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            Party’s Over

         
         “Hey, Lance, come here.” Jeremy was standing in an alleyway, pointing to a window in an apartment rowhome on the 2500 block
            of Somerset Street in North Philadelphia. “Look,” he whispered.
         

         
         “What? I don’t see nothing?” Lance whispered back to him.

         
         “The window, it’s cracked. It’s not shut all the way. Right there. You see it?” Jeremy pointed to the window again.

         
         His keen vision surpassed Lance’s, who was nearsighted and unable to see far away when he wasn’t wearing his glasses.

         
         “You sure they in there?” Lance asked, trying to figure out what the next move should be as an alley cat jumped out of a tree
            next to him, scaring the living daylights out of him. “Nigga, I know you not laughing?” he said to Jeremy, who couldn’t help
            himself.
         

         
         “You shoulda seen your face. Nah, for real, though. I’m telling you. I followed them all day. They’re in there.” He nodded
            his head, showing no signs of uncertainty in his voice. “I watched them go in there with two duffle bags. They went in and
            they didn’t come out, neither did. And the duffel bags they had were chunky, real chunky. They are holding a lot of money
            or a lot of coke. Damn, they are holding.”
         

         
         So many different thoughts rushed around in Lance’s head. The first one being how much money and how much coke their rival
            competition was holding in the house. Right now, more than ever, he needed a come up. A strong come up and he realized, in
            his heart, this was it.
         

         
         “You sure it’s only the two of them in there?” Lance asked again, his heart starting to beat a little faster as the adrenaline
            rushed throughout his veins.
         

         
         “Man, I’m telling you. We can take these jokers. They caught off guard. They won’t even see us coming. We got one chance,
            Lance, just one, and this is it.”
         

         
         Lance needed to play the whole scene out in his head. He wanted no stone to be left unturned. There could be no mistakes,
            no mishaps, and no time for fuckups. Jeremy might be right. This might be his one and only chance or, better yet, his golden
            opportunity to come up. Times were hard and the only nigga in the city moving weight was Simon Shuller.
         

         
         Simon Shuller had been getting money for years. Everyone knew it too. Not only was he the largest drug dealer in Philadelphia,
            he had to be the police as well. There was no way he could run drugs, dope, and numbers year after year and not be in jail
            by now. But he wasn’t in jail and Simon Shuller, police or not, was the man with the golden hand in the city. The big kahuna
            with all the money and those two unknown suspects inside the rowhome on Somerset were his runners. Truth was they could have
            left the door wide open because anybody crazy enough to mess with anything belonging to Simon Shuller had to be plum out of
            their minds.
         

         
         Lance gazed at Jeremy. “Man, I must be crazy listening to you.”

         
         “Shit, you’re crazy if you don’t, my friend. I’m telling you; we might not ever get this chance in life again. We could sneak
            in, take what we came for, and sneak right back out.”
         

         
         Lance thought for a minute longer. Maybe Jeremy is right. We sneak in, take what we came for, and sneak back out. How hard
            could that be?
         

         
         “Okay, come on. Let’s do the damn thing,” Lance commanded, feeling nothing but heart.

         
         “That’s what I’m talking about, baby boy. Don’t worry, I got this caper all figured out already. Come on, let’s get the car
            and park it close enough to make our getaway.”
         

         
         Up on the fire escape, Lance looked at Jeremy, who was silently cracking the window open. He turned around and waved his hand
            for his friend to come on. He climbed through the window and into what once may have been a bathroom. Jeremy turned around
            to find Lance on the fire escape, climbing through the window behind him.
         

         
         “What the fuck died in this motherfucker?” Lance whispered as a foul stench in the air filled his nostrils.

         
         “Shh, come on.” Jeremy embraced his 9mm and peeked around the corner of the doorway, looking like he belonged on the force.

         
         What the fuck do this nigga think he doing?

         
         “Wha . . . why you looking at me like that?”

         
         “Nigga, you ain’t no goddamn Barnaby Jones and shit. What is you doing?”

