight as she moved like a cat on mint green, dark purple and lavender sheets, her back bones gracefully curving beneath silky brown skin.

Reaching inside his jeans pocket, he pulled out his wallet and fished out a condom from it. He joined her and they wrapped their bodies around one another, holding each other, kissing and caressing to the tune of ‘Lover Like Me,’ by CL. Fingers gliding slowly across tender skin… Kisses of tempted angels caught in a web of sin…

Their tongues danced as they lay on their sides, facing one another. Slipping his hand between her thighs, he stroked her valley, the creek running through it overflowing. Musiq’s, ‘Halfcrazy’ now played as he indulged in a deeper kiss and slipped a finger inside her. Warm air circled a sigh as she shivered, her forehead resting against his. Her walls gripped his digit as he moved it slowly in and out of her love.

“You turn me on so much, baby,” he murmured, sliding another finger inside her tight, wet fortress. “I need you so fuckin’ bad.” She hooked her hand around the back of his neck, her eyes fluttering for a moment, and then, when her gaze met his, he saw his reflection.

“I’ve daydreamed about being with you like this for a long time, Jude.”

He could tell she wanted to say more, perhaps admit that she was scared, but held back. Still, he could read her heart and body, and the story was deep. He gently guided her onto her back, and the bed creaked under their weight. He glanced at her digital clock on the nightstand, noting the time. Ensuring there was enough seconds, minutes, and hours to truly have his way with her, just as he wanted, before she had to leave and pick up her niece, Ayanna.

Taking her hand as he looked into her eyes, he guided her fingers to her pussy, making her caress her nature. Her eyes widened.

“Come on now, darlin’, touch your pussy… touch it like you do when you think about me fuckin’ you. I know you have.”

Her complexion deepened, a rose hue upon her cheeks. Wet hair spirals sprawled along the pillows as she slowly stroked herself, dipping her finger in and out, then circling it around her clit. His breath hitching, he watched and stroked his dick through the fabric of his underwear, the flesh pulsing and yearning to break free.

“You had a wet dream the other night, baby…” Her eyes hooded, she kept masturbating at his command. “That night you fell asleep on the phone, I didn’t hang up. I got in the bed, turned on some music real low, and put you on speaker phone. I sat there and watched T.V., listening to you breathe. I loved it. I pretended like your pretty self was lyin’ right next to me. Eventually, I had fallen asleep, but ’bout two hours later, I heard you having a hell of an orgasm. I heard it building up, and I knew you were touchin’ yourself. You didn’t even know I was still on the phone.”

Her chest rose and fell as she listened to him, her jaw tightened. She slowed down.

“I didn’t tell you to stop. Keep goin’.”

She resumed her ministrations as he discarded his boxers.

“Shit…” she cooed, staring intensely at his erect dick. He proudly grabbed the long, thick shaft and stroked it while she rubbed herself, nice and slow.

“You like what you see, and so do I, baby…” He gently took her hand and sucked her juices off her fingers.

He traveled down her body, dropping kisses along the way, relishing her whimpers and the arch of her body.

He opened her legs wide and settled between her thighs. Nectar seeped out of her slit, trickling down her inner thighs and making his dick throb. Spreading her pussy lips apart with his fingers, he slipped his tongue along the wet, fleshy folds of her vertical smile, first going soft and slow, then speeding up as if he were an oral sex toy with all of the bells and whistles. Hands gripped his hair, and her screams were deafening. He held onto her hips as she rocked against his mouth, his hunger urging him to swallow and suck all that she was. He craved her, famished, needing to take away her pain and give her nothing but complete pleasure as he devoured her pussy.

“Now that I’ve gotten a taste of this sweet pussy of yours, baby, I ain’t never giving this up. Just want that to be known, right here, right now.”

She whimpered as he spoke the words, a brief pause before he got back to work. His beard grew damp, and her warm honey dripped from his lips. He slipped his finger inside her as he worked her clit over with his tongue, humming to the music, smiling against her love… giving it a peck… then administering fast licks, ravishing it over and over again. The music was briefly muffled as her thighs pressed against the sides of his face.

“Shit! Jude that feels so good! Ahhh! Please don’t stop!”

She arched her back off the bed, and he watched with delight as the pleasure he tongue-delivered sent her spinning in a sea of indulgence, drowning in her own liquescent release. His finger still inside her, he could feel the tight clenching of her pussy walls, spasms that excited him all the more. He slipped his finger out of her, gave it a hearty lick and suck, then grabbed the condom he’d tossed on the nightstand. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see her twitch a time or two—aftershocks due to a body well served…

Gripping the base of his shaft, he eyed her as he slipped the condom on, then returned to rest between her legs. Her eyes were filled with concern.

Gently flicking her hair away from her face, he kissed the tip of her nose, and shook his head.

“I don’t know how it’s even possible for a woman to get more beautiful as each second passes, but you’ve managed to do just that.”

Her cheeks plumped as she smiled.

“You’ve got a silver tongue, boy.”

He gradually stroked her pussy with a gentle hand, a little knock before entering…

She tensed and blinked a couple of times, clearly fighting emotions. Women were complicated, but he understood them, down to their core. Didn’t matter the race or religion, they all had something in common. A need to feel safe while falling in love, and to be caught and held close when the fall was over, and reality set in. She didn’t have to say she was falling for him; he knew it. Most women did when he paid them dedicated attention, but this time, he was falling for her, too. I ain’t gonna mess this up…

“You’re goin’ to be all right, baby. Nothin’ wrong with taking a chance in life. I’m worth it and then some. I ain’t gonna hurt your heart. I want this… I want you, and if no words will convince you, the way I treat you will. You’ll just have to watch and listen. This is more than sex to me, all right?”

She nodded in understanding.

He pressed his lips against hers, rose up on one hand, and slowly glided the head of his dick inside her. She’s so damn tight… My God…

“Ahhhh… Ahhh… Jude…” Pain flashed across her face as she reached down and pressed her hand against his pelvic bone.

“Okay… no problem, baby.” He kissed her gently. “I’m goin’ slow. Not gonna rush this thing. I know it’s been a while for you.”

“It has… I shoulda told you.”

“It’s cool. I’ll take it easy. Slow and steady wins the race.” He held her tighter as they kissed, and she embraced him with her thighs, wrapping her legs around his waist and crossing her ankles. “Gonna open you up for me… nice… and…”

“…Ahhh… Ahhh! Oh, God… you gotta real big dick! Shit!” Her head lulled as he pushed more of himself inside her. She must’ve been celibate for at least a couple of years. I ain’t felt pussy this tight since I was a teenager bustin’ a cherry… The woman was thirty-one, and according to her, she’d had plenty of boyfriends in the past. She’d also been married before. She had no qualms about making a few sexually suggestive jokes during a conversation or two, and flirted more times than he could count. This wasn’t her first rodeo, but it had definitely been a while. This turned him on all the more. It was as if she’d been saving herself, just for this day, just for him…

He thrust with a bit more force now, his plunges faster, but not hard and deep just yet. He watched her expressions, taking cues from her along the way. She held him so tight, it stung, and he liked it. Long nails dug into his tattooed flesh, and she pressed her mouth against his shoulder blade as he began to pump his hips, then gyrate in counterclockwise circles, easing her open, bit by bit…

“There we go… yes, baby…” Damn she feels good! “That pretty flower is openin’ right up for ol’ Judge Jude now. Court is in session, baby…You feel so wet and warm. All this good pussy… all for me…” he whispered in her ear as the bed began to squeak beneath them. “Say it’s mine, or I’ll have to punish you. You ain’t too big for a spankin’,” he teased, making her smile.

“It’s yours baby,” she cooed as she began to grind against him, sweat along her brow. With their bodies, they demanded more of one another with each thrust. When he was fully inside, she shivered as he bottomed her out. “My body is yours…”

“I know it is, got damn it! I sentence you to a lifetime of pleasure!”

“Ahhh!”

He gripped her neck, pressed his forehead against hers, and went balls deep over and over, fast and hard, while Coi Leray serenaded them with ‘TWINNEM.’

“Jude! JUDE!” She came again as he slid up and down against her swollen clit with each rough thrust. When she shook, she practically fell off the bed but he dragged her back, never slowing, never missing a beat. Before she’d come down from her high, he turned her on her stomach, knocked her legs apart with his knee, and entered her again with exploding need.

Beautiful, feminine hands gripped the sheets. She screamed. Begged. Pleaded for more. Prayed for mercy. He ravished her. Tore her to pieces as he claimed what was rightfully his. When he’d lunge forward, her ass would jiggle, and when he’d pull back, he’d delight in the way her juices covered his cock. He fell down upon her, gripping around the front of her neck and wrapping his ankles around hers.

“Ah, it feels so damn good, baby!” she yelled.

“Fuuuuuck!” he yelled as he humped her with speed like a rabbit’s. He reached beneath her and stroked her clit. “You like being fucked rough sometimes, don’t you, a man takin’ control and showin’ you who’s boss, you dirty little woman!”

“Yes! Beat me up with that dick, baby!”

“Oh, don’t you worry, I’m gonna Tyson Fury this pussy, baby! Uggh!” He groaned as he grabbed her by the waist and lifted her to suck on her neck. “That snug, wet pussy between your legs is my kryptonite, darlin’. Call me Superman, for I’m going to fly up, up, and away in this pussy of yours, as many times as I fuckin’ can!”

It’s a bird… it’s a plane… it’s my dick tearing this good poon to pieces…

He let her fall back down on the bed and pressed his weight into her, pinning her down as he made love to her. He felt as if he were dying, and this was his last time he could ever feel love like this again…

“God, you feel so good, Iris!” The sound of his balls slapping against her ass was almost on beat with the Lil Tommy’s, ‘Colors,’ which played from the living room.

He reached around her and squeezed her breasts, then spanked her ass and kept going.

He liked his sex nasty, dirty, sexy, and trifling. Almost nothing was off limits for Jude, and he planned to show this woman what he was made of, to explore with her all the things he had in store. Yes, he liked his sex beautiful and ugly, all at the same time. He wanted the woman of his desires to cum again and again, to cover his cock with her velvety nectar, and he showed no mercy when it came to such things. He was determined to make sure she got hers, as much as he got his. She was open for him now… in more ways than one.

“You make love so good, Jude! Why’d you come up in my store, mothafucka?! I like how you talk… how you walk… how you smell… how you smile… And now, how you fuck. Your swag is sickening, and you make me feel so uncomfortable, yet comfortable at the same time… You’ve fucked up my mind, and my body. I’m lost… God, help me! I can’t leave you alone!”

He pulled her up and crushed her to him, reaching around to her chin and forcing her to look him in the eye as he fucked her hard from behind.

“You made my dick so damn hard the first time I laid eyes on you, and now my fantasy has come true. I’m about to cum deep inside of you. Take this shit! Take your man’s hot load deep in that fuckin’ pussy!”

She sucked on her lip, squeezed her pussy muscles around his thrusting, throbbing dick, then winked.

That was the final straw. The sneaky little succubus had finished him…

“I’m cummin’! UGGGHHH!” He lurched in and out of her, her screams turning him on impossibly more as he exploded in a series of rapid, jerky, back-to-back thrusts, until the condom was surely filled to the brim. Panting and sweaty, muscles jerking and a smile on his face, he rested against her, unable to move even if he wanted to. Rvssian, Rauw Alejandro & Chris Brown’s, ‘Nostálgico’ was playing as they lay there, tied together like black and white strings.

He glanced lazily at the clock. It was 1:46 P.M. They’d been at it for hours.

He slid out of her and asked where the restroom was. They went in together, him removing the condom and taking a piss, and her starting the water in the shower. He stood at the sink brushing his teeth with a new spare brush she had, then slipped into the shower with her while she clapped and danced to Remi Wolf’s, ‘Anthony Kiedis.’

“Give me some soap…”

She handed him the bar, her expression bright. She was like a different person when she had fun. Relaxed. He knew he was responsible for that. He wanted to be her peace and happiness…

“This song is so damn weird. I heard this a couple of weeks ago, and was like, what the fuck? You really like this, don’t you?” He laughed as he stood behind her, holding her around her waist with soapy hands.

“I do… I love it. The lyrics are good.” She faced him. “Turn around so I can wash your back for you.”

He did as she asked and relished the feel of her hands washing and massaging his skin, then pulling him back so the water would rinse the suds away.

“I like your tattoos. I had no idea you had so many until today, Jude.” He was covered in them from his chest, down to his ankles.

He turned back around and took her in his arms, both standing under the pouring stream. He kept his eyes open, feeling the water webbing in his lashes and blinking every now and again as it splashed hard against his face and shoulders. She looked up at him. The woman was smart. She had a fierceness about her, reminding him of a fighter who refused to give up, and there was also incorruptibility and transparency, even when she stood with the likes of him. She had faith in humanity. Forgiveness was who she was. In essence, she was something he’d never been, and could never be…

He envied her for that, the way she could still experience and show devotion in a world so damn cruel…

They finished up, dried off, and got dressed. Soon, they discussed their plans for the rest of the day, sharing a few laughs along the way. She walked him to the door, stating she had to leave soon to get Ayanna, then run some errands. Before he left, he couldn’t resist taking her in his arms and kissing her. She kissed him back with the same vigor, and they found themselves struggling to release one another, and be the first to break free. He wished he could stay longer, make love to her a couple more times, but both of them had things to do that couldn’t wait. He raised a hand to his lips and felt her gloss on him as he stepped out of her door into the hall.

“Call me later,” he said, then made his way towards the steps. “Lock your door, and drive safely.”

“I will, baby.”

As he left the building, he felt amazing. Something was happening, way more than he’d bargained for. What he’d prayed for had been delivered to him with a big ass bow, and her name was Iris. From the moment he’d asked her out, his soul knew what he was doing and urged him on. It almost felt like a compulsion. He’d bided his time, observing her, and liked what he saw. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d asked a woman out. Ladies always came to him, so he never had to beg for their attention, especially with him being a man of means and street status. So, he never got a chance to hunt, although that’s what he’d truly desired. To go out into the wilderness, real quiet like, with his rifle cocked, and patiently wait for the chase to begin…

Then, one night, while gathering a few late-night items for Eli who was having a fit at the adult home, he saw her standing there—the girl from the courthouse. Beautiful prey…

The fresh air invigorated him as he made his way to his truck, listening to the sounds of some country song he’d never heard before drifting from a nearby window. Far more people were milling about now than when he’d arrived that morning. Some of them looked at him as if they were debating doing something stupid. He wasn’t in the mood for anyone to bring down his natural high, so he did something he seldom did: avoided confrontation instead of running headfirst toward it. He got in his truck, started it up, and headed on out, his mind still on the woman who had his whole damn body tingling, and his mind, too.

Iris was a different breed. She didn’t care about his wealth and status. All she cared about was what was going on in his heart. That place within him was off limits to the majority of motherfuckers roaming the world, but for Iris? He was sending the welcome wagon, and rolling out the red carpet…

[image: Image No. 58]


CHAPTER TWELVE


A Change is Going to Come
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…A few weeks later

“Okay, have fun.” Lark gave a slow wave as she stood outside of Kroger, waiting for Tom to pick her up, a cigarette dangling out the side of her pink-painted mouth. Iris tugged at her white pleather jacket with fringes and couldn’t stop the butterflies in her belly when Jude pulled up in his truck. Calum Scott’s, ‘Rise’ played in full stereo. Her car was in the shop, and Ayanna had gotten picked up and dropped off by a friend that day. She was relieved when Jude volunteered to take her to work and pick her up after she’d called him from the repair place and was told the news that they had to order a part.

She opened the truck door to climb aboard the massive machine, but before she could jump in, he put the truck in park, jumped out, and helped her in, like a true gentleman. Iris laughed as he pushed on her tush, helping her get inside and settled.

“How ya doin’, Lark?” Jude asked as he made his way back to the driver’s seat. Iris turned to wave to her friend again. Lark looked rather troubled, but perhaps she was imagining things.

“I’m good, Jude,” Lark replied, then began to fiddle with her phone. She hadn’t broken up with Tom yet, and it seemed the two of them argued more than ever.

Jude took off and turned up the music, then reached out to hold her hand. The butterflies within her took flight once again, soaring higher and higher until she was laughing once more. The past few weeks had been incredibly beautiful. There was just no other word for it.

She was being courted, treated like a lady. They’d been on lunch and dinner dates, walks in the park, her favorite local ice cream parlor, a museum that was quite a drive away, and he’d even taken her to a community play, something he had no interest in whatsoever. Iris loved musicals, so he’d succumbed, and then admitted it wasn’t half bad.

This wasn’t how she’d envisioned their relationship going.

Where were the horrific calls from angry addicts at one in the morning? Him slipping out of bed to take care of something treacherous, or drive somewhere dodgy? None of that was happening in front of her. She had no doubt it was occurring, but he somehow managed to keep her away from it all. Jude was definitely a busy person—between checking on his brother in prison, his nephew, his crew as he often called his personnel, and assisting his childhood friend Eli, he was running the brewery and his illicit activities, too. He had his phone on him at all times; in fact, he had several phones, but she didn’t feel sucked into his affairs in any way, shape, or form.

He was so good to her. Attentive. Sexy. Generous. Smart. One evening, he’d surprised her with a picnic on the bed of his truck while they watched a movie at the drive-in movie theater. There were purple rose petals and tin candles, and they’d ended up making out all night.

“Iris, I need to talk to you about something.” He turned the radio off and began to stroke his beard.

“Yes? What is it?”

He didn’t speak for a long while, as if his mind was in a fog and he was frantically trying to find the precise words to weave together amongst the haze.

“Before I met you, I knew I wanted some things in my life to go a certain way. Most of my life, I’ve been pretty clear about what I wanted. After you came into the picture, I had more clarity about how I was going to accomplish those things. I’m still working through the details, Iris, but I just thought you should know I’ve decided this is it. I’m gettin’ out of the game.”

Everything inside of her burst with joy. The words she’d never thought she’d hear anytime soon now drifted right on her lap.

A gift for the taking.

“Jude… thank God! I know I promised to keep an open mind, and I did, but I’ve been so worried about you,” He nodded, not looking exactly happy, but content. “I couldn’t fully relax or give my all to you without some sort of reassurance that this would be comin’ to an end. I didn’t want to push you, but like I told you last week, I feel deeply for you, yet I’ve got to be careful and guarded. I just couldn’t get away from the feelings.”

“I know, and I appreciate your position on it. To be honest with you, my profession, if you will, has rarely been an issue for anyone I dated, but there were a few exceptions. You were one of them. I’m not about to lose you over this… over something I’m getting fed up with anyway. I’ve made a hell of a lot of money. I can flip this, find some way to keep it, and make more. I’m brainstorming now… but uh, I just wanted you to know that I’m serious about this, and I’m serious about you.”

“Is your heart in stopping though, Jude? If you’re stopping for me, you’ll always resent me for it.”

“I answered this, and I told you the truth.” He gave her a fleeting look, sincerity in his eyes. “Drug dealers who graduate to become drug lords, on my level, end up either in prison or dead if they keep pushin’ their luck. Not because of the police houndin’ us, but because of snitches, jealousy, adversaries, and sloppy mistakes. We can have long runs—many of us do now that we’re in a digital age and not hangin’ on street corners, but there comes a time when you have to get out while you’re still ahead. I used to enjoy the excitement, the rush, the hustling, sometimes even the skirmishes, and truthfully, I still love receiving the money and have no regrets, baby, but I know I’m here on this planet for more than this.” He shook his head. “I’ve learned a lot about myself, about the world, but it’s time to move on.”

“Jude, I did understand your perspective better over time. You helped me with that, but regardless of you being right, you know, about how many of us do certain jobs not realizing that we may be inadvertently hurting people for a paycheck too, what you’re runnin’ around here doing still puts you in harm’s way.”

“I know… all of that is true. I wanted to make sure that my nephew had enough money to carry him into adulthood. He can go to college, go into the military or trade school. The money is there for him to do what he needs to do. I also needed to make sure that Eli had someone to take care of him in case something happened to me. That’s the reality of this situation.” He released her fingers, then threw his hand up in resignation. “I needed to know that no matter what, he’d have what he needs, so I kept tryna find someone good for him. And then, I hired you. It’s funny because the other day, I told him somethin’ similar, you know, about him havin’ someone in case I got killed or was sent away, and he said, ‘Jude, what would make me feel safe and happy is knowing you’re safe and happy.’ Eli and Cain are the only people who have always accepted me for who I am, Iris, down to my bones. Eli, though, is honest—he tells the good and the bad. He doesn’t know any other way, and that’s good. To him, it’s simple. Telling the truth is just what it is.”

“I’ve been meaning to ask you, does he know what you do?”

“Yeah, of course. Eli is protective of me, so he’s been concerned, too. All of that aside, I’m not enjoying this anymore though, baby. I don’t feel the same way about it. I’d rather be with you, building something, helping you with your business soon, the boutique, and doing my own thing, but not this. I need something else.” She nodded in understanding. “Something that gives me the same excitement this used to give me, only above the table and on the up and up. Not going to deny it, though. It’s tough. It’s all I’ve known. Breaking free from it is going to be hard for me.”

“I know it is, baby.” She began to stroke his arm.

“It’s hard for me because when I’m Judge, people respect me, Iris. I earned my reputation from action, not just words. When you grow up poor with a scarlet letter over your head because of the folklore about your parents, life becomes a daily struggle. I do what the hell I say I’m going to do, and I take pride in that. I protect my team, and I make tough decisions. I’m king of the castle, and that power can go to most men’s heads. All of this money, this authority is not easy to manage. Fact is, it’s hard to get respect round these parts. It’s a dog-eat-dog world.”

“Baby, you want to know the truth? It’s not respect you’re always getting. Sometimes, it’s fear. Being able to garner fear isn’t admirable. Fear is what people cause when they’re too scared themselves to be who they really are, so they play a role. Become a character. People are afraid of you, Jude, because they know you hold their pain or pleasure in your hands.”

“Nah, that’s not it. You don’t understand the game.”

“Baby, it is it! Because I’m not in the game, as you say, that makes it even easier for me to point out the obvious. You’re too close to the situation to see it for what it really is! You think I just woke up yesterday? You think I was judging you because I felt I was better than you? No! I have dated men who do what you do, and I know what it entails, and I know how it ends up!”

She flopped back in her seat and shook her head.

“Jude… all I am trying to say is that you intimidate people not just because of your height and build, but mainly because of the power you have. With that drug, you hold the keys to their fate. If you don’t give them what they need, they could get dope sick. Yeah, I imagine it’s like bein’ a street superstar. The addicts love to see you around, but if you were broke, and didn’t have any drugs, do you think they’d still respect you?” His jaw tightened. “Exactly. No, they wouldn’t. The fear comes because you know how to handle yourself out here, and you’ll remove any obstacle in your way and if that includes violence, so be it. The respect comes only from those whom you’ve earned it from.”

He squeezed her hand and mulled her words, then turned the music back on. After a short while, she noticed they were no longer going toward her apartment.

“Jude, where are you going? This is the wrong way.”

He kept quiet, his expression stern, and moments later, he pulled into a clearing with lots of trees bathed in streams of white moonlight filtering through the foliage. Turning the engine off, he let the music continue to play.

“I know I can’t come in because your niece is home asleep, but I need you right now, baby…”

He ran his hand along her cheek, then leaned in and took her lips in a searing kiss. Heavy breathing and moans ensued as they teared at each other’s clothing. He pushed her seat back, and she took a good look at him—the intensity in his eyes, the black, rich tapestry of art all over his hard chest and strong arms…

An eagle with spread wings and a menacing expression adorned his torso, along with glistening swords. Tribal symbols decorated his muscular arms, along with feathers, and storm clouds, the names ‘Angel and Johnny,’ the gorgeous profile of a woman with wings, a crucifix with Jesus on it, the words, ‘Only God Can Judge Me,’ and so much more.

John Mayer’s, ‘New Light,’ played on the radio as he blanketed her with bearings of darkness along with the warmth of his mouth all over her body. She felt like crashing waves beneath his wind. Like the ocean waking up from the kiss of dawn…

“I gotta taste you, baby…”

Getting on his knees, he lifted her legs up in the air and far apart. Resting his palms on the back of her thighs, he held her legs open while he slowly glided his long, wet, hot tongue along the length of her pussy, over and over again.

“Ahh…ahhhh…”

She gripped the edge of the armrest as he sped up, then slowed to a soft caress against her clit. Running her hand over his head, she felt the silky strands of his black hair and gently pulled as she gyrated her hips, pushing her pussy into his face. She could feel her dam exploding, drops of her juices flowing out of her, only to have him lick them up with vigor. She bit into her lip as her orgasm built and burst.

“Jude! Jude! Shit!”

She came hard into his mouth, and he groaned against her core, lavishing her with each pelvic pull of ecstasy. He rose, climbing up her, fire in his eyes… Cupping her exposed breasts, he kissed her neck, his harsh breathing like a lust-filled symphony. His enormous, hard dick pressed against her zone. And then he looked into her eyes…

“Ohhh!” Her back arched when he entered her with one slow, deep thrust. The first one always took her breath away. They’d made love dozens of times, and she still was adjusting to her man. She couldn’t help scratching his back as he drove himself deep inside her. She sighed and writhed as he kissed all over her face and neck, making love to her like a mountain falling to pieces against a valley.

“I love you so much, baby!” He intertwined their fingers, raising her arm in the air as he had his way with her. She trembled when he released her fingers, slipped his hands around her ass and pulled her into his hungry plunges. Tracy Chapman’s, ‘Fast Car’ sent them both into overdrive. He groaned against her lips and kissed her as if his life depended upon it. She tasted her salty sweetness on his tongue.

“Iris… You feel like that first draft that comes when you think you’re about to pass out from heat exhaustion under the sun… You’re that cool breeze, the one that saves you from your own hell…” He kissed the tip of her nose, then plunged into her over and over at rapid speed, sweat pouring down his face. And at last, a mighty roar emitted from his core. She held him tight while a rush of warmth flooded her walls, his hips lurching violently against her until his last drop was spent.

When he was finished, they lay there for a bit, holding one another, then cleaned up and put their clothes back on. He put the truck in drive, and without much discussion, drove her home. From what they’d spoken about, she imagined he had a lot on his mind. They just held hands while country songs played back-to-back, and she fought sleep along the short journey. When they arrived, he helped her out of the truck, then walked her to the front entrance of her apartment door. The tall, devastatingly gorgeous, rugged man stood before her, his hands shoved in his pockets. She reached up and caressed his beard, then rose on tiptoes and kissed him.

“I’m proud of you,” she said quietly. “Go home and get some sleep.”

“I am home… Home is where the heart is, and now, you live in mine. That makes you my shelter in the storm…”

And then, he walked to his truck and drove away…
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“That’s not what your mama said.” Jude made his way to his kitchen and took out a bottle of beer. It was a new prototype they were experimenting with at the brewery. “You already saw the school counselor.”

Peter sat on the other end and sighed. “She was pickin’ on me, Uncle Jude.”

“Bullshit. That teacher wasn’t pickin’ on you. You thought you were just gonna skate on by. Another fuckin’ D…” He hissed as he removed the cap, then took a long swig. “We don’t get Ds in this family, Pete. Now, if you’d done your very best, I could work with you on this, but you and I both know that’s not the case. You want to repeat the grade?”

“No.”

“Then act like it. I’ve always had your back. All I ask in return is that you not fuck up in school. We had a deal.”

“Haven’t you ever gotten a D? Damn, Uncle Jude!”

“First of all, we’re not talkin’ about me! I’m not in high school, but for the record, I ain’t never got no damn D in Math, that’s for fuckin’ certain, and secondly, watch your fuckin’ mouth when you’re talkin’ to me. You’d think I’d shot ya out of my own nuts with the discussions we’re havin’ lately. This is crazy. I’m not your father, but I play one on Life’s TV so you listen, and you listen good. No more of this.”

“It’s not like I chose to get that grade, Jude. You think I really wanted to barely pass?!”

“Look, if you’re havin’ problems, I can get you a tutor, but I doubt that’s it. You’ll be servin’ time in detention, too, if you don’t stop mouthin’ off at your gym teacher.”

“My father is servin’ life in prison! That’s an F, if ya ask me!”

“You know what, boy? I’m the king of mind fucks, gaslighting, and deflections. Your father doesn’t have a damn thing to do with you goofin’ off in school. According to you, he barely acted like you existed when he was free, so why get emotional about it now? I want you to graduate, and not by the skin of your teeth. Now listen, I have to go. I’ll be over there soon. No more excuses. Do ya hear me?!”

“…Yes.”

“Good.” He swallowed the last of the beer and tossed the bottle in the trash. “Get your ass in gear. I’m tired of your mother callin’ me these last few weeks, complaining about you not listening, sneakin’ out the house and doing bad in a couple of classes that don’t strike your fancy. I’m only hard on ya because I know you can do better.”

“You care about me, don’t ya, Uncle Jude?”

Sadness laced Peter’s voice, tugging at Jude. In that moment, he sounded just like his father, Cain, when he was that age.

“You may as well be my own son…” Jude closed his eyes and took a deep breath. “Stop all of this bullshit. Concentrate. We had a deal.” Ending the call, he grabbed his keys to head out to Sizzle’s. His phone buzzed, and he paused to check out the strange message. Shit. Change of plans…

Moments later, he was speeding down a backroad, cigarette in hand, to the tune of Jeremy Zucker’s, ‘Deep end.’ He sent a few coded texts and took a few deep breaths. His phone rang. After looking at the caller-ID on his truck screen, he answered.

“Hey, baby. I’m in the middle of somethin’ right now. What can I help you with, sugar?”

“Jude, I won’t keep you.” Iris sounded a bit perturbed. “I just left from Aunt Blue’s house. Cut the visit short. Do you know why?”

“I reckon I do.” He turned down the radio. “You’ll beat ’em to the punch. I already spoke to the delivery company.”

“I… I can’t believe you did this!”

“Why not?” He sped up, going over hills and bumps. “What the hell do I look like leavin’ my lady in a place like that? I grew up not too far from there. I know what it’s like, and each damn year it gets worse, Iris.”

“But you already had security people out here this morning! Now I’ve got a souped-up alarm system that is set to not just catch a burglar, but the whole national army, and motion detectors everywhere, too.”

“You’re mine now, ya hear me?” He jostled as he hit another hilly area, this one more uneven than the last. “I told you the other night that you can think whatever you want, but I’m not going to allow a hair on your head to be harmed. That’s why I gave you a better gun, too. This is non-negotiable, Iris. The world is dark and it’s gettin’ darker. I of all people should know. You won’t move because you plan on movin’ after the school year is over, at least that’s what you told me.”

“Yes, that’s the plan but—”

“So, this works in the meantime. You may as well be comfortable while you wait. It was the next best thing.”

“They said your special delivery came up to $24,900.”

“Yeah… all new livin’ room furniture, new TV for the living room, spankin’ brand new bedroom furniture for you and Ayanna, couple laptops, and kitchen stuff, too. Now, maybe you can work on settin’ up your website for your store, like I told you, and maybe sign up for that class you thought about takin’. The old furniture is being hauled away by the same people, or you can donate it. They’re takin’ it to the Salvation Army, if you want. You need to empty your drawers for them… and later on tonight, for me.” He chuckled.

“You don’t even know my tastes! I can’t believe you did this!”

“What? You don’t appreciate it? Well, ain’t this a kick in the teeth? Are you actually mad about this?”

“No… it’s not that. I’m just… shocked.”

“I do know your taste. I picked out the furniture based on your nails.”

The woman was silent on the other end for far too long.

“My nails?”

“Yeah. I realized, while seein’ you at the grocery store for all those months, that you love getting those long ass pretty nails of yours polished, and you seem partial to purple. Eli told me that was your favorite color, too. Seems you tell him all sorts of things, but I had to pull teeth to get anything outta you… made me work hard for it.”

“You sound jealous, and that’s because Eli is sweet and trustworthy, and you’re… well, you.” She burst out laughing, and he followed suit.

“Anyway, your nails are often purple, red or green, and when I’ve been at your home, I noticed all the purple decorations in your bathroom. The shower curtain, towels, rug… Stuff like that. I peeked in Ayanna’s room before I left the other day and saw she likes pink ’nd white, but most of the stuff was chipped or too childish for her age, so I got her brand-new pink and white furniture, all that furry shit, the fake rugs and stuff teenage girls like nowadays. At least that’s what the salesman said. You also said her favorite bands and artists are BTS, Drake, Ariana Grande, and Billie Eilish, so I got ’er some framed posters of ’em.”

“Jude… what you’ve done is… exceptional. You’re so sweet to include her in this.”

“I don’t know much about girls, Iris. I grew up in a family with mostly boys, but I learn fast. When can I meet her?”

“…You… are, uh, blowin’ my mind. I think we can all meet up soon. I just don’t like introducing Ayanna to different men because—”

“You don’t have to explain it to me. I understand. We’re together now, though.”

“Yes, we are. We’ll arrange it soon.”

“Maybe I can bring my nephew, too, and we could go bowlin’.”

“Oh, that sounds fun!” She sniffed, then again.

“Are you cryin’, baby?”

“…No. My allergies…” She’s lying. He smiled to himself.

“Well, tell those weeds and flowers to stop makin’ you so emotional.”

“You didn’t have to do this. When I get to this apartment, Jude, I… I just don’t know…”

“I’m just doin’ what a man is supposed to do. I told you, anyone I love, who I feel adds joy to my life, I take responsibility for them. It doesn’t matter how independent you are, how capable you are of pullin’ your own weight. I know you can do many things without my help. It would just take you longer because you don’t have the financial means right now. But I’ve got it. You’d do the same for me.”

He heard a long, deep sigh. Perhaps Iris wasn’t used to people doing things for her anymore? Life had been difficult the past few years. A messy divorce, the tattered relationship with her sister, and so much more.

“My mama once told me, Jude, that you know a man loves you not by what comes out of his mouth, but by what he does. My father wasn’t a big talker anyway, but he showed how much he cared by workin’ real hard and making sure he could provide. He also loved us girls. I miss my daddy every day. Not many men like him anymore, and I’m not talking about the providing part—I’m talking about the loving on me hard part. When I look at you, I feel… complete. I’m… scared. I hate admitting that, but I am. In some ways we’re so different, but where it counts, we’re the same. I know you care about me and want the best for me. It almost feels like we’re friends who fell in love, ’cause I had seen you so many times before this even started…”

Jude had come clean to her, admitting he’d been the one who’d leave a rose under her car’s windshield wiper at the Kroger parking lot. He’d started doing it way before he even spoke to her.

He’d also been the one to send the mysterious gift card to her job, so she could go on a shopping spree. He’d signed it, ‘Grateful customer.’ He’d become obsessed with her, seeing her as a beacon of light. He couldn’t get the way she’d fought for her niece in that courtroom out of his mind. Nothing but pure love. He couldn’t shake how she would comfort Lark when she’d cry due to man problems, hugging her when the store was practically empty, and they thought no one was looking. He couldn’t let go of how she’d helped Monroe off the floor when he’d fallen one time, drunk off his ass. Instead of making him feel bad, she helped that man get on his feet, and called him a cab. He’d overheard some of her discussions with her niece, reassuring her about a test she was scared to take.

He’d seen her the very first time during one of the worst times in his existence, when his big brother was going off to prison. For life. According to one of the attorneys, Cain narrowly escaped the death penalty. Jude had lost his best friend. The only person on the planet he trusted. He was mad at the world. The world created people like me and Cain, and then get mad when we do what we’ve been made to do…

But then, she came into his life. Iris, going through her own pain, her own loss, her own heartbreak, and he somehow found his way to that store soon thereafter, of all the places he could’ve walked into. And there she was again, like some dream repeating itself. It was fate. It simply had to be.

“So, all jokes aside, I want to express my gratitude. I got a call while over my Aunt Blue’s house from Boston Furniture, talkin’ about they were about to deliver some goods in the next few hours, care of ‘The Judge.’ I don’t have to see it to express my gratitude. So, thank you, Jude.”

“Well, you’re welcome, sugar. I see it like this: if your ol’ lady won’t move, then change her surroundings. Simple as that. Speaking of movin’, you better get a move on, baby. Get started emptying the old dressers and what not before they get there.”

“All right.”

“Love you, baby. Talk to ya tonight.” He ended the call. About ten minutes later, he pulled into Paul’s driveway while his car radio played Chelsea Cutler’s, ‘Devil On My Shoulder.’ He turned off the music and looked around. The crackle and pop of the gravel under his tires stopped when he put his truck in park. He took note of a white van parked to the right. Moments later, Glock 19 in hand, he approached the house. After two taps on the door and a ring of the bell, Paul emerged, his eyes black and blue. His lower lip was split, and a look of sheer terror danced in his eyes.

“Who is it, old man?!” someone yelled from inside the house.

“Here… here comes the judge…”

Whenever Paul said those words, that meant some pythons were slithering about, on the prowl, and they were armed. Jude winked at him, pushed past him, and came upon three men, dressed in black, their faces covered in ski masks, and all of them pointing guns in his direction.

“Put the fuckin’ gun down, Judge!”

Judge scanned his surroundings, then put the weapon on the floor and kicked it away.

“Don’t you move. Well, looky here! It’s the big man! The son of Bonnie and fuckin’ Clyde! The notorious Judge!” One of them cackled. “The brains of the ‘Raisin’ Cain,’ and ‘Judge, Jury and Executioner,’ operation. Got Tennessee royalty in the house! We weren’t expecting you, your Honor…”

“Paul ain’t as stupid as he looks, huh?” another one stated.

Stupid? Now ain’t that the pot callin’ the kettle black. Y’all are dumb enough to let him answer the door, then not take him back into custody so that you could use him as leverage. What a huge fuck-up. Oh yes, this shit is gonna be fun…

“How’d you know we was here? How’d he summon you while we was beatin’ his old ass? I know you didn’t come just to play a game of checkers. Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Nice to see you, motherfucker.”

I never play Checkers. Only Chess…

“What do you want?”

“Oh, we want plenty. I see you made sure Paul here doesn’t have shit. Not even a fuckin’ debit card. That was smart of you. But you crashed the wrong party, son. Looks like we’ve hit the jackpot! The big kahuna! We’re going to take a little ride…”

“I just ate. Rides make me car sick. I think it’s best that we stay right here. Maybe work a little somethin’ out.”

“That smirk on your face will be gone in no time, Judge. You’re going to give us your stash, your cash, that fuckin’ diamond watch on your wrist, and that necklace, too.” One of the guys walked up to him and tried to snatch it off. His neck burned from each attempt, until finally, the man forced his head down and slipped it off him. “Get his wallet, too!”

“It’s in my truck,” Jude volunteered.

“Good. We’ll be takin’ that, the keys to that nice ride you got out there, the whole fuckin’ nine, and after that, we might let you live. Crazy Cain ain’t here to have your back, now is he? It’s just you and us. Now, let’s get ready to go.”

“I SAID, I’m not getting in no car with you motherfuckers.”

One of the men shot a bullet in the air, causing drywall and ceiling debris to sprinkle down.

“The next shot will be in your fuckin’ chest, big man. Oh, you’re takin’ a ride alright. Judge, you’re out of your jurisdiction.” The guy guffawed, amused by his own joke.

“No, sir.” Jude sucked his teeth and shook his head. “My power is internationally known, recognized and respected.”

“You might be big shit in the streets, but you ain’t nothin’ in my world! I’m—AHHHH!!!”

Jude grabbed Becky, the Ruger GP 100 he had hidden in the back under his bullet-proof vest and shirt and shot the bastard square in the middle of the head. Mr. ‘My World’s’ eyes rolled as he fell back, crashing against the floor. Jude kept shooting around the room until there was nothing but gun smoke.

Dumb motherfucker. That’s take-down 101: always pat down the folks who come before you in court. Where there was one, there were always two. Where there were two, there were always three. He wouldn’t run out of heat. Triple threat. The trinity was upon them.

More bullets rang out from all directions.

“GET DOWN!”

Jude pushed Paul to the floor, grabbed the gun he’d tossed, and began firing both revolvers simultaneously. One of the guys cursed when he ended up with an empty clip, and with a hobble, tried to escape out the front door. When the smoke cleared, all three men were dead as doorknobs. He turned around to see Paul, his white shirt soaked with blood, eyes rolling and gasping for air.

“Paul!” The man struggled to sit up but fell back against the wall. “Shit!”

“I’m… okay…” he choked out, blood puddling from his mouth.

“Shhh… Don’t try to speak.” Jude pulled the man’s shirt up and checked his wounds. It appeared the bullet hadn’t gone all the way through, and it didn’t look close to his heart. He sighed with relief. Jude had been shot twice in his lifetime. He knew what to look for. “I know it hurts like hell but stay with me, Paul. I’m going to get you help.”

Moments later, Jude was on the horn, and several of his employees had sprung into action. They were already en route because he’d called them and let them know Paul had hit the buzzer. The buzzer was a silent alarm in Paul’s belt buckle that worked similarly to a Life Alert device, only this one sent a mayday straight to Judge’s phone. If pressed, it meant he was either getting robbed, there was some sort of explosion, or the police were on the premises, and he couldn’t talk or call to give further details. As they arrived, Jude unveiled the masked men. He didn’t recognize them, but it was more than obvious they knew of him. He searched one of their pockets and retrieved a cell phone, then used the fucker’s thumb to unlock it. From the dead man’s text messages, they were gang members and had been planning this for weeks.

Like so many other things in Jude’s life, having complete control in a messy industry was key. He expected the unexpected, twenty-four-seven. This wasn’t the first time, so everyone he entrusted knew the routine.

An ambulance was called right away for Paul. The cover story was rehearsed for the doctors who would no doubt call the police once they saw his injury. Their description of attempted robbery would be, in fact, the truth. The armed men would be left where they were, and Paul would say he managed to get his gun and shoot them in self-defense, which was his right as a red blooded American. Thus, Becky was wiped down and left at the scene to take the fall, and before Paul was hauled away, his hand was wrapped around the grip and trigger to leave his own fingerprints on the revolver. Case closed.

While that happened, Jude’s crew removed any incriminating information, such as receipts, an iPad, a couple of burner phones, and some other items—but there wasn’t much because Paul followed the rules and no one was to have any ‘work materials’ at their residences. On paper, Paul looked pretty good. A guy who’d stayed out of trouble for many years after a tough time of it. He even worked a part-time cover job, as a delivery man.

A couple hours later, Jude was back in his truck, mad as hell.

Paul was not only an employee, but a friend. His chief chef. The bastard would be out of commission for weeks. These guys knew what the hell they were doing. Go after the head cook. They’d planned to kill him after they got what they wanted no doubt, which was quality meth and money, but Paul didn’t have what they expected. They more than likely were going to force him into their car and have him lead them to the stash. Jude knew Paul, of all people, would never have done that because it would have risked other lives and he had a sense of integrity. Jude had helped him pay off some pretty hefty fines some years ago and since then, he’d always been loyal.

Sizzle would work harder to pick up some of the slack, but as Jude drove, and the day grew darker, he felt more and more detached until he found himself at a park, sitting on a bench. Alone. Lost in his thoughts.

His phone buzzed after a while, with Iris sending him photos and short videos of the plastic covered furniture, the moving men setting things up, and the whole nine. Her excitement was palpable. He mustered a smile and texted her.

Glad you’re happy, baby. Enjoy it. I’ll be there tonight.

After a few moments, he took a deep breath and called Kash.

“How is he?”

He could hear noises in the background, people in the hospital talking. “They got him in surgery right now. They think he’ll be okay. Said he was lucky.”

Jude took a deep breath and nodded, then hung up.

In the distance, a little boy and girl were playing, with a short guy standing nearby, watching them. He assumed he was the dad, and they were siblings. The children chased one another, laughing, without a care in the world. A memory came to the forefront of his mind.