         
         “I’m trying to make sure the coast is clear, man. Let me do what I do,” Jeremy said, a tad bit annoyed.

         
         Between the two of them whispering back and forth, neither of them heard the footsteps coming down the hallway. Not until
            the footsteps were right on them and the bathroom door came flying open.
         

         
         “What the fuck? Ya’ll niggas lost?” a tall, brown-skinned fellow, wearing a Phillies jacket and Phillies baseball cap, said.

         
         At first, he thought they might’ve been crackheads, but then he saw the shiny chrome and steel and knew differently.

         
         “Shut the fuck up before I kill you in this motherfucker,” Jeremy said as he quickly maneuvered his gun and pointed it straight
            at his victim’s head. “Come on, let’s go.”
         

         
         Jeremy held Poncho on his left side, close to his body. He held his gun in his right hand up to Poncho’s head. They began
            walking back down the hallway as they heard another guy call out from the living room.
         

         
         “Yo, Ponch, we need more vials. You gonna have to run down to the—”

         
         His sentence was cut short as he saw his man, Poncho, being led by Jeremy and Lance through the doorway with a gun pointed
            at his head.
         

         
         “Don’t even think about it, Shorty,” Lance said as he pointed his gun at the guy sitting at the table stuffing tiny vials
            with two hits of crack.
         

         
         “What the fuck?”

         
         “Nigga, you know what it is. Bag that shit up, put it back in the duffel bag, and nobody got to get hurt.”

         
         Nard quickly surveyed everything going on. These dudes ain’t wearing no masks. That can only mean one thing. And even though Jeremy and Lance’s intention wasn’t to kill, merely rob, Nard felt otherwise. Being a true thoroughbred for
            Simon Shuller, he’d rather die fighting than give them niggas a dime, even if the coke wasn’t his. Some things in life were
            more important, and his reputation for being a “real nigga” was one of them.
         

         
         Nard was a youngster with mad heart, and for the dough, he had love. For the streets, he had respect, and for a principle
            about some bullshit, he would fight tooth and nail. He slithered his arm without an eye’s glance under the table. Right where
            he had put it earlier was a tiny .22 with a piece of duct tape keeping it suspended upside down. Mm-hmm, we gonna see now, motherfucker.

         
         Nice and smooth and just enough to do damage, he was ready to pop off. Quickly, his fingers fondled the cold steel until his
            grasp was tight. Nard came from under the table so fast, no one saw it coming, not even Poncho. He shot Lance one time in
            the chest, the bullet piercing his heart. Lance dropped to the floor, holding his chest in one hand and his gun in the other,
            the bullet moving inside him. He looked up at Jeremy, gasping for breath and collapsing in a red pool of blood.
         

         
         “Let him go, motherfucker!” Nard shouted.

         
         “Nard, take this, nigga. Take him. I know you can, baby boy. Take him,” Poncho yelled.

         
         “Shut the fuck up,” Jeremy said, now nervous as his man was gasping for air, gurgling blood, and reaching for him to help
            him.
         

         
         “Let him go. Let him go and I’ll let you live.” Nard meant every word he spoke and tried to be calm as he talked Jeremy into
            letting his man go.
         

         
         “Nigga, give me what the fuck I came for or both you motherfuckers are gonna die.”

         
         Jeremy used brute force and pushed the gun harder into the side of Poncho’s head. He looked down on the floor. Lance was dead.
            Oh, my God! He killed him! He killed Lance!

         
         “Motherfucker, I ain’t giving you shit. Let him go!” Nard yelled again.

         
         “Take him, Nard, what the fuck is you waiting fo—”

         
         The shot from Jeremy’s gun seemed unreal at first, a mistake, a misfortune, something that wasn’t supposed to be, a gap, a
            space, time that needed to rewind. Slow motion, so slow as Jeremy felt Poncho’s body slump to the floor as Nard watched Poncho,
            his main man, die right in front of him. Poncho’s blood and fragments of his head landed all over the wall and covered the
            entire side of the room. His blood even splattered on Nard, all within a matter of seconds.
         