He, Cain, some more neighborhood kids, and several of their cousins, were chasing each other across the dirt in their front yard, wearing only their Underoos. The sun was beating down on them, hot as Hades, but they were happy. Mama was grilling burgers, and Daddy was on the porch with his brothers, playing cards, smoking, and getting drunk. When it got pitch dark, Daddy sparked the firecrackers, and he spun him around by his arms, making him scream, holler and laugh, under the stars. Country music blared from the house all night long, the mosquitos were biting, and the grasshoppers were hopping.

It had been a damn good day…

I need that back… that feeling. Everything is a sign. It’s either a push to keep you going in the same direction, or a sign to stop you dead in your tracks. My brother is in prison and I’m losing money trying to find that needle in a haystack to get him out. Eli is happy, and I want to keep him that way. My nephew is feelin’ lost, messing up in school. I’ve just gotten into a new relationship, and I’m fallin’ hard for this lady, and there isn’t shit I can do about it. But more importantly, I don’t want to do shit about it, ’cause I like it… and I deserve this shit. I deserve a good woman like her, so, I got to make this shit right. I wanted a woman just like Iris for a minute now, and now she’s here. Then I’ve got this situation with Paul and these fuckers who tried to rob and ice him. It’s time for a new plan.

…ALL RISE! The honorable Jude ‘The Judge’ presiding, Court is now in session…
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Every Wave will Crash
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The rhythm of Darius Rucker’s, ‘Hands On Me’ played from Eli’s new laptop computer. Jude had spoiled the man on his birthday. Blue and white balloons still floated about, tied to various pieces of furniture. They’d gotten him a big vanilla cake with white icing, his favorite, and plenty of gifts, many of which were books he’d wanted, an iTunes gift card, and art supplies. Iris had arrived for her visit, and though they’d run some errands as usual, the time had gone by way too fast. The two were cleaning up and sprucing up his apartment, hanging new artwork they’d purchased from a shop in the mall, and putting up some other items, such as new socks he’d needed from Walmart.

Iris told Eli to take a break while she arranged his colorful cups in the order of the shades of the rainbow, just as he liked them. She shot him a glance and smiled. He was rocking back and forth to the music, enjoying himself. Eli bobbed his head in a strange way once the music got punchy, and then snapped his fingers, swinging to and fro to the beat. The sight warmed her heart.

“Myyyy ex-giiiirl friend, loooves this song.”

Iris closed the kitchen cabinet, climbed off the counter she’d been using as a stepstool, and dusted off her jeans.

“Your ex-girlfriend, huh?” She smiled. “What was her name, and why’d you two lovebirds break up?” She plopped down on a chair, the one she always sat on in his place, and cracked open a cold cola. Boy did it taste good going down.

“Freee-da.” He slowed his body movements and looked up at the ceiling, as if spotting an invisible dream bird that only he could see. He finally lowered his gaze to her. “Sheee was pret-ty.” He sat down across from her and pulled out a thick pad of drawing paper, grabbed a sharpened pencil, and began to scribble. “We… broke up…”

“Yes, I know, but why?”

“Beee-cause, her … pair-rents, were emmmmm-barrassed by meee.”

Iris took another sip of the cola and stroked his shoulder.

“Well, shame on ’em. Seems to me, Freda had a good man.”

“Sheee wasn’t like… me. She… was like… you.”

“Like me how?”

He jetted out his tongue and curled it toward the side of his mouth as he delved deeper into concentration with his drawing. A portrait of a person.

“Norm-mull.”

“You’re normal, Eli. Don’t nobody get to tell you otherwise. I don’t like that kind of talk. It’s disrespectful.”

He shrugged, then kept on drawing. “It’s o-kay, I-ris. Nooormal, is, boooring.”

She hooted at this. “We’ll, I’m glad you have a sense of humor about it, and you make a mighty fine point.”

“I haaad an-nother, giiirl friend, buuut, she… she… got on my nerves… Moooved my things, without, ask-king.”

Iris burst out laughing. “I don’t like that sort of thing, either, Eli. Just ask my niece.” She chuckled.

“Ahh… yawn-nuh.”

“Yes! Ayanna. You remember her name? That’s great. Most people can’t pronounce it right, but you said it perfectly. Well…” She slapped her legs. “Want me to start your dinner for ya? I know you know how, so you don’t have to give me that whole speech again about you being independent, honey, but honestly, I don’t mind.”

“Whu… what hap-pened, to the bisk-cuts…aaand, graaavy? You said… that… you… would—”

“Oh yes! I am going to make you some biscuits and gravy, Eli. I promise. Next week would probably work.”

“Yooou, all-ready, prom-missed… bee-fore that. Aaaand, be-fooore, that. It don’t… take… loooong… to make… it. Yooou… are… drag-ging… yooour feet. Yooou prob-bab-blee, caaan’t… cook!”

Iris burst out laughing, shook her head and put her hand on her hip. “Look at you, over there gettin’ sassy…tellin’ me I probably can’t cook. I would tell ya to make it your own self since you don’t think it take long, and want to accuse me of procrastinating, but let me tell ya, my biscuits and gravy are worth waitin’ for. They’re legendary. Now, in the interim, you’ve got this Stoffer’s frozen meatloaf with mashed potatoes in the freezer. I can make you a little side salad to go with it. You want me to do it for you, honey? I think I saw some Ranch dressing in your refrigerator, too.”

Eli kept on drawing for a bit, then nodded.

“Alright.” She made her way to his kitchen counter, opened his refrigerator and removed a head of lettuce, a small tomato, a couple of carrots and a cucumber that had seen better days, but was still edible. She put on a pot of water to boil an egg, and then washed the produce before slicing everything up in small pieces on a wooden cutting board. As she did so, she hummed to the music of, Luke Combs’, ‘Beautiful Crazy.’ Minutes later, she seasoned his food with a bit of salt, paprika and pepper, and a pat of butter for the potatoes, and placed it all, including the side salad on a tray, along with a blue cup full of iced tea. She sat it down on Eli’s table where he typically ate, then looked down, watching as the man continued to work on his sketch. Taking the salad off the tray, she set it just so, then placed a napkin down, with cutlery on top of it.

“Before I leave, Eli, do you need anything else?” She placed her hand on his shoulder. He was quiet for a moment, then held up the picture. She looked at it, and realized there was a car, and people with frowns on their faces. In the middle of the picture, was a small person who seemed to be held by a bigger person. The little person appeared to be bleeding and had X’s for eyes. The bigger person holding the little person, had tears coming out of their eyes. Though the drawing was rather crude and child-like, something about it stung, and hurt. There was no playfulness in the black graphite swirls and lines. Something about it made her skin crawl, the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end, and her soul cry. The pain of it all went straight to her core and twisted it like twine.

“Eli… what… what is this a picture of?” She asked as she took it from his grip, holding it with both hands.

“Thaaaat’s me, aaand Jewwwwd. He… he care-read meee… Car ack-sadent.” He scratched his head and began to rock. “I… got… hit. I was… a lit-tle boy… My paaarents, were not hooome. I raaan in the street and got hit… Jewwwwd was strong. He picked me… up… raaan with me… run-ning to the hosp-pit-tull. He care-read—”

“…me. He carried you…” She whispered, blinking tears from her eyes. Dear God…

“I understand now.” She slumped down in the chair across from him as he began to eat his food. “What made you decide to draw this today, Eli?”

She held onto the picture of a stick figure, with a face and body that was supposed to be Jude, bawling his eyes out. His little arms were bent as he held on to a bleeding stick figure child.

“Jeeewd is… hurt-ting. I waaant to show… him… hooow much… I… love… him.”

Swiping at her eyes with the back of her hand, she placed the picture down at the foot of Eli’s bed. She wrapped her arms around him, but he just kept on chewing and looking up at the television, without a care in the world. Iris kissed the top of his head, then grabbed her jacket and purse.

“I’m leaving now, honey. I’ll see you next week, okay?”

He looked at her and smiled, then turned back towards the television, watching a show she didn’t recognize. When she stepped out into the adult center hall, she took a deep breath, dabbed at her eyes once again, and headed out, eager to inhale some fresh air…
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A few days later…

NLE Choppa’s, ‘Shotta Flow,’ the remix featuring Blueface, provided the backdrop to Jude’s smoke-filled man-cave, where he stood in the company of a few good men.

The guys talked amongst themselves as he lamented about a disturbing conversation he’d had with his brother. He adjusted his rings as he listened.

“Judge, so uh, as I said earlier, we can handle this tonight if you want.” Kash cracked his knuckles, then scratched at his tattooed bicep. The design featured a black dragon with flames made of hundred-dollar bills blasting out of the beast’s mouth. His brown skin flexed as he moved.

“They’re expecting us. Let’s wait a bit longer. We need to catch them by surprise, strike when they’re not anticipating it.”

Retribution had commenced. Judge had “sentenced to death” three MS-13 gang members, after all, when they’d burst into Paul’s home and beat the men senseless before shooting him in the chest. It was the way of his world—they’d crossed the line. Blood sought blood. Now, word on the street was, he had a bounty on his head for taking out prized foot soldiers. Those White boys had been recruited to join the mostly Hispanic gang, so they could blend into various local neighborhoods without catching attention.

This had happened before, and there was a right way and a wrong way to go about settling the matter. Nothing, however, made it ever any less risky for Judge and his crew. The three motherfuckers who’d dared to step to him had definitely gotten orders from higher up the food chain. A rookie move that had cost them. As simple as that. Now, that food chain wanted to eat on his dime. His life was the main course; his fortune, dessert.

“They should be grateful I didn’t seek them out and take them all down without investigation.”

That’s certainly something Cain would’ve done, seeing as they’d damaged his operation. Blood would’ve been shed in the streets, with no concern of who was paying the price. Paul was still recovering in the hospital, which put more pressure on Jude’s other employees to keep up with demand. It was like shooting out an airplane engine and expecting smooth sailing. How long could one stay up in the air?

“All right, I need to holla at y’all about something else tonight, too.” He leaned against his pool table, his black silk shirt unbuttoned and a breeze from the ceiling fan cooling him off. “I called you all over here to explain that I’m going a different route.” He rose, and began to slowly pace back and forth, gripping his cigar as his thoughts became words. “I am going to slowly phase myself out. I’m preparing for retirement.” He was immediately met with ruckus and cursing.

“Don’t start this shit, Judge. We already lost Cain. We don’t wanna lose you, too!” Truck protested, one of the trap house bodyguards who’d been by his side for a long while.

“Truck, this isn’t what you think it’s about.”

“Look, don’t worry about Paul, okay? We’ll handle it!”

“Truck, shhh.” He raised his finger to his mouth. “Listen. We’re family, okay? I’m not going to leave you high and dry.” The man turned away, disgruntled. “Kash, I told you last year that I have to get into another enterprise and start somethin’ new. I could feel that time was nearing.”

Kash seemed reluctant to nod in agreement, but he did so without making direct eye contact.

“It’s not always like this, where someone like me is actually friends with his personnel. I’m lucky, right? You all mean a lot to me. I know your significant others; we’ve broken bread together. I just want you to understand that this decision didn’t happen overnight, and I’ve thought long and hard about the way to go about this.”

“But why now, man? If it’s not Paul, what is it?”

“Oh, trust me, what went down with Paul definitely mattered, but that wasn’t the only reason why, Truck. The things goin’ on in my life are signs, good signs, bad signs, whatever you want to call it, and I take that seriously.”

“Oh, come on, Judge. You sound like Yoda or Gandhi, or some shit. You’re still young! Runnin’ this shit is in your blood. You and Cain started an empire. Nobody can touch you!”

“Cain was touched. It got him, one way or another, now didn’t it? My right hand was cut off.”

“But if you leave, Judge, the gangs are going to take over all of your territory as soon as word hits the streets! You’re the brains and enforcement! Cain carried out your orders with an iron fist, but now you just speak to everyone directly, and in that process, we’ve gotten to know you better. It’s been amazin’, man. You’ve held it down while he’s been gone.”

“I always said that I wanted to quit while I was on top, Truck. Not because I’m on my way to death row, or on some hospital bed, a fuckin’ vegetable, unable to walk or wipe my own ass, fuck, or feed myself. I’m ridin’ the wave right now, but all waves come crashin’… right?” He exhaled a trail of smoke. “Now, stop it with all the long faces. I know I’m a special motherfucker.” He got a few chuckles. “But I also know you all can do this just fine. I’m workin’ out the particulars, and it will be to everyone’s advantage. Cain and I didn’t pick no punks, and I’m not leavin’ my shit to the highest bidder. Y’all are going to run this shit, you hear me? Nobody is takin’ over shit, but you. I’m passing the torch to each and every one of you, and I’ll still be here for you. You know you can always call me. We’re family.”

Many nodded, seeming more receptive now.

“Cain and I trained all of you. Everyone on my team is competent as hell. We’ve been successful all of this time because each and every one of you knows what the hell you’re doin’. You take pride in your work—fuck how people on the outside judge us—and the keys to success? You know how to keep your mouth shut. As you go along, you’ll learn new things. The game changes as the times change, guys.”

Several people murmured their agreement. “You’ll figure out shit I didn’t teach you. You’ll find new ways to navigate and improve. Kash has a brilliant mind.” He pointed to the man, proud of him. “Sizzle can cook some primo product. She just needs help with output, and y’all can assist her in getting those people, the right people, to add to her team. I’ve worked hard, guys. I don’t complain, and I enjoy my life, but I’m tired.” He took a deep breath, followed by a ragged exhale. “I’m tired of not being able to go on long vacations and just relax on the beach.

“I’m tired of worrying about who’s trying to rob me mornin’, noon, and night. I’m sick of dealin’ with people fuckin’ with my brother, because Cain can’t fight back in that hellhole! He can’t get a hold of his protection the same way. He’s not gang affiliated; the racist White boys don’t want him ’cause they know he don’t discriminate, and like me, he doesn’t play that shit. If he went along with it just to save his own ass, then the Black and Hispanic gangs would target him. He’d be right back in the same scenario, just surrounded by different colored faces. He can’t win in that zoo.”

“We know Cain though, man. He got hands.”

“Yeah, Cain can defend himself, Kash, he can fight his ass off, everyone knows that, but there’s always someone bigger and badder up in there, someone with affiliations that can cause him trouble. The extortion attempts, from the guards and prisoners, happen all the fuckin’ time. Cain has refused to break, so, he’s marked. Yeah, he’s got some people in there who have his back, but he’s also got some enemies. Because the motherfucker was a beast. An expert. He ran circles around the competition, and we were hated for it.

“Cain knows the sacrifice though. I’m practically raisin’ his boy—my nephew is angrier than hell. All he wanted was his dad.” Kash lowered his gaze and rubbed his forehead. He too had kids who barely saw him. “I don’t want to end up like that when the time comes. I’ve sacrificed a lot. I’m ready to put the wheels in motion to start LIVING. Everything in my life revolved around the game, man. I’VE BEEN HUSTLIN’ SINCE I WAS CRAWLIN’! I came out of my mother knowin’ the deal before I could even walk… born into this shit. My father’s name and face are tattooed on people’s arms. Tennessee pride! My parents robbed fourteen fuckin’ banks without gettin’ caught over a two-year period. That’s crazy! Unheard of!

“Nobody even knew who was doing it, till that one fateful night, when my ol’ man fucked up. I don’t want to keep goin’ until that ‘one fuck up’. Their deaths should be a lesson to me. Not a repeat of history. Look at me.” Silence reigned, and nobody moved. “I SAID LOOK AT ME, DAMN IT!” They all turned towards him as he ripped his shirt off and tossed it on the floor. “This is a fuckin’ bullet hole in my chest, covered by a damn tattoo.” He pointed at the healed lesion.

“I’ve got scars from broken glass, from when I had to jump out of a fourth-floor window to escape the police. Y’all put yourselves at risk, too. I know this, don’t get me wrong, but the drug lord, the Judge…” he pointed to himself, “I’m the big fish everyone wants to fry. I can’t trust anyone! Not even y’all completely, because nobody in this business can be trusted! We survive by lyin’, conniving, tricking, lootin’, stealin’, beatin’, killin’, and dealin’. Every time I enjoy something, and excel at it, society says it’s bad.” He laughed dismally. “That’s my cross to bear. I’ve got some plans in the works, but I’m not going to say anything until the right time. I just figured, ’cause we’re family and all, I should tell you this sooner rather than later.”

“You can’t blame us for not liking this,” Truck mumbled. “But uh,” the big man ran his finger along his lower lip and peered at him from hooded eyes, “I, for one, want to rock with you when you get it figured out.”

Jude took a toke from his cigar, then set it down in a clear ashtray.

“I appreciate that, Truck. I need to make sure I still have good income for my future plans, and that you all have enough money to hold you down until you figure out your next move, if you don’t want to stay in the game due to my exodus. If you don’t go straight, I don’t care. Seriously, I don’t.” He threw up his hands. “I just want you to be happy. Now, there are some things we need to settle up. First, there are two big shipments going to California next month that need to be monitored.” Heads nodded in agreement.

“Second, we have the situation we were just discussing. We can call it, Project Paul. Last, I’ve got to sell all of my properties I’ve dedicated to our operation, with the exception of two. I’m givin’ myself three months to do that. I will sign those over—one will go to Kash, and the other to Sizzle and Paul, pending his recovery. Truck, the three of you are in charge, and all I ask is that you keep everyone Cain and I hired on board, unless they become, in some way, a direct threat to your operation. Just know though, you’ll need to shuffle the properties around, sell them, and all of that, like I did, in order to stay afloat. Don’t stay in the same spot too long. Watch your surroundings. Anyway, those properties will be yours and as long as you pay attention, you’ll be fine. Run them right.”

Sizzle and Kash nodded their assent. He could see the relief on their faces that he’d left them with a course of action.

“I’ve got a personal situation I need to deal with, too.” He took a deep breath before continuing, “Back to Cain for a minute. Y’all know he’s got a life sentence. I just spoke to another attorney this morning, and the probability of him ever getting paroled is slim to none. That’s because of his prior arrest record, drug charges, and the two guys he killed were young. Community outrage is always the final nail in the coffin. Problem is, some MS-13s have been sniffin’ around him because of their members gettin’ smoked. They’re making threats. Sayin’ if they don’t get certain things, he’ll be dealt with. They’ve already been messin’ with him, and some of the guards in there are helping them. Kash, I need you to contact your people. We’ll have to settle this from the inside out.”

“Fo’ sho.”

Jude spoke with the group for a while longer, ironing out more details, then dismissed everyone. When the place was cleared out, he turned on some different music.

“Mama, let me play somethin’ for you…”

He walked into his gold and red paisley salon, an offshoot of his mancave, which featured a large round window, fireplace, thick black fur rugs, and a library full of old books. There, he turned on an old record player that had belonged to his parents. Grabbing one of his mother’s favorite albums—Al Martino’s—that had been gifted to her from her father, he positioned it on the record player and placed the needle just so. ‘To Each His Own’ started to play. He swayed back and forth to the song, then poured himself a glass of bourbon. After a couple of minutes, he sat down in a large white and gold throne of a chair, a fresh cigar in hand, and made a phone call.

“Hello… what time is it?” The woman of his dreams yawned. He imagined her in her new bed, her hair wrapped in purple satin, and her lavender lingerie hugging her body in all the right places.

“Iris, Ayanna is stayin’ with her friend this weekend, right?”

“Yeah…” She yawned again.

“I need you here, but I don’t want you drivin’ all this way this time of night.”

“But you said you were busy this we—”

“I know what I said, baby. Forget about that. I’m sending an Uber to come get you. Throw on some clothes and pack an overnight bag. I want to pluck and suck the petals of my precious Iris, until ain’t nothin’ left but a rain puddle, and you drenched the sheets…”
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Spoiled
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His house was like a museum.

Greek busts of Apollo, Aphrodite and various other Greek gods lined the front parlor, creating a commanding entryway. Shirtless Jude closed the large red and black barn-style doors behind her, clicking the gold locks in place as the Uber driver drove away, leaving her alone with the man who made her heart skip beats.

Jude made small talk as he went through a series of steps to secure the premises, including the setting of the alarm. Several screens showcased live footage of numerous areas of the home in color from various vantage points.

“You don’t play around with your security, huh?” He took her jacket and hung it up in a closet.

“Nope. Are you thirsty?” he asked.

“I could use a taste of somethin’ nice.”

“Follow me.” He took her hand and led her down a long black and gold marble hallway, which led into a gorgeous brightly lit ivory and gray kitchen. The appliances were all dark carmine, the shade of Red Delicious brand applies, including the double oven and coffee maker.

“Oh damn, Jude, this is nice.” She slid onto a black leather barstool at the breakfast bar. Before her sat a stone bowl full of bright yellow bananas and shiny Gala apples.

He took out a bottle of red wine from a small cellar that looked like a cedar closet, grabbed two glasses, and poured. “Alexa, play ‘Jude’s Mix.’” Suddenly, a pure, perfect pitch of reverberations came from speakers tucked away in the corners of the galley, belting out John Mellencamp and Bruce Springsteen’s, ‘Wasted Days.’ The tinkle of the rich, blackberry hued liquid blended with the music as it filled the glasses. He handed her one and leaned against his kitchen counter near his stove, ankles crossed, reminding her of an owl on its perch. He looked at her with the fiery lust of a million devils in his eyes.

“So, you call me in the middle of the night, invite me in, time is passin’,” she glanced at her watch, “and yet you still don’t tell me what you want.”

“You know what the hell I want.” He tasted his drink, then set it beside him on the counter, his expression as devious as ever.

“I’m not a call girl,” she quipped. “This ain’t no 1-900-sex line.”

“Then why’d you come?” He reached for his belt and slipped it out of his pants.

“Because I wanted to see what your house looked like.”

“You coulda seen it before now. You already admitted to looking my shit up online, Inspector Iris, so you knew what the outside looked like at least. On top of that, I told you that you could bring your sexy ass on by any time you like. Remember?”

“I just so happen to—”

“Stop yammerin’ and take your clothes off before you make me take ’em off for you… I won’t be as gentle.” He smirked as he hiked his leg up and slipped his sock off.

She slid off the barstool and pulled her black long-sleeved shirt up and over her head, then placed it nearby on the breakfast bar.

“The pants, bra, and panties, too,” he ordered as he removed his boxers, revealing a full-fledged foreboding hard-on. He casually reached for his wine and sipped it.

“I just want to make somethin’ perfectly clear, mothafucka…”

“And what’s that?” he asked with a smile before polishing off the wine.

“I’m doing this because I want to. Of course I knew what you wanted ’fore I brought my tail over here.” She sucked her teeth and rolled her eyes, fighting the urge to laugh as she folded her black leggings and placed them beside the rest of her clothing.

“Whoa now, lady. I’m the judge in this town. With an attitude like that, the jury may take an additional day or two to deliberate on your sentence. I’m advising you get a lifetime of fuckin’… No chance of parole.”

“I’m declarin’ a mistrial. You’re a corrupt judge. This is a miscarriage of justice.”

He rounded the counter and came to stand before her, staring down at her as he thumbed her nipple, then bent down and sucked her breasts. Hot moisture surrounded the tender flesh as she went weak, feeling good all over from the heated sensation of his roving tongue. He paused, one black eyebrow arched as he gave her the nastiest grin.

“You can’t declare shit. You’re no magistrate, and you damn sure ain’t no lawyer. All you are is a witness to a crime. The one I’m about to commit on your pussy.” He cupped her breasts with one hand and gave the other a squeeze.

“And you ain’t no saint, but you’re sho’ ’nuff a sinner.”

“Let him without sin, cast the first stone. You’re wastin’ good taxpayer money. It’s a wrap for you.”

“It’s a sin- tax… Don’t make a blind bit of difference. Don’t I get a last request before you send me to the big house?”

“Fine, but the big house is a coop. You shouldn’t had let a fox such as myself guard the henhouse. Now I’m in here runnin’ amuck. ’Bout to use this big gavel on you, lay the law down, throw the book and the cock-uh-fuckin’ doodle doo at you, too. Any final words for I enter my judgment? I know you’ll take it hard…” He sucked on her neck, slow and easy. She clenched her fists but fighting temptation would only leave her exhausted.

“I can’t say nothin’ if my mouth is full…”

Gripping his dick, he slipped it against her nature, his hand barely able to get around it. “Oh, I definitely got somethin’ that’ll keep you quiet, lady.”

“Well then, call me radio silence. Knock some walls down, why don’t you? Sit down and let me see your hammer…” She caressed his cheekbone, wrapped her hands around his shoulders, and drew him in for a kiss. Taking a few steps back, he sat on the barstool, legs astride. Placing one hand on each of his inked up, muscular thighs, she toyed with him… flicking her tongue lightly against the rigid head of his joystick. Using one hand, she gripped the base, then went up and down the length. A delicious pressure filled her mouth as the thick member stretched her lips. She hummed and slurped, now working both hands at the base. Saliva and pre-cum dripped down the veiny magic wand as she kept working him over. When she chanced a glance at him, his head was tilted back, eyes shut, and low growls flowed from his mouth.

“Mmm, that’s so good, baby… You might get probation and time served…” He held the back of her head, feeding her more of himself. His hips began to pump up and down as he fucked her mouth, faster and faster… deeper… She sustained her pace, sucking and licking, addicted to him in ways she could never express. As she slipped her tongue along the crease between his balls, he shuddered. She did it again, and the man damn near fell off the stool.

“Well, looks like I found the Judge’s special spot. How ’bout a bribe?” She fell to her knees and sucked his balls while jerking off his dick. Gripping the counter’s edge, he grunted and cursed. Her hair became a wild nest as he ran his fingers roughly through the tresses, pressing her into his need.

“Woo weee!” he yelled, followed by a grunt. Shaking his head, he then slid off the stool, surprising her, picked her up, and slammed her down onto the breakfast bar. Her ass stung from the impact and was now cold against the surface as the man dove face first into her pussy.

“Oh, God…” She quivered as he sucked her clit, briskly shaking his head from left to right, determined to be the catalyst to her undoing. Jude had a wicked tongue. Though they’d never discussed the matter, there was no doubt in her mind that he knew that he was highly skilled in the sexual arena. He could fuck his ass off, and adding to his glory was the fact he was a top-notch pussy eater—definitely something he needed to include on a resume.

“Yesss, baby… Shit!”

He grabbed her ass cheeks and squeezed, feeding from her as if she were a buffet. Dripping wet, she spread open just for him. Time blurred as the fire consumed her, making her heart beat damn near out of her chest. Feels so good!

She was so close…

But right before she was about to climax, nearly ready to explode and float away into that fuzzy, soft space in time, he stopped. There weren’t enough curse words in the world to express her frustration.

“Why’d you stop?!” She didn’t even bother to let him answer. “Damn it, Jude! Come on!” She yanked at his arm but he broke free, leaving her there, under the kitchen spotlights… her pussy dripping all over the counter, and her flesh cold.

He laughed as she let loose on him, making her all the angrier.

“We’re gonna cum together this time. That’s why.” He hoisted her up, and she instinctively wrapped her legs around him, fastening her ankles at the small of his back as he went to stand in the middle of the kitchen.

“Mmmmm! Fuck!”

He pushed hard inside of her, her body flush against him, over and over. As he jostled her up and down, she trembled from the impact, as well as the warmth and hardness of his body against her own.

“You like that, baby? Feelin’ me deep inside you…”

“Yes…” Her eyes watered as her orgasm built again, this time more intense than the last climb to ecstasy.

He looked deep into her eyes, and her heart cracked. The love. The longing. The power. The need. The wonder. He held her to him like precious cargo, sealing their connection with a kiss and intense gazes. Peach Pit’s, ‘Up Granville’ was the background to his seduction, when he sentenced her to a life of beautiful possibilities…

He raked his fingers through her hair, a slight smile on his face, and if she didn’t know any better, the man’s eyes sheened over before he blinked it all away. Their lips locked as he moved slow and steady inside of her, then rocked his hips around and around, in slow circles. Jude made love like the aging of a fine wine… a crazy roller coaster on the fritz… a jealous lover pouring their all into a kiss… an incensed animal that had escaped its cage to mate… an angel who’d found his wings and the forbidden, golden keys to pleasure.

He was all of that, and then some.

“Do I make you high, baby?” His deep, shadowy words broke into her thoughts, blanketing their shared world with dark purple shadows.

“Yes!”

He kept making love to her, that dick of his driving in and out of her with brute potency. She shivered, slipping from reality.

“Don’t cum yet, baby. Wait for me,” he whispered.” Let that shit build up…”

They entered another room decorated with white furniture, lavish crystal tables with gold feet, and towering bookshelves. Sitting down on one of the couches, he brought her right with him, pumping his hips. He never broke their stare. DJ Snake’s, ‘You Are My High’ was now playing.

“Iris, I sell, I don’t tell… I ain’t never shot up no heroin, but I heard if you were a heroine in a romance book, baby, you’d be an amazing leading lady. I never smoked crack… but this country boy right here would lick and eat the split of your ass in a New York fuckin’ minute… I don’t do no crystal, baby girl, but when I’m next to you, I shine like a diamond. You make this man feel alive. Didn’t know I was dead ’till I took a hit of you…Narcan in the flesh. I don’t even smoke no ganja no more, either, but I had a garden full of weeds in my heart, then I spotted an Iris… growin’ all by herself in my lifeless soil.”

She stared into his eyes. “You gonna pluck me, baby?” Her voice was weak as she fought her orgasm, her body on the verge of surrender. The feeling was getting stronger and stronger, and she didn’t know how much longer she could hold it back.

“I wanna smoke you, drink you to the last drop, shoot you into my veins, snort you, ride that wave, baby. You that new shit. That Iris will keep you high for days… mmm, baby… you make me go crazy. Got me so high, that the clouds, moon and stars are now below my feet. The universe becomes a damn dancefloor once you enter the bloodstream and dream…I got that 100% pure Iris…I heard she a killa…I tried ’er for myself. She let me be the judge…”

“Jude…” She closed her eyes, gyrating her hips, falling so far down the rabbit hole, she had no chance of escape. He’d prepared a snare, and she was a victim to his love. He cupped her breast, slipped his tongue in her mouth, and made her ride him like a painted horse on a merry-go-round. He went faster and faster, the music growing louder in her head as she got dizzy, surrounded by blurs of white and gold. He clutched a white pillow and groaned so deep and loud, she felt his very soul vibrate through her body.

“Here cums the judge! Cum, Iris… Let’s go!” He crisscrossed his arms along her back, while pounding her with merciless thrusts.

They climaxed at the same time, yelling over one another, scratching, kissing, biting, rocking and fucking each other hard. The sweet elation he gave her was both her muse and downfall. Sweaty bodies glided against one another, a tangled affair of two people experiencing a single high. As she settled, she shuddered once more, and felt him trembling against her. The warmth of his cum filled her temple. He kept jerking, emptying himself inside her. She lay against his chest, feeling the soft, downy hairs and hearing his fast-beating heart as his dick throbbed inside her. While drifting in and out of another world, she noticed a gun under one of the pillows, then closed her eyes, praying for his safety throughout the rest of his days.

’Cause I’m selfish. I don’t want nothin’ to happen to him. I want him for myself. Forever…
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…Several hours later

Jude yawned, then smiled when his gaze fell on the figure next to him on the bed. It wasn’t a dream. The love of his life was really there.

“Hey.” He nudged her. “Hey, Iris… baby, wake up.” He yawned again and stretched, their naked bodies under a ton of black and red silk sheets. The woman batted her eyes, then rubbed them and sat up.

“What? Something wrong?” She looked at the clock on the nightstand with narrowed eyes. “It’s like five in the mornin’.”

“Yeah… I know. You gotta go.” He got up, grabbed some jogging pants, and pulled them on. When he turned around, he caught her perturbed and confused expression.

“I gotta go? Why?”

“’Cause I said so. That’s why.” He yawned again, then stretched once more for good measure.

“Huh? What tha fuck you mean, I gotta go, and you said so, that’s why? I’m not on this bullshit, Jude.”

The she-devil has entered the chat…

“I mean what the fuck I said. You gotta go, Iris. I got shit to do. Don’t worry, I’ll give you some money for a bus. You’ll probably have to take a couple of them though.”

“What?! Mothafucka, who you thank you talkin’ to? I don’t know what type of women you’re used to, but you can’t treat me like this, and you damn sure can’t talk to me like that, Jude! You done lost yo’ damn mind! I don’t give a flyin’ squirrel piece of nutty shit how important you think you are in them damn streets and sheets. You just a White boy with a big mouth, big ego, and big dick right about now. You uh dime a dozen!”

“You weren’t sayin’ that a little while ago when you were screamin’ my name, leavin’ scratches all over my body, and practically convulsing as I blew your damn back out in this bed…” He casually lit a cigarette and took a drag.

“I can love somebody and never call they ass again! I ain’t beggin’ no man for shit. You betta ask somebody!”

“…And just who should I ask? Do you have some references?”

“Jude…” She shook her head and waved her finger about. “You’re takin’ me out of character. You must not know about me, you raggedy son of a bitch.” She pointed to her chest, going the hell off, and it took everything within him to not burst out laughing. He had no idea she had this in her, though it didn’t completely surprise him. Passionate women could be hotheads. It just came with the territory. Iris was a fireball. Explosive like a motherfucker.

“You know you wanted it, baby.” He winked at her, and smiled.

“Let me jog yo’ memory in that little ass brain of yours. You called me over here in the middle of the night! Not the other way around. I was just fine at home, mindin’ the business that pays me, child-free for the night, and then because you want to shoot one off, you send for me like some chick whose number is written on a bathroom wall.”

“Did you come? And cum?” She picked up a pillow and tossed it with all of her might at him. He ducked. Now, he was laughing. He couldn’t control himself.

“This was all your idea, and this is how you do me?! I come on over, trying to help my man out wit’ yo’ horny, freaky ass! Since the moment we made this thang official, you’ve been treatin’ my body like some amusement park. I can’t even walk past you without you jumpin’ on top of me. I sucked yo’ damn dick tonight, and I told you I don’t get down like that unless I love the man. I let you fuck me all kinds of ways all damn evening, pussy sore as fuck, and you can’t even offer me coffee, breakfast and a ride home. Now you wanna tell me to get outta your house, and toss me some coins for public transportation?! You know damn well don’t know bus run out this way no how! I’d have to walk at least three blocks.”

“I can call you an Uber, but a bus would’ve been more of a scenic route.” His stomach bubbled as he tried to compose himself and keep a straight face.

“This gotta be some kinda joke!” She put her hand on her hip. “You told me you loved me, wanted me to stay the night, kissin’ all over me, talkin’ all that slick, gangsta shit, hugging and spoonin’ me, talkin’ about the future we gonna have, and then, because you probably got some sort of illicit activity going on, you just gonna get rid of me like some trash? For real?”

“Looks that way. You want a bottle of water on your way out?” he said with a shrug.

“You sorry ass bastard! Yo daddy shoulda shot you out in a tissue.” She grabbed her clothes and started putting them on, barely able to contain herself as she tried to get the garments on properly, her anger filling the room like sludge. “Put that cigarette you’re over there smokin’ on out on yo’ own damn tongue. Better yet, shove it up yo’ ass! Jude, don’t you call me again, ya hear?! I’m going to still see Eli, ’cause that was the agreement, and I happen to enjoy my time with him. Besides, there’s no need for him to suffer just because you and I are through, but let me tell ya baby, you bet not say shit else to me. Don’t you dare dial the number to my phone another day in your life, and let’s be clear: you ain’t gonna never put yo’ paws on me again! I know my sex is bomb.” She looked him up and down and huffed. “Wave goodbye to it, sir, ’cause the kitty is leavin’ with me. FOR GOOD.”

She put her shirt on inside out, so he stood there, fighting laughter as she turned it the right way, her movements dripping with frustration. She hightailed it out of his bedroom, down the steps and hall. He was hot on her heels, barely able to keep up. “You ain’t got to follow me, mothafucka. I can see my way out.”

“I need you to go out the back door.”

Iris’ complexion deepened, and he could have sworn smoke was now coming out of her ears.

“The back door? Like I’m the Negro maid in some old racist ass black and white movie?! You really have lost your mind! Oh… I know what’s going on here!” She looked around, her eyes wild. “You got some bitch gettin’ ready to come over here! Jude, you ain’t shit!” Her voice trembled as she reached out to strike him. He yanked her arm and pulled her towards the back of the house.

“Come on! There’s no other woman, but I need you to go!”

She tugged and pulled, then finally relented.

“Lies. I should’ve trusted my better judgment and never gave you the time of day!” He felt rather badly once he saw that through all that anger, she was genuinely hurt. She meant what she said, too, for she demanded respect, despite being in love with him. That was one of the many reasons why he’d fallen for her. Iris had high self-esteem, paired with that kind heart of hers. She wouldn’t accept or agree to just any ol’ thing. He punched in his security code, unlocked the back door, and opened it. A cool gust of wind greeted them. It was also quite foggy outside, so it was difficult to see.

“The Uber will drive around the back here and get you.”

“I forgot my jacket and overnight bag,” she said coolly. “Go get it.”

She didn’t even look him in the eye, her disappointment and heartbreak palpable.

“You don’t need your jacket or bag. Look straight ahead, baby.” He took a drag of his cigarette as the air hit his bare chest, giving him a chill. He watched as she peered beyond his mature backyard trees, the gazebo, grill, and covered sauna and pool.

“What am I supposed to be seeing?”

He took another smoke and leaned against the door frame. Tossing out his cigarette, he cleared his throat.

“Walk down the cobblestone trail. When you get down there, tell me what you see.” She looked over her shoulder at him, pain in her expression, then began to walk down the pathway. She disappeared into the fog, and he followed a couple of feet behind her, his bare feet on the cold, uneven stones. When she reached the end of the route, she spun around. Their noses almost touched as a tear streaked her cheek.

“You… you didn’t, Jude!” she cried.

“I did.” He said with a smile, then leaned in and planted a kiss on her lips. There, in front of her, was a brand-new black Rolls Royce with a big purple bow on top of it. Her name was written in gold on a white sash that covered the width of the luxury vehicle. “Here,” he slipped his hand in his jogging pants pocket and pulled out the fob, “take this.”

With a soft hand she took the fob, then walked in the murky air towards the driver’s side.

“Oh my God…” she cried happily, jumping up and down now. He couldn’t help but laugh, so thrilled at her blissfulness.

“I couldn’t have my baby driving that old car. For the money they wanted to fix it, I figured you could have somethin’ else. You like it, sweet thing?”

“Oh my God, Jude, I love it! You really had me going. I wanted to smack the shit out of you. That was a mean trick!” She laughed as she opened the car.

“I know, I’m sorry,” he said with a chuckle. “I was just havin’ a little fun with you is all.”

“Don’t play with me like that again. It wasn’t funny. See how childish you are? I was 38 hot!”

“I know! But baby, come on, now.” He threw up his hands. “You know damn well I’d never treat you like that. I gotta say though, when you’re angry, it turns me the hell on. Whew! All that rage… we could put it to good use. We need to hurry on back inside so I can cash in on that.”

She rolled her eyes at him, then slipped into the car. He got into the passenger’s seat.

He explained some of the controls in the beautiful vehicle. “The car will be in your name, but it’s paid for in full. I paid the insurance, too. All you have to do is put gas in her, but I got you a gas card that’ll take care of that for a long while. You deserve this and more.” She leapt into his arms and squeezed him tight. He embraced her, then kissed the top of her head.

“You drive me crazy, Iris. I love you so damn much.” She glanced at him, showing a sweetness that dwelled within her—something he couldn’t resist. For a while, she sat there toying with the car, the stereo, the seats, and all the various buttons. “Iris, I just thought of something.”

“What?” she asked, now setting her radio stations.

“Well, I was going to tell you that as a little boy, I had fantasized about buyin’ my parents a Rolls Royce.” She caressed his face, then sat back and slowly ran her hands along the steering wheel. “Before I get too far into that, though, how much do you know about my parents?”

She fixed a warm gaze on him.

“Well, it was kind of hard to not look things up about you and not see stuff about them, too.” He nodded in understanding. “I know they were bank robbers, like, twenty years ago.”

“Mmm hmm.” He cracked the window. “Is that it?”

“Well, I also read they died after a robbery, but that’s pretty much it.”

“Let me tell you who my parents truly were, as people. My mother’s name was Angel Bianchi.” He sat back in the passenger’s seat as ‘Charlie,’ by Shootergang Kang, played on low volume. “My father’s name was Derek Johnathon Cooper, but most called him by his middle name, Johnny. My mother’s grandparents were Italian immigrants, but she and her parents were born here in the U.S.” Iris nodded in understanding.

“My father and his entire family were born and raised in Nashville, Tennessee. His family were pretty much known as troublemakers. They were dirt poor. Hustlers. Gamblers. My mother’s family was poor, too, but not like my father’s—that was a different level of poverty. One she hadn’t seen before. Anyway, they met at some concert. The way my father told it, he said there was this olive-skinned beauty with long black hair, and he just had to have her.” He smiled sadly. “My father, bein’ the bad boy in town—him and his brothers that is—got his fair share of attention, but no woman had made him ever consider settlin’ down until my mother came on the scene.

“They hit it off, and before you knew it, they were getting married. Not too long after that, my mother was pregnant with Cain, then soon thereafter, me. Once children came into play, my father started gettin’ serious about work and money. Problem was, there were hardly any jobs, and he didn’t have an education. My father had an eighth-grade education, Iris. He didn’t graduate from high school. No diploma. He’d dropped out to help fend for his mama. His father had fallen ill when he was in the seventh grade, and he was the eldest. So, years pass, and he tried and tried, but nothin’ was workin’ out. The bills were stacking up for his own wife and family, now. We were hungry. My father, accordin’ to the way he wrote it down in a journal that was found after his death, said that, uh, ‘I might as well rob a bank.’ He said it initially as a joke, but then, he started to really consider it. He and my mother got to talkin’, and some say, they were peas in a pod. Both had a dark mind. They hatched a plan and started goin’ to other areas in Nashville, Knoxville, and a few other spots, too, hittin’ up small banks. They got so good at it that it became easy to ’em. What tripped people out though is that everyone was shocked they were the ones robbin’ them banks.”

“Why were they surprised if your father had a reputation of being a hustler?”

“Because they lived just how they did, before they got their hands on that money.” He could see the surprise on her face. “Yeah, we stayed in the same ol’ run down house. Now, the only difference was, they bought food, got the plumbin’ fixed, new roof, but never did much to bring attention to themselves, like for instance, getting a flashy new car. Instead, they got a reliable used car. Things that nobody would think a bank robber would do. My mama didn’t wear no furs, or expensive perfumes. No, she kept the same dresses, and just every now and again, went on a shoppin’ spree at a flea market, somethin’ like that.”

“But I thought it was stated they’d gotten millions of dollars over the time they were robbing banks. Were they just saving the money?”

“That’s exactly what they were doin’. Stockpilin’ it. From my understandin’, and this is just a theory, they were going to haul us to Alabama, and start livin’ good there, they just never got the chance. Now, of course, after they died, the banks wanted that money back. The police were at every damn local bank and post office tryna find it. They tore our house apart tryna find it, too, and even talked to my brother and me like we were hardened criminals, thinking we had information. We were just kids.” He shrugged. “We didn’t know shit. Hell, I didn’t even know they were out there robbin’ no banks, but I found out later that Cain had gotten suspicious that our folks were up to no good, ’cause he saw these ski masks and gloves in the back of their closet one time when we were playin’ hide and seek. He never imagined them bein’ bank robbers though. Anyway, what’s crazy, baby, is to this day, I have no idea where that money is.

“My parents hid it, according to my father’s journal, but he never said where. I didn’t care about that money, though, Iris… I still don’t give a shit about that money. That cash won’t change their fate. I just wanted my parents back. They weren’t perfect, but they were mine… and they loved me. My father didn’t have a lot of self-discipline, and sometimes he drank too much, but he loved us boys. He was so damn smart, you would’ve thought he graduated from an Ivy league school. He was street-smart, too. My mama was a good woman. She was traditional in some ways, and she was in love, so she did what my father wanted. She didn’t need us to be rich; she just didn’t want her babies to starve. I don’t know why they didn’t just stop after the second or third robbery.” He shrugged. “Must’ve been like gambling… must’ve gotten good to ’em.”

People need to know when to stop, before it’s too late…

“That would’ve been enough to take the edge off, but I know my father got a rush from it, like it was a drug, and so did my mama. I wish things had been different. I wish they were still here, Iris. I don’t like talking about this much, but with you, well, I figure you should know.” She took his hand and squeezed it. “I have so many questions, things I’d like to ask them, things that would be nice to be able to tell my children one day. All I got is my Daddy’s watch, his temperament, dark ways, and smarts. All I got is my mama’s sense of humor, love of family, rhythm, eyes, and hair color. I… I miss her every damn day. I miss my mama…I want my mama back…” He choked on the words, the emotions becoming too damn acute, rough on the edges, digging into his feet like cobblestones down a path in the fog.

Iris took him into her arms. She smelled good. Felt good. He stroked her arm with his fingertips as he hugged her just as hard.

“Money don’t mean shit if you ain’t got somebody to love, share it with, and spend it on. Money don’t mean shit if you ain’t alive to enjoy it, either.” He looked into her eyes, surprised to see she was crying. Yeah… she’d cry for him, so he wouldn’t have to. “You’re worth stayin’ alive for. I’m gonna spoil you silly, Iris, and one day, make you my wife. I love you, girl…” He ran his thumb along her jaw, then leaned in for a kiss. “I’m a prankster sometimes, as you realized tonight, but one thing I don’t joke about is how I feel about you…”
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Hurt People, Hurt People

[image: Chapter 15 Image]

Strike and Spare Bowling Alley smelled of buttery popcorn and cheap beer.

Jude looked at his scorecard and swelled with pride. Elation seeped into his damn bones. Then, he turned and hooked his gaze on Iris. If looks could kill, there would be an old White man standing over his grave while family and friends tossed flowers on his plot in the cold ground.

The little vixen was competitive beyond words, and a damn sore loser. He’d found out the week prior, during a spirited game of Uno. Eli had apparently noticed her competitive spirit when the two of them played games, also. Then she had the audacity to not think he, the Judge of the land, could play Spades. She was wrong. He beat her ass into the ground. They’d made a wager. If she won, she got to pick dinner, more than likely that nasty Chinese food she liked. If he won, well… off to the bedroom they went, and they’d be in there a long while. He was the winner, and by the time the sun rose, she was beggin’ him for a break. He turned her body every which way but loose.

“It ain’t my fault you can’t bowl.” He cackled. The woman looked around as if to ensure the coast was clear, then shoved her middle finger in the air. She was modest, mean, and nasty. “You wouldn’t dare part wit’ dem eagle talons on your fingers. That’s why you can’t hold the damn ball. You wanna be a bird instead of a bowler.”

Her niece, Ayanna, burst out laughing.

Iris rolled her eyes and took a swig of her orange pop. Truth of the matter was, he loved her nails, especially when she dragged them hard across his flesh while he fucked her to oblivion.

He looked around. Some cheesy music was playing, and it was pretty crowded. He’d finally gotten a chance to meet Ayanna, but the young lady seemed a bit quiet. Pete couldn’t make it. The little butthead had plans to attend some party at his school with friends, so he’d decided to bring Eli. The man hadn’t bowled in a few years and seemed fairly excited. However, he fooled everyone and didn’t lift one damn ball. Instead, he sat at the table dressed in his Nike ‘fit, drinking a cola, and playing on his iPad. He seemed pretty much in his own world and wasn’t speaking much. Regardless, Jude didn’t mind. He figured the man just wanted the company.

“Ayanna, what’s your favorite subject in school?” Jude asked, trying to make conversation while they all decided if they were going to play again. The loud crash of pins echoed throughout the place.

“Um, I like science, art and math,” she said with a big, pretty smile. The young lady had caramel skin and dark brown hair with tight curls, brushed back into an afro puff. Her eyes were quite slanted, and she had a keen nose, and full lips. She reminded Jude a little of some of the old doll babies his grandmother used to collect and kept in a spare bedroom on a shelf. There were Black and White ones, old and new ones, all dressed in frilly dresses Grandma had sewn herself. That room used to scare him when he was a boy, but now, he sort of missed it. It had smelled like baby powder and lilacs.

“Math? That’s great. That was my best subject, as well.” He sat down beside Eli. “Eli’s good at math, too. Ain’t that right?”

Eli nodded but kept playing on his tablet.

“Auntie says you own a beer factory, like, you make beer?”

“Mmm hmm, I sure do.” He drank some of his cola. “Maybe one day you can come by for a tour. You and a few friends if you want. I can’t give you no samples,” the girl laughed at that, “but we’re workin’ on a non-alcoholic one, and a cider, too. It’s pretty interesting stuff, actually.”

“That sounds fun. I gotta do a book report on a local company soon.”

“Well, see now? That’ll work out just fine. You come on by and I’ll show you a good time. Is that all right, baby?”

Still miffed she’d lost, Iris grunted, then said, “Yes. I think that would be nice.”

“I think it’d be nice, too. In fact, all of us can go, and you can take pictures, do interviews, all of that stuff.”

The girl blushed, then leaned into her aunt, and whispered in her ear. Meanwhile, Eli seemed far too engaged in that video game.

“Eli, you coulda stayed home if all you wanted to do was play games.”

“Why? Yooou played… a game… too.”

Ayanna burst out laughing again. Jude figured it was kind of funny. Eli had a smart mouth, but he was always honest. He couldn’t fault the man for that.

“You know what I mean. You want another burger? Chips?” Jude drew closer, looking over the man’s shoulder to figure out what had him so enthralled.

“No. Nooot hun-gry.” The man’s fingers glided across the electronic device; his eyes fixated on some little green space monsters as he shot them with an orange laser gun.

“That’s not what I said,” he heard Iris say as she talked in a rather hushed tone with Ayanna. “…And you need to say somethin’, because if I gotta come up there, it’ll be a problem. I’m sick of these folks doin’ whatever they want to do to my baby.”

“No, Auntie! Don’t do that! I’ll look like a snitch.”

“Yeah, I’m dippin’,” Jude interjected, honestly concerned now. “What’s the problem?”

“Sheee’s… be-ing… bull-leed,” Eli blurted, still concentrating on his game.

Ayanna and Iris’ eyes grew large.

“Yeah… Eli can hear a cotton ball rollin’ off a cloud. His hearin’ is scary-good. You can’t even have a thought in your head without him hearin’ it.” Jude guffawed before taking another sip of his drink, then noticed a couple get into a heated argument a few tables down.

“Well, he’s right.” Iris huffed. “A couple girls at Ayanna’s school are messin’ with her. This has been going on for weeks, and I spoke with the principal, but it’s continuing. The girls’ parents don’t care. Hell, they’re part of the problem.”

“Sheee has to… stand up… for herseeeelf,” Eli stated once again, his eyes glued onto his iPad. “Pee-pull will hurt… you… if they… thiiink… they can.”

Iris and Ayanna’s eyes lit up, just like many other peoples did when Eli proved he was quite aware of the world he lived in.

“That’s true, Eli.” Iris sighed. “I told her as much, but Ayanna is kind of small, and they take that as a weakness. They’re jealous because she’s a good student, and I put her in nice clothes. I ain’t got no money, but if people think you got even a little somethin’, they’ll make it hard on you.”

“It’s the car,” Ayanna blurted as she scratched the side of her head. “They’re jealous ’cause you got that new car and drop me off in it, and when I had Kasey over, she saw all the new stuff in our apartment and told people that my room looked pretty, stuff like that.”

“Oh, so this is my fault?” Jude teased, making them both laugh. “You don’t have to apologize or be sorry for havin’ a room that is fitting for a princess, and a decent spot to lay your head. I told your mama, I mean, your aunt Iris, Ayanna, that I’ll do whatever she needs to help y’all move closer to me when the school year is done. When you get to a more affluent area, you won’t have these problems no more. Just hang in there, all right? Just a few more months to go.”

“Okay. Thanks again for the nice furniture and the TV for my room.”

“You’re quite welcome. With the grades your aunt told me you make, and how nice you are, you definitely deserved it.”

She got to blushing again. “I’m going to the bathroom, Auntie. I’ll be right back.”

“Okay, baby.” Iris crossed her legs and sat back in her chair, holding her drink and watching everyone bowl.

Jude found himself staring at her a lot that evening. She looked so damn beautiful in her sparkly hot pink shirt, tight blue jeans, sneakers, and large silver hoop earrings. Her hair was straightened and parted on the side, seeming double its usual length. He liked how versatile she was with her clothing, makeup, nails and hairstyles. Some days, she wore her hair in a scarf, Erykah Badu style. Other days, she had it in twists or braids, or left it hanging in a wild, soft, and beautiful curly mane. Some days she wore little to no makeup, and other times, she was all dolled up like she was entering a pageant. He loved that shit.

It kept things even more exciting. He’d even joked with her one evening that he got to sleep with a different woman every time they made love. And he made damn sure that they fucked often. Iris had a high sex drive that matched his, and she knew how to move her body, kiss him, touch him. He had not one damn complaint.

“I-riiis,” Eli called out.

“Yes, Eli?”

“Yooou, don’t need… to come by… too-mor-roooow.”

“Why not?”

“I… got… comp…comp…pan…knee.”

“You got company, huh?” She grinned. “Do I know them?”

“Nooo… Sheee’s new. We… met. We’re… dat-ting. Weee… talk on…tha…phone. Sheee’s…at…a dif-frent…home.”

“Oh, that’s nice. So y’all have like get-togethers and what not with other places.” Eli nodded. “So, she’s comin’ to visit you tomorrow?”

“Mmm hmm.”

“You two going to watch some television and maybe have a nice dinner in the dining hall?”

“Yesss. Aaaand… then goooo… to my… bed… to have… seeexxx.”

Iris’ eyes nearly bucked out of her head, and her face turned a million shades of red. Jude burst out laughing and shook his head. Eli seemed unphased by her reaction and kept playing his game with little to no concern.

“Iris, come on.” He threw up his hand. “You didn’t think Eli was a virgin, now did you? He’s twenty-eight damn years old. He lost that shit when he was like seventeen.”

“Siiiix…teen,” Eli corrected.

She burst in giggles of shock and awkwardness.

“For your information, my concerns do not revolve around Eli’s sex life, or lack thereof. Thank you very kindly.” She smirked, then rolled her eyes.

“Well, he has no problem gettin’ women, and in fact, Eli is picky,” he said. “He even keeps a stash of condoms. I should know, I buy ’em for him, and when he runs out, I get him more. Last year, he used a whole box of thirty of ’em in about two weeks… some girl named Samantha. They was goin’ at it like rabbits.”

“Sheeee… was wiiild.” Eli grinned wide, showing all of his teeth. “Very good kiss-ser… laaarge breastssss. Bouncy… bouncy!”

Jude clapped, egging the man on.

“We need to change topics. Right now.” Iris chortled and sighed.

Just then, Ayanna returned, her face flushed as she clutched her cellphone. Her eyes glossed over, and she sat down, fighting tears. She shoved her phone aside and cradled her head on the table.

“What’s wrong?” Iris asked.

Ayanna said nothing but simply withdrew within herself. Iris snatched the girl’s cellphone and typed in the passcode. Jude was rather impressed that she knew it. Iris apparently kept a tight rein on the young lady.

“What’s going on?” Jude noted the vexed expression on Iris’ face.

“My sister… Lily. Ayanna’s mother…” She snorted, placed the phone down, and began to rub Ayanna’s back as she looked out at the people having fun. “The damn drama never ends. She just can’t stand to let this child have any peace! I’m sick of it!”

“What’d she do? You need me to help with anything?”

“Naw, baby.” Iris shook her head, looking rather disgusted. “Ain’t nothin’ you can do about this. I told Lily when she called me that we were goin’ bowling tonight. That was a mistake, because nine times out of ten, if she knows we’re havin’ a nice time, she’ll try to do something to ruin it. So, she’s sent this child a message just now, probably while she’s been drinking all night with her man of the week, tellin’ her that she must love me more than her since we’re always going out, and maybe she should’ve gotten an abortion since she seems happier with me.”

Everyone drew quiet. It was as if something cold, dead, and ugly had crawled from some hole and touched everyone in its vicinity. Jude waved over a wait staff member and ordered a beer.

“She ain’t gettin’ no mother of the year award, now is she?” he finally broke the silence.

“No, she ain’t, and she don’t care. The focus was never wanting to do right by her child. It was about fighting with me, treatin’ it like some game to see who could win. Once I saw she was neglecting my niece, I had to step in.” Iris kept rubbing the girl’s back, and he now could see she was trying to be careful with what she said, and how she said it. “My sister is messed up in the head, Jude, just like I told you.” Iris turned towards him, pain in her eyes.

The woman had confided in him privately that Lily had stolen from her over the years and mocked her when she found out that her husband had cheated on her—she’d roared with laughter and told Iris she deserved it because she wasn’t home enough, tending to him. Iris went into detail how her husband was a habitual cheater, and it had broken her down to her core. He’d also spent the little money she’d managed to save up to put towards her boutique idea, a dream she’d had since her teenage years. Every damn dime she’d slaved over, working two or three jobs at a time just to build for her future, was gone, and the only thing her husband said about it was, ‘We’re married. It was my damn money, too…’

She’d lost her self-worth; the marriage counseling didn’t work, nor did all those extra trips to speak to their pastor. She showed him photos of she and her sister during better times, and also showed him a photo of her holding Ayanna in her arms right after she was born. Iris also admitted once as they curled up together in bed watching a movie, naked as jaybirds under his sheets, that her divorce had been such a dark time in her life, she didn’t think she could ever trust anyone again.

Her ex-husband wasn’t her first taste of a broken heart, and unfortunately, he hadn’t been her last.

Jude had felt compelled to say to her, ‘I can’t promise I’ll never hurt you, Iris. I’m a man. I ain’t perfect. That’s not realistic when folks tell their loved ones they’ll never hurt ’em. The best of friends will have a fight at least every blue moon, and I don’t want to tell you an outright lie, but I can promise you, baby, from the bottom of my heart, that I wouldn’t ever intentionally try to make you blue. You ain’t got to worry about me runnin’ around on you, either. I ain’t gonna say I’ve never cheated on nobody, but usually, I just call it quits before it even gets that far. Plus, I love you, so this is different. I wouldn’t want you doin’ that sort of thing to me, ’specially as possessive as I can be when I love a woman, and so I damn sure won’t do it to you.’ She’d seemed relieved to hear those words, but he was determined to follow it all up with action. The last thing she needed was another blow.

What a strong woman she was. The problem was, she’d built all of that emotional strength from trauma. That type of strength wasn’t natural. It wasn’t how the Good Lord intended it. He planned to bend low so she could take a rest and lean on him. His heart swelled with love for her. He thanked the waiter who brought his beer and took a sip. That’s the thing though. Women shouldn’t have to be strong all the time. They should be allowed to just BE… They weren’t created to be tough all the fuckin’ time. That’s a man’s role, and I’m the man for the job…

Considering some of the things poor Iris had gone through, he was certain that if the shoe would’ve been on the other foot, they’d have broken down the strongest of men, reducing them to dust. And yet, she still managed to see the glass of the world as half full. The hustling part of him, had he not been serious about getting a handle on the new direction of his life, would have used her vulnerability to his advantage. Even when he loved someone, he had a hard time not manipulating them in some way to do his bidding—whether sexually or in another way. It had taken Eli to point that out to him several years ago…

“Jeeeewd, you… use… peep- pole. You… smile… charm… them…then… lie.’

“I don’t lie to nobody, Eli. I’m upfront. Now, I might not tell all my damn business, and you’d benefit from not runnin’ off at the mouth so much, too. Sometimes, you’re too honest, Eli. I’ve told you that you need to develop a filter. That’s why you can’t keep a woman, ’cause you see it as you being honest, but you go around hurtin’ women’s feelings. I’m charmin’, naturally, and if I can use it to my benefit, then so be it.”

“No… weee are… not… tawk-king… uh…bout, me. Yooou lie… Jeeewd, when you… play… with… the woman’s… mind. Yooou… do it… on… purp…ose. I… hear… you. I been… with… you when… you dooo it. You like… it. You… ig…nore… them… after… you uuuse them….”

“Eli, you don’t understand relationships. You can’t have a relationship like most other people because of your limitations, so you don’t understand that this is just how it is.”

“I… am… hon-nest… be…cause… hon…est…ty, is good. I… don’t… have… to be… nor…mal… to… under…stand, Jeeewd. I… under…stand… love. I… under…stand… huuuurt. Yooou get… lots of… women…Yooou… have… mon…ney… you… are… feared… Peep-pole, are… scared… of… you… You… like… the…pow-wer… beee…cause… you… were… hurt… as… a… child. Liiike me… But… you… won’t… grow… up. You… keeeep… play-ing…with… women’s… minds…and… you… play… with… their… heaaarts. They’re…not…hav…ing… fun… though, Jeeewd… You… hurt… lay-deeze… You… like… their…pain…’cause… it… helps… you for-get… a-bout… your… own…”

Jude had never forgotten that shit.

In fact, it had haunted him for a mighty long time. That was when he’d begun to think of his life, and his world, differently. He’d even told Cain that he was going to have to come up with something, so he could leave the game. Cain blew him off, not taking him seriously. The more time he spent with Eli though, the more self-conscious he became. In fact, he felt he didn’t have the same level of morality or ethics that Eli had at all until they were both adults, and he was around him more often. Eli had become his teacher and conscience, dug inside him and found his soul. Eli reminded him of who he’d been when he was still innocent. Still a child, runnin’ around in his Underoos, happy as could be. Free—with his family…

When Iris laid her troubles before him, while they cuddled in the afterglow of their lovemaking, she had no idea how he admired her so. How he now was giving himself permission to fall deeper in love with her. Eli would call him and tell him how wonderful she was, but he already knew that. She was the real deal. A woman who gave a damn about someone other than herself. It was a bonus that she was absolutely stunning, and had ambition, too. Sometimes, he’d even offer her money, and she’d refuse. He’d leave it anyway, tucked away somewhere, then text her later to let her know it was there. All of this reminded him that not everyone in this world was out to destroy others.

Family was important to him, and that kind of betrayal she’d experienced at the hands of her ex-husband and sister, he certainly wouldn’t have been able to take in stride. He had no damn idea what was wrong with this Lily person. He vaguely recalled her when he was in that courthouse for his brother and had seen Ayanna’s custody hearing, but Lily was a prime example of sometimes blood being your worst enemy. In fact, blood could poison you from the inside out.

“Liiift… your… head… up,” Eli stated loudly, still playing with his game. Ayanna slowly rose and peered at him. “I-risss, is… your… mom-me, now. You’re luck-key. Your moth-thur… does…not…deeeserve…you. Thaaat woman… is… baaad.” He held up a finger as his brows bunched, then focused back on his game. “Sheee wins… if… you… let… her. Have… fun. Tonight. It was… nice… meet-ting… you… Ahhh… yawn… nuh. I waaant… to… play… chess… with… you.”

The young girl smiled first, then laughed. “Thank you, Eli. It was nice meeting you, too. I’d love to play chess with you.”

Jude winked at Iris, who was staring at Eli as if he were the sun, the rain, and the rainbow in between.

This is what the hell I want… more days just like this. Good times. Fun. Peace. Family. Friends. I want all of it. The American dream. My nice house, but now, with more than just friends and my crew in there. I want a family… MY family. The one I make with my wife. The family that was stolen from me when I was far too young. I didn’t get to walk across a stage while my parents cheered for my high school graduation. Mama and Daddy were dead and gone. I had an uncle kickin’ our asses, then a grandma who was tryin’ her best. I was trying to survive in the foster-care system.

Some of the shit that happened to me and Cain in there messed us up. Some stuff, I’m takin’ to my grave. All sorts of bad shit happens to children in this world, especially when they lose their parents. I don’t believe God goes around punishin’ folk with a life of poverty and abuse, and blessin’ others who don’t deserve it. That don’t make no sense.

Why would He let us suffer like that and give millions of dollars to people who are already billionaires? That ain’t even logical. Somebody been lyin’ to us. That’s not how this works. Iris once said to me that she thinks God makes us, and then it’s up to us to do the right or wrong thing, and that karma and God can both exist at the same time. She said in fact, she thinks God invented karma, so that whatever shit we do out here in this world will come back to us, and if we do good, that’ll come back, too. I don’t know, but I know God exists. He has to exist, because somehow, I’m still alive, after all I’ve been through…

The two women were in the throes of laughing their heads off as they stood over Eli, telling him to watch out for the space monsters, and trying to trip him up. Eli was smiling from ear to ear in spite of it all. Usually, he didn’t like people bothering him when he played his games, but he had a special spot in his heart for Iris, and he figured soon, he’d have one for Ayanna, too.

Ayanna is lucky to have Iris. Me and Cain didn’t have nobody. By the time Grandma got us, our already decimated worlds were nothin’ but rubble. We’d been broken. This right here is what I need… But I gotta be able to protect the people I bring into my circle. Change is hard, but change has to come. That’s what a man does, and that’s exactly what I’m going to do to make sure Iris feels safe, Ayanna has stability, and Eli will never have to wonder if he’s loved and cared for.

Love doesn’t come without a price. One way or another, we’re going to pay by either getting out of our own way, giving ourselves away, or changin’ our ways. Nothing worth having is free or easy. That’s why people cherish what’s expensive and rare…
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CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Eat, Drink and Be Wary
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You can be the whole damn package, but end up on the wrong doorstep. That’s what happened with me and Bennet. It’s funny. I figured if I ever saw him again, I’d feel sad, possibly angry, maybe even go the other direction, but it’s not like that at all. I feel nothin’ at all for the man. I’m numb and have no temperature risin’, no knots in my stomach, no headache, heartache, or heart palpitations. And to think I almost took pills to take myself outta here because of that man. I don’t care anymore. I figure that’s a good thing, but at the same time, not carrying anymore of that pain releases me from one prison, but casts me in another.

For this means I’m used to that ache. It means, I don’t love him enough anymore to hate him, and I don’t hate him enough to care. The million-dollar question is…What the hell is he doing here at this party in my friend’s apartment?

Well, it was their friend—that was the problem with having connections in the same circle. Sooner or later, she had to bump into the son of a bitch again. Tonight was apparently the moment when things officially went bump in the night.

Iris ignored her ex-husband who was flitting around like some annoying big-beaked bird one second, then melding into the crowd, flashing a toothy smile as he clutched a wine cooler with a beringed hand. He then laughed in that all-too-familiar dramatic way of his, seeking to be the center of attention. He was showboating in his designer jeans, blue and black striped hoodie, and a thick gold chain around his neck.

He stole glances at her when he thought she wasn’t looking, and there was no doubt in her mind, he’d find an excuse to part those lips of his and speak nothing but lies. If lying were a foreign language, Bennet would be considered the top of the tier—fluent from A to Z.

Sitting on her friend’s rickety stool, somewhat held together with electrical tape, she stirred her strawberry daiquiri that some hired bartender had made her. The haze of weed and incense smoke filled the room, which was illuminated by white candles all around. ‘Yaku’, by Zap Mama, was playing, and everyone seemed to be having fun. Tables were laden with pretzels, chips, and other snacks, and the scent of fried pork chops, okra, corn on the cob and baked chicken mixed in with the scent of marijuana, creating a heady, but comforting, aroma she was quite used to from her youth. It had been a long time since she’d had a night out, and it was Lashanda’s birthday, a childhood friend she’d remained close to.

She’d made the trip back to Memphis for the special event, Aunt Blue having offered to keep Ayanna company for the night. Now, the party was coming to an end and she was tuckered out, so she weighed whether to stay the rest of the night or drive back home right away.

“Hey, Iris! You look good, baby!”

“Hey, girl! So do you! You stay outta trouble now,” she teased as she waved to Donna, another girl she’d gone to high school with. She’d spent the majority of the night catching up with people she’d barely known, but she’d had a great time. The only thing she didn’t care for, was a certain line of questioning. She avoided inquiries tossed her way in regard to the whereabouts of Lily. That was personal family business, and she had no desire to broadcast it. Glancing at her new watch, a gift from Jude, she noted the time, making a mental note to head out after the birthday girl opened her presents. More friends walked up to her, and she happily engaged in a game of catch-up, but it was hard to not think about Ayanna, Aunt Blue, Eli, and Jude. The four of them brought so many smiles to her face. The more she thought about them, the more anxious she became to head back home as soon as possible. Alexander O’Neal’s old classic, ‘If You Were Here Tonight,’ started to play—once a favorite of her mother’s.

Her cellphone buzzed and she grabbed it from her purse to see a text from Lark.

Lark: Hi. What are you up to?

Iris: At a party. What’s up?

Lark: Can you come get me and the kids? Tom is drunk and acting crazy.

Iris: Girl, I’m all the way in Memphis. Call an Uber.

Lark: I don’t have any money for an Uber.

Iris: Are you going to a hotel?

Lark: No. My mother’s house. My sister will be here next week.

Iris: I will cash app you some money for an Uber.

Lark: OMG thank you Iris!

Iris: You’re welcome.

Iris immediately sent the girl some money to get her and the kids to her mother’s house. Forty dollars should cover it, seeing as she lived only ten minutes away from the lady. Besides, she had it to spare. Jude kept sending her money every week, saying she and Ayanna needed to get out more and do things together. Telling him she was watching pennies was a mistake, for before she knew it, she’d see an influx of thousands of dollars in her Cash App account. No doubt he’d gotten her account information after she’d told him she used it to receive payments for sales of her homemade scarfs.

Regardless, the money was there to help others now, too, as far as she was concerned. Jude didn’t seem to care for Lark. He didn’t outright admit this, but she could just sense it. She wouldn’t call it a dislike, and he was never rude to her, but he avoided the woman when he’d come to her job. Lark seemed to notice, too, for she’d as much as said it: Your boyfriend doesn’t like me.

Iris had told her he didn’t know her enough to feel this way, but it was all words to make her feel better. Jude and Eli were alike that way. If they weren’t feeling someone, they pretended the person wasn’t there. That cold shoulder of theirs could give one the chills and cut to the quick!

She hit SEND on Cash App, then slipped her phone back in her purse.

Iris knew the money wouldn’t be well-spent. Lark would go right back to Tom probably in a day or two, but that wasn’t her issue, and like she’d told her friend, her days of interfering in the matter were over. She refused to get involved directly anymore as it was a waste of time. Yet, she cared about those kids, and she loved Lark, too, despite the woman being grossly dependent on a man who was disgustingly insecure and mentally abusive, not believing she could truly make it without him.

Iris waved to another friend from back in the day, and good feelings warmed her all over as she stepped further into the pleasantries of her past connections. It wasn’t so bad, and if she said so herself, she was happy she didn’t miss this experience.

She caught a glimpse of herself in a wall of mirrors. Her curly afro was brushed slightly back from her face with a wide white satin headband. She’d paired it with gold hoop earrings, and a plum halter top jumpsuit she’d purchased for six bucks from a thrift store. She completed the outfit with a sheer gold shawl.

“There’s my beautiful first wife. Still pretty as hell!”

She jumped when the tall, skinny bastard popped up on her like a Jack-in-the-box.

He must be a damn vampire. Even with all of these mirrors, I didn’t see his crazy behind coming over here. She swished her drink around and sucked her teeth. I wish I had some garlic and a crucifix…

“So, what’s been up, queen?”

“Nothin’. Now that you have your answer, you can go on back to whatever gutter you done crawled out of, Pennywise.”

With a chuckle, Bennet sidled up next to her, cigarette in hand, and took a seat as if he’d been invited to stay and have a chat. He leaned in, invading her personal space, trying to look seductive and slick. The years seemed to have been hard on him. Dark circles surrounded his puffy eyes. His hairline looked slightly receded, the whites of his eyes bore a pinkish hue. Certainly, he didn’t appear as polished and put together as she remembered. She smiled at this realization. See? God don’t like ugly, but he beat you with the ugly stick all the same. Good. You ain’t as cute as you used to be, you ol’ rotten piece of dog shit…God sho is good! Perhaps she really was a mean old lady like Ayanna had stated one night in her dramatic, teenage, teary mode, after she’d forbidden the girl to go out with some random boy. I bet Bennet still got the mind of a boy, too.

Pockmarks along his cheeks were a product of battling acne in his teenage years. Now that face got too close, zoning in on her with his beady snake eyes. She focused on his thick goatee, the infamous breach between his two front teeth that had ironically been the source of great sexual pleasure when they were husband and wife, and his neat, low Caesar haircut, full of natural waves with a sprinkle or two of silver. His signature look. Dressed a bit too young for his age, he tried to act cool and yawned, as if the party was dead were it not for his presence.

Placing his drink down on the table, he whispered in her ear, “You lookin’ good, baby. Mmmm… Mmmm… Mmmm! Good enough to eat!”

His garish laughter rang in her ears.

“Get out of my mothafuckin’ ear with all of that whisperin’,” she snapped. “I don’t want yo’ hot breath near my face. Liable to give me the first STD documented in history that’s transferred from mouth vapors to an ear canal, all startin’ from the stank ass air comin’ out from between your crusty lips. Lips so cracked, you got drug addicts runnin’ ’round here tryna put your mouth in a pipe and smoke it.”

He hollered with laughter, but she wasn’t trying to amuse him in the least.

“Damn, baby. I hope you’re not still mad about that old shit. We’re older now. You gotta get up and around that.” He pulled back and stared at her, seeming to think he’d really said something smart. As if he somehow had changed the tide and made a difference. All their time apart had done was remind her that she was in a much better place in life. What a waste of time and energy he’d been.

“You want to dance, baby girl?”

“Bennet, go on now. You don’t want any of this. Go out there somewhere and ruin someone else’s night.” She pointed to where people were dancing. “I’m sure you’re up to the challenge. Destruction is yo’ middle name. Leave me be.”

“How’s your mama doing?” he asked, ignoring her call to action.

“She’s all right. She never liked you.”

At that, he burst out laughing again, as if she’d said the best joke in the whole damn world.

“I know that.” He tapped his cigarette in a nearby ashtray, then brought it to his lips. Ringlets of smoke curled out the sides of his mouth. “But she was the only mama I had, if you really think about it.”

“Well, before I bring out my tiny violin and play you a ballet full of sadness and sorrow, a number I like to call, ‘My Egotistical Ex, Sonnet 13,’ you can always give her a call and then when she realizes it’s you, get hung up on. She plays a mean dial tone. She’s going out on tour soon.”

Her words no doubt tickled him as he guffawed.

“Damn, girl… You still nasty nice I see, Iris. That was the funny thang ’bout you. You could be sweet as a damn angel one minute, and vicious as a python the next. Whew, you had a mouth on you, girl! That mouth could be used for good or evil. You could kiss me and suck this meat like nobody else, baby… mmm mmm mmm! Turn around and cuss somebody out like they stole somethin’.”

“…You did steal somethin’. My peace of mind. I found it again though, and I will never put my happiness in the hands of another again. I thank you for the lesson. I’m over that now though.”

“Sure don’t seem like it. If you’re still holding a grudge, that means you ain’t over it at all. You ain’t over me, girl. And that’s all right. We had some good times together. I ain’t forgot about you, either. I will admit one damn thing though. Yo pussy was the best I eva had. You was damn good in bed, too. I gotta give credit where credit is due. I know whoever got my leftovers is happy as hell.”

Zap Mama crooned ‘Sweet Melody,’ but she felt anything but sweet.

“Just because somebody still don’t like you after a long time don’t mean they’re holding a grudge, Bennet. Sometimes people just don’t give a shit about certain people who were in their past. It’s like the person never existed. You barely remember a thing about them, with the exception of knowing it’s a person you don’t want anything to do with, ever again. So you can let those old memories of our romps in the hay go. Nothin’ on my body will you ever see, feel, taste, or slide inside of again. You’re still full of yourself, I see.” She took a sip of her drink.

“Confidence is key. You told me when we first met that I wasn’t gettin’ no honey from you. I proved that was a lie. If I can get you once, I can get you again.”

“I ain’t a jail sentence. You’ve had that a few times, too, and that’s all you gone get again, messin’ ’round with me.”

“I missed the hell out of yo’ mean ass!” He grinned. “I can’t get over how you look, baby! So good. Damn!” He looked her up and down, paying close attention to her cleavage. “All that pretty hair still intact, too. You ain’t like some of these otha women out here that wear all of this fuckin’ weave, wigs ’nd shit. Hair hat hooligans. Your shit was always long and natural. Just like God intended.” He reached out to touch it, and she pulled back.

“Did God intend for you to slap that gold all over your teeth? Is that natural? Were you born with gold teefus in yo’ mouth? Did God tell you to stick yo’ penis in other women while you was married? And for the record, I wear weave sometime, too. I do what the hell I want to do because it’s my head and my hair.” She put her hand on her hip as she glared at him. “I don’t want to dye my hair, so if one day I want it purple or red or pink, then I’mma get some weave or a wig. Simple. How is it that somebody you ain’t even dealin’ with romantically make it any of their business what you doin’ wit’ your own damn hair? I think men who are worried about what a woman is wearin’ as far makeup and hairstyles is strange.” She rolled her eyes. “Worried about some damn hair on another mothafucka’s head that ain’t even yours to worry about! You need to be worried about that hairline of yours that’s been runnin’ away from yo’ face for the past few years. You could use a lace-front your damn self. Got you out here lookin’ like a broke Don Cheadle. Worry about that. That’s what you need to do.”

“See?” He pointed his finger and cackled. “You mean as hell, little woman. So, you seein’ anybody?”

One thing Bennet always was: persistent, delusional, believing he was God’s gift to women, and not easily deterred.

Noticing a wedding band on his left hand, she smirked and shook her head.

“Yes, I am. I wonder how your new wife would feel knowin’ you over here tellin’ me how good I look, talking about my nether regions and how amazing I was in the sack, instead of being with her?”

“She’s just fine. So, who is this guy you seein’? I want to make sure he deserves you.” She burst out laughing. This man is a whole joke… “I’m serious. I still want to see you happy, baby. I want to see you win.”

“I’m winning. I’m winning big.”

“That ain’t what I heard. You raisin’ Ayanna now, Lily’s ho ass done totally sold out, and you barely makin’ ends meet, workin’ as a cashier, broke as a joke, and livin’ in the projects.”

“Broke as a joke?” She snorted. “You going to give me that money of mine back, the cash you spent up courtin’ other women? That would be a start to making a wrong go right, since you’re suddenly so concerned about my finances.”

“Look, now, jokes aside, let’s talk. Iris, I made some mistakes. I ain’t seen you in years. I’m tryna bridge the gap. I just wanted to be friendly is all.” He tossed up his hands, as if he were doing the right thing, and she was being unreasonable.

“I needed you to be friendly to me in our marriage. It’s too late for friendliness now, baby. I don’t need it. I don’t want it.”

“You know why I swallowed my pride and came on over here?”

“’Cause you a low-down good for nothin’ scoundrel that—”

“Hold up, girl. Let me explain somethin’ to you.” He put up a finger to stop her, his eyes narrowed.

“The only thing you need to ’splain to me, baby, is where they sellin’ this much audacity at, ’cause honey, you got so much of it, it’s oozing out of your pores.”

“Iris, I’m in the middle of a separation.” Big damn surprise. Another divorce is on the horizon. “Me and my wife ain’t workin’ out. So, don’t worry about this ring.” He waved his big hand around. “I didn’t expect to see you here tonight, seein’ as how you moved away from Memphis to Nashville, and been gone a few years now.”

“You never once said you were sorry, Bennet.”

“Shit, sorry ain’t gone change nothin’, Iris. It’s done now. What the hell you want me to say? That was a long time ago.” He shrugged. “You know I don’t feel good about it.”

“I don’t feel good about burnin’ dinner a few months ago. I don’t feel good about tellin’ some poor old woman that was drivin’ too slow to please get up outta my way. You doing me how you did was on a whole ’nother level, way past not feelin’ good about it. I just wanted to see if you’d matured, Bennet. That’s all. I was making an internal bet. Not for my sake, but yours.”

“Oh, so this is you bein’ judgmental again, huh?” He sneered. “I see I ain’t the only one who supposedly ain’t changed.” He shifted about uncomfortably. “Well? Do you think I’ve matured? I know you gonna have somethin’ evil to say, but I know I’ve grown. You seem to be the one stuck in the past.”

“First of all, no, Bennet, I’m not stuck in the past. I’m not missin’ you, pining over you. Memories of you ain’t keepin’ me up at night, and as you stand here, I feel no type of way. Our history is history. I was minding my business. You the one that brought yo’ ass over here. To me.” She pointed at her chest. “Lastly, I also don’t need to share my conclusions wit’ the likes of you. Thank you. I have my answer, and you ain’t dumb enough to not know what it is.”

She looked out at all the people dancing, partying the night away. The birthday sheet cake lay half-eaten, the candles toppled over. She could faintly taste the pink icing all over again. The sweetness assailed her senses, reminding her of where she’d been, and how far she’d come. Beautiful brown people of every shade under the earthy tone rainbow strutted about, having fun. Thoughts of Jude entered her mind, and she smiled.

“Puttin’ all the petty shit aside, you were a good woman for the most part.” He sighed, no doubt making a final pitch. “You were a little bossy and negative, not submissive like you should have been, too mouthy at times, too, but good all the same.”

“Bennet, I don’t need you, of all people, handing me a score card. That’s like a dusty ass roach tryna tell a beautiful black swan how to be graceful.” His eyes flashed dark as he laughed, shook his head and turned away, clutching his drink and maybe swallowing a few nasty curse words that vied to come out his mouth. He knew better. Couldn’t nobody play the dozens better than she. “Know who you are and stay in your lane. You ain’t sorry? You just don’t feel good about it?” She laughed mirthlessly. “So glad my new man ain’t sorry, either, if you know what I mean.”

She looked him up and down, sneering. “And I damn sure feel good about it.” She cast him a wink, took another sip of her drink, and left the empty glass on the table. “You have a good night, Bennet. When you find that bridge to gap, jump off it.”

She blew him a kiss, then began to sashay while mouthing the lyrics of WizKid’s, ‘Essence.’
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CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


He Understood the Assignment
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I don’t know everything, but I’m trying to learn a little more each day. Today I learned that a motherfucker tried me. Now it’s time he learned a lesson, too.

See, for those of y’all who don’t know about me and mine, we’re down here in the Bible belt. In fact, Tennessee is the whole damn belt buckle. We’re the type of motherfuckers to shoot you dead in the face while casually smokin’ a cigarette and praise the Lord all within the same breath. I got more money than I know what to do with now, but inside, I’m always starved. Always that poor, little, dirty White country boy from Bordeaux, Tennessee.

You can take the poverty out of the child, but if he’s smart, he’ll always use it as constant motivation. Stayin’ hungry keeps you alive. Stayin’ hungry keeps you humble, at least in mixed company. I worked my way up to the top, and each step I climbed, it chipped away at my soul. Some folks may say it’s blood money, but all money is blood money, ’cause somebody, somewhere, hurt a little bit so you can get what you got. Not even a carton of eggs can sit in your refrigerator without sacrifice. What I say goes in my little carved-out section of this here fucked up world. I’m the king, THE JUDGE, and if someone decides to test the waters—try and see if it’s a baby pool I got goin’ on over here, or a shark infested ocean—they best believe, they’ll find out right quick and in a hurry that it ain’t full of moonshine, divine wine, and sunshine…

If you want a thang to go right, I ask that you follow my three commandments. Now listen good.

The three Judge commandments:

1. Thou shall not fuck-eth with my blood (family) –

(That’s Earth. Family keeps you grounded.)

2. Though shall not fuck-eth with my money.

(That’s Wind. Easy come, easy go.)

3. Though shall not fuck-eth with my woman.

(That’s Fire. She brings that passion.)

Two out of three of those commandments were broken recently. It’s showtime. Down here in Tennessee, God’s country, we call it primetime. I’m puttin’ on my robe, grabbin’ this here gavel, and entering the courtroom of hard knocks. You can be the jury, but understand, that’s only in name. This is a spectator sport. You decide nothin’ because my mind is already made up. I appreciate you bein’ here all the same. Just realize, I don’t give a fair trial. Life ain’t fair, now is it? I’m fixin’ to show these motherfuckers how it’s done…

ALL RISE!!!

“Uh huh.” Jude paced on his nephew’s porch, the wood creaking under his steel-toe boot. He smoked his cigarette and peered at the beautiful trees and wilderness surrounding the house. Good huntin’ was to be had here, and it definitely was hunting season. “Cain, calm down. It’ll be all right.” The bastard knew their calls were being recorded, so Jude had to watch how he spoke. He said things in code, just like when they were children, but Cain seemed too worked up to notice.

“I thought I was gonna lose my damn eye!”

“Take it easy, now. I helped you with another matter you came across. I’ll send you a crossword puzzle to help busy your mind.” The other “matter” was that damn guard who had buried himself deep in business that didn’t concern him. The one who’d taken it upon himself to cross the line, and mess with him at the prison when he’d visit Cain. Jude managed to get him “relieved of his duties,” soon thereafter, and crossword puzzle meant he was sending in someone to handle the situation for Cain, from the inside.

“All of this for what they’d gone and done to Paul! If anybody should be kickin’ somebody’s ass, it shoulda been us! Now I’m in solitary confinement…” The man went on and on, bellyaching about how another gang member inmate had approached him and tried to extort him because of the situation at Paul’s home. ‘If you give us ten grand, we’ll leave you alone for a year. Each year, you give us ten more…” Cain, being the man he was, told this guy to fuck himself, and refused to even call Jude about it. He suffered the consequences—stabbed in the side and beat to a pulp. He did, according to him, get a few good licks in, but then another fucker joined in, and that was it. They took turns turning poor Cain into a chew toy.

After a while, a guard finally broke it up. Cain was sent to the hospital for a couple of days, while the two gang members got a slap on a wrist, denying they had anything to do with it. Cameras and hundreds of motherfuckers standing around, but no one saw shit. That’s how it was in prison—lawlessness. Half the damn staff was corrupt. The inmates went in as men, and turned into animals. Jude recalled it all too well.

“I could use a crossword puzzle… I like those.”

He smiled at his brother’s words. Cain had finally calmed down enough to replay the words he’d said to him.

“Good. I’ll mail it out tomorrow. I want you to keep your peepers open, and your mouth shut. My girl told me God gave us Karma. Karma has a pretty name, but she’s got two faces. One of ’em is gorgeous, if you done right. The other face is so ugly, it turns men into stone.”

Jude hoped Cain caught his drift, ended the call, tossed his cigarette on the porch, and stomped on it. Sherry joined him outside, her shirt flopping open, exposing her breasts. No bra. Again. Last time he’d visited, as soon as Pete’s head hit the pillow, she was butt ass naked, dripping wet from her shower and pretending it was an accident. Another time, she touched his dick, said that was an accident too, then made a snide remark: “You Cooper boys got big cocks… Must be that Italian in you… I bet yours is even bigger than Cain’s.”

He’d told her he already had a woman, and to never do that shit again or he’d stop the checks, and instead just set up an account in Pete’s name that he could draw from. He couldn’t wait until the boy was eighteen so he could be rid of this woman altogether. It was like she had something to prove, but more than anything, he knew she wanted to hurt Cain the way he’d hurt her. The woman had been head-over-heels for the man, but Cain didn’t love her the same way. Now, she was bitter and emboldened. He didn’t tell Cain what was going on for the man had enough stress AS IS. But Jude had had enough.

He made for the steps.

“Why are you playin’ these games, Jude?”

Those words made him pause and turn around. She smiled at him, her eyes full of lust.

“I told you a million and one damn times, Sherry, I don’t fuck my brother’s ol’ lady. We don’t swap pussy. I’m tired of your shit.”

“Well then why don’t you just stop sniffin’ ’round here?!” she barked.

“Pete needs me around. Someone’s gotta teach him how to be a man, but you make me not wanna come ’round here anymore because more times than not, you’re flirting with me, then getting mad because I won’t screw you. We both know what this is about. You want revenge, and you’re tryna use me to get it. People been tryna get between my brother and me for years. You damn sure won’t be the reason for a split. You know how much I care about Pete. If you want to get even with Cain, you’ll have to find another way, because it sure as hell won’t be through me.”

“First of all, Mr. Righteous, Cain and I parted ways looong before he went to prison. Secondly, you were always the one I wanted, anyway.” She grinned real sly like, walked up to him, and reached for his collar, running her fingers along the edge. Jude stepped away, glanced back at the house, then looked into her eyes.

“Well, bless your heart. Leave me the hell alone about this shit, all right? If you don’t, you’re going to mess it up for your son. When Pete asks why Uncle Jude don’t come ’round no more, make sure you tell him the truth: ’Cause I’m a fuckin’ whore, son, and I tried to blow your uncle.”

“I’ve seen how you look at me, Judge, with those intense, beautiful eyes of yours…Come on, now. Just one time. I bet you’ve been curious.”

“I’ve never thought about you that way a day in my life, may God strike me dead. You’re the mother of my nephew! Jesus Christ!” He spun around, in disbelief that she really thought she may have a chance. “I may be the chief demon of Hell, like my ex enjoyed calling me when she was angry, but there are just some lows I won’t sink to. Oh, and uh, not that it matters, but Cain said you were a lazy lay. You just lie there like a dead deer. Trust me, if I wasn’t turned off by you bein’ practically my sister, or I didn’t have my own woman to help satisfy my needs, that right there would seal the damn deal. You can’t get nothin’ outta me but a ‘How do ya damn do.’”

She dramatically rolled her eyes and sucked her teeth. “Jude, I know darn well Cain didn’t say that.”

“Yes he did. He was drunk and complainin’ about y’alls relationship. You know what they say, ‘Liquor makes the truth run quicker.’” …He said your pussy was dry sometimes too, but that might be more a reflection of his bedroom skills versus anything you’re doin’ wrong. I didn’t give it much thought at the time. If I were fellin’ petty, I’d slip in that detail too, start callin’ you, Sandpaper Sherry.

“You’re more of an asshole than Cain ever hoped to be. Just forget it. I was doing you a favor.”

“The only thing you can do for me is put on some deodorant. The upwind got a hold of you a second ago. You been sautéing liver and onions under your pits, tonight? Ain’t even invite me in for a plate. How rude!” He chuckled, teasing her to finally get her to walk off.

“Piece of shit!” Sherry stormed away, slamming the front door behind her.

Pete wasn’t even home yet, much to his dismay. He wanted to speak to him about school, and hand him a little money. He took a deep breath, pulled out a different phone than he had earlier, and made a call.

“Kash. It’s time.”

“I got you.”

“I need you to call your cousin, and push the ‘GO’ button on the other thing we discussed, too…” Kash’s cousin, Yashawn, better known as King Boogie, was a top dog in the Nashville chapter of the Gangster Disciples. He also was incarcerated in the same prison as Cain. God sure worked in mysterious ways. Jude needed to get deep inside that place, some way, somehow. Kash happened to have several friends in the organization, one of whom was a high-ranking member he’d grown up with and wasn’t presently incarcerated. One in the joint. One out. Perfect. I can work both sides. This guy could put things in motion, and Jude needed a bit of his time.

“Done.” Kash put him on hold, and a few moments later, a deep, husky voice was on the three-way. “Sup, El Money.”

“Sup, Kash. I understand the Judge is on the phone.” The man snickered. Both of their reputations preceded them.

“Hey, El Money. Yeah, it’s Judge. Hope everything is good with you.”

“I’m good.”

“Best news I’ve heard all day. Look, I’ll cut right to the chase. I got a bit of a situation.” Jude stepped off the porch and made his way farther into the front yard. “There’s some MS-13s tryna shake down my brother, Cain. They put the squeeze on him, and he didn’t fare so well.”

“Yeah, I heard about that shit,” he said. “Cain ain’t so tough without them guns, huh? Crazy ass White boy can shoot his ass off I heard, take down a mothafucka from a football field away, but got flattened by a couple 13s. Hemmed up. They say that mothafucka got molly-whopped, man. Seasoned like a steak.”

“Yeah, that about sums it up. Understand though, the guy who initiated it is a trained fighter, and the one who joined in on the fun was just as bad. Cain didn’t stand a chance. It’s a miracle he’s even still breathin’.”

“That’s fucked up. But what does this have to do with me? What do you want?”

“I already owe them a favor, if you will, for something they went and done to a friend of mine. Poor old timer is still recovering.”

“Word on the curb is that you iced three mothafuckas.”

“The beat on the street is that they tried to steal from me, and got served.”

“Ahhh. Uh huh… I see. I knew there was more to it.”

“Now, they’ve played with my blood. I’m done playin’ though.”

“Why don’t you get them White boys to handle ’em? Aryan Nation? We not down with the MS-13s, but still.”

“I can’t abide by their ideology. I’ll be mixed up in their politics, my name tied to it. My mama raised me better than that.” Judge smirked. “They’ll want something I’m not willing to give.”

“His ol’ lady Black, man. He not about to get wrapped up in that shit. Plus, Judge got too many Black friends, period, to be fuckin’ with them boys,” Kash interjected. Jude recalled when Kash had popped up the other day to drop off some money, and saw Iris sitting on the couch, eating ice-cream, wearing nothing but his robe.

“Good Black pussy will always make us turn a blind eye, huh?” El Money quipped. “You like to dip yo’ white pen in that ink. Write a mothafuckin’ love letter. I got it. Understood. All right. What’s up, chief?”

“I’m ready to get down to business. That three course meal I prepared for them will have to serve as an appetizer because they came back for more. Treated it like a taste test. Here’s what I need… Take care of the two gentlemen in that hoosegow who decided to help themselves to my brother.”

“What’s in it for us? For me to send orders to fuck wit’ MS-13s on someone else’s behalf, there’s got to be a lot of fuckin’ money involved, my nigga. This ain’t even our war.”

“Oh, I can do you one better.” Jude grinned as he lit a fresh cigarette. “I own a lot of blocks…”

“That you do…”

“I’m going to give you and your boys a piece of the pie. That’s prime real estate. You get the trap house on Glencliff, and the proceeds. The only thing you’ll have to agree to is to let Kash be in charge of overseeing, the property in his name, and a manager if you will, and to not sell bullshit. Don’t put a lot of fillers in it, or shit that’s going to make the product even harsher than it is. I know most of y’all aren’t even sellin’ crystal, but whatever you sell, keep it good. The second benefit to you is, if crystal is being sold around you, under my crew, and the tweakers know that we now also have a weed dealer, heroin, cocaine, pills, LSD, Molly, whatever y’all are doin’, it will bring you even more clientele. A one stop shop. They’ll trust you because Kash is under my umbrella, and he can vouch for me. Cain and I recruited Kash. We hand-picked him from the streets. You ain’t gotta trust me, but you know how Kash rolls.”

The guy was quiet for a bit. Then, he could hear him exhaling, as if he were smoking.

“You mean to tell me you’ll give up a prime trap house over in Glencliff, give us the property free ’nd clean, and let us have access to your big baller clients if they want something to add to their ‘little package,’ so to speak? You bet not be fuckin’ wit’ me. Are you serious, man?”

“Yes, I’m serious. You deal wit’ the two motherfuckers who decided to touch and agree, Matthew 18:19, on my brother’s body, which also sends a CLEAR message that the shit that happened to Paul can’t ever go down again, or there will be dire consequences, and we’re square. I need to get in that prison, in the bowels of it, and obviously I can’t. I’m not an inmate, but some of your comrades are.”

“When you want this done?”

“Move your crew in tomorrow night. I want the MS-13s to see you takin’ over a spot that’s mine, and I want them to also see you co-mingling with my crew. Word will get back to the prison that we’re united, and they’ll be concerned, but not prepared. That’ll buy a little time for Cain, so they won’t jump on him again as soon as they can. They’re first going to try to figure out what’s going on, because they don’t want any trouble with y’all. If we join forces, it’s a win-win situation. You have the spot, with my blessing, and my financial backing. Now, I typically move my property around, but that particular one is safe because the police don’t give a shit about it. It’s not in one of the more well-to-do areas, if you will. Ain’t no way you can refuse this. It’s a peach deal. A ready-made trained crew to assist you, too… You all will work in tandem because it’s the same area. I need y’all to become acquainted, but remember, it’s just business. I’ve already discussed this in depth with Kash. He knows what’s up. You will only have to report to him, like I said, and you know he won’t do you wrong. He’s blood, and he’s been down since day one.”

“Judge is tellin’ the truth,” Kash spoke up. “He wants us to join forces. Y’all fix them mothafuckas that jumped on Cain, help keep him protected while he’s incarcerated, from everybody that might try ’nd get a piece of him, and that’s all y’all need to do. Claim him. Judge is offering you all of this, for his brother’s safety. You’ll have access to two of his prime contacts for distribution, too. Man out of Denver, and another in Colombia. Judge got people all over the fuckin’ country and internationally, man. He’s going to step back and let us take a hundred percent of the profit for that location. All we gotta do is call ol’ boy, and he’ll handle the rest. That spot alone brings in over two million dollars a year, man, because it goes out of state, too.”

“How do I know we can trust his crew though? Most of them are still a bunch of White mothafuckas. Y’all White people stick together.”

“El Money, race ain’t got shit to do with it. Judge is so damn organized, most of the people he works with are professionals in this shit, man. He’s selective. He trained me himself—him and Cain. I can teach y’all some shit. Cain is only in prison because he blew two White boys away. It ain’t have shit to do with the game, or he’d be out in the streets right fuckin’ now. It ain’t just luck that I been doin’ this for so long and I’m still alive, man, and only been to jail once since with Jude. Judge taught me how to stop bein’ a street hustler, a dime bag man, and how to really move some dope and stay off the radar. He slick wit’ it, and I worked with Paul and this crew for years. They solid. All the rumors y’all heard about this man are true. He ain’t scared of shit. He mo’e gangsta than many, and he knows how to keep his mouth shut.”

The man’s brain wheels had to be spinning. Kash was an excellent salesman, if he said so himself.

“Yeah, but race is important, Kash. Judge got that White man privilege. This shit is risky because it ain’t our beef. Our Black asses? Shit… it’ll be a whole different story. The cops give him chances, while they give us bracelets, if we’re lucky, or a bullet to the head if we’re not.”

“Don’t matter what privilege he got. When it comes to this game, the only color mothafuckas see is green. He got the police paid off, man. Now how many of us can do that on our own ’round here? He already did all the work. All we gotta do is slide in. It’s like a sexy bitch, lyin’ there waitin’ to get fucked. Judge took care of the foreplay. Now she’s wet, hot and ready. We can make this bread together.”

“All of this because your brother got his ass beat?”

“Cain can take a fuckin’ ass whoopin’, so no, that’s not it at all. They’re going to kill him next time he says no, and let’s pretend for a second that he says yes when confronted again. The extortion will never stop because my brother is in there for life. This time, it’ll be ten grand; next time, it’ll be twenty. Cain isn’t going to let that happen. I know my brother. He will fight. He will tell them to suck their own dicks, and then, he’ll be killed. Period. Not only that, they’ll be comin’ for me again, too. It will go on, and on, and on. This is the only language they understand. Bloodshed. I have no problem with them targeting me. I can handle myself. It’s when they go after others I care about that things get real. THIS SHIT STOPS NOW.”

“I know blood is thicka than water, my nigga, and you White mothafuckas stay on code, but this seems a little too generous…” El Money was definitely suspicious, and Judge understood his hesitation. After all, loyalty was rare nowadays.

“Nah, the price is right. They’ve tried to steal from me for the past few years,” Jude explained. “When Cain got locked up, they thought they had courtside advantage, and found out fast that wasn’t the case. I’ve got all of those properties surrounded, 24/7. I’ve gotten into several altercations over the years. First, they tried to buy me out. Then, they tried to use their squares to snitch to the cops. Once they realized none of that was working, they tried to come after me head on, and I picked one of ’em off. Then another. And another. And another. This final attempt was them goin’ to get my main chef. They knew that would hurt me because it cuts into my money, plus, I treat my members like family. I take that shit personally.”

He took a drag of the cigarette and exhaled the smoke. “I’m not even askin’ you to touch the one who handed down the orders to attack Paul and my brother. That special spot is reserved for me. You just make sure my brother is straight while he’s behind those bars, adopt him like a play cousin, and that very well may be for the rest of his life if a miracle doesn’t happen, and I’ll handle the rest.”

“This shit is wild…” The guy burst out laughing. “If it wasn’t for Kash, I would think you was tryna get us in a snare, but I know he don’t chop it up like that. Judge, I don’t know you personally, but I’ve heard a lot about you and your brother, man. Y’all some crazy mothafuckas, some respected O.G.s, and your operation is tip top, plus y’all don’t hesitate to do that body drop. I want in on this. Yeah… No problem… no problem. Cain got help on the way. Consider that shit settled. We got the information, and we understand the mothafuckin’ assignment. Point blank, period. GD’s walkin’ wit’ the mothafuckin’ Judge!” he roared. “Let’s get it…”
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CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The Judge’s Ruling
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“It’s funny you say that Eli, about feeling like an oddball and no one understands you. I really feel like only my Aunt Blue really got me.” Iris smiled sadly as she walked hand in hand with Eli around the perimeter of the adult living center. It was a beautiful day with a mellow temperature and a nice, even breeze. And the exercise felt good, too. “So, I was and still am pretty close to her. She’s my mama’s sister.”

“Whaaat… about… yoooour pair-rents?”

“Well, my daddy died in a truckin’ accident. He was a truck driver. Real good man. My mother, well, she’s a real quiet lady. Shy. She’s sweet… but she and I are quite different I’m sure you see from that description.” She chuckled, and he smiled. He seemed genuinely interested in what she was telling him. “We see the world different, I guess you could say.”

“Do you… get… a…long?”

“Mmm hmm. Sure do. Our relationship is fine, but we are just two different people, like I said.”

“How… are you… dif-frent? Yooou say… she’s shy… You… seem… shy… some…times… too.”

She tried to find the words to make a complicated situation make sense. “I’m not really shy, Eli. I am sometimes quiet because I like to listen and observe folks before speakin’. Mama is content stayin’ at home and reading the Good Book. I like to go out and mingle, talk to people. I love talkin’ to my customers, for instance, at Kroger. Some of ’em I know all about. We talk about their kids or grandkids, celebrity gossip, thangs like that. My mama would never engage in conversation all willy-nilly like that.

“I talk to her often, but to be honest with you, the conversations always feel surface level. She don’t talk about politics, her dreams, philosophical stuff, plans to go on vacation, or things that upset her, things like that. She thinks people that bring up past hurts are bein’ negative. I don’t agree with that. Life ain’t always rainbows and sunshine, and besides, it’s good to sometimes vent. See, I’m a big dreamer, Eli. A big planner, too. I refuse to be the same lady I was five years ago. I want to always keep growin’ as a person.” He nodded in understanding. “I like to be around other people who have goals and dream big, but sometimes that’s hard to find, depending on where you live and where you come from. You told me you have a goal to read all the books written by several of your favorite authors, and that’s a cool ambition. I like that. My mama doesn’t set goals, though. She has no interest in discussing the woes of the world, climate change, how Black folks are done wrong in this country, and all of that.

“She avoids unpleasantries, I suppose you could say. I tell her I want to open a boutique, and she just say, ‘Well that’s fine, baby.’ And then leaves it at that.” She shrugged. “If you try to push her for more, you don’t get it.”

“Was she… al-waaaays… this… way?”

“She used to talk more when Daddy was here. I think she changed after that. When Daddy died, somethin’ inside of her died, too.”

She swallowed a lump of pain. Rarely had Iris given herself the space and time to dissect these issues with someone like Eli. Typically, such conversations about her mother were reserved to have with women she’d befriended, people she had a long history with since childhood, or with her sister when they were close. Lately, it felt as though she didn’t have that sort of connection with anyone. It was a complicated situation.

She and Mama’s talks were always short. Pleasant, with the typical questions asked: ‘How are you and Ayanna doing?’, ‘How’s she doing in school?’ The discussions would end before they started. Iris had gotten used to it. In fact, she never even expected anything different. But just now, Eli was inadvertently asking the hard questions—ones that evolved naturally from their usual conversation.

She felt comfortable speaking to Eli about this. Perhaps he had a word of advice. He seemed to always see things from a different vantage point. He had emotional brilliance, an exceptional insight, like a rare jewel.

“When I was growing up, Mama was peaceful and loving. Affectionate. Funny though,” she slipped her hand away from his, and rubbed her palms together, “I don’t feel deprived or nothin’. Mama always tells me she loves me and cares for me. She’s just not… what’s the word? I don’t know… adventurous, I guess you could say. She don’t want for nothin’.”

The sounds of rock music came from a car passing by, and the trees whistled in the wind.

“Eli, how’d your date go?” She grinned, switching gears.

“Fiiine.” He smiled real big, and that smile said it all. They drew quiet again, and she dipped back into their prior conversation. Maybe I should just ask Mama straight out the questions I want answers to. When I’ve tried in the past, she kind of shuts down, so I stopped trying. Maybe I should try again?

“Eli, well, we’ve spoken of my folks, but I don’t think I’ve heard you say much about yours. I know plenty about your friends, Jude, the staff here, but not much about them. We all come from somebody. What about your parents? You never speak of ’em.”

Eli stared straight ahead, as if noticing something odd in the distance. He stopped walking and wore an eerie blank expression. Blazing blue eyes turned to slits, the muscles in his face relaxed, and his flawless complexion reddened about the cheeks.

“Eli?”

“Mmm hmmm… I… heeear… you.” He scratched his head. “Myyy pair-rents, took… care… of… me. They both diiiied… when… I waaasss… young.”

“Oh, my Lord. I’m so sorry to hear that, Eli. Strange that you and Jude have that in common.”

Eli’s eyes sheened over, then he began to wrestle with himself, tearing at his shirt.

“Eli, what are you doin’? Are you hot? Don’t take that shirt off out here, honey.” She approached him to stop the show he was putting on, but he jerked away from her, ripped the shirt off his body, and tossed it roughly down onto the sidewalk. He turned around to show her a small black tattooed star on the center of his back, just like the one under Jude’s eye.

“Staaarrr…”

“Yes, I see it.” She ran her hand lightly across his tattoo. “Did you two get these tattoos at the same time?”

“Yeeesss….”

“Why?”

Eli was quiet for a long while, then slowly turned in her direction.

“Jewwwd, did not… waaant me to… tell… yooouuu…” He blinked several times and wrung his hands, looking as worried as a child caught stealing.

“Tell me what?”

A tear streamed down the man’s face, and then another. In a hushed tone, Eli spoke words she couldn’t make out, and he shook, as if fearing for his very life.

“Oh, honey, don’t be upset!” She took the man in her arms and hugged him tight. “You and Jude have secrets. Okay. I understand. Sometimes friends keep confidences.” She inhaled deeply, then exhaled, suddenly feeling warm all over. Should she ask Eli more about this, or let the shit go? Maybe the tattoo on his back was some sort of allegiance he’d pledged? A promise they’d made to one another. Perhaps it went far deeper than that. Either way, it was a no-win situation. The man was beside himself. The thought of betraying Jude sent poor Eli into a tailspin.

After a while, he grabbed his shirt from the ground, but just held it, refusing to put it back on. They walked quietly for a while.

“Heee… pro-tects… me… he… care-reed…me…” Another tear rolled down the man’s face. Iris leaned in, and gently swiped it away with her thumb. Eli seemed to be looking through her with those big blue eyes of his. “Heeee… does… not… want… anyone… to… huuurt… me, I-rissss.”

“Why would someone want to hurt you, Eli?”

He dropped his head and sniffed.

“My tat-too… means… Jeeeewd, hasss… my… back. Hisss tat-too, un-der…hisss…eye…means… heee… watch-chess… oh-ver… meee… Tween-kull, tween-kull, lil-tull, star… Hooow… I… wond-der… what… you… are… My…fav…or…ite… song… as…a… bay-bee… He… helped… feed… me… He…read…to…me… When… he…be-came… a… man, he… got me… out… of… the baaaad… home… where… they…called me… re-tard-dead… I looooove… Jeeeewd!”

She wiped a tear from her own eye then. “It all makes sense now, how protective he’s been over you, the way he looks after you, even the stipulations he gave me for how to best deal with you. Now that I look at you, really look at you, I see it. Y’all got similar features. Not exact, but there’s a definite likeness.” She swallowed a gasp. “He’s your blood brother…”

Eli lowered his gaze again and nodded.
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Jude knew it was a set up.

He twisted a piece of twine around his fingers, over and over again as he first checked his cellphone, then slipped it back into his pocket. He’d gotten a strange text from Iris out of the blue, during her scheduled visit with Eli, asking him to come by the Adult Center. She said she wanted him to see something. His intuition was always on the money, and in this case, it was no different. She hadn’t confirmed a damn thing, but she wasn’t as slick and sneaky as she believed herself to be.

She knows.

He refused to go, knowing the woman was probably going to try and cause a scene in front of everyone who worked there, and so he told her to meet him over at Old Henry. He needed privacy for there was a lot to say, and it was long overdue.

Old Henry was actually Henry Street. An old road few travelers knew about, the source of ancient stories about old cowboy fights, illegal moonshine shanties, then in later years, money-drunk moguls. These ghosts still wanted to sling a hammer. Once his father had told him about a worker who was so pissed off at the world, he jumped from one of the highest buildings on Henry Street, to his death. At one time, back when he was knee high to a grasshopper, it was bustling with people and shops. The annual Christmas parade came through, too, and everyone knew it was the spot to get the best Halloween candy. Those days were long gone, like broken promises whispered in a lover’s ear during the height of a climax. Now, there was nothing there but dead weeds, broken bottles, discarded junkie needles, and abandoned brick warehouses visited by squatters and scurrying vermin.

It was the middle of the day, the place was filthy, devoid of light and joy. The sun acted shy on Henry Street. But at times he came here to think, to get his mind right. He felt comfortable there, for it reminded him, oddly, of home. The odor of wet, rotting wood was forever ingrained in his mind, along with the stench of stagnant water when the plumbing would act up. Knowing the seedy area was a nightmare to many, he figured she’d refuse to come, and he’d have to face her the next day when she was off work. But much to his surprise, Iris agreed to drive over after she and Eli were finished eating their grilled cheese sandwiches and watching the Peter Rabbit movie.

He looked up at the cool blue sky. The sun was bright and blinding now, giving a bit more of herself after all. Yet on the ground it was nothing but dank shades of gray, the darkness of a neglected creation, and long forgotten remnants of a time gone by.

He stood by a large building with a good frame but a sunken roof, reading the graffiti sprayed along the sides of it. Fresh gang signs that hadn’t been there a few months prior were etched in big and bold designs. Next to these, old sexually explicit messages that had been there since he was a teenager: ‘Debbie McDaniel stuffs her bra,’ ‘Ashley’s pussy is hairy and bigger than the Grand Canyon,’ ‘Troy Mitchell got a little dick,’ ‘Shaquana is a ho.’ These had been immortalized by people who were either dead or had moved on to greener pastures.

He walked around, thinking about his future. His past. He stepped around a homeless person who was fast asleep. In the present. One time he heard a car door close and turned to see Iris darting towards him, her hair wild in the wind. She wore a purple leather jacket, black leggings, and an oversized white T-shirt she’d stolen from his closet days prior.

“I ain’t here to fuck around wit’ you,” she yelled out before she even reached him. “I got one question, and then I’m leavin’ to go pick up Ayanna,” she stated out of breath, now mere inches away from him. “Why in the hell didn’t you tell me that Eli was your brother?”

“Because the less people know, the better.”

“That ain’t a good answer, Jude. Now let’s try this again. Why don’t you want people to know?”

“Iris, damn… Just think about who I am, and what you’re askin’ me.”

She put her hand on her hip, and then, he saw the realization hit her.

“All right, you wanna protect him from yo’ lifestyle. Why doesn’t he have your last name?”

“It’s not just protecting him from my lifestyle, but yeah, that’s a big part of it. That last name is fake. On legal records, he’s a Cooper. His I.D. and room tag show his last name is Houston. That was my grandmother’s maiden name. When our parents died, Eli went somewhere else, away from me and Cain. At first I was angry. I was a child and wanted to be with my brothers. I realized later, that was for the best, and as he grew, became an adult, he went to a different home that wasn’t as nice. When I got old enough, I got him out of there and he and I decided on the place he is at right now. I wanted to keep him safe.”

Her lower lip shook as she glared at him. Chest heaving, he supposed she expected him to lie when confronted. He wasn’t afraid of the truth; he simply wanted to deliver it on his own terms.

“How could you keep somethin’ like this from me? You were talking all that shit about us being together, about honesty, but—”

“Do you have any idea what the hell is going on, Iris?! Do you understand what they’ve done to my brother, Cain?!”

“What… what happened to Cain?”

“Exactly what the hell I predicted would happen! Everything is fucked up! If they’ll do that to Cain, a man who is feared because his temper is like a timebomb, and he has connections and pull, what in the fuck do you think they’ll do to poor ol’ Eli?!” His throat burned and his heartbeat quickened. “Cain’s eye was practically knocked out of its fuckin’ socket, two broken ribs, a smashed wrist, dislocated finger, sprained ankle, and a nasty infection due to a fuckin’ stab wound with a makeshift prison knife that was dirtier than a whore fuckin’ five mud-covered horny bastards in a dust storm! This all happened because their plan backfired in their fuckin’ face, they were embarrassed, and now I have to take matters into my own hands to fix this shit!”

He took a deep breath and ran his hand down his face. “And before you go there, get on that little high horse you like to ride off into the sunset, it wouldn’t matter if I was sellin’ drugs or cotton candy, Iris. If you got somethin’ somebody else wants, baby, and you don’t just hand it over when told to give it up, you’re a target in prison, and in this town. It happened to my own parents, friends, everyone I knew. I’ve had people gunnin’ for me since I was a kid. It starts with a fuckin’ football, graduates to lunch money, then before you know it, the keys to your damn Honda are in the hands of a one-toothed bully named Mason.

“People buzzin’ around, countin’ your chickens instead of mindin’ their own livestock is the order of the damn day. A motherfucker don’t have shit, then you shouldn’t have shit, either. They’d steal the hair right off your legs if they could cash it in for coins. Oh, and don’t think there’s loyalty in the family.” He shook his head, then laughed dismally. “Our own uncle was jealous of us, ’cause he didn’t amount to shit. My daddy wasn’t shit, either, but everyone loved my father ’cause he was funny, charismatic, smart, and witty—all the things you need to be to do what he got away with, with those banks, and my uncle despised him ’cause of the attention he’d get. This was before he even knew his own brother was the one the police were lookin’ for. When my daddy died, that motherfucker treated us like shit.”

“You and Cain?”

“Yes. After our Uncle Danny demanded custody of us, thinkin’ he was gonna get his hands on that money my parents took, he acted real nice in court, talkin’ about we’d been through enough. Lied and said he loved us. The courts handed us right over. Didn’t even look into his history. He was the last person in Nashville who needed to be saddled with two growin’ boys. Nobody found that money, just like I told you, and each damn day that passed, the angrier my uncle got about it, and the more he beat me and Cain. He looked in mattresses, old luggage, under floorboards… no luck. He was a fuckin’ drug addict, a drunk, and mean to his damn core. I learned a lot from him. I learned how to not care.

“After me and Cain had enough bruises on us I suppose, social services got involved and took us away… put us in foster care. Nobody else in the family wanted another mouth to feed, and once word got around that nobody could find the money my folks had stashed away from all of those bank robberies, didn’t nobody come for us. They’d have three boys to tend to if they went and got Eli out of that home. That was just too much I suppose. I ain’t mad about that. That’s a lot to take on, but the result was, me and Cain got split up for about a year. Whatever house he went to must’ve been pure hell, ’cause he didn’t talk for months afterwards. I had been in several homes during that time period. Some were just okay; others, not so much.”

Iris dragged the toe of her sneaker along the uneven pavement. She crossed her arms and her eyes sheened. He didn’t know if it was from the breeze, or she was just feeling some type of way.

“What happened to you in foster care, Jude?”

“They were doin’ weird shit at one house, porn and orgy parties. Swingers. Not lockin’ the doors. I’d just walk right on past and see five people all fuckin’ each other. People can do what they want, but you gotta be mindful of the children.” She nodded in agreement. “Thankfully I was never molested, but it messed me up. I saw shit no kid should be seeing. Fetish shit, like people pissin’ on other people, and cummin’ from that. My little brain couldn’t wrap around it. Another place had me as a babysitter while my foster parents went on weeklong drug binges. Marked truant, but I couldn’t leave ’cause my thirteen-year-old ass was in the house tryna feed babies cow milk instead of Similac and change diapers using dish cloths since the Huggies had run out. We were just a check to most of these families. They got paid with taxpayer money to take us in.”

“When did your grandmother come get you and Cain? You said you lived with her later on.”

“My grandmother got involved when Cain had to be taken away again after somethin’ happened that neither he nor Grandma would talk about. She decided to just get us both, so we could be back together. There was a therapist, a police officer, and a doctor that came by… a lot of whisperin’. That’s when Cain stopped talkin’. I’m sure you can put two and two together. He ain’t admit it to me, not then, not now, but he sure as hell ain’t deny it, either.”

Iris hung her head as tears fell from her eyes.

“Was Eli still at that home when all of this happened? You didn’t say.” She looked up at him and sniffed.

“Eli was taken out of foster care after a month and put in a home for kids with special needs, over in Knoxville. It actually was a half decent place from my understandin’, and he tells me emphatically that nobody ever hurt him in there, but we were split up, and that made me angry, like I told you.”

“Jude…”

“What?”

“Please tell me what happened to Eli. I know it was a car accident, but how did it happen?”

Jude took a deep breath and leaned against the building. He looked up at the sky and watched the clouds move around, drawing closer as if they, too, wanted to know what broke him in half.

“The accident happened a few months before our parents passed away. He’d gotten hit by that car. That added a whole ’nother level of stress at home. My mama was at her cousin’s house helping with laundry that day, if my memory serves me right. My father was God knows where,” he shrugged, “but I was playing baseball at my friend’s house up the road. Eli was home with Cain. Cain was supposed to be watchin’ him, but he wasn’t. Eli was little. Cain was young and bein’ a kid. He was playing a game on one of those old electronic doohickeys that took batteries. You know, the handhelds where you could play like Donkey-Kong and stuff.”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“Eli somehow got outta the house and started playin’ in the front yard. The front screen door must’ve been open. He had a ball with him apparently. The ball ran out in the street. He went after it. He was so small, especially for his age. He’d been born a little premature. The guy drivin’ didn’t see him and ran right into him.” He could feel his head throbbing and the heat in his body rising… rising… rising… “Eli became airborne. He landed right on his head.”

Iris shook her head, sobbing louder now.

“I came home, about ten minutes after that. Everyone standing around was afraid to touch Eli. He looked like a broken porcelain doll, just lyin’ there, twitchin’. The guy who hit him put a blanket over him and was tryna talk to him… red in the face as he was… panicking… Cain come outta that house from all the screamin’ and carryin’ on. He was in shock. He was looking at Eli’s little chest rise… fall… rise… fall… blood all over the fuckin’ place.

“A woman screamed and said she was callin’ for an ambulance. Most people wasn’t sayin’ nothin’. It was like being trapped in a television screen… like it was a movie, but real. It was surreal. I picked him up in my arms, screamin’ for somebody, anybody to help me take him to the hospital. Ambulances took forever comin’ out that way. People died waitin’ for help all the time. The driver didn’t want to go to jail, so he just stood there beggin’ us to not tell the police. Said he’d pay the hospital bills. All he cared about was himself. I started yellin’ at Cain, but he was just standin’ there crying, and staring into space. I started runnin’ with my baby brother up the road, towards where I knew the hospital was. Wasn’t no way I could run fifteen miles to it, but I was gonna damn sure try.

“I was cryin’ out! HELP! HELP MY BABY BROTHER! Finally, I saw red and blue lights, and he was taken from me, put on the gurney, driven to the hospital. He had frontal lobe damage. Swelling. Seemed like everyone thought he was gonna die. Somehow, by the grace of God, he made it. He survived. But not without his life bein’ forever changed. Eli went from being super talkative, silly, an early reader and walker, to barely able to spell his name. He’d forgotten how to walk, talk, just about everything. He was jumpy and fearful. For a few weeks, he didn’t remember who our parents were, nor Cain—but he remembered me.” He held his chin high and pointed at himself. “I knew for sure at that very moment that we had a special bond. I vowed to always take care of him and protect him. Then, before we could catch our breath from that, all the physical therapy and surgeries and stuff Eli had to have, our parents died.

“’Tennessee Bonnie and Clyde caught. Shot on scene.’ It was all over the damn news, Iris. I couldn’t go no damn where without people asking me about it. I don’t have proof of this, and it’s just a theory, but I think Eli’s accident is what helped get the attention of the police.”

“What does one have to do with the other?”

“Well, come to find out, they couldn’t find the man that had hit Eli. He’d run off, fled town after the police wanted to question him. Eli’s bills was stackin’ up, so, my Daddy went on and paid ’em. Daddy, from my understanding, said he got the money fair and square. Said he raised the cash by askin’ around the neighborhood, doing work for people, and wiped out all the savings. That didn’t sit right with some folks I imagine. Somebody thought it mighty suspicious, I think. I believe the police was probably watching my parents from that moment on, thinkin’ they were into something illegal to get their hands on that amount of money in such a short time period. They were right. Again, Iris, this is just a theory of mine. I think it holds water.”

He turned and spit in the trampled grass. “I was just a child, but my childhood ended the day my parents left this world. All we had was each other, but now, that was gone, too. Mama’s family, cept that one cousin of hers, had left Tennessee years prior. They moved back up North. Daddy’s family didn’t help. We had nobody to take us in. Cain was messed up after Eli’s accident, and even more messed up after our parents died. He started drinkin’ and takin’ drugs, and blamed himself for Eli bein’ how he is. He still does to this day. He can’t handle even talking about it. He ain’t seen Eli in years. He doesn’t call him, either. The guilt is just too strong.

“It didn’t help that Daddy, while drunk one night, blamed Cain, too. He said, ‘Boy, you ain’t good for shit! We asked you to watch after your brother for one hour, and you let my baby boy go out in the street and get his brains scrambled.” Then, he picked up a belt and gave him a hard beating. Daddy was cryin’, wailin’ and carrying on. Mama came running in and pulled him off. Daddy spent the next day apologizing to Cain. They cried together, but everyone knew deep down he’d meant what he said. Including Cain.

“The truth comes out when you’re smashed. The shit Daddy couldn’t say while sober, the shit he had bottled up, he poured it out while intoxicated, and spilled it all over the gotdamn floor. We’d walk in, slip and fall on his drunken truth. Break our backs and hearts. The truth hurts.”

He hung his head and sobbed. Everything came out like an erupting volcano, and he simply couldn’t hold it in a second longer. He felt Iris’ warm embrace then. She smelled like sweet dreams and fresh baked forgiveness. He brought her as close as he could.

“Cain suffered. Eli suffered. We all… suffered. I was going to tell ya, Iris. Eventually. For real.”

She rubbed his head, kissed his cheek, and squeezed him.

“I’m sorry for all the pain you had in your life, baby.”

He kissed her back, then stepped away.

“Iris, right now, I am trying to handle somethin’ so Cain can stop looking over his shoulder, and Eli doesn’t have to keep secrets about him, me, and Cain no more.”

He briefly closed his eyes, a headache mounting and bones aching. It was as if he’d climbed a mountain, but the air at the top was so thin, he was certain to pass out. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d talked about Eli’s situation in such depth, and he damn sure hadn’t told anyone about Cain being the cause of it all. But Iris deserved the truth. All of it.

“When I saw you at the courthouse that day, I thought to myself, ‘I wish somebody had wanted me, Eli, and Cain, the way you wanted Ayanna.” He swiped at another tear on his face. “I saw how much you loved that girl. The chamber door was open so while I was taking a break, sitting out there on that bench, I could see this beautiful Black woman, dressed in a black pantsuit, looking distinguished and gorgeous, and she told that magistrate that she loved her sister something fierce, and that the woman had a right to make her own choices. Then you said, ‘But she don’t have the right to take this baby down with her…’”

Iris regarded him with such love, it warmed him all over.

“That was you. And then you cried. Your sister cursed you out in that room and had to be escorted outside, and you were beside yourself. You got custody of that little girl, and her life changed for the better. Now, she can be somebody. Now, she’s got a fighting chance.” He shook his head. “But that same day, my brother had just been sentenced to life in prison. I’d lost my best friend. He deserved to be punished for what he’d done, but there were special circumstances. He should’ve been loved on and cared for before that happened. He should’ve been told that he was somebody special…

“Didn’t nobody take a chance on us. Didn’t nobody want us, baby. I had wished somebody besides Mama and Daddy had loved us, like you loved your niece. Ain’t nobody want no Cooper boys, Iris, but Daddy and Mama. That’s it. We’d be a burden, a liability and a financial drain, and after Eli’s accident, they said nobody was willing to take in no retard, on top of it all. That’s what they called him behind his back. There was only enough money in my parents’ bank account to cover a simple funeral service for both of ’em and pay some of grandma’s old medical bills. Daddy had paid a lot of those off, too, but we ain’t know until he was dead.”

“Seems like money helped and ruined your family. All at the same time.”

“Baby, it wasn’t the money. It was the greed… All the cash did is remove the veil of deception. Let cha see who folks really were beneath the veneer… Eventually, people gave up tryna find the money, and figured my father had burned it up or buried it somewhere believing he was going to get caught. That meant us kids were useless, too. I eventually found my calling, baby…” He smiled sadly. “I found somethin’ I was good at. I was important. One of the local dealers started callin’ me the Judge, ’cause other dealers were comin’ to me for advice. They even wanted my help with settling disputes for I had the reputation of being impartial, and fair. I found that funny, but come to find out, it was true. I knew how to make money, and lots of it, as well as protect what was mine. People wanted me. I was finally somebody…”

Iris stroked his cheek as tears streaked her face.

“Jude, you are somebody. You was always somebody! You are powerful… you are important… and sellin’ that shit ain’t got nothin’ to do with it. You could sell air, and people would still flock to you. You got this enchantment about you. It’s in your smile, the light and darkness of your eyes, and the way you move. It’s born to you! You own it. God gave it to you. You don’t even care about dealing with that mess anymore. I saw it in your eyes, before you even told me you were leaving the game. You want the money, but the other shit doesn’t please you. You’re powerful and important because of how you handle life’s rough patches, how you love hard on your brothers and nephew, and whether you want to admit it or not, you care about people!”

He looked away, and she made him face her.

“You even care about these damn addicts runnin’ ’round here like zombies. You see them as people! Somebody’s child! Mama or daddy! Sister or brother! The world done counted them out! Labeled and judged them. Like they did me, and the rest of the world. I look at somebody, and somethin’ inside of me tells me, ‘I’m better than you.’ I think that’s a shame. I never knew that about myself ’til I met you and Eli. Lark even told me one time that I act like she’s stupid. I ’spose I do.” She hung her head for a spell.

“You care. You don’t want to sell them no tainted shit, somethin’ that’ll bring them a bit closer to meeting their maker. It ain’t no excuse for what you’ve been doing, but hell, it counts. You told yourself that you do it to keep your clients coming back for more. A dead addict can’t pay you, and all of that’s true, but I got yo’ number, boy. You also do it because you want them to wake up the next mornin’! Live another day. A new chance at life. You understand addiction and hurt because of your father’s drinkin’, and Cain’s battle with it, too. That makes you humble, and human. Even after all the shit you been through, you aren’t heartless! You could’ve turned out like your father, or Cain, but instead, you tried to do it differently. I realized some time ago that you are special. You reminded me of my daddy, determined to take care of your family, and the hell with what anyone else thought about it. The ghosts in the old farmhouse haunted not just me, but you too, but you would do anything to protect your family from them. Your ghosts are the past. They’ve been tryna tell you that you can’t be nothin’ in this world but a drug dealer. Your worth ain’t in that life! It’s in your heart! You’re not the devil. You’re Jude, the judge. People respect you because you’re true to yourself. No matter what judgment people put in the atmosphere about you, including me, you are the damn Judge, in the truest sense. You know who you are, and your purpose in life. You’re clever, and there’s magic all around you. You’re Angel and Johnny Cooper’s middle son, Cain and Eli’s brother, Pete’s favorite uncle, and my man. That makes you commanding and significant as all get out.”

At that, he took her in his arms and kissed her with all of his might.
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CHAPTER NINETEEN


Live and Learn
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Iris parted Mama’s salt and pepper shoulder length hair down the middle, then started the process of braiding it. Meanwhile, Mama watched, transfixed, an old episode of ‘Diff’rent Strokes’ on her television. A jar of green Dax pomade with lanolin sat on the TV tray beside her.

She squeezed a dollop of the grease on her fingertips and gently oiled Mama’s scalp. Thoughts of her conversation with Eli weaved through her mind until they formed a whole basket, carrying worries and tilted dreams, threatening to topple and expose her greatest wishes.

“Mama.”

“Mmm hmm.”

“I’m in love.”

The woman clutched her housecoat, her hand covered in prominent veins from years of sewing. A wedding band gleamed on her finger.

“You’re in love, baby? Well, that’s real nice.”

She could tell Mama was smiling from how her cheeks plumped. But what was she holding back? Was there something else she wished to say? Mama’s hand tightened on the fabric of her housecoat.

“Would you like to know about the man in my life?”

She continued to braid her mother’s hair as she waited for an answer.

“Yes. What’s his name?”

“His name is Jude. Jude Cooper. He owns a distillery. A beer makin’ company. He’s funny… handsome. An entrepreneur. Real good to me, and Ayanna likes him, too.”

“How’d you two meet?” Mama asked as she grabbed her glass of ice water. The chunks made a tinkling sound as she brought the drink to her mouth.

“He comes in my store many times. He’s got a younger brother who had an accident that affects how he speaks and how he can get on in the world. I spend time with him… break up the loneliness of life, for both of us. I like him. He’s has a real good heart.”

“That’s nice of you to spend time with him. Sounds like he’s good for you, too.”

“Mama.”

“Mmm hmmm.” She put the glass back down on the table.

“Jude’s White.”

“Well, that’s a bit of a surprise.” Mama chuckled, but the sound was flat. “As long as this man treats you right, Iris, then that’s all a mother can ask. We’re all God’s children. The world is different now. Folks date whoever they wanna date, I suppose.”

They were quiet for a long while, then her mother broke into laughter when the character of Willis, played by Todd Bridges, made a funny joke. That time, the sound was rich and authentic. You could wrap your arms around it and squeeze.

“How’d you feel when you realized you was in love with Daddy?”

“Ohhh, that was so long ago, baby. I don’t recall the specifics anymore. I loved him very much, though. He swept me off my feet. A charmer, yo’ Daddy was. I loved his smile the best.”

“Mama, I’d like to have children one day, too. I know I’m starting late, compared to most of the women in our family, and unlike Aunt Blue, I want the whole white picket fence and youngsters. But you know, sometimes it scares me.”

“Nothin’ more natural than gettin’ married and havin’ a baby, honey. Ain’t nothin’ to be scared of.”

“Well, I see how much pain Ayanna goes through, and it kills me. I didn’t even birth her, but there are moments it feels like I may as well have, because when she hurts, I hurt. Lily did a number on her.” Mama began to move around in her seat, scratching her arms and legs. “Between the teachers, the psychiatrists, and me, she’s finally back on the right track. But Ayanna got some demons she wrestles with, and I ain’t certain she can slay them all. Don’t get me wrong, she’s come a mighty long way and is a beautiful child, but her self-esteem sometimes ain’t as high as it should be. She tells me she’s ugly sometimes, things like that. She tells me how Lily used to call her stupid.”

Mama’s shoulders slumped, and she kept rubbing her shoulder, over and over.

“That can mess a child up real bad, sometimes even after you love on them hard to try and make them understand all of that mess was just a bunch of lies. It’s like that old tape in their head just keeps on playin’, no matter how many times you push the STOP button.”

“Well.” Mama tightened her hold even more on her clothing. “That’s where prayer comes in. Trust in the Lord.”

“Mama, I trust in the Lord, I do. Being a parent, so to speak, is the hardest job I’ve ever had in my life, but I love Ayanna so, and I just enjoy havin’ her around. God gave us the good sense to get therapists, and to pray, and to talk to doctors if we’re havin’ a problem with our brains or bodies, but sometimes I feel like I’m not doing enough. Did you ever feel that way about me and Lily? Like maybe, we needed something you couldn’t give us, or you felt we needed something, and you knew what it was, but you just didn’t know how to manage it all?”

Once again, Mama was quiet. Maybe guarding her words, her emotions, her fractured heart. Iris finished the braid she was working on and went to stand in front of her, blocking the TV. She gently removed the clicker from the woman’s lap, turned it off, and knelt in front of her. Taking her hands in hers, she looked her in the eyes.

“Mama, please.” She blinked back tears. “I need to talk to you. I love talkin’ to Aunt Blue, she’s the best in this world, but she ain’t you. I only get one mother.”

Mama reached out and stroked her face.

“What do you want to say to me, Iris?”

“I accidentally told a lie. See, the other day, I was talkin’ to my special friend, Eli, and said that you avoid unpleasantries. But then, I remembered that wasn’t always true, either. When I was a little girl, I’d hear you in the kitchen going off about some protest downtown, and how they needed to pay these Black workers more. I also remembered you giving your mother-in-law a harsh talking to after she disrespected you. Those seem like two different women to me. The woman back then, and the woman before me now. I’m bringing this up not to have you talk about that old stuff, but to ask you, what changed? Who put out your fire?”

Mama sat there, looking through her. She felt like a window Mama was looking out of to see something in the distance, something far more interesting, perhaps. It reminded her of how Eli sometimes looked when he was deep in thought. He would drift away and yet, he’d hear everything one would say.

“Mama, please! I need honesty. I ain’t never asked you for nothin’ since I’ve been grown.” Mama hung her head and rubbed her nose. “I need to understand what’s going on here. What happened to our family?”

Mama slowly raised her head and took a long, deep breath.

“I think, honey, we all deal wit’ pain differently. I didn’t put my own fire out. It was extinguished.”

Iris swallowed and clutched her mother’s hand. She had no idea what the woman was referring to, but it seemed right to just sit in silence. To let that confession marinate. To not mess it up with the clutter of unnecessary words and declarations. Leaning in, she kissed the top of Mama’s head, then bent low and hugged her. Mama’s gorgeous, almond-shaped eyes sparkled as she smiled for real, then patted Iris’ hand.

“Ain’t no need for a long face or to feel sad, honey. Your days of lookin’ like that should have ended wit’ Bennet leavin’ the scene. The day you told me you was divorcing him, I pretended to be sad, but as soon as you hung up the phone, I jumped for joy.”

Iris burst out laughing and got to her feet to resume working on Mama’s hair.

“Yes, he has that effect on people. Unfortunately, I ran into him not too long ago. He ain’t changed a bit. You told me a few times, in your polite way of course, that you didn’t like Bennet. I suppose it was ’cause you could sense he wasn’t doing me right?”

“Yes. He wasn’t good for you. He wasn’t faithful. He wasn’t foolin’ me, either. Bennet told me how his mama had died, and I told him that I ain’t her, but he could call me Mama now, too. I tried to love on him because he was my son-in-law, but then I had to tell him that I was disappointed in him, and didn’t care for him one bit. He was hurtin’ you.”

Iris nodded, then gathered Mama’s freshly done braids and began to group them together, rolling them into a bun.

“Well, that was a long time ago, and I’m thankful it’s over.”

“Ayanna still doin’ well in school?” Mama asked that all the time. Iris believed for the longest it was filler talk, something to push through the quiet spaces of their conversations. This time around, however, these words had more substance. Mama wasn’t running anymore—at least, not as fast.

“Yes, she is doing real well. I’m so proud of her.”

“That’s real nice. Glad to see my grandbaby is thriving.”

“Yeah… Mama, I don’t want to push my luck,” Iris chuckled nervously, “but I’m enjoyin’ talkin’ to you today.”

“I’m enjoying talkin’ to you, too, baby.” Mama reached for the clicker Iris had set aside and turned the television back on.

She’s tryna shut down again. She can sense I want to keep going with this. She always does this. This is the farthest I’ve ever gotten, though. I can’t stop now.

“Would it be all right if I talked to you about my trouble wit’ Lily? I know you tell me to not gossip about my sister, you say it ain’t right, but this ain’t gossip, Mama. I want your advice.”

The older woman looked over her shoulder at her. She appeared pitiful, like a trapped animal, shrinking within herself.

“Why are you looking at me like that, Mama?”

She blinked a couple of times, then turned away. Picking up the clicker once again, she turned the television off, then rubbed her forehead with a deep sigh.

“Are you done with my hair?”

“Yes, Mama.”

“Fine. Follow me into my bedroom. I want to show you something.”

A bit confused, Iris hurriedly closed the hair grease jar and put the brushes, combs, and bobby pins away in a drawer. Mama was making her way down the hallway of her small ranch house, her wide hips wobbling to and fro as she hummed a tune. Iris caught up with her and entered the bedroom, which smelled faintly of Red Door perfume.

“Go on, have a seat.” The woman pointed to a little pink ivory vanity chair. Iris plopped down on it, and before she knew it, Mama was grunting and moaning as she dug around in her closet.

“Need some help? Sounds like you’re over there tryna wrestle a greased pig,” Iris teased, causing her mother to burst out laughing.

“I got ’em. Here they go.” Mama sat across from her on the bed, holding two photo albums. “This is yo’ family. Now, I know you’ve seen many of these pictures before.” She handed Iris one of the heavy books. “But I figure I can add some information, things that might be fun or nice to know.”

“Okay, that sounds good!” Iris excitedly flipped it open and first saw baby photos of Daddy. “Well, I know this is Ronald… my daddy.” She ran her finger along the faded black and white picture.

“Mmm hmmm. He was the oldest of nine children. Turn the page.”

Iris did so, and each time, Mama gave a little tidbit of information, either something she didn’t know, or that she’d long forgotten. They got to the second book, and after opening it, the vibe was completely different. The first few photographs featured Daddy, but then, he was gone… In the following pictures it was just the three of them, as well as Aunt Blue, Aunt Angela, Aunt Grace, Uncle Steve, and all of the other aunts and uncles, grandmama, and her and Lily’s cousins.

“Baby, you mentioned wanting to be a mama one day, and how in some ways, you’re Ayanna’s mama because of Lily’s choices in life. That picture right there, to me, shows when Lily changed.”

Iris looked at the picture and noticed Lily wasn’t smiling. There she was in front of this big ol’ family of theirs on Christmas, outside, and she was the only child not smiling big, or laughing. What child frowns on Christmas morning? Iris grabbed the first book, flipped through, and in almost every other picture, Lily was cuttin’ up, acting silly, laughing and looking so pretty. Iris returned to the second book and once again started flipping through the whole thing, on a search for Lily. Not a one showed her smiling. Iris looked up at her mother with tears in her eyes.

“…Daddy.”

Mama nodded, and sniffed.

“Like me, Lily was forever changed. You both were Daddy’s girls, and I was fine with it. I couldn’t compete with that man’s smile.” Mama laughed sadly. “He loved y’all so hard…” She shook her head and smoothed her housecoat out along her lap. “I saw Lily slippin’ through my fingers after he passed away. I made… I made some mistakes, Iris.”

“What do you mean you made some mistakes?”

“I didn’t discipline her no more. I spoiled her. I was harder on you.” Mama shrugged. “Not too hard, but I figured you were adapting better. Lily was havin’ fits. She was… havin’ nightmares. Children lose their parents all the time. It’s sad when it happens, but it does, and those poor children gotta figure out how to get through life and feel blessed, anyhow. Lily wasn’t like that. It seemed… she cracked. Like an egg. Something broke deep within her. I was dealin’ with the same thing, but just going through the motions ’cause I had responsibilities. I had two girls, wasn’t no time to grieve, and I needed to get a job now that my husband was gone. So, I moved in with my mama and Aunt Blue, and the three of us took care of and raised you two. Mama complained about Lily sneakin’ out at night. Then, I started smellin’ alcohol on her breath. I couldn’t believe that, as the years passed, she was getting worse instead of better.”

“Mama, I know it wasn’t as common back when we were kids, but did you ever think to take her to see a doctor? A grief counselor?” Mama shook her head and looked away.

“I didn’t.”

“I told Lily a hundred times she needed professional help. She and I used to be so close, and then, she started actin’ out and doing mean things. It was nothin’ like how she used to be. Thank you for showing me these pictures. I saw the change, but I didn’t connect the dots. I mean, I knew she wasn’t the same… How can I say this? I never noticed how messed up she was after Daddy died because I was messed up, too, and living inside my own grief. But like you said, as the years passed I saw it but by then, for some damn reason, I didn’t put the two together. We both lost Daddy.” She hung her head and closed her eyes, holding back the tears. “You lost your husband and the father of your children. It was unfair. It hurt so bad. Our lives changed forever… I wish I knew… I wish I knew why Lily’s reaction was so different.”

Mama sighed and ran her hand along the cover of one of the albums. She looked down at it, smiling sadly. “I took ’er to the pastor. His wife had a degree in child psychology. She sat wit’ Lily and said my child was sick in the mind. We prayed for her. It’s my fault what happened to Lily, baby.”

“No, it’s not, Mama. You never told me this, none of it! I wish you would have told me when she and I was arguin’ all the time, and all that mess in court, because then maybe I would’ve felt more sympathetic towards her. At this rate, she’s been nothing but trouble! Lily walkin’ around here undiagnosed with somethin’. And here I was thinking she was just mean and irresponsible, ’cause that’s the M.O. of a lot of folks, too.”

“Naw, baby.” Mama shook her head. “It’s my fault because I didn’t want to admit something was wrong with my child, and the pastor’s wife, Jennica, may have been right. I dismissed what she said. I turned a blind eye when some of my jewelry came up missin’. I turned away when you told me she was saying crazy stuff to you. Then, people started sayin’ she was getting drunk all the time, and sleepin’ around. I knew, when she couldn’t tell me who Ayanna’s daddy was, that we was way beyond anything I could do to change it. I should’ve taken Jennica’s advice and got Lily somewhere so she could be formally analyzed and given some treatment.”

“Why do you think you were so hesitant to do so?”

“I was in denial. Then, by the time I was ready to admit it, it was too late. She was grown. I messed up. That made me shut down all over again. I felt like, if I said or did the wrong thing with either of you, I’d break your spirit. I was hurting. Hurt from losing your father far too young. Hurt from seeing my girls struggle. And guilt, ’cause I was angry at God for taking such a good man, the love of my life, away from me.”

“Mama, you’ll have to forgive me, but I think I’m dreaming. This can’t be real. I am so surprised right now!”

“It’s real… you need to know. Now’s the time, it seems.”

“I’ve been avoiding these discussions with you because when I’d try to talk about this stuff in the past, you’d shut down, but today… today is different.” A lump lodged in her throat. “Thank you. What made you open up like this?”

“I could see how upset you were that I wouldn’t talk to you, today. I knew that it had to stop. Right now. Also, I’ve been seeing a counselor for a little over three months now.”

“What? Are you serious, Mama?”

“Yes. I wasn’t ready before. I wasn’t ready to talk to you about it today, either.” Mama chuckled dismally, then shrugged. “It’s a little embarassin’. Black folk don’t go seein’ no head doctor. But Ayanna’s words haunted me. They got to me. I couldn’t shake them loose. I couldn’t let another generation carry this curse, Iris. I, too, had things happen to me as a child. Unresolved issues.”

“Ayanna’s words? What did she say?”

Mama held up her finger, as if to say, ‘Hold on, I’ll get to that.’

“Iris, I was in poor shape. I had found me a nice, handsome, God-fearin’ man and everything seemed peaches and cream, but it ended all too soon. That put more pain and trauma on the heap. Nobody talks about these thangs. We just say, ‘We’ll get through it by and by.’ I wasn’t going to discuss this with you. I was just going to go to therapy, and hope it helped. It didn’t seem to be workin’ much, but it did, cause the therapist told me to see myself in my children. To try to visit you on the inside. Your heart. Today, I was trying to get through the hours with you, without conflicts. No upheaval. But I felt you needed a word with me. I saw your reflection in the television as you were braidin’ my hair, and I could see all that hurt jumpin’ on you again, just like when you was a little girl. I could see the disappointment and anger in your face. You’ve been struggling with Lily for years, dealin’ with Ayanna because of her… It was just too much. I didn’t want to interfere. I didn’t know what to do or say to make it better.” She raised her hands then dropped them at her sides. “I felt helpless. Worthless. Stupid.” A tear traced Mama’s beautiful, smooth dark skin. She swiped it away with a red painted nail.

“You definitely aren’t worthless and stupid, Mama. What made you start seeing the therapist, though? What changed?”

The woman wrung her hands. “Well, that’s the part you need to know. I called Ayanna on her birthday a few months back. I said, ‘Baby, happy birthday!’ And she said, ‘Is it?’ That struck me as odd. She’s just a baby. I say, ‘Every day we’re alive is a good day.’ She say, ‘It’s my birthday, but the people who made and birthed me ain’t here.’ She say, ‘Grandmama, I ain’t got a daddy. My aunt got to take care of me but all I want to know is why my mama don’t love me like I love her? Why my mama hate me, Grandmama? Did you hurt her, like she hurt me?’ I froze. I couldn’t speak. She said it, and it was like it came out of nowhere.

“Finally, when I found my voice again, I said to her, ’Your mama loves you, but she’s sick.’ She say, ‘Sick how?’ I said, ‘Something wrong wit’ Lily’s mind.’ Then Ayanna responded, ‘But Grandma, if somethin’ wrong wit’ Mama’s mind, is somethin’ wrong with my mind, too, since I come from her?’ And that got me thinking…” Mama reached over, handed Iris a tissue, then dabbed at her own face. “Maybe Ayanna’s the only one with any sense. Lily’s the one actin’ out, but maybe, we’ve all been acting out, in our own way? Just quietly?”

“Mama, let me tell you something. This year in my life, especially the last six months, have been a roller coaster.” She rubbed her hands together and shook her head. She felt hot all over, and fresh tears stung her eyes. “I kept busy, working and taking care of Ayanna, so much that I refused to look at myself and see what was going on. I looked at everyone else… talking about what so and so was doing wrong. How she was being. It was easier to see what was wrong with everyone else than look in the mirror. That way, I ain’t have to deal with my own stuff. Eli gave me a book early on in our relationship. One of the characters in the book was self-righteous and miserable. I understood that man—he resonated with me. I know now why Eli gave me that book now. He saw right through me… a man folks call mental. Eli got more sense than most people I know. I read that book and saw both him and his brother, the man I’m in love with, differently. Sometimes the person doing all the critiquing is the one that needs to be critiqued.”

Mama nodded in understanding.

“I was able to see past Eli’s stuttering and jerky muscle movements, and see the man beneath all of that. I was able to look through Jude, his wrongdoing, and see his core, his heart, his soul. I was able to look at myself, and finally see my flaws, and be all right wit’ some, while working to change the ones that needed to be addressed. I was able to look at my friend Lark, and stop feelin’ sorry for her, but instead, focus on her potential. Inside, I was comparing her to me,” she swiped another tear away, “and I felt better ’cause she was worse off than me. I based my worth on how good or bad I was handlin’ life, compared to another. That’s not how you ’sposed to measure your worth! God ain’t make some of us gold, and some of us trash.

“We all gold! How we think, the mean and nasty thangs we say, and how we treat people is what makes us trash, but ain’t no man able to call another man trash, ’till he knows him from the inside out, and walked a mile in his shoes! We don’t know what rich lady is cryin’ herself to sleep at night ’cause don’t nobody really love her for her, and we may not understand the joy of a homeless lady who finds a ten-dollar bill on the street, and you can’t tell her she ain’t win the lottery right at that moment. That same lady might turn around and give it to someone worse off than her. WE DON’T KNOW NOBODY’S STORY. WE AIN’T THE JUDGE! I was doin’ a lot of judging of folks I ain’t even know well enough to make such assertions.

“Even people we’ve known our entire lives got pain and experiences they ain’t told us about. I looked at my friend Lark, and got so sick of her being weak for a man that don’t mean her any good. I looked at Lily, and hated her for how she done Ayanna. I don’t regret that… even after all of this, Mama, because Lily know she ain’t right, but won’t get no help… But then, I looked at Ayanna, and deep down, one of my worst fears was that she grow up and be just like Lily… ’cause then that’s a bad reflection on me. It would prove I ain’t worth my salt. That I ain’t got what it takes. That I stood in that courtroom and ain’t do no better than my crazy sister. It became like a contest. Not against my sister, but against Ayanna’s future. Ain’t that just sad of me, Mama? I should be ashamed!”

“Iris, I love you. That’s all I can say about what you’re sitting over there saying and beatin’ yourself up about right now. You love yourself, but seems to me, you realize now, it is also about healing yourself. The therapist told me most of what we focus on in life, the bad stuff, are just symptoms. They’re never the real problem. Like, not being able to pay our bills. We focus on the bills we can’t pay, our dead-end job, and the company that sends us the bill. None of that stuff though will change. Instead of being happy the lights are still on, and that tomorrow, we just might have a chance to get a better payin’ job, or more money some other way, we get mad at all the wrong things.”

“That don’t explain the men, though, Mama. Oh Lord, I got such a bad track record wit’ men.” Iris rolled her eyes as she reflected. “And I told you that Jude is White, and it’s not that I think he better, or the results will be different ’cause he White, but I think I gave him a chance, one I wouldn’t have, because I’m so sick of men in general. I figured he couldn’t be no worse.” She and Mama chuckled at that. “But… I liked Jude. So, it’s not like he was a consolation prize. I think he’s mighty handsome. He’s got a romantic streak, too. He’s the type of man I always wanted. He’s like Daddy in so many ways. He puts family first.”

They studied each other for a long while. She wished she could curl up in the woman’s lap like she used to. She was far too big now, but she craved it, so she envisioned it in her mind.

“Iris, you kept pickin’ bad men, almost like you was punishing yourself for somethin’, or tryna love somebody so hard, so they’d love you back the same way and never want to leave you. But that never happened. Then, you turned the otha way. You seemed to hate men after a while. I’d ask if you was seein’ someone, and you’d go off… talkin’ about what this guy did, and what that man said. You talked just awful ’bout ’em.” Mama’s nose wrinkled up. “I understood why, and I was angry at Bennet for being the worst of them of all, but I could see you changing. Your light was dimming. You was gettin’ bitter, like me. Only, I covered mine with a smile.

“You were despising people, Iris, but at the same time, you was always so nice and courteous. It was baffling, until I realized, that was me… You learned that from me. I had poisoned you. You’ve always been spunky, but this was somethin’ else—a darkness inside of you. It was too late for me to make Lily get help. The courts ordered her to do it, and she didn’t. I don’t need the courts or no judge to tell me to get checked out. My grandbaby already did it for me, in her own way.”

She sighed. “I knew then that I had been holding on to a lot of mess, and I couldn’t let go of it. Blue, my sister, your favorite aunt,” Mama smiled sadly, “she and I would fight like cats and dogs. She saw me changing, and she called me on it, but I couldn’t stop. It was too much pain.”

“Aunt Blue jokes and tells me you’re her alter ego. She said, ‘Iris, my sister is sweet as honey. I’m that lifeless sour lemon that floats at the bottom of the iced tea. The flat, paper thin one full of seeds that nobody wants.”

Mama laughed and nodded. “Blue always had a way with words. She said I needed to go out and meet someone new a couple years after your father died, told me that life goes on. I got mad at her about that. When I thought I was finally ready, every time I tried to date someone, I’d find some way to sabotage the relationship. I had even met a real nice man ’bout ten years after your daddy died. We had coffee together several times. He was sweet on me, would’ve probably made a good husband, but I stopped returning his calls. I just couldn’t let go of the pain. I felt like I was betraying your father in some way if I enjoyed myself, and completely moved on. I know I sound foolish.” Mama’s lips twisted as her brows knitted. “But I don’t know how else to explain it. I still can’t find all the words…”

“Mama, I wish you would have come to me, Blue, Aunt Grace, somebody, and told us. All of this time I thought you just didn’t want to talk to me about it. That this stuff made you too upset, and you couldn’t deal. I thought you were avoiding issues you found unpleasant. Come to find out, you were just trying to survive.”

Mama nodded in agreement. “I needed to find out what was broken in me, baby. What was preventing me from forgiving God, forgiving Lily for doing her child the way she did, and forgiving myself for being so angry that all I could do was smile through the pain… ’cause if I told anyone just how mad I really was,” Mama’s eyes turned to slits, and her lips turned downward in a scowl, a deep sorrow on her face, “I was worried my rage would burn this whole damn world down. Somebody drivin’ reckless stole my man! The father of my girls!” Mama’s voice quaked. “He was just trying to do his job. I was so mad at God for this, Iris… I kept quiet and wore a smile to protect my loved ones. I wasn’t afraid to die, Iris. For a while there, after your daddy was gone, I almost wanted that, too. To join him in Heaven. No, death was the least of my worries.

“The therapist made it clear to me. My sweetheart’s death wasn’t what killed me. No… It was after the fact, when he was gone, and my heart understood that he wasn’t coming back, that I was filled with an emotion I can’t even label. One thing is for sure though, baby: death is inevitable. But being alive, truly alive, is a choice. And that was my problem. Fear was involved. But honey, it wasn’t no death knockin’ at my door that scared me off. It was the calendar, and the clock. Time marching on without me. I was afraid to live…”
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CHAPTER TWENTY


That’s My Man
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Chris Stapleton’s, ‘Tennessee Whiskey’ played on as the truck rolled against the rocky terrain.

“It looks like rain, baby.” Iris waved her arm out the window, not a clue as to where her man was taking her. Jude had said it was a surprise.

“All right now! I ain’t know you could sing, Jude!” She laughed and applauded.

He shrugged, pretending to be modest. “I’m all right.” He brought the cigarette to his lips. “I can carry a note or two. Cain was the one blessed with the golden vocal cords though.” He took another toke of the cigarette, blew out the smoke, and kept on singing. He kept replaying that song over and over, and she didn’t mind. She hadn’t seen him smile that much in days.

“Cades Cove?” Jude got quiet as they made their way past the sign that caught her attention. Cades Cove was a fairly well-known gorge situated in the Great Smoky Mountains National Park. Iris hadn’t been there since she was a little girl. “This is the surprise? Thank you, Jude!” she cheered enthusiastically, causing him to crack up.

She had told him a while back she just wanted to get away to someplace peaceful. No gunfire in the middle of the night, no car alarms, no shouting, no nothing. He said he’d do her one better, and well, here they were in the wee hours of the morning.

Soon he parked, and the music stopped when he turned off the engine. All that could be heard were birds chirping, and small creatures rustling about in the foliage. Jude extinguished his cigarette and slipped out of the car smooth as silk, a smirk on his face and mischief in his eyes. He closed the door and came to stand beside her. She wondered what the handsome devil was up to. He’d been rather silly earlier that morning when he took her out to get coffee and donuts before their stay-cation. Cracking jokes, sexual innuendos, general shenanigans. The man had a non-stop dirty mind.

“Come on now, let me help ya down.” He took her hand, checking out her nails painted white and shimmery blue. He caressed over the gold midi rings on her fingers with his thumb, his gaze admiring. He’d often compliment her on her nails and jewelry, but usually while they were rolling around in the sheets. When she scratched and dug into his back and shoulders, lost in the throes of ecstasy. He’d nicknamed her his ‘little cougar.’

She stepped onto the grass, and hugged herself when a cool breeze hit her.

“It’s so pretty here. Ain’t Mother Nature somethin’ special, Jude?”

“She sure is.” He let go of her to lock the door, then took her hand in his again. Then away they went, walking on the fine day the Lord had made.

“Look, Jude. A deer.” Her eyes damn near moistened at the sight of it, standing about forty feet away. She hadn’t seen a deer in ages.

“That’s a female right there. No buck.”

“So pretty.”

“Yes, it’s a white-tailed deer. Common round these parts.”

“You, Cain, Eli, and your daddy ever go huntin’ for deer?”

“Probably. I don’t remember killin’ any deer personally, but I imagine my daddy did. Eli was too young, so he stayed at home with Mama, but me and Cain would go wit’ him, and he’d get some squirrels, or elks every now and again. One time I remember he got a turkey. My daddy wasn’t ever too serious ’bout hunting, but he was good at it, all the same. We ate everything he killed. He ain’t believe in wastin’ nothin’. He said the Indians was right… if you take an animal’s life, you use every part of it. He’d skin the rabbits, and sell the fur sometimes, too.”

She nodded in understanding.

“Cain liked to hunt, too. He got his huntin’ license and would go after game birds like ducks and woodcock.”

“Speakin’ of ducks, how’d y’all find out Eli was ’fraid of them?”

“You ain’t asked him yet?”

“No way. I’m not opening that can of worms with Eli. He gets too worked up when I ask him about why he has to hold the remote control at an angle, let alone that.”

Jude guffawed.

“Here’s what happened about the ducks… One time, Mama took me and my brothers to a park. At this place there was a lake. Some folks would fish in it, but we went there to play on the swings and slide, and Mama brought a pack of stale bread we could toss to the ducks. We was feedin’ the ducks just fine. Eli couldn’t have been more than two. One of the ducks got aggressive, and started pointin’ his bill at him, quackin’ and carryin’ on. This particular duck was fixated on Eli. Probably because he was movin’ real slow with that piece of bread, and he was small… it probably figured it could take him. Eli started getting scared, so Mama told him everything was okay. But everything wasn’t okay, ’cause that duck started to give chase. Oh, Eli cried and screamed like he was being pinched hard! The duck took on after him, and Eli fell down while running, and then—” Jude paused, his face turning red as he broke out in uncontrollable laughter.

“You ain’t right, Jude. Laughin’ about this.” She was one to talk; she was laughing, too.

“Eli’s little fat legs were kinda curved out back then.”

“Bowlegged they call it.”

“Yeah, bowlegged, and so he’d run kinda funny sometimes. Like a wobble. He went down hard ’nd fast. Plop! Right there in the grass. Face first!” Jude rubbed the tears of mirth from his eyes. “Mama, me and Cain was runnin’ to help, but the duck was on top of him by then, tryna get to his fingers, and squawking. Mama started fussin’ and cussin’, shooing the duck away with her purse, but Eli was never the same after that, even years later. He didn’t even wanna watch Duck Dynasty. He didn’t even wanna play Duck, Duck, Goose as a kid.”

“See, now you just makin’ up stuff, Jude!”

By now, they both were cackling, shameful as it was. “I think it’s their webbed feet, and their bills, too. Eli says their feet look icky. His words, not mine. He doesn’t like the look of ’em. Like I said though, if you wanna see him whoop and holler and show his complete lily-white ass, take him near some ducks, Iris. It’ll be the last thing you do.”

They kept on walking, sharing happy stories of their childhood.

“One time, Lily made me a doll…” She looked down at the ground at a leaf shaped just like that doll, bringing forth the memory. “It had on a little orange dress. I was not feelin’ good. Had a cold. I couldn’t play or eat—my throat hurt. I was just layin’ up in the bed, the television on, feeling miserable. She offered me some of her candy, then took some string and cotton balls, and other odds and ends we had around the house, and made me the cutest little doll. I still got it, too. Lily was the best sister ever when we were children, Jude. It ain’t right how she’s changed… It ain’t right.”

She hugged herself tight. Then, she felt Jude wrap her up in his strong embrace, and his warmth, his earthy, intoxicating scent, mingled with the smell of peppermint, musky cologne, clean mountain air, and cigarettes. All of this made her feel comfort in ways that she couldn’t even describe. He just kept holding her as she cried a little… broke down a little… missed her estranged sister all the more, too.

“You say she mentally ill?”

“We believe so. I told you I had that good talk with my mother.” He nodded. “Even after that, I don’t know why I still get upset about it every now and again, Jude. I think about the good ol’ days, and get down in the dumps. I don’t usually live in the past, but something about me and Lily I can’t shake loose. Maybe because when I look at Ayanna, I see my sister. They look so much alike. The Lily I grew up with is gone.”

Jude pressed his forehead to hers, and when he opened his mouth to speak, his deep voice rumbled straight through to her soul.

“She’s in there. The real her is buried beneath all the bullshit. Same with Cain. Just like with drug addicts, the true them is in there somewhere. It just takes will power, prayer, therapy, gumption, grit and know-how to get it back. If she wants to do the right thing, the people and tools are there.” She let him speak, unsure her emotions would let her have a word out right then. “She got more than some… because Lily has a sister and a mama who love ’er. You say she and your Aunt Blue used to be close, too. She got a daughter who, no matter how angry she acts, still loves her mama, or it wouldn’t hurt her so bad when Lily says the mean things she says to her.” He stroked her hair, kissed her, slid his thumb against her cheek and wiped her tears away. “Now, you stop talkin’ about this sad stuff. We can talk about it later on if you want, I ain’t tryna silence you, but at the same time, I ain’t bring you all this way for you to be all down in the dumps. We coulda stayed home for that.”

She smiled sadly at his words. “I know, I know…” She slumped. “I’m sorry.”

“Ain’t no need to be sorry, but uh, I hope you’ll be kind.”

“Be kind?”

“Mmm hmm… don’t embarrass me out here in front of all of these damn deer. They’re watching.”

“Jude, what foolishness are you talkin’ about?”

Suddenly, the man started fishing around in his oversized red and black plaid jacket, grappling with something in the pocket. He got down on one knee.

“Oh… no… oh my God…”

Jude took out a purple box, popped it open, and nearly blinded her when a beautiful, square cut diamond ring came into sight. His Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed, and his complexion deepened as he looked up into her eyes. When he grasped her hand, she noticed he was shaking, ever so subtly. Like a leaf that had caught the flirty kiss of a shy wind.

“Iris Danielle Ashford, queen of my heart, friend to my brother Eli, warmth in the middle of cold nights, light in my darkest days, would you be so kind as to become, Iris Danielle Cooper?”

She covered her mouth with her fingers. The tears wouldn’t stop falling now.

“Yes… yes! I’ll marry you, Jude.” Now she was shaking, too.

With a big smile on his face, he took the ring out of the box, which he placed beside him on the grass, and slid it on her finger. When he was back on his feet, he gathered her in a tight embrace.

“I’m in shock right now.” She laughed nervously. “I can’t believe it.”

“I don’t know what for. I told you some time ago that I was gonna make you my wife. I mean what the hell I say.” He kissed her then, nice and deep. Their tongues danced as he snuck his hand under her open jacket and caressed slowly up and down her body, over her hips, then higher. Sighing, she melted into his touch when he cupped her breasts, then slid his hands to her lower stomach while removing his belt, never breaking their kiss.

His breathing grew harsher, and when he pulled away, his monster of a dick stuck out through the slit of his boxers. Without a word, he undid the button and zipper on her jeans and pushed them down until they puddled around her ankles. She stepped out of them, then he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her again, his touch more intense, more passionate. Desire grew like flames dancing along the edges of gasoline-soaked paper.

“What if we get caught?” she whispered against his lips, then pulled back a little.

“Shhh…” He pulled her close again, her body flush with his. “Ain’t nobody over in this area this time of mornin’.”

Moments later, he had her in the grass. She looked up at the rolling clouds, the sky blue, gray, and white. He shoved her panties aside to expose her flower. She moaned when he stroked his tongue against her core. Gripped her hips, he made a meal of her, lapping at her juices. The sounds of their lovemaking echoed all around them. She came quietly, a hushed roller coaster of building orgasms—back arched, blurred vision as he kept on until he’d swallowed her final drop.

He sat up and rocked back on his knees. His dick bobbed up and down, calling to her. He took a fistful of her hair while she enveloped his nature in an oral embrace. The slurping and sucking turned her on and giving this man head made her impossibly wetter. She reached between her legs and rubbed her pussy while he growled, delivering shallow jabs. His hips compressed each time he thrust his rock-hard cock into her mouth.

“You better stop before it’s too late,” he warned with a weak smile, pulling slowly out of her mouth. She wiped her lips with the back of her hand, swallowing his precum. “Come here.”

Soon, he had her back on her feet. He picked her up, making her squeal, and positioned himself just so, her legs wrapped around his waist. “Lock your ankles around me, baby.”

She did as told.

“Mmmm!” Biting into his lower lip, he entered her with a swift blow.

“Ahhh… Jude…”

He held onto the globes of her ass as they kissed and groaned and fell apart against one another. Jockeying her up and down his thick shaft, she looked into his eyes and fell in love harder than she’d ever dreamed possible. His propelling dick spread her open as he made love to her with reckless abandon.

“I gotcha now, baby. Soon, you’re gonna walk down that there aisle in a pretty dress, to get married to a son of a bitch like me.” She laughed at his words. “You’ve made me so happy this morning, Iris.”

“You made me happy, too, Jude. I ain’t think I was going to get married again, but you definitely changed my mind. I love you so much.” Her chest swelled with warmth as the emotions threatened to take her down.

“I can’t wait to call you my wife, pretty lady. Folks used to joke about me not being the marryin’ type, but I definitely am. I finally met the right lady. I can’t imagine a better job than being your husband, and the father of your children.” He grunted as he moved faster and harder inside of her, his thrusts deep and all-consuming. “I can’t wait to put a baby in you, too.”

She held on tight, her cries driving the birds away as she climaxed. She shook in his grip, breathless, damn near boneless as she turned to putty against him. She loved the warmth of his strong, hard body against hers, and the harsh, choppy way he was breathing as he neared his release. Gripping his face, she started to orgasm again.

The wind brushed against the trees and the birds chirped, the perfect soundtrack as the warm rush of seed filled her core. Loud grunts emitted from him as he closed his eyes and kept the pace of fast thrusts until he was finally at his destination.

He throbbed between her spasming walls; her sugary nectar flowed from her as they wrapped their bodies around each other. He held onto her like his life depended upon it, and she held on to him as if he alone were in charge of her next breath.

She begrudgingly pulled away; the warmth of his embrace replaced with a cool breeze that made her nipples stand on end. Back in the truck, they cleaned up with wet wipes and put their clothes back on. He turned on the stereo, and Chris Kasper’s, ‘A Letter to You’ was playing at that moment. Meanwhile, she checked her cellphone for any missed calls or text messages, debating whether or not to tell the whole damn world she was now engaged.

She decided to send Aunt Blue a text, and call Mama later. She couldn’t hold it in.

Jude kept his eyes on the rocky path as she reached for his hand, and squeezed it. When they arrived at a clearing, she noticed people strolling by a variety of moms and pops shops, smelled the distinct aroma of pancakes and the sound of music drifting out of several establishments. He slowed down and parked once again, then helped her out of the truck. Perhaps he wanted to walk around? Do a bit of shopping? He told her to stay put while he walked up to some man dressed in red and white stripes resembling a candy cane. The guy sported a beard so plush, like Santa’s, it looked like a few birds could be happy nesting in it. The two conversed for a while. The man nodded and smiled at some things Jude said, showing his missing teeth, then finally sauntered off.

“Jude, what are you doing?”

Jude held up his finger, signaling for her to wait a moment.

Soon the old man returned, driving a two-horse carriage aglow in white and pink soft lights. One beautiful horse was dark brown, the other white, with a long, silky mane. I see what he did here… Gettin’ horses that look like us. He thinks he’s funny. On the side was a sash that read, ‘She Said Yes.’ Oh my God… HE PLANNED THIS!

“Come on girl! Take this ride with me!” Jude laughed and grabbed her in his arms as she turned into a puddle again. The old man handed her a tissue after Jude got her settled in the seat beside him, under the big, pretty canopy. A tray sat on the side laden with two hot cocoas, mini marshmallows floating at the top in a heart shape. A small silver pillow read, ‘Future Mrs.’

“You’ve gone and thought of everything! I think I’ve cried more today than even the day I was born, Jude! Oh, my goodness!”

“Tears of joy is okay with me.” He leaned close, placing his lips briefly on her cheek.

Strangers walked around them, enjoying themselves, chatting, buying fruit and nuts from a few stands. The old man turned on some music. ‘Willow,’ by Taylor Swift, was the first song to play. And there she was, crying again. And, being kissed and held by her man.

“I know you expect some sort of reward for all of this romance. I guess you want me to make you some biscuits and gravy tonight?” She laughed.

“I imagine so.” He leaned close, placing his lips briefly on her cheek. “I’m sure I’m up for some biscuits and gravy. I want some more of you know what, too. Soon as we get back home, I’d like to take a bite out of you.”

She playfully jabbed him with her elbow as he leaned in for a kiss.

“Ask Eli, I make the best damn biscuits in town.”

“I’ll be the judge.” They both burst out laughing, then sealed their joy with yet another kiss…
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Jude snuffed his cigarette while the beats of ‘Shaved Buckley,’ by Connan Mockasin, traveled to him at full volume from a nearby bar. It was an odd song, yet catchy at the same time. Leaning against his Ferrari, he crossed his arms and looked across the street at one of his properties, cellphone to his ear.

“…I gotta get into an anger treatment program here. I don’t know why, but I ’spose it’ll help pass the time,” Cain announced. “But uh, thanks again for the crossword puzzles, Jude.”

“Sure thing.”

“Congratulations on your pending nuptials, brother, too. Funny, Aunt DeeDee knew before me.” He chuckled. Aunt DeeDee was their mother’s sister who lived in Newark, New Jersey. She’d moved away from Tennessee before he was even born, having fled from her physically abusive ex-husband, but would visit on occasion. Oddly enough, she’d reached out to both of them a few weeks prior, after years of no contact, stating she wanted to get the family together for the holidays. “I wish that I uh,” he cleared his throat, “could be there to attend. Maybe they’ll let me watch it on Zoom, or somethin’ like that.”

“Yeah,” Jude tapped some ashes onto the asphalt. “It’ll be broadcast for the folks who can’t make it in person. We’re livin’ in a new day and age.”

“The picture you emailed me of ’er was nice. Good lookin’ woman. Somebody else told me you was into Black girls,” Cain said, “but I never thought nothin’ of it. Never seen you with any, but I ain’t surprised. You were always a player. Might as well taste the whole gotdamn rainbow I guess.”

“Ain’t about the color, it’s ’bout the girl. A woman is a woman, in my book. If she’s good lookin’, then she’s good lookin’. Make no difference what color her skin is. All I give a shit about is if she’s good in bed, got a good head on her shoulders, can cook a decent meal every now and again, and is a good person. I sure as hell didn’t wanna be with someone like me.” He laughed, poking fun at himself. “And you’ve seen me with a Black girl before, you just forget. Rachel… remember her?”

“Oh, yeah! That was when you were like twenty-one or somethin’… Mama and Daddy ain’t raise us to be prejudiced, no way, Jude. We both got friends of all sorts. I ain’t never hear Daddy or Mama call nobody a nigger or chink, nothin’ like that. I’ve let it slip out a few times when I was younger, but I never meant that shit. I was just tryna fit in.”

Jude nodded in understanding.

“Yeah, well, we know what type of folks we got in the family and some of our childhood friends and neighbors aren’t any damn better, but I don’t give a shit who says it, Cain—blood or mud, if I hear anyone call my girl a fuckin’ nigger, I’m going to knock their fuckin’ teeth down their gotdamn throat. I don’t give a shit. If I stabbed a motherfucker for callin’ my ex a bitch, then I will surely do the same, or worse, for the latter.”

“Yeah, I know. I don’t care about being called a hillbilly or redneck, but I know that for some Black people, that ain’t the same difference.”

“That’s just the thing though. We can’t tell other folks what to be comfortable being called. That’s not right. Only people from that group can decide what’s all right and what’s not. I don’t give a shit about being called White trash, either, and all the other shit you and me were told we were, but I ain’t never experienced racism, though I have experienced discrimination, just a different sort. Still, I can’t tell Iris what to be offended about, and she can’t tell me. I just know what the hell I’m not gonna tolerate when it comes to others’ treatment of her. Either call her by her name or don’t call her at all.” He took another drag of his cigarette. “And it’s stupid, if ya ask me. Callin’ somebody a nigger… It’s almost like a child having a temper tantrum… tryna hurt someone with that word… when it’s done so much, it ain’t even got the same power. It just makes the person saying it look stupid and weak as fuck. If you gotta talk about someone’s race to insult them, you’ve already lost the damn argument.”

“Mama said people are people. Good ’nd bad in all races. I ain’t never dated no Black girl, though. But I sometimes wondered about it.”

“Wondered about what? Dating Black women? You ain’t never even mentioned that before.”

“I know, but I wondered. Like, if it would be different.”

“You must be talking about sexually… fuckin’ pervert.”

Both burst out laughing.

“Yeah, I ’spose. Well? Is it different?”

“Not really, but it depends on what turns you on. I’ve been with enough White and Black women to tell you that it feels the same. All women’s bodies are different, but you know what I mean. And you have the same type of arguments with ’em, too.” He snickered. “This is a dumb ass conversation. We sound like two thirteen-year-old White boys lookin’ at a Black porno for the first time.” He shook his head. “Bottom line is, women are women, man.”

“I regret not exploring my options. I don’t know. I wish I would’ve traveled more, like you. You went to all sorts of places. I was content stayin’ in Tennessee. Now, I can’t go nowhere but to four different walls. I wish I was gettin’ away somewhere special. I regret a lotta shit.” He laughed mirthlessly. “Too late now…”

“I heard when that motherfucker socked you in the face, you travelled clean across the cafeteria. One way ticket. How was your stay at the Concussion Hotel?” he quipped.

“You fucker. I love ya, Jude. You sound happy.”

“I am.”

“Long as you are happy, I’m happy. Want what’s best for you. I always did.”

“I know you do…”

“Yeah… thank you… You been a good brother.” They both grew silent, their words on ice. So much meaning in that moment—so many words between the hushed lines. Nothing could come between them, not even iron bars. “You know, I was thinkin’ of callin’ Sherry, tellin’ her I love her. I’ve been thinking a lot about her lately, Jude.”

A knot formed in Jude’s gut. It felt hefty and low, like a boulder sitting there, refusing to budge.

“What makes you want to do that?”

“Because she was probably the only woman, ’sides Grandma and Mama, who loved me. I know I can’t start over with her behind bars, but—”

“Look, I didn’t want to tell you this, but since you’re over there getting sentimental and all, you need to know that Sherry’s been gettin’ fresh with me, Cain.”

“WHAT?! Comin’ on to you?! My Sherry? The mother of my son?!”

“Cain, cool your jets. Look, it started with little things, and then escalated. It’s a—”

“Like what?! What did she do?”

Jude took a deep breath and gave a few examples, omitting the time she’d intentionally touched his dick, and what she’d said along with it. There wasn’t any need to throw gasoline on the fire.

“I SHOULD’VE LEFT HER ASS IN THE SEWER LIKE THE TRAILER RAT THAT SHE IS!”

Jude listened to his brother go off, just as he knew he would. Minute after minute rolled by, with Cain unleashing a barrage of curse words. “…YOU’VE GOT TO BE LYIN’!”

“You know damn well I would never lie about something like this. Look, don’t say shit to her about it. All she’ll do is deny it, ’cause she’ll want to make me look like the bad guy.”

“How can I not talk to her about this? Hold on… did you fuck her, Jude?! Just tell me… Tell me the truth!”

“Cain, you are out of your damn mind! Hell, no! I’ve never been intimate wit’ any of the women you’ve been with. I mean, gotdamn, it’s a small world, but it ain’t that fucking small! We promised each other when we were young that we’d never cross that line after the Linda incident, and I stuck to it!” Cain had taken a liking to a woman Jude was boning but had no feelings for. They’d gotten into a fight over her and realized it could never happen again.

Cain started hollering and screaming again, and all Jude could do was shake his head and wait for the earthquake to stop.

“If it’s any consolation, I think she was doin’ it not because she wanted me, man, but to get back at you. She told me after drinkin’ some wine a long time ago, that you never seemed sorry for treating her the way you did. She knows that if I did something like that, it would destroy you… tear you to pieces. Everyone knows how close we are.”

Cain settled down a bit, but he could hear him breathing hard.

“She’s still a whore.”

“Well, that might be true, Cain, but the reason why people do the things they do has to be considered. Just like me and you. People judge us based on our parents, how we grew up, and what we did to make money, but none of those people actually knew us. Sherry ain’t my cup of tea, but she ain’t a bad person, either. She just did a bad thing, let her emotions get the best of her. She’s fallen on hard times lately. Her mama is sick, Pete is acting up in school and smellin’ himself, and she had another break-up last year. The guy she was engaged to. I ain’t makin’ excuses for what she’d gone and done towards me, it was low, but I’m just puttin’ it in context. You ain’t gotta worry about that, though, because I set her straight once and for all. The reason I don’t want you bringing it up is because then she’ll make it hard for me to see Pete. You can’t go runnin’ off at the mouth, Cain. I told you ’bout what she’d done because I don’t want you handing your bleeding heart to someone who tried to fuck your brother. That’s all. Nothin’ more, nothin’ less.”

Cain went quiet but he could feel how upset the man was. Maybe heartbroken, even. Although he wasn’t convinced Cain had ever been in love with Sherry, he knew he held her on a pedestal, not only for being the mother of his kid, but also the way she’d been so good to him when they were together, even when he didn’t deserve it.

“Did you finish the entire crossword? Need another?” Jude broke the silence.

“I’m good for now. Got a few more to go.” Jude got that message Cain was sending loud and clear. Cain’s problems with other inmates were squashed, but some of the staff was making waves. A few seconds later, a little voice came on the line letting them know they had sixty seconds left.

“Jude, you still comin’ to see me soon?”

“Of course.”

“You gonna bring Pete?”

“I’m sure as hell going to try.”

“Well, all right… please tell Iris, welcome to the family. Maybe you can bring her too, so I can meet her. I’d like that.”

“That’s a damn good idea. I’ll do just that.”

They said their goodbyes, and he disconnected the call. Making his way into one of the properties Kash managed, he greeted everyone. He’d hired a couple more lookouts, a little more security, and business was better than ever. The M-13s had definitely noticed the sudden takeover of the Gangster Disciples across town, and his informants had spread the word: they were pissed. Everything had fallen into place as planned. Cain was surrounded on all sides, taken in for protection from the GDs in prison. They let it be known that if he was hit again, even blown on or looked at the wrong way, there would be consequences. It had been a fair trade.

“What’s up, Judge?” Kash and Jude slapped hands.

“Hey, Kash. Just doing my usual drive by. Everything good?”

“Yep. No problems tonight. I saw you outside. I’m about to switch out with Truck and go over to the other place.”

“Good. I was just getting ready to ask you about that.”

Paul entered the room as they conversed, seeming happy to return to work. While they shared a few laughs, he realized that soon, he wouldn’t be returning to this place. He would no longer be seeing them several times a week anymore.

His life was changing, new plans were afoot, and a bit of sorrow filled him at the thought. No one knew of his plans except Iris and his crew, and he planned to keep it that way until he had everything settled. He was going to miss this—not the constant survival mode, but the connections he’d made with people the world had shitted on, or forgotten about, including himself. Sizzle was a former prostitute. Everyone knew Paul’s fall from grace. Kash too had been in the foster care system on and off, in and out of jail, and he’d found him on the corner dealing. Every person in his group had a checkered past, the kind others would pass judgment on.

Jude finished up his conversations and checks, and headed back to his car. As he sat there, so many things weighed heavily on his heart…

Some say a man is judged by the company he keeps, but most people don’t know the true hearts of men, so how can they determine if a man flocks with angels or demons?

Jesus himself hung out with prostitutes and thieves. Are these same folks judgin’ Jesus by the company he kept, too? His mother, Mary, was a virgin, but pregnant… More judgment. His father, Joseph, believed his wife… that she hadn’t slept with another man to conceive. I’m sure folks were whisperin’ about that, too. Folks better think twice about those birds of a damn feather flockin’ together theory. Iris, for example, has too many things in common with me to count, but in many ways, my woman ain’t like me at all. Regardless, you couldn’t separate us with a knife.

My mama was different from my daddy, too, and yet, they ended up being joined at the hip, ’til death did them part. Some people think they’re high falutin’, the best of the best, like the ones that pretend to be Christians and put on a façade, but when you dig deep inside them, bust them open like a piñata, you won’t find no candy. In fact, ain’t nothin’ there but a cobwebbed, dark abyss. Then, they come upon me and the people I care about and hold dear, and think we’re trash, heathens, misfits, derelicts, and outcasts. I’m a drug lord, and a damn good one if I say so myself. I run a big corporation, if you will, right here in Nashville, single-handedly. This is my turf. My kingdom. My courtroom. Nobody in the game doesn’t know who I am. Nobody in Tennessee, in this business, hasn’t heard of me. Nobody in the entire damn South, who participates in any part of this, has not been told the name of the Judge. With all of that power, comes secrets. I’ve done a lot of shit I will never disclose. It’s mine to keep. I’m lowkey, but well known. I’m not here to offend, or defend myself. Just stating facts.

I’m a killer, but I don’t do it to feel good, or just because. It’s a matter of survival. I’m a brother. An uncle. A son. A friend to a select few. A boss. A business owner. A fiancé, soon-to-be husband, son-in-law, and one day, a father. I am more than meets the eye.

If you didn’t know about the broken glass on the street as I walked to school with thin-soled shoes so worn out, I had cuts on the bottom of my feet, don’t judge me.

If you didn’t see the bullets in my mama’s body, that I had nightmares about for years, keep your mouth shut about me and mine.

If you didn’t hear my mother’s stomach growling as she fed us the last bit of oatmeal, the only food in the house, don’t you fix your mouth to speak to me. She went without food for herself time and time again to take care of her babies, and then tucked me and my brothers in every night, in a house sometimes with no lights and no heat in the dead of winter but promised us that better days were to come. If you weren’t there to witness her sacrifice, or worse yet, you were but didn’t help, you can’t speak ill of my mama.

If you didn’t care about us practically starvin’ as children, but cared when my mama and daddy robbed a bank to feed us, then don’t you cast no stones this way.

If you turned a blind eye when my brother Cain was being abused, his innocence lost at the hands of an adult who promised the court system to take care of him, sending him on a spiral of mental breakdowns, drinking and drug abuse—after already losing his parents and feeling the guilt and hurt of his little brother’s condition so much, he can’t even speak Eli’s name without crying—then you may as well walk on by.

If you can’t feel a sliver of sympathy for a woman who neglected her only child due to a serious undiagnosed mental illness because of the social stigma, the terrible gossip that prevented her from getting help, then you, too, need to be evaluated.

I ain’t looking for no damn sympathy. Sympathy don’t pay bills, turn wheels, and it don’t heal. I don’t feel sorry for myself, and neither should you. I ain’t preachin’, either. If you think I am, and you feel judged, then the problem is with you, not me. But I tell you one thing: bein’ a motherfuckin’ Judge in these streets is a state of mind. It ain’t what you do, but how you do it. It’s all right not to approve of certain things. How else will people know if what they’re doing is right or wrong? But the truth is, judgement starts from within. Clean your own damn house before you walk up to mine with your bucket and mop in hand. Charity and clarity begin at home.

God knows my story, and to God be the glory…
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


Suffer the Little Children
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Iris took a long deep breath, her nerves jumping like grasshoppers on top of fleas performing in a circus. The smell of fresh leather in her Rolls Royce wasn’t enough to calm her nerves this time around. She glanced towards the backseat to see Ayanna with her face aglow from the reflection of her phone screen. It was 7:14 P.M. She turned off the radio, cutting Doja Cat’s, ‘Need to Know’ off mid-harmony.

“You ready, baby?” she asked, forcing a smile.

Ayanna didn’t say anything for a long time.

“Ayanna…”

The girl slowly looked up, and her eyes were dead. Empty. Closed off, shut down, chained closed, alarm set, triple-locked and the key swallowed by Jonah’s whale.

“I don’t want to go in, Auntie.”

“Ayanna, baby, please don’t do this.” Iris huffed, exhausted from the discussion. “I explained to you at home that your mama might be going away. She’s agreed to at least get checked out. You heard it from Grandma. I wouldn’t feel right not letting you see her, because I don’t know when you’ll get to do that again.”

Ayanna wiped away a budding tear, then looked back down at her phone.

“Ayanna, I know this is tough. Your mother said some pretty terrible things last week when she came over unannounced, bangin’ on the door, but she—”

“She always says terrible things. You’re my mama! Can’t I just forget about her?”

“Honey, if I could’ve had you myself, I would have, okay? A mother can be any woman who loves and cares for a child, regardless of whether you came from their womb or not. Now, I see it like this. You are my child, and my niece, all at once. I was the second person to hold you after you were born. I was in your life practically every day from that moment forward. I’ve had you for years and couldn’t imagine my life without you. You’re my world!” Ayanna’s cheeks flushed, and the tendrils of a smile tugged at her lips. “I know it’s easier said than done but try to not be mad at Lily. Somethin’ is wrong, and just thank God she’s at least willing to go and find out just what it is.”

Ayanna dropped her gaze again.

“Y’all was raised together. Why is mama sick, and you’re not?”

“I don’t have that answer. I told you how when pressures in life come, some folks break. It doesn’t mean they’re weaker, only that they’re built different. Something might break me, and not break you, and another thing might break you, but not me. Some people can go through a life of misery, and end up with a college degree, a happy marriage, and become a pillar of society. Others can have somebody call them a turd in school, and before you know it, they done blew up the whole building. We all have different triggers, and sometimes those triggers are due to chemical imbalances, not due to something we’ve decided all on our own. Lily doesn’t have a diagnosis, but that’s what she’s going to find out. Now come on. Be a big girl and come see your mama.”

Ayanna sniffed then nodded and got out of the car. The two of them walked up to the small four-unit apartment building, an old house that had been converted. Iris knocked on the door, then rang the bell. She waited for a moment or two, then did it again. After a while, the door opened, and there stood Lily. She was so thin. When she’d come over drunk the other night, she had layers of clothing on, so it was hard to tell, but now it was quite clear the woman was barely eating.

“Come in,” she said, her voice monotone and flat.

Ayanna went in first, with Iris right behind her. Lily locked the main door, and they followed her to her little apartment. As soon as the door opened, Iris swallowed a gasp, stifling her horror. The place was filthy. Old beer and wine bottles were strewn around. Ashtrays full of rubbish, overflowing trash cans, a sink full of dirty dishes, and things haphazardly tossed all over the place. The place reeked of marijuana and mold. When Lily was little, she kept her room immaculate.

Lord, Jesus.

Lily cleared her throat, and began racing around, picking up things off her run-down couch. “Y’all can sit down,” she said in a low voice.

Ayanna and Iris took a seat, their hips practically sewn together. KRS-One’s, ‘Don’t Fall For It’ was playing from Lily’s old Dell PC that sat in the corner. Lily crossed her legs, shifting around a lot as if uncomfortable. An oversized light gray jogging suit practically swallowed her whole. She wasn’t cursing at them as she typically did, or whirling wild accusations. She looked… humble. Iris wondered how long the reprise of peace would last?

“Ayanna.” Lily swallowed. “You look so pretty, baby.”

“Thank you.”

They were all quiet again.

“I see Iris is doin’ your hair real nice… got you dressed real nice, too.” Lily spoke with a smile, but each word coming out her mouth seemed to be killing her.

“Thank you.” Ayanna took out her phone and started messing with it. Iris gave her a look, and the girl smacked her gums, then begrudgingly put it away.

“Mama said y’all talked a while back.”

“Mama and I always talk. Just about every day.”

“I’m talking about a conversation regardin’ me.” The woman’s tone was curt, and her eyes narrowed to black slits.

“And? Look, I didn’t come over here to be in no mess wit’ you. Mama called me and said you wanted to see Ayanna because you’re going to an in-patient facility. You blocked my number again. I could’ve been petty, but this isn’t about me and you. This is about Ayanna.” Lily crossed her arms and rolled her eyes. “Instead of tellin’ Mama that you can shove it, I said of course, and brought your child over.”

“Don’t act like you did it out of the kindness of your heart, Iris. I know you enjoyin’ this.”

“Enjoying this?! You really are out of your damn lemon tree! I ain’t been doing nothin’ but bustin’ my ass, robbing Peter to pay Paul on a cashier’s salary so I can take care of the bills, while you are doing God only knows what and—”

“Oh, shut up! You are far from a nun, Sista Ann. I heard about yo’ boyfriend, bitch! Somebody said you was datin’ The Judge. That tall, rich White boy wit’ all those damn cars, in that big ass house in the rich part of the city. Mothafucka covered in muscles and tattoos…”

Iris almost bit her tongue in two as she seethed, trying to control herself.

“Oh, you done got quiet now, huh? Cat got ya tongue? It ain’t no secret, baby! If you live out this way, everybody and they mama know who that mothafucka is, and what he does! Ms. Perfect over here datin’ a born killa! Ain’t that somethin’? A candy man! I thought about callin’ the cops on yo’ ass, so I could get my baby back, but I knew they wouldn’t believe my Black ass over him. He got them mothafuckas paid. They scared to touch him!”

“Lily, you don’t know anything about Jude, and you don’t know anything about our relationship. He’s not even involved with that anymore, so go right on ahead and call the police! Hell, I’ll call them for you!”

Lily burst out laughing and rolled her eyes. “You so damn gullible, Iris. That money he slidin’ yo’ way must be somethin’ spectacular, huh?”

“Money doesn’t have anything to do with it.”

“Oh, really?” Lily’s brow rose. “Then I guess it’s the sex. I heard he got a big fuckin’ dick, too, unlike most White boys. You out here bustin’ it open for crackers. Suckin’ pink peen.”

“You are trifling.”

“Me?” She pointed at herself with a smirk. “That mothafucka done fucked half the women in the city. Word spreads fast about his sexual prowess, just like yo’ legs when he waved some dollars yo’ way.”

“Stop talkin’ that way in front of this baby, Lily.”

“She ain’t no baby! And as a reminder, she’s my daughter, not yours! You had a chance to pop out a kid, but you decided to act a fool, and lose your man. Now, you wit’ the slave master, gobbling his nuts. He got yo’ Black ass thinkin’ you the only one, don’t he?” Lily giggled. “Like he ain’t out here dickin’ down five other bitches in rotation. He don’t want yo’ Black ass, girl! You just something to have fun wit’! I’m telling you this because I care, in spite of yourself. He ain’t gonna marry a Black bitch like you or me. You think he’s takin’ you home to his mama? I bet she ain’t even met you yet!”

“His mama is dead!” Ayanna yelled. “And he’s nice! And they’re gettin’ married! He gave her a ring!”

Lily’s eyes immediately zoned in on the diamond glowing on Iris’s finger. Her face contorted with nothing but pure hatred.

“Shhh, baby,” Iris whispered to Ayanna, and rubbed the girl’s leg. “It’s all right. I got this.”

“You ain’t got shit. He just gave that to you so you wouldn’t go nowhere while he’s playing with you. He’s gonna discard you like all the others. Jude don’t settle down wit’ nobody! Many have tried, but failed! As if someone like him, a balla, shot caller, with big bank, would ever settle for a heffa like you. He too trill for yo’ silly ass!”

Iris’ eyes watered—not with sadness, but pure unadulterated anger.

“I know he bought you that car parked outside, too,” Lily grinned like a demon, waving her finger towards the front door. “He pay all yo’ bills and you ain’t offered Mama or me, or even Aunt Blue, your faaaaavorite, a mothafuckin’ dime! You—”

“I’m raising your daughter, and you haven’t even slid me ten dollars. You only call to complain or berate this girl! Then you have the nerve to sit there and talk about what I’m not doin’ for you?! BAY-BEEE! I’m glad I’m saved and I love our mama, or I would take this here taser in my purse, and send a thousand shockwaves through your skeletal body! Over there lookin’ like an extra from the Dawn of the Dead! Then I’d beat the brakes off yo’ monkey ass for good measure!”

Lily sunk back in her seat a bit, seemingly surprised by her outburst.

“Auntie…” Iris quickly regained her composure when Ayanna grabbed her arm and rested her head against her shoulder.

“It ain’t my fault you can’t handle the truth, Iris.”

“Lily, I can see you couldn’t stay civil for more than one minute. For the record, you don’t know WHAT I’ve done wit’ my money, honey, but since you into countin’ other people’s coins, I gave Mama plenty of money over the years and Aunt Blue refused anything I offered. I’ve also helped loads of folks, even when I didn’t have two damn dimes to rub together, unlike YOU, with your selfish ass. Who have you given anything to besides yourself?! Instead of you being grateful, you want to be dirty and act a damn fool! You over here living in squalor, smellin’ like you ain’t washed your behind in days, hair all over your head, and you knew we were coming two days ago! You might be crazy, heffa, but you know right from wrong!”

“Oh, here you go! Ms. Goody mothafuckin’ Two-Shoes! Like you ain’t never sell no pussy or suck no dick! You got—”

“Ayanna, get up and go to the car.”

“Ayanna, you keep yo’ ass right there on that couch! You need to see who your Aunt Iris really is, and I’m just the woman to show you!”

“Let me tell you somethin’, Lily. I ain’t never sold my ass, and if I did, I sure as hell would try to make sure I never had to do it again! You had a million and one chances but you decided to—”

“STOP IT!” Ayanna screamed, shaking her head as tears streamed down her face. “I told you I ain’t want to come here, Mama!”

“Mama? Why are you looking at her, calling her mama?” Lily’s face turned ashen, she looked downright appalled. Shocked, even. “You turned my child against me. I hope you drop dead, Iris!”

Iris jerked Ayanna’s arm, forcing her onto her feet. They said nothing more as she led her towards the door. She regretted giving into Mama’s request now. She regretted forcing Ayanna to come. She regretted so many things as she reached for the knob, angry tears stinging her eyes.

“You ain’t nevah had no troubles!” Lily railed as Iris opened the door. “It was me that had the burdens!”

Ayanna moved from around her.

“Iris had plenty of troubles! I hate you, Lily! Leave us alone!” Ayanna tearfully screamed, so loud, Iris barely resisted covering her ears.

Just as they were leaving, Iris turned around to close the door and saw Lily on the floor, clutching her shirt, crying and rocking, looking up at the ceiling as if waiting for God to come down Himself and save her. Iris got ready to slam it behind her and turn away, never to look back, but she was frozen. All she could do was stare at her sister as her heart beat painfully within her, and sadness merged with pure rage. Ayanna pulled at her shirt sleeve, but she turned towards the girl and kissed her cheek, leaving her outside the open door as she re-entered the apartment. Stepping over the debris once more, she looked down at her sister, who kept rocking back and forth, cradling her knees, sobbing.

“I miss Daddy too, Lily…”

Lily kept on rocking, quieter now, but crying her eyes out. She kept her eyes on the ceiling, maybe offering a silent plea.

Iris blinked back tears, then sat down on the floor next to her.

“I love you, Lily. God, help her! Lily, you’ve got a problem. You don’t act right! Something is wrong. There are people who can help you, just like Mama said. Please leave with me tonight. Please let me take you to the hospital!” She wrapped her arms around her sister and squeezed. Lily slowed her rocking, but then started mumbling, things Iris couldn’t understand.

Until she said…

“I’m the reason Daddy’s dead!”

She kept repeating it, getting it louder… and louder… and louder…

“Lily, no you’re not.” Iris released her and looked at her sister who was still staring at the ceiling. “He had a trucking accident. Someone crossed the median and he swerved and ended up turning over. You weren’t even there.”

“…I killed Daddy.” Lily sobbed, crying all the louder.

“Tell me why you think that?”

Lily trained bloodshot eyes on her.

“I asked Daddy for some money to go on that school trip to Atlanta.”

“Yeah, I remember when you wanted to go.”

“He said we didn’t have no money for that. I was upset with him, Iris. All of my friends and classmates were going. We weren’t poor. I didn’t understand why not. I didn’t want to be left out. I begged him. I told him I don’t ask for much, and the one time I do, he say we ain’t got the money. But he ain’t have no problem buying his beer and cigarettes. Things like that. I badgered him about it. He decided to work on his days off the following week, to help get the money. He didn’t tell Mama why he was doing it. It was supposed to be a surprise, ’cause he was going to get her a necklace she wanted, too, and something for you, but he never told me what. He said I put fire under him.” She smiled sadly.

“Lily, I’m confused. Daddy worked overtime all the time. You don’t know for sure it was that specific trip, because—”

“Oh, I know… ’cause right before he was gone, he left a note under my pillow that said: ‘Daddy wants you to go to Atlanta and see the Martin Luther King Jr. Historic Site, and the Fox Theater.’ I was the main reason he was going that week, Iris. He was tired. Exhausted. But he was going to go on ahead and do it, because I kept pushin’! And pushin’! And pushin’! All so he could give me what I wanted. He said he’d be back in three days, and he’d have the money for my trip … I read that note and was so excited. I ain’t tell you or Mama ’cause I wanted y’all to be surprised when he brought your gifts home in a few days. Then, you and I came home from school, and later that day, Mama came to us screamin’ he was dead! I ain’t never tell y’all! I knew it was me! I was the cause! I was to blame! I killed my daddy! IT WAS ME! I KILLED DADDY! I KILLED DADDY! I KILLED DADDY, IRIS! I KILLED HIM!”

Lily started shaking, screaming, cursing. She flailed about, and her eyes rolled back. Then, she jumped up and raced towards the kitchen, Iris hot on her heels. The woman pulled a knife from the water in the sink and put it up to her throat.

“Lily, no!”

Ayanna rushed in, shouting, while Iris grabbed the handle and wrestled it from Lily’s hand. The woman was strong, despite being malnourished. She finally pinned her sister to the wall and they both slid down onto the dirty floor. Iris wrapped her legs around her, her adrenaline soaring. She pushed the knife across the floor, away from them, and held tight to Lily, forcing her to stay put.

“Ayanna, call 911! Tell ’em your mother tried to self-harm!”

It seemed like an eternity before the police and paramedics arrived. Everything afterwards felt like one big, horrible blur. Her heart pounding, she followed the ambulance in her car, Ayanna by her side. Iris was sweating profusely as her nerves completely unraveled. Ayanna called Jude, at her request, and he volunteered to meet her over at the hospital after the girl explained the order of events, barely able to get the words out. Iris insisted he stay at home until she figured out what the hell was going on with her sister.

At last, they arrived at the infirmary.

After a couple of hours, one of the doctors approached and said her sister’s blood pressure was extremely low when was admitted. She was also dehydrated, and anemic. He asked the typical litany of questions. Was she a drug addict? Any unusual stress? And so on. Lily was soon transported to a psychiatric unit after they got her blood pressure up and pumped her with fluids. At nearly one in the morning, After Ayanna had fallen asleep on her shoulder in the psychiatric ward waiting area, a large African American nurse approached with a clipboard.

“Hi, baby,” the woman stated with a kind smile. “I’m Nurse Katherine. Are you Iris? Lily’s sister?”

“Yes, ma’am.” Iris dabbed at her eyes, careful to not wake Ayanna.

“I thought so. You sure are nice-looking. I know you probably hear that all the time. You two ladies look just alike… such pretty sisters.”

“Thank you.”

Nurse Katherine looked at Ayanna.

“I’ll be right back.”

She returned with a blanket and draped it around the girl, then sat down beside her, and spoke in a hushed tone.

“I’ll talk quietly so as not to wake the child. First of all, Lily is okay right now. She’s stable and resting.”

Iris breathed a sigh of relief.

“I saw in her information that she was actually scheduled to come here for an evaluation next week. She made the appointment herself.”

“Yes, she and our mother had a discussion, and apparently Lily agreed to it.”

“Mmm hmmm, okay.” The nurse started jotting down things. “Lily had filled out some online information for us, and if it’s okay, since she listed you and your mother as the closest kin and gave us consent to speak to either of you in the event of an emergency, can I get you to verify some information?”

“We’ve been estranged lately, ever since I got custody of her daughter, but I’ll try.”

“Okay, I understand. We’ll do the best we can.” First she verified Lily’s full name, date of birth and address. Then, she went in another direction. “Lily stated in the paperwork that she had her first memorable hallucinations at about age eleven. Does that sound about right to you?”

Iris shook her head. “I’m sorry, I really don’t know. If she did, she didn’t mention it to me. We were real close back then, but maybe she was scared to tell me.”

The nurse nodded in understanding.

“No problem. So, let me ask you something about family medical history.” The nurse went on to question her about any record of mental illness in their family, hereditary diseases, learning disorders and what not.

“I can’t think of anything like that. I know we had a great uncle who had a drinking and drug problem, and a few of our cousins, too, but that’s all I can really recall. Oh, wait. I do have a little cousin, Kevon. He’s my cousin Anthony’s son. He was diagnosed with ADHD and manic episodes, I think they said.”

“Okay, that’s just fine. Let’s talk about the family life, your home.” The nurse adjusted her glasses. “Now, let’s see here, Lily said that your father was a truck driver, and your mother a homemaker. She stated that her father died in a vehicular accident while working.”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“Lily said she was molested by someone but refused to name them on her paperwork. She said it happened at age nine.”

Iris felt her heart plummet to her feet.

“I… I didn’t know. She never told me about it.”

“She said she felt the urge to hurt herself around fifteen…”

“Yes, Mama said she went through a brief period where she’d bang her head. I saw her do it once, but Mama said it was more times than that. Tonight though… She… she put… a knife to her neck and started to cut.” Iris moaned and blinked back tears. The terror she felt at that moment, of seeing Lily slicing into her neck, she’d not soon forget.

“It’s all right, Iris. I know. We’ve got a copy of the police report from tonight.” The nurse spoke about these atrocious things in such a calm and soothing voice. It helped relax her a bit. “Lily stated she doesn’t recall having sex with anyone when she became pregnant with her daughter and thought maybe she was like the virgin Mary…”

“What? Lily went through a stage where she was sleeping with a lot of men, so that’s not true. She always got a lot of attention from guys, and men would sometimes use her.”

“Mmm hmm, okay. Would you say your sister is impulsive?”

“Very. It seems like every other day when we were in our twenties, she would have a new idea, start on it, then not finish, and she started getting real moody, too. She’d go and do dangerous things without thinking it through, like hitchhiking, and meeting people she didn’t know in bad parts of town.”

“Got it.” The nurse kept writing notes.

“Does Lily have any more children?”

“No. She got her tubes tied.”

“Okay, yes, I see that now,” The nurse flipped to another page, checked it out, then flipped back to where she’d been reading previously. “Lily stated she felt religious at age nineteen or so, and studied the Bible. She considered becoming a minister. Would you say she became highly religious?”

“I don’t remember anything like that.” Iris shrugged. “But she could be telling the truth. Even though we used to tell each other everything, I realize that some stuff, she kept a secret.” She batted away tears.

“Lily stated she began drinking a lot at sixteen, and smoking marijuana at around age twenty-one.”

“Yes, we both did for a period of time. I stopped after a few months. I actually had gotten caught with it and ended up in trouble. I was never heavily into it anyway. It gave me headaches sometimes. She kept on though. It got to the point where she had to drink every single day, and I rarely saw her without some weed.”

“Since you’ve brought yourself up, I hope you don’t mind me asking you this. Have you ever had bouts of depression?”

Iris turned to fully face her, confused.

“You already asked me about family mental illness.”

“Yes, I did, honey, but feeling depressed sometimes is not seen as a mental illness, especially if it’s not what we call Dysthymia, which is chronic or major depression. There are things like seasonal depression, for example. Meaning, it has a direct cause and effect, and it goes away in time.”

“Oh.” She swallowed. “Well, yes, I’ve been depressed in my life every now and again…”

“Mmm hmm, okay, what about your mother?”

Iris began to feel prickly and put on the spot. She wanted to grab her purse and walk away. Why was the spotlight on her? Why weren’t they helping her sister instead of asking these invasive questions? She looked down at the floor.

Deep down, she knew why. I’ve got to be honest. I can’t shut myself off like this. I’m trying to raise my niece to face the truth and be brave. I have to lead by example. Don’t matter if she’s asleep. I know what I’ve done and not done, regardless of whether her eyes are open or not. I’ve got to break the cycle…

“Yes. Mama suffered from depression for years, according to her therapist.”

“Anyone else in the family?”

“Probably, I just can’t confirm any of it. We’ve been through a lot as a family, especially after Daddy died.”

The nurse patted her hand.

“That’s understandable. Iris, don’t think that I or anyone else in this facility is judging you, all right? I could tell by how you looked a second ago, you were uncomfortable, and maybe even getting defensive, but you kept your composure. You’re used to being in control? Collected?”

“Yes.”

“You are the one who always helps everyone else?”

“Yes.”

“You’ve got a savior complex?”

“What’s that?”

“Where you think you have to jump in and help people all the time, tell them what they’re doing wrong, give them advice, tell them how to live their lives, but you genuinely want to help. There’s no ill will involved. It’s not like you’re trying to bash them—that’s something else altogether. Your heart is in the right place, and you love hard.”

“I do.”

“The problem comes in when maybe you resent them if they don’t seem appreciative? Or, God forbid, they turn around and do the same ol’ mess again. That really gets your goat, don’t it, baby?”

“Damn. You all in my head. Yes, ma’am. It sounds bad, doesn’t it?”

The nurse chuckled and rubbed her back.

“Don’t beat yourself up, baby. I’m like that, too. That’s why I went into nursing. I think I even had a touch of what is called a martyr complex, when I was younger.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, I saw the behavior modeled in my home as a child, so I thought it was normal. Basically, Iris, it is when someone often plays victim when things don’t go the way they wanted, or they want to shine light on all the great things they’ve done, while others have done little to nothin’ for them in return. It’s a skewed way of thinking. It’s manipulative, too. However, like I said, it’s often a learned behavior. I went into nursing with that same attitude. Thinkin’ I could do right by folks, and they’d just love the ground I walk on. Silly me, nursing is a thankless job. So, I just started thanking myself instead.” Iris smiled at that. “I either do this job from the heart, baby, or don’t do it all. I don’t need nobody to thank me but God, and He does every time He wakes me up in the mornin’ to see another day.”

“Amen.”

“Okay, sweetheart, back to your sister, here. Lily claims to have had participated in prostitution. Did you know about that?”

“I never saw it firsthand, but I knew she was doing it. From my understanding, that was years ago, but it happened all the same. I tried to talk to her about it at the time, and offered to help, but it turned into a big argument. Lily has never liked being told what to do. I was worried about her, so I definitely said something.”

“Okay. Are you aware of any substance abuse problems she’s had with the exception of marijuana and alcohol?”

“Thankfully, I’ve never heard or seen any evidence of her doin’ anything hard, like cocaine or heroin.”

“Okay,” The nurse wrote some more on her pad. “Lily said she was the victim of a sexual assault by multiple men while attending a party, at age twenty-four. She never reported the crime. Are you aware of this sexual assault?”

“…I never heard about it… God…”

Iris snatched a tissue from her purse and began to dab at her eyes. She was screaming on the inside… falling to pieces on the inside… being torn apart, from the inside…

“You need a minute, honey?”

“No, I’m fine.”

“Okay. We’re almost finished. Lily said she was in a relationship with a man in which domestic violence occurred four years ago. Is that true?”

“Yes,” Iris stated tearfully. “That happened more than once, actually.”

The nurse kept going down the line, writing things and checking boxes.

“Lily said sometimes she hears voices…” Lily said… Lily said… Lily said…

The horrid catalog of instances, circumstances, and offenses went on and on. A laundry list of mishaps, misunderstandings, stretches of the truth, possible lies that Lily honestly believed, and gut-wrenching occurrences. Iris corroborated what she could and admitted what she could not. When it was all said and done, the nurse leaned in and held her. For a split second, it felt like Grandma was holding her, too. The nurse had a comparable smile, and their voices sounded similar, too. Finally, the woman got to her feet.

“Thank you for the information, Iris. You can go now. Lily needs to stay here, but I’m sure you already figured that out. We don’t share this information with anyone who isn’t authorized, so no worries about you and Lily’s privacy being protected.”

“You’re welcome, and thank you… thank you for being nice to me tonight.”

“Honey, you’ve had a rough night. I wouldn’t know any other way to be. Now don’t you worry. Lily is in good hands. Like I told you, your sister is resting. We’re hoping to give her a full psych evaluation over the next few days, and then, if the doctor deems her competent, she can give consent to make you privy to the results. That can take a few weeks. She only gave permission for you to be contacted in case of an emergency, but not to be told anything regarding a possible diagnosis.”

“I understand.”

“Again, she does have you and your mother listed as people to contact. So, I can’t imagine her refusing to share the findings, but you know these things aren’t etched in stone.”

“She has a lot of hostility towards me.”

“Iris, depending on what the cause of your sister’s behavior is, it may have little to nothin’ to do with you. You see, when I came out here, I mentioned how much you two look alike. Yes, she’s skinny as a spaghetti noodle, the poor child ain’t been eating, and you’re thin too, although healthy—but I can see the resemblance. Strong. That means she can also see what I see. She could be lashing out at herself through you. You’re like a mirror. You’re what she felt she could have been, had she not had to deal with all of these traumas and psychological wars inside of herself. If I were a betting woman, I would place my money on that. Lily is exhausted. She’s been fighting this her entire life. She don’t hate you, honey. She loves you. She hates herself. Don’t take her words personally. Everything she may have said to you that was nasty and mean, she was probably sayin’ to herself. These sorts of things are rarely what they seem.”

Iris had never thought of that. The nurse’s words did give her a sense of hope.

“We’ll let you know what Dr. Riverton says by the end of the week, okay?”

“Okay, thank you, Ms. Katherine.”

“You’re welcome, honey. Go home and get some sleep. We’ll be in touch.” And then, the nurse walked away.

Iris nudged Ayanna awake, took her hand, and walked out of the hospital. She had to call Mama and Aunt Blue and tell them everything that had happened. First though, she wanted to get Ayanna in bed. There would be no school tomorrow. She planned to call her teachers and have Ayanna work online. There was no way she could send that child off after what she’d just endured. After she got Ayanna settled, and hugged on her real good, she wanted to disappear behind her bedroom door, crawl into her bed, and have a good cry.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


In Contempt of Court
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The wind whipped around Jude as he rode his motorcycle and dark thoughts took over for a few moments.

When the dust settles, and the world grows quiet with a sense of false peace, evil awakens. Don’t ever forget this: Malevolent minds never rest. Wickedness uses that exhale of relief from the naïve, to plan and plot, then crawl towards its oblivious prey, and burrow beneath the hems of shadows, lying in wait…

As he drove, he reminisced on what had happened in recent days, to lift his mood for a minute. The last few weeks had been downright manic, although he was built for such hectic times. Everything had been quite interesting. Such as joining Iris at the little shop nestled between a lackluster bakery and vape store to hire a wedding coordinator and peruse decorations. Or, calling her old minister back in Memphis to ask him to perform the wedding ceremony. Then, meeting her Aunt Blue and Mama for the first time at that same little shop filled with expensive centerpieces and overpriced cake toppers.

He’d figured the encounter with the two ladies would be awkward. Not for him, but for them. After all, he was no stranger to getting side-eyes and second glances. There he was, a White man covered in tattoos, arriving at the place in his vehicle, the biggest truck he could find in the damn city, blasting ‘Cold Beer Calling My Name’ by Jameson Rodgers and Luke Combs, in the middle of a Black neighborhood with no fucks given. If one were to look him up on paper, Jude reckoned any woman’s loved ones worth their salt would be none too pleased that he didn’t come from the best of backgrounds. He wasn’t squeaky clean, far from an angel, and the Devil knew him by name. On top of it all, he tested his luck because Iris was the only woman he gave a damn about making a good impression with her kinfolk.

So, he found himself surrounded by glitter and gold, fairytale and romance shit, and told two of the most important women in his lady’s life that he was requesting their permission to have her hand in marriage. Well, he’d marry her come hell or high water, but it would always be better to have their blessing. Iris found it amusing he’d actually asked for her hand.

Luckily, Iris had talked a big game about him, and she was right about her mama—the woman was sweet as honey and spoke real soft and light. Aunt Blue, on the other hand, was the polar opposite, and he liked her even more.

What had started out as awkward became a fun experience, with all of them cracking up and enjoying lunch at a steakhouse afterwards. His treat. Iris had been rather gregarious, talking about his brewery—she’d been impressed the couple of times she’d come through and seen it with her own eyes. He’d been slowly stepping back from the life and had more time on his hands as of late, but the transition wasn’t exactly smooth. He was a dealer down to his damn bones. He was good at something that he now hated. Ain’t God funny? Nevertheless, it was time to pass the torch so he could light a new one, with Iris.

He returned his focus to the task at hand… dangling his hatred of a certain someone before him like a carrot…

Placing his EarPods in his ears, listening to Disturbed’s, ‘The Sound of Silence,’ he pulled up to the abandoned barn as the sun started to set. Turning the music up to high volume, he parked his bike around the back of the shed, got off it, and opened the rusty lock on the rundown gray and red doors.

The filtering of sun rays and glints of dust looked like bits of diamond dust as the weak structure was bathed in the outside light. Jude walked about the enclosure, mists of cool zephyr forming with every breath. He checked out the old cars inside the ramshackle construction, as well as the vintage gas station signs, ancient illegal equipment for making alcohol, and a number of mechanical odds and ends from the 1960s, ’70s, and 80s. Jude had bought this plot of land seven years prior. It was overrun with wreckage and had become a dumping ground. He got it cleaned up and wasn’t surprised to discover that it was rich with history, and he was drawn to this desolate place like a moth to a flame. He saved everything that had been in the barn, right where it belonged. He’d even kept a timeworn riding lawnmower in the back, along with old cars that Cain would purchase from auctions. Making his way there, he picked up one of the containers of gasoline with his gloved hands.

He went to an old 2001 silver Honda and swiped a thick layer of dust from the door handle. Cain had picked this baby up off the street. It had no Vin number, and the bookkeeping was sketchy. He went into prison before he could have it completely fixed and sell it. Popping the hood, he put in fresh oil, and gave it a quick look over. Minutes later, he had the engine roaring, the gas tank full, and his duffle bag of supplies in the backseat. He drove away, a fresh cigarette lit and arms outside the window. The sweet day gone, superseded by the icy kiss of the night. He played one of Cain’s favorite songs, ‘Wild Thing,’ by A Spartan Will Rise, on his phone as he trekked the backroads. After a while, he was in East Nashville.

Those backroads were replaced with city streets lined with hole-in-the-wall Chinese restaurants, four pump gas stations with bars and glass partitions, twenty-four-hour car washes notorious for drug dealing, and corner stores that sold blunt papers and Lucys.

Judge entered Trinity Hills and pulled up to a bar, El Torero, frequented by a motherfucker he loved to hate. It had once been a rhythm and blues joint back in the 1980’s and ’90’s, but the gangs had taken over, and claimed it as their own. He sat in the parking lot, tossed his cigarette out the window, and turned off the engine. The loud muffler backfired, then settled. He adjusted his bulletproof vest under his shirt, then reached in his jacket, and pulled out a black face mask. Casually sliding it on, he exited the car and strolled in the place.

“Today seems like a good day to die!” Jude roared as he held up two semi-automatic weapons and sprayed the damn spot like a firefighter.

Deafening screams echoed throughout the joint, and people scattered, running for their lives out the door as Jude approached a motherfucker towards the back known as Juárez Garcia—street name, El Perro del Infierno, or Hell Dog. By the time the guy realized what was happening, it was too damn late. Jude moved like a tornado, machine guns blasting, and peppered Perro’s minions with an avalanche of bullets. Many reached for their guns and shot back, but either missed, or were too damn slow.

They all fall down…

Jude kept his back against a wall, looking in all directions, shooting, re-loading, and starting again. Meanwhile, Baby Bash’s, ‘Certified Freak’ blasted in the saloon.

BAM!

Jude shot Perro’s gun out of his hand.

“Who the fuck are you?! Do you know who I am?!” Perro yelled, blood pouring from his fingers.

Jude grabbed the motherfucker, yanking him off the platform the stocky guy had been standing on. Dragging the infamous El Perro del Infierno by the neck across the floor, he brought the son of a bitch outside and tossed him in the passenger’s seat, but not before taking out a couple more folks brave enough to try and save their leader. Now, the dust was clearing… and the music kept playing. The blood bath was a work of art. As Jude kept a careful eye on his surroundings, he relished the fact people were either dead or gone off the premises, and even considering a call to the police in such a situation was laughable. Nothing in there but gang bangers and hookers.

Jude removed all the fucker’s guns and knives from his body, then began to punch him in the face until blood sprayed everywhere. The man was a tough cookie; he refused to yell out or beg, despite now having a broken nose and split lip. Jude tossed one of the weapons in the backseat and tucked the other under his arm. Then, he jammed a pair of socks in Perro’s mouth, placed a black pillowcase over his head, and zip-tied his hands.

As Jude tore out of there like a bat of Hell, the man groaned and started knocking his head against the window.

“If you don’t shut the fuck up,” Jude stated calmly after he slipped the mask off his head and tossed it in the back of the car with his other shit, “I’m going to shove this gun in your ugly face and blow your fuckin’ brains out. Now, try me. I think you know who I am by now, and I’m certain you know how this is going to end…”

They left the hood, and returned to the hills and valleys of Jude’s youth. Green grass, sweet air, mountains in the distance. God’s most perfect canvas, under a blanket of moonlight. A sense of peace came over him. This is my last hoorah. I’m going out like a G…

Soon, he had Perro out the car, the headlights beaming to usher in more light for the festivities. He had the fucker kneel in front of the vehicle, on the grass, then snatched the pillowcase off and removed the sock out of his mouth, but kept him restrained. The man coughed violently, his dark eyes bloodshot, and his nose was covered in smeared blood. Jude lit a cigarette and blew out rings of smoke.

“Judge…” the guy finally uttered in a thick Spanish accent.

“Mmm hmmm.” Jude pointed his gun at him, and waved it. “Here comes the Judge…Today, we have the defendant, Juárez Garcia. Also known as Hell dawg!” He tooted his lips towards the moon and howled. “El Perro del Infierno. How do you plead?”

“I… I don’t understand. My English is no good. No bueno…”

“Ohhhh… all right. I empathize and sympathize, amigo. Well, my Spanish is kinda rusty, but I’ve busted some nuts in a few señoritas’ mouths, and in that time, I’ve picked up a thing or two. Let’s try this: ¿Cómo se declara, Motherfucker?”

“¿Cómo se declara? Huh?” Jude shot into the air. “Ahhh! Innocent! I’m innocent!”

“Well, looky here! Now, all of a sudden, you can speak English like a motherfuckin’ pro. Clear as a bell. We got Shakespeare in the fuckin’ house tonight, ladies and gentlemen. Take a seat for the show. It’s a fuckin’ miracle!” Jude cackled. “You plead innocent, huh? Well, here comes the prosecution. Let me list your charges… You sent orders to kill Hook, one of my guys, four years ago. That’s conspiracy. Hook is dead. So now, we’re up to second-degree murder. Two charges down, more to go… You got Charlie locked up. That’s perjury because, number three, you lied to get ’em there, after setting them up. You took two of my best guys away from me, all because you wanted my turf and I wouldn’t give it to you. That’s two charges of first-degree murder, so now, we’re up to five. You thought you and your boys were going to ride up in here, in my world, and take over. It didn’t happen like that, and well, you got mad.” He took a drag of his cigarette and exhaled the smoke.

“That’s not what happened! Charlie tried to take over! He double crossed you!”

“Charlie wasn’t tryna take over shit!” Jude rolled his eyes, as silly as it was. “I’m going to need you to try ’nd come up with better stories, somethin’ more convincing. Maybe you should talk to the writers of Real Housewives of Atlanta. Now that’s some scriptwriting, right?” Jude giggled. “My lady watches that shit… and I’m forced to sit there and endure it, but I tell you what, boy, that’s some good drama, ain’t it?! Anyway, back to your case here. Next on the list is what you did to poor Paul. That’s number six. Class A felony. That’s the exact moment you wrote a check that your ass couldn’t cash, partner.”

“Judge! Hold on! Those White guys weren’t fucking mine! I heard the rumors going around that you thought I sent them, but I didn’t!”

“Motherfucker, when I checked their phones, they had your name all in ’em!” The man hung his head. Blood dripped from his face onto his clothes. “I’m the Judge! I ALWAYS look at the evidence. I need proof! Receipts, as the young folk say. Paul’s gotta take like eight different medications now, on account of you. So, that’s five more charges we can tack on, equaling eleven: attempted murder times two, attempted theft times two, and one count of attempted kidnappin’. Them boys of yours tried to cart me off to go shoppin’ in my own truck, at my own crib, and my own trap houses. Ain’t that ’bout a bitch?”

“I didn’t do that shit. I didn’t send them there!”

Jude shook his head, then laughed.

“The preponderance of evidence, Perro, shows otherwise. I haven’t even gotten to the most disrespectful charge of all. You went after my blood brother.”

The man seemed confused. His face was covered in sweat, and he kept blinking as it dripped down to his eyes.

“Cain almost lost his damn eye. You’ve got three more charges from Judge Jude. Two assault charges, with attempted murder. Fourteen counts, motherfucker. You couldn’t talk your way out of this if you said it in five different languages. You sent those boxers after my best friend… my kin. The only person at the time on this planet, who had my back. Oh, hold on now,” He held up his finger and chuckled. “Fifteen counts… Almost let you off on the extortion charge, because you tried to get money out of him. You’ve done just about every damn thing you could to take me and my brother down, and when it was just me, you thought it would be easier, but it wasn’t. You fucked with the wrong man, motherfucker. You’re like an incurable disease. You just keep comin’ and getting worse and worse, and the only way to get rid of it is to kill it with fire.”

“Come on, Judge!!!” The guy was pleading and blubbering now. Every time he did so, it made Jude all the angrier.

“Hold your damn head up and pull yourself together. Take it like a man. Don’t act all delicate on me now, fine as frog hair. I know you were the shit in Mexico. I know you pulled weight. But see, you crossed the border and thought you could take over here, too. Some of y’all think we’re dumb. You think you can swindle us and get over. I already got your house surrounded wit’ with some of my boys right this second, and some of your other spots in case they figure it all out and try something. I’ve been plannin’ this shit since the moment I walked into Paul’s house and saw what you’d gone and done. Us country boys, those of us down here in the trenches, we’ll die for ours, señor. We bleed red, white, and motherfuckin’ blue twenty-four-seven. I’m country-er than cornbread, motherfucker. My daddy is Appalachian. I know you’ve heard of my mama and daddy, you piece of shit. Their blood runs through my veins, and I’m a chip off the ol’ crooked block. This is my town! I tried to keep the peace. I kept tellin’ you to back the fuck off, but you mistook my kindness for weakness.”

“No, I didn’t! No, it wasn’t like that, Jude! They did it on their own! Let’s talk this shit out. I can—”

“I didn’t want to start a war, but you did, and so now, señor, I’m going to end it.”

“PLEASE!” Perro tried to move forward and fell off onto his side. “Judge! I didn’t know they did that to Cain! If I’d known, I would’ve stopped them!”

“Lies… more perjury. Geesh… still lyin’ in a court of law. Shame, shame, shame. You know what’s funny? I was finna retire.” He chuckled mirthlessly. Perro stared at him with shock all over his face. “Yeah, I got big plans, but see, I was leaving my crew a nice, big inheritance. Like a good father should. As you know, the GDs are now in the mix, too. You brought that on yourself. Things got kinda messy for you, didn’t they?” Jude laughed.

Perro slowly closed his eyes.

“Judge… Let me… let me plead my case.”

“Oh, no, sir.” Jude sneered and shook his head. “You in my courtroom now. Mano a mano, just you and me, baby. The jury has been excused, and you had a chance to shut the fuck up and leave well enough alone fifty-’leven times! I can’t have you hangin’ around, still barkin’ orders that disrupt the apple cart. You’re disturbing the food chain, my friend. We’re all sharks,” Jude raised his hands and shrugged, “heartless folks. I’ll give you that. I’m no better than you, ’cept for the fact that I don’t shit where I eat. I don’t fuck up another man’s hustle because of my own insecurity, and I don’t try and Christopher Columbus someone, take their damn land and claim it as mine, then expect a big ol’ chicken dinner wit’ all the fixin’s for it! Sharks, motherfucker! That’s what we are! And you keep tossing goldfish and guppies in the tank, muckin’ it up. You keep nippin’ at my fins. Worst of all, you didn’t even have the balls to deal with me man to man. You kept sending in your troops, and I took ’em down…” He seethed.

“No, no, no… I—”

“Sí, sí, sí, motherfucker! You got angry when my guys retaliated, for some shit YOU had started. I didn’t start this shit, Perro. You did. But I’m damn sure going to finish it. Gotta send a message… you know how this goes. I want you to remember that. The pie was big enough for all of us, but you were greedy, and jealous of the money I was making, as well as the respect I have in these parts. I earned that shit. I worked for it! And if you think I was going to let a slimy, greasy motherfucker like you crawl and slither on through and take my kingdom, you were out of your rabid ass mind. Oh, and just so you know, there’s no such thing as loyalty. I’m sure you want to know how I found you…

“I was patient like you wouldn’t believe, and patience really isn’t my forte. Guess how I tracked you down? You’ve got a rat in your group.” He smiled with glee as the man’s eyes turned to slits. “I paid someone in your own camp to give me your whereabouts. Some people are so quick to turn on you. Hell, dog eat dog world. That’s why Diablo wasn’t there at the bar tonight.” Jude grinned big and wide when he saw the shock on Perro’s face. “Yeah… your main man saw this as an opportunity. He’s probably writin’ his acceptance speech right this damn minute. Now, he can slide right into your spot and take over as leader. You’ve been replaced, even before you’ve been erased.”

The last bit of hope seemed to evaporate right then and there from the man’s eyes.

“NO! I will disappear, okay?! You’ll never see me again!”

“I promise, you’re gonna disappear regardless.” Jude chuckled.

“Why… why are you doin’ this, Judge? You coulda just sent someone to get me… Someone who wouldn’t have recognized you.” The man’s words slurred. “Now, they’ll come after you. They’ll know it was you, motherfucker. They’ll know…”

“Well, it’s interesting you say that. See, I told Cain I would handle you personally. Now, as far as anyone knowin’ it’s me, I highly doubt that, sir. See, this here car has a fake registration outta state. Secondly, nobody would ever think I’d get my own hands dirty, this late in the game. Like you said, once you get to our status, well, we’re like Charles Manson! We have others do the work.” He chuckled. “We just plan it all out. Difference ’tween you and me though is that I like to get down and dirty. It’s a pleasure. And because of that, because someone would really have to know me to understand this about me,” Jude crouched down, cocked his head to the side, and looked the bastard in the eyes, “they’ll believe it could be anyone that snuffed you.

“In fact, why do you think I waited so gotdamn long and didn’t jump on you months ago when you got your claws first in Paul, then Cain?”

He could see the fear and realization shine across the man’s face.

“Yeah, I held off, made it seem like I needed the GDs for protecting my turf. I don’t need their damn protection for my trap houses, motherfucker. I gave that shit to them. Free and clear. Several of ’em are now friends of Cain. It was a pretty sweet deal if you ask me. So, I beg to disagree, Perro. Nobody is gonna look my way because on top of all of that, I’ve got an alibi. Right now, I’m visiting Cain in prison. My cousin looks a hell of a lot like me. Rob is his name. He’s a nice boy, but still a fuckin’ Cooper down to his bones. We’re so proud of him!” He chuckled. “He drove my truck to the prison, has on my clothes, my watch, has my cellphone, the whole nine. We even put a temporary black star tattoo on his face. He’s a great guy… graduated from college and everything. He’s on a million cameras, walkin’ around, lookin’ just like his big cousin, Jude. He has my I.D., dyed his hair black, cut it just like mine, and grew his beard out just for this special occasion. So, how can I be in two places at one fuckin’ time?”

“FUCK YOU!!!”

“Awww, it’s sinkin’ in now, huh? You’re up shit’s creek. I’m good, buddy. In fact, you got a lot of enemies: Gizmo, down there in Houston, Jason, Armont, Tyrell, the entire GD East Tennessee gang, the Memphis Maniacs… I heard about the number you pulled on them a few months ago. A few of them Neo Nazi boys ran you outta dodge too, called you all kinds of beaners and what not… Oh, and you have one more enemy, I almost forgot. Your mama. She wishes she had swallowed you with a little salsa on the side.” He grinned.

“FUCK YOU, FUCK YOU, FUCK YOU!!!”

Jude got back to his feet and aimed the gun. “You’re the last crossword puzzle… Señor El Perro del Infierno. You have been found guilty of all charges. I sentence you to Hell, where all good hell dogs such as yourself belong. You’re going home, sweet home, but not Alabama!!!”

BOOM! BOOM!

Jude shot the fucker twice in the head. Dropping his gun to his side, he took a moment to appreciate the clean holes he’d made, then hopped in the car. He backed it up, pulled it into the barn and parked it. Getting out, he grabbed the canister of gasoline he’d used earlier, and sprinkled the dead man with its contents before tossing his cigarette over the bastard, igniting a flame that turned into a flesh burning inferno…

This is for Cain, ’cause he’s able. This is for Paul, for he’s revered. This is for me… Jude, for I am judicious…What a perfect retirement gift for the Judge.

These are the rules of the game. Break them and die.

Court is adjourned…
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CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The Gift of Flawed Perfection
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I said I wasn’t gonna help, but I have to. I guess Nurse Katherine was right about me…

Iris wrapped her arms around Lark and squeezed. The woman’s entire body rattled and shook, emotions running high. Lil’ Peep’s, ‘Right Here,’ played on low from Lark’s phone.

“It’s going to be all right,” Iris reassured as she pulled back and looked into Lark’s eyes. This time, she didn’t bristle from the sight of the woman’s swollen black eye.

Tom had become pissy drunk, they’d gotten into it, and he hit her square in the face. He was full of apologies the following morning, but this time, Lark wasn’t swayed. Once the kids were off to school, after Tom had gone to his brother’s, she packed her and her children’s belongings, and headed to a motel. Her sister had changed her mind and stayed in Kentucky to be with a man she’d met online, so Lark had to do it all by herself. Iris assured her that she could.

“Now, you take this.” Iris pulled out a wad of cash and placed it in Lark’s hand, closing the woman’s fingers around it. Lark looked down at the money, sobbing hard, and then her eyes almost popped out of her head.

“Oh, my goodness. I can’t take all this money, Iris! Oh my God!”

“Girl, Jude gave it to me. I told him what was going on, and I ain’t even ask for nothin’, and before I knew it, he said, ‘Give this to your friend so she can leave that man, and not look back.’ Now I mean it—take it. He insisted.”

Lark sniffed, then nodded as she shoved the cash in her jeans pocket.

“You got you a real good man, Iris. I’m glad y’all together.” She hung her head.

“He is a good man, Lark. He ain’t perfect. Nobody is, but he’s perfect for me. One day, when the time is right, you’re going to meet a good man, too. But first, you have to get you and your children settled, and be okay being by yourself.”

Lark nodded in understanding. “I was a little jealous that he wanted you and not me. It wasn’t nothin’ racist, or anythin’ like that.”

“Don’t even bring that up, Lark. Jaquanda was just trying to start some mess.”

“I know, but I felt mighty bad about it. Word spread fast at work that you and Jude were an item, and Jaquanda tried to say I was just mad ’cause I felt like since Jude is White, he should’ve wanted me more than you, because I’m the preference, whatever that means, and I feel like deep down I’m superior to you.” Lark started crying again, harder now. “That wasn’t it at all! I hated that she told you that!”

“Lark, you are giving this more time and attention than it deserves. You have bigger fish to fry. She always got something negative to say with no facts behind it, so I always take what she says with a grain of salt. For someone who barely comes into work, she sho’ gotta lot to say about what’s goin’ on around there.” They both had a chuckle at that. “I know it wasn’t no race mess, Lark. This was strictly about two women who are friends, havin’ a crush on the same man. Race ain’t have nothing to do with it.”

“Right, and I’m tellin’ you the truth when I say I am so doggone happy for you two, Iris. I can tell y’all really in love. He’s got it all… looks, money, and he’s real good to ya. You deserve it, I mean, you deserve him, but you bet not leave me all alone just yet. Besides, you need me to throw you an amazing bachelorette party!”

They both burst out laughing.

“I know that’s right. No matter where I go in this world, you and I will always be friends. You can throw a shindig like no other. I gotta go, but before I do, show me some love. Give me a big ol’ hug, girl.” The two embraced, squeezing each other hard. “Now, remember what I said. Stay here in this motel with the kids for a few days to collect your thoughts. Don’t take his calls. Go see that apartment I told you about, and let the landlord know you got the deposit, in cash. That way, they won’t have to fool with your credit. I’m getting my credit together right now, and it’s looking good. Jude got the car in my name now, so that helps, and I’m working with an agency to finish repairing my credit so I can get my shop up and running with no problems.”

“You are amazing, Iris. Yeah, I want to call that credit agency, too, once I get into my new place.”

“You do that. Text me when you’re ready.” Iris turned to leave. “Call me tonight so I can double check that you’re okay.”

“Iris?”

“Yes, honey?”

“I just want to let you know… that uh… you’re the only real friend I’ve ever had.” The woman’s lower lip trembled as she clutched her pocket filled with the wad of cash and fell apart, sobbing. “Right now, I feel so scared, but… because of you, I feel free and like a big weight is off my shoulders. You told me that when you left your ex-husband, you didn’t have any money, either. You said you had no idea if you were coming or going, and then, your sister moved here for a job, and you felt even more alone. Then, down the line, you discovered that Lily was havin’ troubles, and you had to go through all that mess to try and get Ayanna. You left your nice apartment, just as you were starting over in the single life, and you came here, sacrificing it all to take care of her.

“You had to move to a town you ain’t want to come to, work at a job that really is beneath your skillset if you ask me, and yet, you did it all, with no complaints. You’re a role model to me. I know we’re only two years apart in age, but you’re more than a friend. You’re like a big sister, too.”

“Lark, don’t you stand there and make me cry.” Iris dabbed at her eyes.

“I’ve been through a lot. Some of it I brought on myself. I look for love in all the wrong places,” she laughed mirthlessly, “but I thank God for bringing you into my life, and I hope one day, I can help you as much as you’ve helped me, Iris.”

“You’re helpin’ me right now…”

“How am I helping you?”

“You’re helpin’ me by being a friend who has the heart to tell me that something I said or did made a difference. That requires placing pride aside. That’s what life’s about, baby. It ain’t about passing judgment on folks to make ourselves feel better, or just wanting to be right all the time. I had to learn that the hard way, ’cause the same things I thought about other people, someone out there could’ve been thinking about me, too. We’re all flawed perfection.”

“I like that,” Lark smiled sadly. “Flawed perfection.”

“Life ain’t always fun, so we got to help each other out from time to time. It’s about being an ear, offering time, sometimes resources. Lark, some days you’ve made me laugh when I was having a horrible time of it. You have no idea. I needed that. Somehow, you’d say just the right thing, at just the right time, and I was able to put things back into perspective. Don’t ever think you ain’t helped me because you have. You have a light about you, a way of making people feel better, and it comes to you naturally.” The woman’s cheeks plumped with a smile. “It’s about being positive and uplifting ’cause Lord knows I’ve needed an ear and upliftment, too. I need it right now… a good prayer.” Iris blinked back tears as she thought about Lily, and some other troubles, too.

“Well, we’ll just have to pray for each other, now don’t we?”

“Yes, indeed. My daddy was right, Lark. He sometimes quoted the Bible when I would be down in the dumps. He’d look at me and say, ‘Raise your chin, girl. Stand straight.’ She tilted Lark’s chin upward, and shook her elbows to force her to stand erect. I’d look up at him, this tall man that he was, and I’d lift my chin, and put my shoulders back. Then, my daddy would say, ‘Weeping may endure for a night, but joy comes in the morning…’ I repeated that in my head when I left my husband—the man who told me I ain’t have nowhere to go, that nobody would want me, and all sorts of stuff to keep me afraid to walk out that door. It worked for a little bit, but not long. He was holding me back. I had to go, fear be damned.

“I repeated those words in my head, Lark, when my sister, my most favorite person in the whole wide world for most of my life, was fallin’ apart right in front of me. I repeated that in my head when my Mama shut down, and refused to look me in the eye, and tell her story, year after year. She suffered in silence. Mama was going crazy on the inside. Lily was going crazy on the outside. I was going crazy, too, but focusing on other people, so I wouldn’t have to focus on my own pain. I was going crazy, above and below. It’s easier to look at the raindrops falling on other folks’ heads, point and laugh, put them down, rather than focus on the torrential flood inside of ourselves. That was me… hurtin’ deep, thinking deep down maybe I wasn’t smart enough, or pretty enough, to obtain my dreams. My self-esteem was in the trash after my divorce, sinking me to an all-time low. I didn’t trust men as far as I could throw them. I was completely turned off. I ain’t have no money, couldn’t start my boutique because the man I trusted had spent all of my savings, didn’t want to use my cosmetology degree and open a hair salon either, so that was a waste. I also didn’t have no other formal schoolin’. I felt like a failure. But then, I repeated Daddy’s words, honey…”

“That joy was coming!”

“That’s right! I repeated the words in my head when Ayanna came home with me, and the first night with me, she tore her room up that I had painted and decorated for her, and cussed me out to boot. I knew that situation would change, and it did. Ayanna was just an itty bitty girl then. She was afraid! She needed stability and reassurance, proof that she was loved and cared for. It wasn’t easy, but me and that child have made it through. That’s what you need, too, and God, your children and me, honey, are that proof that you are loved beyond measure, Lark. You are a recovering addict who hasn’t had a relapse in years. That shows you were built for this. That ain’t easy.”

Lark nodded as she cried silently, holding herself.

“Don’t be afraid, girl. God gave you every tool you need to make a wrong thing go right. Your success in life is not dependent or contingent on your past, your sister being here or not, or Tom. It’s dependent on YOU. God ain’t bring you this far to leave you. You have gifts and talents. Exploit them. Now, you go on and be the badass woman and survivor God made you to be. Tom was temporary. Lark is everlasting…” Iris gave the lady a peck on the cheek, then headed out the door…
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“He’d tell you himself!” Jude popped the cap off a beer bottle as he sat down with Iris on the loveseat in his master bedroom. One of the many conveniences of having a refrigerator in the bedroom. They were watching a movie, some shit she picked out that he was barely paying attention to.

“I just figured you had Eli in that center because you couldn’t take care of him.”

“Well, I mean, shit, he doesn’t need supervision per se, but he does need a nurse on call. I had it all set up that he’d have a room here, a nurse, and I promised him he’d have his own bathroom and hotplate, too, but he didn’t want it. Eli said many times that he wanted his own place, Iris. Independence. That’s what Best Days Adult Care Center gives him. Nobody bothers him unless he has an appointment, needs to take his medicine, or something like that. He also likes that there are things to do there, right in the building, so there’s not much travel required to have a fun time. He can come and go as pleases; he just has to use his badge to get in and out, so they know he left. Usually, he takes the bus to the grocery store, but sometimes, he’ll go with the group when they go on Wednesdays. He’s built his life around that place. He tells me he loves it.”

“Well, it all makes sense now. I asked him one day if he wanted to live by himself somewhere, and he emphatically said no. Said he likes the people at the center, and it helps him not feel so alone.”

“Yeah, he likes the sense of community, and being around other people that have similar challenges as him. I tried to get him here, I tell you that much, and I didn’t give up easily, but he’s stubborn. He won’t budge, so finally, I just accepted the fact that is what he wants. Eli is afraid I’d be controlling if he moved in here with me, and all in his business. Can you believe he said that?”

Iris grimaced and rolled her eyes, then looked back at the television.

“Now you know that’s not fair. Ain’t that crazy? He’s absurd.” Iris crossed her arms and raised a brow. All he could do was laugh at her expression and sardonic tone.

“All right, so I’m a little protective of him.” Jude shrugged. “I can’t help it.”

“I know, and I understand. You love him, and there’s nothing wrong with that.” Iris turned back towards the movie as dramatic music rose in volume. Jude began to mess with his phone some more, sharing a few text messages back and forth with Kash. These were not business related. He no longer discussed that sort of thing often. Rather, he was following up with the guy, just making sure he was okay.

“I wonder if Eli and Candi are finished with their snack?” Iris asked, munching on her buttery popcorn. “If so, they can maybe join us in your mancave, and we can play some games.”

“But I thought we were watching a movie?”

“You aren’t even watching the damn movie! Too busy playing on your phone.”

“I’m doing business, I’ll have you know.” Now it was true. He in fact was looking into his stocks. “As far as going to the media area, that’s a good idea. They might be bored right about now and want something to do.”

Eli was at the house for a visit. Iris had fixed him and his guest some mixed fruit, and even made them fancy sandwiches. Eli typically came over at least twice a month, but his visits had increased as of late. This time, he even brought a friend. They’d taken a Lyft. Candi was a new young lady he’d met and was dating. They seemed to get awfully close in a short span of time. A cute little woman with dark brown hair, she had an infectious laugh, and worked at a library. She had Mosaic Down Syndrome, and lived on her own in a nice apartment across town.

“I’ll ask Eli if he wants to go downstairs.”

Iris plucked a piece of popcorn from the bowl that sat between them and tossed it in his hair. She laughed her ass off as he struggled to find it and get it out. He finally did, tossed it back at her, then headed out the room.

Moments later, he was in the massive kitchen, but Eli and Candi weren’t there anymore. Their empty glasses of milk had been left on the countertop, as well as their plates with a few leftovers in them.

“Eeeeeli… yo, Eli…” Jude walked around the first floor, then headed out back, thinking perhaps they’d stepped outside for some fresh air. After a few minutes, he gave up and decided to check the cameras. Turning them on, one by one, he still didn’t see Eli, but noticed one camera was blacked out. It appeared to be covered with something.

“What the hell is goin’ on?” Jude mumbled as he made his way back up the steps to the guest room in question. Right before he rapped on the door, he realized a song was playing: ‘The Wheels on the Bus.’ Jude smiled, figuring they were inside playing games and Eli had his iPad on for a little music, but as he got ready to try and turn the knob, he heard a strange noise… and then, another…

“Uhhh… uh… Oh God… uh!”

What the fuck?

It was a feminine moan, airy, then louder and unbridled.

“You… like… it?” he heard Eli ask.

“Yes. It feels good!”

I know Eli isn’t in my house fuckin’! We’re supposed to be having family time tonight! This was only supposed to be a snack break.

“I would have done this sooner if I knew it was so nice! Oh, Eli, you are so good in bed!”

He heard Eli laugh in that goofy way he did when he felt proud of himself.

“You never did… this… before? I… I thought… yooou… had… boyfriends before me?”

“I had two boyfriends, but we never had oral sex. What did you call it?”

“Cun…cun…cun-uh-ling-us… Candi. Mmmm… I… like… lick-king… your… vagina… You taste like grapes…”

“Do I?”

“Yes. The red ones… not… the green… ones. The green… ones… are… a little sour. You… want me… to stick… my penis… in… you? I’m good at… it. I can make you feel… real good. I have… condoms.”

“Yes… I’d like that. Can I see it, Eli?”

“The… condom?”

“No, silly!” She laughed. “Your dick!”

Some rustling about ensued.

“Oh, Eli. WOW! You’re a big boy!”

…And there it was. That goofy laugh of his again. Moans and groans, sighs of ecstasy ensued. A squeaky mattress soon followed… *squeak *squeak*squeak!

“Eli! Eli! Oh my gosh!”

“It… feels… good!” Eli yelled. “You… ev-er… have… an… orgasm, Candi, from… inter…course?”

“No.”

*squeak *squeak*squeak!

“I… can change… that. You… will… todaaay!”

Well, I’ll be damned! And he’s hardly havin’ any trouble talkin’, either. Funny how all the words come out right when it’s time to give the business. Iris said he barely stutters or trips over his words when they play chess. She said she figured it was because he feels in his element, and she’s right. He’s the same way when he and I play. Well, he must feel in his element right now, too! This motherfucker ain’t bored at all. He’s havin’ snack time all right!

Jude tiptoed away and headed back to his bedroom on the other side of the house. Iris was now sitting cross-legged, doing major damage to the popcorn bowl. Her eyes were fixated on the television screen.

“Baby! You missed the best part! He came back in the house and caught them together!” she exclaimed.

“…Yeah, I know how he feels.”

“Huh?”

“Oh, nothin’. Eli and Candi are busy. Let’s watch another flick when this is over.”

“Oh… well, all right. It’s almost finished. What do you want to watch?”

“What’s eating Gilbert Grape.” The red ones, ’cause see, the green ones are a little sour.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


The Best Laid Plans
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This can’t be right…

Iris sat on Aunt Blue’s couch, looking at her phone, doing the math in her head. Tracing the calendar in her mind. She’d been to see Dr. Kiefer that morning, and Aunt Blue had tagged along. The proof had been submitted, and the weather channel showed there was a hundred percent chance of shock and surprise.

“I’m so glad y’all not havin’ the wedding in Memphis.” Aunt Blue went on and on about what she’d be wearing to the grand event, as if there was no true crisis going on.

“Auntie, I don’t care about no dresses right now. Help me!”

“Help you, what?” She guffawed. “Girl, I can’t wave no magic wand and get you un-pregnant!” she exclaimed, following with her notorious cackle.

“How can this be? I was on Depo! I ain’t never had no accidental pregnancy. I’ve always been real careful!”

“You said yourself at the doctor’s office—I was standin’ right there beside you—that you came to get your shot a few days late these last two rounds.”

“Well yes, because of my work schedule and Ayanna’s school activities.”

“It doesn’t matter the reason. You are supposed to go over there and get it taken care of every three months like clockwork.”

“A few days shouldn’t have caused this! It’s got to be a mistake. The test has to be wrong!” Iris picked up the pee-stick lying beside her, wrapped in a paper towel once again, and shook her head. Two dark blue lines stared back at her, mocking her.

“It’s all one big conspiracy, huh? Folks at the drugstore fixed those tests to be positive because they knew lil’ ol’ Iris was coming in to buy some, and the doctor today knew you was comin’, too, so he told a lie to get you all worked up, drafted up fake documents and everything. People around the globe are having meetings all about how to lie and tell my niece she’s pregnant when she’s really not. Illuminati.” Aunt Blue burst out laughing when Iris slumped on the couch and rolled her eyes.

“I just can’t believe this… I feel like I’m stuck in a dream. A bad one.”

“Iris, you done pissed on ’bout four of those, and you’ve been to the doctor now, too. What do you need? For Jesus to come down himself and say, ‘Yup. You pregnant, chile. That’s what you get for doin’ the horizontal mambo. Now pay your tithes and join the usher board for red Kool-Aid and Dollar General cookies after service’.”

“I’m speechless right now.”

“Well, I’m not. Get ready to change some diapers. In good news, Jude sho’ is handsome, girl. You lucked out. You could’ve gotten pregnant by someone who looked like Steve Buscemi or Ron Perlman.”

“Aunt Blue…”

“At least you got a nice-lookin’ baby daddy. If I was going to get knocked up by a White man, he’d have to be a handsome son of a gun. Jude fits the bill… Mmm hmmm! Me and your mama was talking about him after y’all two left. It was nice meeting him. He’s a charmin’ man, but I ain’t fooled. I can see the mischief in his eyes. Ask him if he wants an old ass sista wife.”

“Blue… I’m not in a laughing mood.”

“Now, when you ask him, make sure he knows my rules. I ain’t givin’ him no babies, but I wouldn’t mind spendin’ his money and squeezing that nice, cute ass of his a few good times. Squeeze all that Charmin, baby!” Aunt Blue shimmied across the room, then checked herself out in a full-length mirror.

“Auntie, this isn’t funny. Oh my God. What am I going to tell Jude? He’s going to freak out.”

“What are you going to tell Jude?” Aunt Blue spun around so damn fast, her necklace swung with her. “Girl, please! He knows what the hell he’s been doing to you! He knows how babies are made. Y’all been pokin’ ’til it’s broken! Calm down. Y’all already ’bout to get married, so just get a bigger dress!”

Iris slumped on the couch, feeling queasy and uneasy.

My period was two weeks late, but I just figured it was because of the stress of the wedding, and Lily having to stay in that institution. Mama’s been down in the dumps because of her, and Jude has been at all these meetings about his beer company. We’ve barely seen each other this week. There’s been a lot going on.

Just then, Iris’s cellphone rang.

“Hello?”

“Hello, is this Ms. Ashford?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Hello, this is Kari from Dr. Kiefer’s office. You were here this morning and—”

“Yes, yes. The pregnancy test…”

“Again, congratulations.”

“…Thank you.” Iris sighed, trying to muster fake enthusiasm as she put the woman on speaker phone.

“I need to verify your mailing address, and also make sure we have you scheduled for your next appointment. We’re going to mail out some information and baby formula coupons to you.”

“Thank you.”

The conversation went on for a while, until Kari paused, cleared her throat, then spoke as if she had a top secret.

“Um, the woman who was with you this morning, did you say that was your aunt?”

“Uh, yes. Is something wrong?” Aunt Blue suddenly turned around again and stopped primping in the mirror as she became the topic of conversation.

“Well, we wanted you to know that we have her on video taking several boxes of unopened tissues we keep for patients and guests, as well as sanitary napkins, stuffing them in her bag while she was in the parlor area as you were filling out your paperwork.

“YOU AIN’T SEEN NO SUCH THING! I ain’t got to steal from the likes of you! What I need sanitary napkins fuh? I ain’t had a drop o’ blood in ten mothafuckin’ years! Callin’ up here lyin’ on me! Y’all should be ‘shamed of yourselves!”

“Aunt Blue, stop!” Iris waved her arms about as the woman tried to get the phone from her.

“Ma’am, um, Kari, I believe you said your name was, I am sorry about this. Perhaps there was some misunderstanding. I will—”

“Ain’t no misunderstandin’! They think all Black middle-aged women look alike! Could’ve been Whoopi Goldberg up in there singin’ ‘Sister Act,’ and they woulda said that was me, too, knowing we don’t look any-damn-thing alike! Seen one little darkie, you seen ’em all, right?!”

“Ma’am,” the woman’s voice wavered. “I’m sorry you feel that way. That was never my intention. It’s just that someone actually saw you and brought it to our attention, so we pulled the video and—”

Suddenly, Aunt Blue grabbed the phone and disconnected the call, tossed the thing down on the couch near Iris, then stormed away into the kitchen.

Iris closed her eyes, not knowing whether to laugh or cry. Aunt Blue had settled down rather quickly and was now humming some song while she banged pots and pans about.

“When are you tellin’ your mama the good news?” she called out.

“I don’t know yet. I need to tell Jude first. Then, I have to talk to Ayanna.”

Getting up, she yawned, then made her way to the restroom. As she sat there in the quiet, some things started making sense. Such as her sudden aversion to certain smells, the feeling of nausea in the afternoons, occasionally getting a bad taste in her mouth, and how Jude had said her breasts looked fuller as he kissed and sucked on them one morning.

According to the doctor, I’m about seven weeks along. Oh, my goodness. I don’t want to be huge for my wedding. We’re going to have to try and move this wedding date up. And then, she smiled. As scary and surprising as it all was, a part of her began to enjoy the idea. I got a bad taste in my mouth right now. Let me get some gum. She finished up and went to her aunt’s bedroom.

Entering Aunt Blue’s bedroom, she saw her aunt’s big black purse on her bed, flapped open. Aunt Blue always kept gum and candies in there. She began to dig through it and shook her head when she noticed the boxes of tissues and sanitary napkins. Iris cupped her mouth to squelch a laugh born of pure shock, not even understanding why Aunt Blue would do such a thing! She wasn’t a thief, and she wasn’t hard up. Menopause had come and gone for her, so why the pads?

Iris found the gum, then returned to the kitchen to find her cooking steak and eggs, with hash browns.

“I’m starving.”

“Sit down, baby. I’m making us something to eat.”

Iris pulled out a chair and sat down.

“I wonder why that lady thought that was you on the video takin’ things?” she probed, wanting to hear what tall tale Blue would spin.

“’Cause it was.” Aunt Blue pulled out a box of pancake mix.

“Blue! Why would you do something like that?” Iris feigned surprise, as if she didn’t see the proof for herself.

“I’ve started an eBay business on the side, girl! I’m an entrepreneur!” The woman chuckled. “I sell all kinds of things, like overstock shit from Big Lots ’nd such. Pantyhose, candy, foot powder, socks, bras, paper fans, plastic party stuff, and things like that. Last week, I made seventy-eight dollars. Ain’t that somethin’? And I only spent fourteen for the stuff. I keep it in a closet, then mail it out. I’ve got a 4.9 out of 5 rating from satisfied customers.”

“Aunt Blue, that’s great, but you can’t be stealin’ stuff from the doctors’ offices! Now, I probably can’t even take you in there again!”

“I ain’t worried about them folks! Do you know how high those doctors’ bills are if you ain’t got insurance?”

“That’s not the point, Aunt Blue.”

Damn, those hash browns smell good…

“And wait until you get the hospital invoice after you have this big-headed child! Them doctors is rich. They can afford to let me nip off some tissues and pads. It only cost them a few cents but can bring me in an extra thirty bucks. How you want your eggs, baby?”

“Over easy.”

“You got it.” Aunt Blue kept cooking and humming to the music, while Iris turned to the laptop that was sitting on the small table.

“Can I check my email on here, Blue? My phone is charging in the living room.”

“Yeah, go right ahead.”

Iris pulled up the browser, and as she got ready to type, Aunt Blue’s Google search showed some recent queries: Is having 7 bowel movements in one day normal? Why aren’t there any Black unicorns? Can you be over the age of 60 with a sugar daddy? How tall is Tom Cruise’s short ass and does he really do his own stunts? Is there a petition I can sign to stop all future, “Coming to America,” movies from being made? Iris burst out laughing, then quickly pulled herself together, and checked her email.

“Everything is going to be all right. I love you, baby.” Aunt Blue winked at her as she stirred the pancake batter.

“I love you too, Aunt Blue.” She yawned as the Isley Brothers crooned, ‘Groove with You,’ on Aunt Blue’s radio.

“This is a blessing. This baby is going to have a mother and father who love them, and a big ol’ family to extend more love and affection. Now I have something else to look forward to.” Aunt Blue cracked a big smile, and her eyes shimmered with moisture. “A brand-new beautiful baby is coming into the world!”
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Raphael Saadiq’s, ‘Ask of You’ played through Jude’s man-cave speakers as red lights glowed in the media room. Clasping his ringed hands together, Jude stared ahead at a large blank movie screen hanging on the wall between drawn black and red curtains. He placed his glass of bourbon down and glanced at Iris.

“You haven’t said anything… say something, Jude.” Her eyes glistened with moisture as she played with the top of her black ribbed turtleneck.

What’s understood doesn’t need to be explained.

‘Read Your Mind,’ by Avant, now began to play. He’d created the smooth groove playlist just for her months ago. Standing, he offered her his hand and pulled her up from the seat to hold her in his arms, eyes closed, and began to rock with her real slow to the rhythm of the music. She laid her head against his chest. Resting his chin on top of it, he intertwined their fingers.

“What’d you think I’d say, huh?”

“I don’t know. I mean, this is not how we planned it. This wasn’t how it was supposed to go.”

“It was supposed to go exactly how it’s going, baby.” He kept slow dancing with her, overdosing on her perfume and energy.

“You seemed surprised…”

“I was.”

“Me, too…”

They drew quiet, and he tattooed the moment in his heart. This was something he never wanted to forget, the amazement and excitement, the moment he found out he was going to be a father.

When she called and told him she needed to speak to him face to face, and he told her to come on through, something inside of him said, ‘She’s pregnant.’ He didn’t know where such a thought came from, but it was as if his soul knew before he did. They’d only used condoms early into the relationship, and after they both got tested, and knowing she was on the birth control shot, they simply enjoyed one another without barriers, skin to skin.

He put a sliver of space between them so he could look into her eyes. His body heated when their lips touched, and he deepened the kiss. Slowly stroking her back, he slipped his hand lower. And lower. Grabbing a fistful of ass, he moaned as his sexual excitement soared. He reached for her sweater and helped her out of it, then undid the clasp of her bra, freeing her breasts.

Lips circling her taut nipples, he relished the taste while she sighed and ran her long black and silver nails through his tresses. He stepped back, brimming with anticipation, and took his clothes off in seconds. Grabbing the remote, he turned on the projector, then connected his phone to it.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Becoming a director… Come here.” He sat down on one of the oversized movie theater style seats, then had her straddle him over his lap, standing with her back to him, legs spread and locking his thighs between them. They appeared on the screen, a filter on that made their image look vintage, in black and white. He began to kiss her lower back, while massaging her clit. She gyrated back and forth, sighing as he masturbated her, and kissed her ass.

“You like that, baby?” he said between licks, soft bites, and caresses.

“Yes…”

He gently inserted his pointer finger inside her pussy and thrust in and out as he flicked his tongue against the crack of her ass. It wasn’t long before the woman was trembling like a saltshaker, sprinkling her juices all over him. He sucked his fingers, wrapped his hand around her hip, and pulled her down onto his throbbing, hungry dick.

“Uhhh! Shit, baby…”

She finally took him balls deep, then began to rock as he thrust inside of her, nice and slow. He brought her back flush to his chest, gripping her tight as he fucked her, and watching her watching herself on the screen, getting fucked. He increased his pace, his balls slapping against her body as he clasped the front of her neck, and she held onto his upper thighs.

“Shit!” She wailed as she came, shaking and shivering, pouring her libations down his dick. She began to close her eyes.

“LOOK AT YOURSELF! WATCH ME TEAR THIS PUSSY UP!” He grabbed her chin and made her look at the screen. “You look so damn sexy, baby…”

The sounds of their bodies moving in rhythm, blended in with her cries and his groans had him fall deeper into love and lust, his excitement rising to levels he never fathomed imaginable. Something about the news of her carrying his seed made him horny for her in ways she could never understand—but he simply had to have her. Right then and there.

“Jude! Uh! Shit! Shit!” She came again, falling apart against him as her orgasm took her asunder. He layered her shoulders and neck with kisses, twisting his hips and delivering deep, measured lunges. Playing with her clit, he sucked her neck, then increased his speed even more. He turned her face to him, slipped his tongue in her mouth, and fucked her hard and fast. Her sexy whimpers and moans destroyed his resolve to hold on as much as he could.

“Mmmm, baby! I’m cummin’! I’m about to cum hard in this pussy!” Biting his lower lip, eyes closed tight, he exploded inside of her. He kept fucking her, not wanting it to ever end… the feeling too damn good to be true. Her warm, tight pussy sucked him in, taking all his cream down to the finishing droplet.

She slumped over his body, slick with sweat. While he cradled her in his arms, the love in his heart opened up and filled the entire room. He placed a kiss against her forehead.

“I love… you… Iris…” he said breathlessly, heart pounding.

“I love you too, baby. So much.” She played with the hair on his chest, running her small fingers over the strands.

“I would never be upset about you tellin’ me you’re pregnant with my child. Just ’cause we didn’t plan for you to be expecting right now don’t mean I’m not happy. I just had to process it for a second.” He chuckled, making her smile. “I told you I wanted a family with you.” He shrugged. “It’s just happening a little faster is all.”

“What do you think about what I said? You know, about us moving the wedding date to a few months from now, instead of later.”

“Well, I don’t have a problem with it.” He stroked her shoulder as he rested, his gaze on the ceiling. “If we can get the venue and your preacher to change up, and the caterers ’nd all, I don’t mind.”

“We might have to pay more, because we—”

“It don’t matter, baby. I’ve saved well, invested, and I’m makin’ good money from the brewery, too. It ain’t fast money, but it’s steady money. I’ve got a whole line of new products coming out. We’re going to be more than fine. Don’t you worry about that. We’ll pay what they say. You just enjoy being a bride-to-be, takin’ your online business class, getting’ that website together, and concentrate on growin’ that seed I gave you.”

Smiling, she kissed him, then placed her head on his chest. After a while, he reached for the remote and rewound the footage.

“Let’s watch this. Together.”

They sat there holding one another, eyes fixed on the screen, pausing frequently to kiss and touch one another. They made love again, this time on the floor while the black and white movie of their lovemaking played on. After they finished, he grabbed the remote and deleted it.

“See? It was just our private thing. Nobody will ever see it but us. You look fuckin’ amazing on the silver screen, baby, but you look even better in my arms… Of course I’m happy. The woman I’m deeply in love with is going to give birth to my child. You gave me a new lease on life, and now, you’ve provided yet another reason for me to be the best damn man I can be…”

[image: Image No. 58]


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Time after Time
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Iris sat on the edge of Jude’s bed, surrounded by enough cardboard boxes to build a fortress. Sub Urban’s, ‘Cradle’ played from her phone, the call with Aunt Blue put on speaker while she waited for the woman to return from picking a package off her stoop.

His king-sized bed was covered in cream and rust-colored sheets, embellished with gold trim. She’d picked out the bedding herself, which included a few matching throw pillows he kept tossing off the bed, no matter how many times she put them back. Until, at last, they engaged in a pillow fight that led to bedroom activities—probably his plan the entire time. The last two months had been nothing short of adrenaline-filled. She looked down and caressed her baby bump.

A little over three months down, six more to go.

“Okay, I’m back,” Aunt Blue announced. Iris paused the music. “So, as I was sayin’, baby, when they have the caterers bring that cake in for your reception, you just make sure you look at it before they leave, ’cause your cousin Tracy’s wedding cake had a slice missin’, and it wasn’t even the one she ordered.” Aunt Blue belted.

“I remember that!” Iris laughed. “It wasn’t funny at the time, but afterwards, it sure was.”

“Honey, she shoulda sued. They had the nerve to tell her they’d give her half the money back. No, you gone give me all my damn money back! Givin’ someone a used wedding cake and wasn’t even the one they wanted. She ended up leavin’ that man six months later. It was probably that cake! Bad luck, chile! Have you spoken to Lily, baby?”

And the fun of the conversation was now gone like the wind. Iris pulled at a loose thread on the hem of her denim shirt.

“I did. Did Mama tell you what the doctor said?”

“She did, but you know how your mama is, she ain’t really get into too much detail, so I’m still confused as to what’s really going on.”

“No need to beat around the bush, then. Basically, Aunt Blue, they diagnosed her with bipolar disorder, post-traumatic stress disorder, and BPD, which is borderline psychotic disorder.”

“Oh, my Lord… I don’t even know what all that mess is, but it sounds bad. I’ve heard of bipolar, though, and PTSD, too, but only for men that was in the army, things like that. I don’t know why Lily would have it. She ain’t been to war or nothin’ like that.”

“Yeah, well, you can have PTSD from trauma in your life. Like, if you got mugged, or witnessed your best friend getting killed. Stuff like that. Lily had…” Iris closed her eyes for a spell and took a deep breath. Tears stung her eyes, but she blinked them away before they could fall. “Lily had some messed-up stuff happen to her, Aunt Blue. It started with Daddy dying, but it definitely didn’t end there.”

“Hmmm. Do you know what happened to her?”

“Yes, but it’s not my place to tell. Lily should be the one. I’ve been reading up on everything so I can get educated. This is all new to me, too.” She shrugged and glanced over at Jude’s big grandfather clock in his bedroom. It was so pretty, so old. She could see her partial reflection in it. “She just started taking some medicine prescribed to her, and I’m telling you, Aunt Blue, it was like talking to the old Lily again.”

“Praise God.”

“She’s got a long way to go though. They’re still experimenting with the drugs, to see what’s best for her, but she was lucid, and she seemed to understand what was going on. She said she’s just glad there’s a name to what she’s been experiencing, and that for the longest, she didn’t know anything was wrong. Now, she attends daily group sessions, these support group meetings they have there at the hospital, and speaks to her therapist three times a week. She goes on walks, exercises, and has started journaling, she said. She’s stayin’ in the hospital right now, but they plan, if all goes well, to release her in a few months. What’s nice is there’s a program she’s signed up for that helps people who suffer from similar conditions get jobs, start a new life. She also started AA meetings. She doesn’t want to drink anymore, especially while taking this medication.”

“Good for her. You have no idea how happy this makes me to hear! That’s good about stopping alcohol. The mix with the medicine can probably make her sick.”

“Yeah. She sounded really optimistic, and now she’s glad Ayanna is with me while she works on herself. I told her that as long as she’s doing what she needs to do, I’d never try to keep Ayanna away from her. I want them to have a relationship. I know Lily loves Ayanna; it’s just that love ain’t enough to raise a child. Ayanna is still mad at Lily about what she said to me, but I know, with time, things will get better. Lily called her daughter the other day and apologized to her for some of the things she’d said to her, too. She’s never done that before.”

“That’s just beautiful. I’ve been worried about Lily for years, baby. Even before this all hit the fan. She wasn’t actin’ right. Your mother would shove it under the rug when I would tell her, ‘Something ain’t right with Lily.’ She changed so fast, and so drastically. It scared me. It scared the whole family.” She could hear the emotions in Aunt Blue’s voice. “Speakin’ of my beautiful niece, what are y’all going to do about school?”

“We’re keeping her in her school until the end of the school year, and then, she’s going to enroll out here to finish high school.”

“That’s a good plan. You’re so good to that girl.”

“I just thank God I was able to get her and raise her. If things had played out differently in the courts, this conversation wouldn’t even be happening.” She shook her head. “I love that girl so much.”

“The whole family can see that. You’re going to be a great mother, Iris, because in a way, you already are.” Iris took a deep breath, reflecting on her aunt’s words. “She’s growing up to be an amazing young lady.”

“That she is.”

“I spoke to Ayanna yesterday, and she said you and Jude are turnin’ one of the guestrooms into her bedroom, and she loves it already.”

“Yes! We’re letting her pick out a lot of her own stuff for it. It’s got a huge walk-in closet, and a bay window overlooking his pretty backyard and—”

“That’s y’alls backyard now… Get used to saying it.”

“You’re right.” Iris’ face warmed. “It’s ours. The courtyard is beautiful, Auntie, I can’t wait until you see it. He’s got a covered patio with a grill and sitting area. There’s a gazebo, and a sauna, too, and a lot of acreage. Mostly shallow forest. I’m plannin’ to use part of the yard to start a garden. Tomatoes, zucchinis, things like that.”

“Speakin’ of tomatoes and zucchinis, have you put in your notice at Kroger yet?”

“I’m doing it once I reach four months.”

“Girl, why? Your husband got bank!”

“I know, but a lot of people rely on me, and like I told you, I like my job—it just didn’t pay enough. I’ve got to train a couple new people before I go anyway, so it’s fine.”

“I would’ve told those folks to kick rocks. Anyway, how’s classes going?”

“Good. I’m taking a computer science one now, and then an accounting one. I’ve gotten only one B so far. All the rest have been A’s.” Iris smiled with pride. “I’m going to have my Associates Degree in Business Management soon, Auntie. That’ll make things easier with the boutique. With the baby coming now, I’ll have to slow down my plans, but I am still movin’ forward.”

“God’s timing is always the right timing. Have you decided on a location for the store?”

“Well, that’s a little premature, but yeah, I’ve narrowed it down. Since I’m movin’ in with Jude, I found a spot close to my new home. I just got to look at available commercial real estate out this way. I already rented a storage unit and have been collecting stuff and putting it in there to sell. Hats, jackets, shoes, you name it.”

“You want me to sell some of my stuff in there, too?”

Iris burst out laughing. The last thing she wanted was Aunt Blue to be in her shop causing a ruckus.

“Girl, I’m serious! You could have a little corner in there called, ‘Aunt Blue’s bundles’ and it would be toiletries, you know, all that stuff!”

“Bundles make it sound like I’m sellin’ hair weave.”

“Fine, then Aunt Blue’s Bargains. Yeah… Bargains! That’s got a nice ring to it.”

“Auntie, I ain’t about to be selling your stolen toilet paper rolls up in my store!” They were both cackling now.

“It was tissues, thank you very much, and that was just one time. They ain’t miss it.”

“I doubt it. You don’t have any shame. Thank goodness the doctor didn’t bring it up again when I had my next appointment. You embarrassed me somethin’ awful.”

“You’ve embarrassed yourself plenty of times with no help from me. Like when you tripped in the parking lot and fell in a pile of trash, or that time a bee flew in your shirt and you tore it off, yellin’ and screamin’ outside of my house, jumping up and down in your bra. Now you got nasty man Nate next door always askin’ me when you comin’ through again.”

“Stop it!” Iris giggled. “You didn’t have to bring that up.” She’d forgotten all about that.

“All jokes aside, it’s a dream come true working for myself though, Iris. I know I get a decent retirement check, and I saved up well from all those years of working, but this is nice. It allows me to do more of what I want to do. Oh, that reminds me—they fired Lawanda.”

“Lawanda lost her job again?” Lawanda was another of her cousins. She was known in the family to have five or six different jobs per year, on average, due to being let go time and time again.

“She’s getting too old for this mess, Iris.”

“What happened this time?”

“She cussed out a customer. They told her, ‘Lawanda, we got to let you go.’ And she sit up there and say, ‘Go where? Where we going?’”

Iris burst out laughing again and fell onto her side, her belly aching as tears of mirth welled in her eyes.

“Lawanda is a fool. She’s so funny. I give her credit, though. She always manages to get another job.”

“True. I don’t know how with her crazy work history. Anyway, baby, I’ll let you finish unpackin’. Call me if you need me. I love you. You take care now.”

“I love you too, Aunt Blue.” She ended the call, placed her phone on the nightstand, and yawned. After sitting there for a bit, she grabbed Jude’s abandoned bottle of water and took a sip. She looked around at all the boxes she needed to unpack and shook her head in dismay. This is going to take forever. She could hear music playing from somewhere else in the vast house. It sounded like a country song. Ayanna was at her friend’s house, and Jude was on the first floor while she tried to sort out her life.

Okay, let me sit here a couple of more minutes, then start on this big ass walk-in closet.

Through the open closet doors, she studied the section he’d cleared just for her. In fact, she had a little over half the space after he moved some of his things to a guestroom. So sweet of him. She looked around the bedroom, thinking about where they’d put the crib. Jude had suggested by the main window near the built-in bench and bookshelf, an area with plenty of room to put a rocking chair in. The baby’s room was being prepped for painting, too.

After a while, she got up and stretched. As she drew closer to the bedroom door, she heard Jason Aldean’s, ‘Tonight Looks Good On You.’

She took another sip of his water, then began opening boxes and bags, slipping clothing on hangers, and placing things just as she wanted them. She felt accomplished as she cleared box after box, and bag after bag. Jude walked in while she was playing a podcast on her phone, working at a good pace. He stood in the doorway holding a beer.

“How’d you like this label, baby?”

“I wish I could taste it,” she teased. “Is that the new one? The lager?”

“Yeah. What you think, though? The label?” He stretched his arm out to show her.

“Eh, it’s all right.” She shrugged as she grabbed another bag and peered inside it.

“What’s wrong with it?”

“It’s a little plain is all. I’d pass it by. Just a blue square with white writing and that little mountain at the top. You know what I’d do?”

“What?”

“Add another color. Like maybe, I don’t know… red?”

He studied the bottle.

“I don’t think red would work, but I see what you’re saying. It’s a prototype.”

She nodded in understanding, then opened a dresser drawer and placed a few of her nightgowns inside.

“Jude, I know the cleanin’ lady is coming in a couple of days, but I gotta get some of this dust up. It’s like something came through the vents and blew mess everywhere, and it sure is bothering my allergies.”

“I don’t know what you’re talkin’ about, but I can dust.”

“If you don’t know what I’m talking about, then how you gonna clean it up?” She put her hand on her hip and smirked.

“I ain’t got to know what you’re talking about to get rid of no dust, baby. I’ll go get some Pledge.”

“Naw, I already got everything.” She pointed at the desk in the room. “Besides, you won’t do it to my liking.”

The man rolled his eyes, tooted the beer up to his mouth, and took a hard swallow.

“I’ve got to make a phone call. You need anything, baby?”

“Nah,” She held up a red t-shirt with both hands, debating whether she was going to donate or keep it. “I’m fine.”

“You sure? Hungry? Tired? Horny? I can handle all three needs for you with no sweat.”

“I bet you can!”

With a mischievous wink, he headed back downstairs. A few minutes later, she found herself sitting back down on the bed, laughing at the comedic renderings of her podcast.

I better not get too comfortable.

She got up, grabbed the dust cloth and Pledge, and began to dust around the place. The desk, chairs, nightstands, even the baseboards. She got on all fours in front of the clock and cleaned the base. Up and down and all around she went, getting into the intricate carvings and grooves.

Jude said this thing been in the family for years, passed down from son to son. He said it was in his father’s house, and was supposed to go to Cain, since he’s the eldest, but the man ain’t want it and gave it to Jude. He also said it was haunted, though he’s never had any bad stuff happen. I gotta say though, it does have a strange energy. Not really scary, but heavy. Like it’s seen a lot…

The thing was absolutely filthy, like it had never been dusted before. She kept on working on it, almost manically, determined to get a good shine to it. As she maneuvered her body around to get to the back of it, she noticed some engraving. I can’t really see that. The writing is so tiny. She ran her hand over the gold plate, then leaned in close, down on her side, and read: ‘Cooper & Sons 1928.’ She noticed a few scratches and smudges there, too, and gave it a good shine. Right as she was pulling away to get up and move on to the next item to clean, she noticed a line in the wood by the plaque. She ran her hand over it, feeling a groove in the wood, then saw another like it, about 10 inches away on the other side of the plaque. Maybe a compartment of some sort?

What is this? Her curiosity piqued, she ran her bare hand over the etching, and again, until she felt an indentation. That’s a hook. Ohhh! I know what that is. My grandmother had a clock with one of these. These old clocks sometimes had a little spot where tools were stored inside to fix them. Like little spring bars and bits. With a clock this old, I wonder if they’re still in here. Slipping the tip of her long nail along it, she gave it a pull, but it didn’t budge. She pulled again, and her nail chipped.

“Damn it!” Her nail was cracked and bleeding, sickening pain radiating up and down her finger. “Just got my nails done. Now they’re messed up!” Standing to grab a bandage and fish out a pair of scissors from the desk drawer, she returned to her post, and wrapped up her finger. This time, with a little finagling, the drawer loosened. She set the scissors down and pulled… and tugged… then tugged a bit harder.

“…Oh my God… JUDE!!!! JUDE!!!! Oh, Lord!!! This can’t be real!!! JUUUUUDE!”

She heard the man’s heavy footsteps thundering up the stairs and down the hallway, until he burst inside the bedroom.

“What is it, Iris? You all right?! Did you fall or somethin’?”

On her knees, she rested against the clock, the entire base of it now covered in bundles of money…

“Holy hell…” Jude ran his hands down his face as he fixed his gaze on all that cold hard cash.

“I was dustin’ the clock and saw a small plaque down here, at the bottom. It’s on a drawer back here. It can… barely be seen.” She took a deep breath, afraid she might pass out from the shock of it all. “I… I pulled the drawer open thinkin’ old tools was in there for clock repairs. Some of these old clocks got things like that…”

“Mmm hmm…” Wide-eyed, the man stood with his hands up against his nose and mouth, pressed together as if in a prayer position.

“And… when I did… all this money come flyin’ out. It was wedged in there…” They both stared at the money, looking practically brand new in bank parcels, as if it had never seen a bit of sun or moisture.

“Shit…” He dropped down to his knees and began to pick up the bundles. Bringing one to his nose, he sniffed it. “Damn… it even still smells fresh. This is where Mama and Daddy put it. No wonder nobody found it. Help me count this, baby.”

When they were all finished, they looked at one another in shock. Over six million dollars. Jude had shown her his banking accounts. He already had a few million and then some, so he wasn’t hurtin’, but the man was trying to start two new businesses, help her with hers, get Cain new legal counsel, put more money in Pete and Ayanna’s college fund, and a number of other things. He had big plans, and with a baby on the way, he had even more. She could see the wheels turning in his head.

“What are you going to do with it, Jude?”

He sat there for a long time, one leg up and his arm resting on it. Thinking.

“I gotta do right by Mama and Daddy, Iris. It’s gotta go not just to me, but to help somebody else, too. They’d want that. I know one thing, though. I damn sure ain’t telling anyone about this.”

“I don’t expect you to. Your parents lost their lives over this.” She picked up one of the bundles once again and ran her hand over it. “I ain’t never held this much money in my life.”

“You and me, baby, need to have a meeting. Tonight. We’re going to sit here and devise a plan. This is our little secret.”

“Yes, of course. I wouldn’t say a word.”

He left and returned with an empty box. Without being asked, she quickly helped him load the cash inside…
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Peach Pit’s, ‘Look Out!’ played at The Magnolia, on Eagle Pointe Way in Pigeon Forge, as everyone got settled. The sky was a little overcast with streaks of blue-gray and wisps of cream and white floating over the mountains in the near distance. Iris looked on at the scene from her cabin, standing in her long, lacey white gown with her friends from Memphis all around her, dressed in their splendidly gorgeous bridesmaid dresses she’d had made by her favorite seamstress. The fluttering in her stomach, which had been messing with her all day, began all over again. A hand on her belly, she recognized it as a mixture of nerves and her baby moving about inside her.

“Ohhh, honey, you look beautiful! I saw Jude just now. He looks so handsome!” Aunt Blue burst into the cabin, her hair styled in a layered bob with a light brown streak in the front.

In her purple chiffon gown, paired with a diamond necklace and ring, she looked amazing. Iris took her aunt in a tight embrace and smelled her signature scent: Victoria’s Secret Bombshell perfume. Such comfort it gave her.

“You look so pretty, Auntie.”

“Thank you, baby.”

Rap music played as they all chatted, the feeling of joy palpable.

Ayanna approached in a long purple satin gown and small diamond stud earrings. Iris reached for her and hugged her, too. Mama was outside, but at the moment, Iris couldn’t see her. Where’d she go?

As if reading her mind, Aunt Blue said, “Your mama is talking to Jude’s aunt, and some other folks that came down from New Jersey. He has a big family, just like ours I see.”

“Yes, he does. They’re spread out. I was wondering where she drifted off to.”

Iris looked around at everyone. Her friends she’d known since childhood stood clustered together, happily chatting. They were all wearing the necklaces she’d gifted them—diamond heart-shaped pendants. Lark, her maid of honor, was sitting with her daughter, Tonya, both dressed in beautiful purple knee-length gowns.

Just then, the wedding coordinator approached with Mama in tow.

“Okay, ladies, it’s time! We’re getting this show on the road.” The tall Black woman with long reddish-blond braids looked well put together in a purple blazer.

When Kane Brown’s ‘Good As You’ started to play, that was their cue. Everyone except Aunt Blue, Mama, and Iris gathered at the front door of the cabin and exited as each groomsman approached. Jude knew far too many people, but at times like this, it came in handy. Mama and Aunt Blue coasted outside, talking and laughing right in front of the closed door.

Iris glanced at the fireplace where a small fire blazed inside, warming the cabin and making it smell so good. When she looked ahead again, she dabbed at her eyes holding her tears when she saw Lily being escorted to her seat in the distance, looking healthy and beautiful in a dark purple gown, her thick, curly hair in an elegant bun bound with a purple ribbon. Iris’ heart thumped a million beats a second at the sight. She hadn’t seen her sister in months as they only spoke via phone and email. That was Aunt Blue and Mama’s surprise! Both women turned to catch her gaze through the window, smiling. They said they had something special for me. A tear came down her face, then another.

The male singer they’d hired was now belting out ‘Hurricane,’ by Luke Combs.

The door opened. Lark’s daughter was standing there, looking as pretty as can be with her long blond tresses and big blue eyes.

“Ms. Iris, that man wanted me to give you this.”

Tonya reached up, a folded piece of notebook paper in hand.

“Oh, okay. Thank you, baby.” Iris took the note from the child, who then promptly turned around and raced away. Iris slowly closed the cabin door, staying close to that window, and unfolded the note…

Iris,

I know it may be a surprise to you to receive this letter. Your man doesn’t write letters. This is what vows are for, right? But I wanted to make sure you know you’re the best thing to ever happen to me. I don’t scare easily, but this morning, as I write this, I’m shaking in my boots, honey. I got out the shower and stood there, butt naked, trembling. I wasn’t cold. I was petrified. Please don’t get me wrong. I want to marry you more than anything in this world. I am in this for the long haul. I’ve never loved a woman as much as I love you.

I feel confident about how I conducted my business. I was good at something most people felt I shouldn’t be doing. I know how to run my beer distillery, but when it comes to love, a different kind of business altogether, some parts of it are still a mystery to me. I’ve learned how to let you get close to me and love me, because I wanted you so badly.

Something inside of me always wanted to settle down and get married one day, but I denied that feeling because I also always figured I wasn’t marriage material. And then you came into my life. I’m sorry for any hurt any other man caused you. I’m sorry for any pain I might cause you in the future, but please understand, my heart for you is pure. Iris, I would never do anything to try to harm you, make you feel uneasy, or not trust me. I’m your protector. I want you to always feel safe and secure with me. There is nothing you could do or say to make me stop loving you. You’re everything I hoped and prayed for. I know they say to not do this, but I can’t help it. I put you on a pedestal. The first time I saw you, you blew my mind with your beauty and kindness. I had no idea that was just the tip of the iceberg. I’m not ashamed of who I am as a man. I’m not embarrassed about anything I’ve done, because it made me who I am today, but I care about how I move going forward.

I would move mountains, heaven and hell to make sure my wife-to-be and unborn child are safe and sound. Always. Please understand though, baby, I’ll kill anyone who causes you any harm whatsoever. I am who I am, Iris, and there are rules in this world that were taught to my granddaddy, my father, and Cain and me. You may not completely understand this, you’re not from my world, but my family which is you, my seed growing within you, my brothers, and Ayanna now, too, are to never be messed with. If that ever happens, I will have to address it. I’m sorry if that upsets you, but we have to accept each other for who we are, not who we wish the other person was.

You’re a real good person, Iris. Good soul. God-fearing. Loving. Funny. You come from a good family. You have drive, and you are courageous. You’re beautiful, from head to toe. You’re the mother of my son, who is soon to enter the world. You and Eli have taught me what love is, and how to show it. Loving someone hurts. At least, that’s what I saw as a kid. It seemed that whenever I saw two people loving each other, it ended badly. My parents died. They were love birds until they drew their last breath. I loved my uncle, and he hurt us. I loved my grandmother and grandfather, but he died when I was little, and she died eventually, too. Death is a part of life, yet it seemed whenever I witnessed love in motion, it was gone too fast for me to watch how it was supposed to be done. I didn’t know how to love, and I damn sure didn’t know how to preserve it.

I never had an example of two people falling in love, and it lasting forever. You, on the other hand, love freely and lead by example. You make people earn your love, but you love with all that is in you. I came after you because I knew I needed you in my life. I wanted to make love to you, and make a life with you, too.

I didn’t want to talk about this in front of everyone else today, you know how private I am, so I wrote you this note instead. Thank you for loving me, Iris. Thank you for giving me a chance and putting your prejudices aside. Had you not, we both would’ve missed out on this amazing love affair. Thank you for reminding me that I might be the Judge in Nashville, Tennessee, but there’s only one God, and He’s the judge of the entire universe. He’s a million times more powerful than me. He did something I couldn’t—He made perfection: YOU.

I love you, baby. I’m waiting for you at the end of the aisle. See you soon.

Your husband,

Jude Cooper

She blinked back tears as the singer finished up another song, and the coordinator asked everyone to rise. Tucking the note away inside her cleavage, she waited for Aunt Blue and Mama to come back inside of the cabin. They arrived and stood on either side of her, helping to lead the way. Down the aisle they went, everyone looking on, smiling and taking pictures as Alicia Keys, ‘Fallin’’ played. When she reached the row where Lily and Ayanna sat, Iris broke away from her mother and aunt, and grabbed the woman in her arms, squeezing her tight.

“My beautiful sister is gettin’ married, y’all!!!” Lily cried.

Before she knew it, they were both bouncing up and down, crying their eyes out with joy. Aunt Blue gently nudged her away, and she continued on, certain her makeup was now a mess, but she didn’t care. She looked at Lily over her shoulder a time or two, and the woman was smiling from ear to ear.

“Who gives this woman to be married to this man?”

Aunt Blue and Mama responded in unison, “We do.”

Iris didn’t realize until she looked into Jude’s glowing amber eyes, that her emotions were about to betray her once more.

Jude was dressed to impress—her rhinestone cowboy was clad in black from head to toe, including an expensive black cowboy hat with purple sash. He slowly tipped it, winked, then removed it from his head. Silky black tresses fell forward over his face, and he brushed them back. Eli took the hat from him and passed it down the line until someone was able to take it away.

“Howdy, gorgeous…”

He and Eli stood shoulder to shoulder, both with a picture of Cain pinned to their lapels.

“Hi… I…riiis.”

“Hi, Eli.” She smiled as she dabbed at the tears on her cheeks.

“You… looook… beaaauuut…tif…ful.”

“Thank you, honey!” She leaned in, gave him a kiss on the cheek, then went to stand next to Jude, in front of the minister. The man never took his eyes off her as the minister read various scriptures about love. At last, they exchanged vows.

“Do you, Jude Cooper, take Iris Ashley Ashford to be your wife, to cherish in friendship and love today, tomorrow, and for as long as the two of you live, to trust and honor her, to love her faithfully, through the best and the worst of times, whatever may come, and if you should ever wonder, to remember your love for each other and the reason why you came together with her this day?”

“I do.”

Iris was asked the same…

“I do.”

“Luke 10:33—And the Lord God said, ‘It is not good that man should be alone; I will make him a helper comparable to him.’”

The ceremony continued to run smoothly, until Eli cleared his throat and raised his finger, interrupting service.

“Ex…cuuuse me!”

“Eli, shhh!” Jude’s cousin reprimanded from the other side of him.

Eli continued, ignoring him.

“I’m… tell…ling… the… min…is…ter!”

“Telling me what, son?” Iris’ childhood preacher asked, leaning forward.

“I…riiisss said she… was… go-ing… to… make us… biscuits… aaaand… gravy this… morning… but… she did not. Sheee went… out… with… her friends… aaaaand heeeer friends… draaank too much… and maaaade noooise…. at… the… house be-fore… leaaaving to… a…club. I speeent… the night… just… to get… bisc…uits, and gravy. I…riiisss saw men at the club… strip-purs… and… sheee danced… all… niiight… instead… of going… to… bed! Sheeee… could… not… cook… for… us. Juuuude caaan’t cook. He burnt… the… toast. She… slept. Sheee waaaassss… throw…ing…money…at… nay-kid… men. I-riiisss should… have…come… home… and slept… so she… could make… us… biscuits… and graaavy… like… she… prom-missed!”

The entire place erupted in laughter as a mortified Iris felt her face growing hot. The bastard had overheard her talking on the phone, airing out her dirty laundry to Aunt Blue about her night on the town! I wish I had a duck right now… that would’ve shut Eli up! She’d had a hell of a bachelorette party and was too exhausted to lift a finger that morning, let alone cook. Jude was laughing so hard, his face was turning red, and that vein in the middle of his forehead began to protrude.

“Okay.” The minister grinned, obviously holding back laughter, too, “Thank you, young man, for telling me.”

“Yooou’re… welcome.” Eli nodded, as if he’d done some great service for all of mankind.

Iris was relieved when the crowd finally settled down after Eli’s flareup, and after a while it was time to exchange rings.

“Jude Cooper and Iris Ashley Ashford, through their words today, have joined together in holy wedlock. Since they have exchanged their vows before God and these witnesses, have pledged their commitment to each other, and declared the same by joining hands and by exchanging rings, I now pronounce them husband and wife. Those who God hath joined together, let no one put asunder! Jude, you may kiss your bride!”

Jude wasted no time in grabbing her by the waist, prompting much laughter. She nearly lost her footing as he brought her close and claimed her lips in a searing kiss. Cheers echoed throughout as confetti rained all around them.

After caressing her ass, he whispered in her ear, “I ain’t never turnin’ you loose. If you think you’ve been loved on hard by me before, Iris, just wait until tonight, girl. I’m going to have you speaking in tongues. Both sets of lips.”

She giggled. “Oh, you ain’t said nothin’ but a word. Don’t threaten me with a good time!”

Then, she wrapped her arms around his neck, and drew him in for another kiss…
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EPILOGUE


…One year later
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The all too familiar clank and thud of the iron prison doors opening echoed through the chamber. Jude walked in, immediately assailed by the odor of strong coffee and bleach. Iris and Pete accompanied him to the long table where Cain sat. Cain’s complexion was splotchy, and his eyes a bit puffy, as if he’d been up all night, restless. They all greeted one another, hugged each other, happy to be together again. Family.

“Hey, Iris.”

“Hi, Cain.” Iris smiled at him as she rocked the baby in her arms, placing a bottle to his mouth.

Cain had met Iris once before, when she was about eight months pregnant. Pete had been up to see his father several times during the past year, and things were running a bit smoother now. Cain said he’d been looking forward to this day. He’d wanted to see the newest member of the family.

“Can I… Can I hold him, Iris?” He sniffed, got up from his seat, then reached out to the baby.

“Yeah, sure.” Iris carefully handed her bundle over to Cain, across the table.

A tear trailed down his brother’s face, then he smiled, and a peaceful expression took over, the kind only new life and new beginnings could bring.

“My first nephew. Lynx Angel Cooper. Boy, you’re a damn handsome devil!”

They all smiled at that.

“Dad, Mom says he’s got your, my, and Uncle Jude’s nose. We all got the same one. What do you think?”

“Yeah… I can see that.” Cain looked over at Iris, and grinned.

“I hate that I had to miss y’alls wedding. I know I said this before, but I got to see it online at least.” He rocked the baby gently. “Jude told me you were pregnant way back then, and how excited he was. I told him there were no words to describe it.” He tossed a glance at Pete. “First time father… that feeling is indescribable. Now, he’s gotten to see for himself.”

Jude nodded in agreement.

“Yeah… it was love at first sight, Cain. From the moment Iris had to go into the hospital, till nine hours later when he came out, I was a mess. The first time you see your child does somethin’ to ya. You see the world different after havin’ a child. At least, I do.”

Cain ran his finger slowly along the baby’s ear. Lynx looked up at Cain, a curious expression on his sweet face. The baby had jet black hair with a slight wave, his complexion was the color of wheat. He had Iris’ eyes but looked like a combination of the two of them.

“He’s beautiful, Iris. Like you.”

“Thank you, Cain. Your brother I think had a little to do with that, too.”

Laughter ensued.

“You still okay, man? Need any crossword puzzles to pass the time?”

“I’m straight. You got everything together real nice.” They gave each other an all-knowing nod.

Cain didn’t seem in a hurry to hand back the baby, but eventually did. Jude cleared his throat, ready to make his move. “Hey, baby,” he ran his fingers along his beard, “can you and Pete go to the waiting area for a minute? I need to talk to Cain about something.”

They both left without much fanfare. When the coast was clear, Jude turned to Cain, who was visibly confused.

“Something wrong, man? Is business going well? Last we spoke, you said the distillery is doing real good, and that your jewelry store and pawn shop were doin’ mighty fine, too. Also, Iris’ lady store—”

“Boutique. ‘Lily and Iris’…”

“Yeah, that it was ready for the grand opening soon.”

“Yeah, all that’s fine, man. Her plans are going well. She’s got a few more classes, we’ve bought the storefront, everything is falling into place.” Jude briefly closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Now, I want you to listen to me real good.”

“All right.” Cain cocked his head to the side and leaned slightly forward.

“Hickory, dickory, dock… Once upon a time, there was an old grandfather clock… A green mouse, with green cheese, was inside of it…”

Cain clasped his hands.

“Rewind.” He frowned, mulling over the words.

A bit frustrated, Jude began again. “Hickory, dickory, motherfuckin’ dock… A green mouse, with green fuckin’ cheese… Cheeeese… was runnin’ around in the clock. It was more than one mouse. It had its entire family in there. There was a mother named Angel, a Daddy named Johnny, and their three mice sons, and they were all green… all of ’em… every… single… one.”

After a few seconds, Cain’s eyes grew large.

“You got to be fuckin’ shittin’ me.” His nostrils flared and he began to tap his foot fast, as if trying to drill the floor for oil. Swiping a shaking hand across his mouth, he whispered, “How much we talkin’?”

“Enough to hire you a star-studded lawyer out of fuckin’ New York City, who has taken cases like yours a million times over and won them time and time again. Enough to make sure my wife and family will always be okay, no matter what the hell happens to me so she doesn’t have the same fate as her mother, who had to return to work after dealin’ with the death of their father. Enough to ensure that Pete can go to a good school and make somethin’ of himself so he doesn’t end up like Daddy. Daddy had wanted to go to college, too, but had to give all of that up. Enough to donate a big ol’ chunk to research for people sufferin’ with mental illnesses, like my sister-in-law, and programs that help kids comin’ out the foster-care system receive vocational, educational, and healthcare amenities, and folks with disabilities, like our brother Eli, so they can get jobs, take classes to learn independent livin’, and get important medical services.” Cain hung his head. “Come on, now…”

“I saw him in the wedding video last year!” he wailed, crying, then turned away, shaking his head. “Eli looks just like us! He got Cooper written all over him, just like Pete, just like your son now, too. We all favor… we all look alike in some way. It haunts me. I ain’t been able to look at Eli in years! Since he was a teenager. I had refused to visit him. I just couldn’t stomach it. You know that. You got on me about it, but I told you to leave me be. I watched him over and over in that weddin’ video. I laughed at what he said, and I cried, too. He looks… normal.”

“Well, how the hell did you expect him to look, Cain? That was a long time ago.”

“That’s my baby brother! God forgive me!” Cain rested his head on the table, crying.

Jude exhaled, leaned forward, and patted his brother’s hand.

“Cain, we can’t keep going through this. You were a kid yourself. It wasn’t your fault. The only one to blame is the guy speedin’ down the street. Now listen. Sit up and listen to me.” After a few moments, he gathered himself and sat up. “You have to make me a promise. Right here. Right now.”

“Okay.”

“Don’t get up from this damn chair.”

“Huh?”

“Guard…” Jude motioned towards the guard standing at the entrance. The door slowly opened, and in walked Eli.

Cain squinted, then leaned forward. He stood, his eyes practically bulging out of his head.

“Oh no… It’s him… no… NO!”

“Sit down in that chair, Cain!”

Cain stood silently crying, falling apart, as Eli drew closer and closer, his iPad in hand. Jude helped Eli sit down at the table. Their baby brother placed his iPad down and folded his hands on his lap. Cain lowered himself slowly to his seat again and leaned back, a look of wonder on his face. Tears stained his cheeks, reminding Jude of how he’d looked as a boy, when he’d seen Eli lying on the ground, covered in blood.

“Eli…” Cain’s voice quaked.

“Caaain.” Eli smiled at him.

“Eli, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t come to see you when I could. You were in that adult livin’ place, and I refused to come see you, no matter how much you begged. I made Jude stop talking about you to me. I just couldn’t handle it, Eli. Every time I looked at you, I saw my mistake! I should’ve been watching you! I should’ve been payin’ attention. I’m sorry about the accident… everything! I wish it had been me and not you!”

“I… don’t… blame you… Caaain. It… wasn’t… your… fault. I’m… hap…py.”

“Are you?” Cain smiled sadly. “I sure hope so, baby bro.”

“Yeeesss. I… have… a gooood… life. I… have… a girl…friend.”

“Do you? What’s her name?”

“Her… name… is Candi.” Eli sported a proud look. “She loooves… me. I looove… her… too.” Cain blinked back emotion. “I re…mem…ber… yooou… push…shing… me on… a… swing… Caaaain. I went… high… in the air… Hap…py. I re…mem…ber… you… teeech…ching…me… how… to… ride… the big… wheel… Yooou… shared… your…. candy…bar…with… me. You…were… a good… bro…ther… to… me. I… loooove… you.”

“Jesus…” Cain’s tears finally got under Jude’s skin for he now also grappled with the moisture stinging his eyes, the overwhelming feeling squeezing his chest. “I had forgotten all about that stuff, Eli…”

“I… did… not. Yooou… focus… on… baaaad… things. Yooou… pun…ish… yourself. I… don’t… want pit…ty. I… am… con…tent. I am… whooole. Yooou have… to… mooove… forward, Cain.” Cain hung his head and sobbed uncontrollably now. “Yooou are… be…ing… de…stroyed… by… the past… Pleeease…be my… big… brother… a…gain…”

Around them, a couple of guards regarded the scene, looking rather choked up, too.

“Let me explain somethin’ to you, Cain.” Jude snatched a tissue off the table and dabbed his eyes. “This man who sits beside me, our brother, is the smartest of all three of us. Without him, I wouldn’t have found that remarkable woman I married, the mother of my baby. I wouldn’t have even been open to the idea of having a real relationship like that. Somethin’ past the superficial level. I wanted someone to keep Eli company, but I was so particular about it, I was huntin’ for a wife at the same damn time and didn’t realize it until I was in deep. Eli helped me see that, just because we came from pain, doesn’t mean we have to live it every damn day of our lives. I deserve that woman!”

He pointed towards the door. “I deserve my baby! I deserve all the happiness in this messed up world! We gotta stop not thinkin’ we don’t deserve anything good, just because of where we come from, and the mistakes we’ve made along the way. I love my son more than my own life, Cain. I’d literally lie down in the middle of track, and let cars run over me if that meant he could live a beautiful life guaranteed. Life… it is damn beautiful, man. I deserve the future children I’m gonna make with that woman, too. I deserve the cars I drive, the checks I cash, the flights I take, the jewelry I wear, the tattoos I get, the boats I ride, the designer clothes I wear, the bed I lie in, the big house I live in, and the amazing brothers I have. I deserve every damn dollar I’ve got! And you know what? You deserve to forgive yourself, Cain! For everything!”

Cain reached across the table, and gripped his hand.

“Regardless of what happened, Eli is exactly the way he’s supposed to be. We’re blessed beyond measure. Look how far we’ve all come.” Jude tossed up his free hand to emphasize his point. “We lost our parents. We were in the foster care system. Prison. Drug addictions, breakin’ the law, hating ourselves over shit we had no control over, and for what?! Right now, I’m running three businesses.” He held up three fingers. “All of ’em are fruitful. I’ve got a legacy to leave my children, Cain. Somethin’ they can be proud of! Hang their hat on. Somethin’ that’ll make them say, ‘Daddy took care of business, and he did it the right way.’ I’m busier than hell, but I like it like that. I have a mind for business, and this time, I’m using that skill for good, instead of what I was dealin’ with before. I’m not going to lie, I’m addicted to the street life, but there’s more than one way to skin a cat.

“I find excitement in other ways in life. Eli here had a pediatric head injury, yet he won a damn chess championship last month. Not against other people with special needs or neurological disorders, but regular Joes! He’s going to be flown to Arizona for a tournament. Your brother Eli is a fuckin’ chess genius. He’s been featured on all of these online articles and blogs. Here’s another way God showed and proved how great He is, Cain… My wife’s aunt, Blue, remember me talkin’ about what a cut-up she is?”

“Yeah, I remember.”

“Well, guess what? I was talkin’ to her one morning on the phone, and she told me her actual background is in paralegal work. She worked in this field many years ago in her twenties, then switched to the medical administration field, but anyway, we got to talkin’ about your case. Before I knew it, she had gotten in contact with someone on your behalf. When my phone rang, it was the big wig in New York callin’ me. The price was steep, but damn it, he thinks you got a chance at this. I would have never met this man had it not been for me letting go of the past, and givin’ love a chance!” Cain blinked back tears and nodded. “It’s a chain reaction! Your son is doing way better in school now, man. Pete is maturing, and part of the reason why is because he finally put his pain aside and came up here to see his father months ago. He was able to look you in the eye and get his feelings out, all of ’em—the good, the bad, and the ugly. Because you listened, and didn’t get defensive, driving him away, proving his fears right, he came back the next month, and the month after that, to continue the conversation. To heal… He loves you, man!”

“I prayed for this.” Cain shook his head, then wiped his eyes with the palms of his hands. “I prayed Eli and Pete would forgive me. I didn’t think I had a chance in hell of getting out of here, either, and even if I don’t, even if this guy from New York can’t do nothin’, it’s nice to have hope.”

Jude nodded in agreement.

“And look, he didn’t make any promises, but he said there are some problems with the case that can work in your favor. For one, the cop whose son you shot has gotten in some legal trouble messin’ with people’s records, fudging things. He likes to target those who get caught on drug offenses, and this was even before you killed his son. That was one of the arguments made the first time around by the old defense attorney you had, but he never really explored that line of reasoning. Also, one of the jury members he discovered is related to the prosecuting lawyer but didn’t admit that. That’s big. Anyway, if there are some strings that can be pulled, he’s going to find them, and he’s going to investigate this inside out, then get in contact with the Tennessee district attorney. We all know what you did wasn’t right. That’s not the issue. You know that, too, and there’s no need to rehash it, but spendin’ the rest of your life in here when you were defending yourself from being robbed, regardless of what you were being robbed of, isn’t right, either.”

For the first time in years, Cain looked optimistic.

They spoke for a bit longer, then Pete and Iris joined them again so they could wrap up the conversation and say their goodbyes.

Cain and Eli embraced, letting their emotions out one more time. Moments later, he, Eli, Iris and Pete had left the prison.

Once outside, Jude paused to inhale the fresh air. The smell of a new day. When they reached his white Cadillac Escalade, Eli and Pete climbed into the back, while Iris began to strap the baby into his car seat. He stood behind her, wrapped his arms around her waist, and pulled her in for a kiss. She looked deep into his eyes from over her shoulder, smiling at him in that sexy way of hers.

“You okay, baby?” she asked in a whisper.

“Yeah, I’m good.”

Finishing up with the baby, she got into the passenger’s seat and turned on the music. Larceny’s, ‘Another Level’ played from the radio. Jude stared at the prison for a moment, at the armed guards at the top, and the big, concrete cage secured from all sides.

My brother isn’t an animal, and yet, here he is, locked in a crate. We’re what the world made us, and we’ve been fighting the current, swimming upstream ever since. I’ve had to do things to survive that many would think were animalistic. I’ve had experiences that are the things of nightmares, and yet… here I am, still living. I survived. Cain survived. Eli survived. We went different routes, but we traveled nevertheless. We kept moving.

My wife knows most everything about me, but some things, she will never be told. Not because I’m ashamed, but for her own protection. She married someone with darkness inside of him, and she is nothing but a beacon of light. She gave birth to my first child, risked her life to bring him into the world. She’s almost finished with school, and I know whatever my baby puts her mind to, she can do it with flying colors. We’ve got so many adventures ahead of us… I can’t wait to enjoy every moment. Angel and Johnny had three boys who grew up and became men.

They left us far too early, but still managed to instill in us the tools we needed to endure. They took care of us beyond the grave, and still continue to do so. The bloodline is strong. It lives inside my heart, and showed itself inside a clock… while we watched the time go by.

My pregnant wife cleaned and tended to those seconds… tick, tock… She sliced her nail open, a sacrifice… the blood dripping so she could find the gift that keeps on givin’, from the clock, that keeps on tickin’.

Life is precious. I know that now. I took it for granted. Family is important. I have everything I could ever want or wish for, but even if I didn’t have a dime to my name, I’d be rich, as long as I have the love of that woman…

He caught a momentary glimpse of his wife. She was talking to Pete and Eli, happiness etched upon her face.

Cain… you are able. Keep your chin up. He was just a poor White boy from Nashville, Tennessee, whose heart was big, yet someone made him think it should be small…

Eli’s a star, too, like Iris, shining bright in the darkest of nights.

My first-born child, my son, Lynx, is the start of something new. He won’t go through what us Cooper boys suffered. He’ll have his own obstacles, ’cause life ain’t easy, but he’ll learn from his uncles, father, and grandfather, so he doesn’t have to make the same mistakes we did. We’ve paved the road for him so he won’t have to travel in the dark. There will be light at the end of the tunnel.

“Baby, you comin’? We wanna eat!” Iris yelled through a partially rolled down window.

“Yeah, darlin’…” He waved to the prison and winked, then turned around and settled in the driver’s seat of his car. “No worries. Here comes the Judge…”
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1.   Post Malone – Motley Crew

2.   Loose Ends – Hanging on a String

3.   The Gap Band – Humpin’

4.   Bobby Brown – Every Little Step

5.   Fleetwood Mac – Sara

6.   Charlie Farley – Sick Of This Place

7.   T.S.O.P. – The Sound of Philadelphia

8.   Kenny Rogers – The Gambler

9.   Beautiful Mistakes,’ by Maroon 5

10.  Revel Day – Baby it’s you

11.  Monica – Like This And Like That

12.  Keran Vega – Where Do We Go

13.  Lucky Dave – Over

14.  Paul Mauriat – Love is Blue

15.  WizKid – Essence

16.  Groove Theory – Tell Me

17.  Lil Migo – No Love In My Heart

18.  Miguel – How Many Drinks

19.  Fantasia – When I See U

20.  Kane Brown – H.E.R.’s – Blessed & Free

21.  Jazmine Sullivan – Pick Up Your Feelings

22.  CL – Lover Like Me

23.  Musiq – Halfcrazy

24.  Coi Leray – TWINNEM

25.  Lil Tommy – Colors

26.  Rvssian, Rauw Alejandro & Chris Brown – Nostálgico

27.  Remi Wolf – Anthony Kiedis

28.  Calum Scott – Rise

29.  John Mayer – New Light

30.  Tracy Chapman – Fast Car

31.  Jeremy Zucker – Deep end

32.  Chelsea Cutler – Devil On My Shoulder

33.  Darius Rucker – Hands On Me

34.  Luke Combs – Beautiful Crazy

35.  NLE Choppa – Shotta Flow

36.  Al Martino – To Each his Own

37.  John Mellencamp and Bruce Springsteen – Wasted Days

38.  Peach Pit – Up Granville

39.  DJ Snake – You Are My High

40.  Shootergang Kang – Charlie

41.  Zap Mama – Yaku

42.  Alexander O’Neal – If You Were Here Tonight

43.  Zap Mama – Sweet Melody

44.  WizKid – Essence

45.  Chris Stapleton – Tennessee Whiskey

46.  Chris Kasper – A Letter to You

47.  Lil Peep – right here (ft. Horse Head)

48.  Taylor Swift – Willow

49.  Lil Peep – right here (ft. Horse Head)

50.  Connan Mockasin – Shaved Buckley

51.  Doja Cat – Need to Know

52.  KRS-One – Don’t Fall For It

53.  Jameson Rodgers and Luke Combs – Cold Beer Calling My Name

54.  Disturbed – The Sound of Silence

55.  Spartan Will Rise – Wild Thing

56.  Baby Bash – Certified Freak

57.  The Wheels on the Bus

58.  Isley Brothers – Groove with You

59.  Raphael Saadiq – Ask of You

60.  Avant – Read Your Mind

61.  Sub Urban – Cradle

62.  Jason Aldean – Tonight Looks Good On You

63.  Peach Pit – Look Out

64.  Kane Brown – Good As You

65.  Luke Combs – Hurricane

66.  Alicia Keys – Fallin’

67.  Larceny – Another Level
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