         
         Instinct moved through Nard like a thief in the night and, like lightning, the strike of the bullet from that tiny, small
            .22 pierced through Jeremy’s chest and threw him back several steps as his body began to slump against the door. His fingers
            unable to grasp, he dropped his gun and looked down at the blood pouring out his body, then fell to the floor, lying on his
            back. His eyes stared up at the ceiling as his body stopped breathing. Jeremy didn’t even see it coming, it happened so fast.
            Nard hit him with the strike of magic and, poof, like that, Jeremy was gone.
         

         
         “Fuck!” Nard held his head in his right hand, his gun still in his left. “Fuck, goddamn it. Fuck you come here for, stupid
            ass motherfuckers?” He angrily interrogated a dead Jeremy and a dead Lance. “Damn, what the fuck am I gonna do now?”
         

         
         He surveyed the room as he talked and cursed the dead bodies around him. “Motherfuckers!” He kicked a lifeless Jeremy. What am I going to do? What the fuck? He checked the three bodies lying on the floor for a pulse, starting with his man, Poncho.
         

         
         “Damn, Ponch, man. I’m so sorry, man. I’m so sorry.” He felt Poncho’s wrist. “I love you, man. I love you. Fuck!” He started
            considering the consequences. “Fucking police, man. Fuck, what am I going to do?”
         

         
         He couldn’t think straight. His brain was overwhelmed. He threw all the crack vials and other paraphernalia into a duffel
            bag lying under the table and left the other empty one on the floor. He looked around the room, grabbed all the contents that
            belonged to him, tried to wipe off the table, doorknobs, and everything else he’d touched in the crack spot, and quickly ran
            out the door and down a flight of stairs.
         

         
         “Hey, Nard, be careful. They shooting in the building.”

         
         He quickly turned around, his gun still in his hand but tucked inside the front pocket of his hoodie.

         
         “Hey, Shorty.” There was a kid standing in the vestibule, nine or ten years old. He didn’t recall the kid’s name, but the
            kid always remembered his. “You be careful, too, kid.”
         

         
         He brushed past him, threw his hoodie over his head, and made his way out the door as he quickly walked down the street to
            his car.
         

         
         “DaShawn, get in here! Don’t you hear them shooting? Come on, boy!”

         
         Nard looked up and saw a young Black girl hanging out a window, hollering for the same young kid Nard had brushed past inside
            the building.
         

         
         “I’m coming, Ma. I’m right here.”

         
         Nard could hear the little boy as he walked away from the spot.

         
         Please tell me this kid ain’t no problem, or the window chick. Fuck, man, fuck! I need me an alibi. And where the fuck is
               Sticks? Simon’s gonna be heated, but at least I got his coke. That’s all I need to do is get at Simon. I got to get rid of
               this gun too. Yeah, that’s all I’ll need is an alibi and I’m good.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Flashback

         
         Nard drove through the park and made his way to West Philly. Even though he hustled down North, he lived in Southwest Philly
            with his grandmom and uncle Moe on Fifty-Seventh and Hatfield Avenue. He opened the door and, as usual, Moe had fallen asleep
            in an old recliner in the far-side corner of the living room. He tiptoed right past him, glancing at the clock hanging on
            the wall in the dining room behind an archway that separated the dining room from the living room area. Too dark, he flipped
            on the light switch and quickly flipped it off. Damn, it’s three thirty in the morning, he thought to himself.
         

         
         He quietly made his way upstairs, tiptoeing by his grandmom’s bedroom door. He walked down the hall to his room. He opened
            his closet door and put the duffel bag inside it. He sat on the bed and thought back to everything that happened. Where did they even come from? What the fuck was they thinking, coming up in there trying to rob us like that? Fuck! But of it all, he kept hearing Poncho over and over yelling inside his head.
         

         
         “Take him, Nard, what the fuck is you waiting fo—”

         
         What the fuck?

         
         He got up and shook the spirit of Lance out of his head as he paced around the floor. His adrenaline was in overdrive and
            his speed bypassed the limit the instant his .22 dropped Lance to the floor. He had committed a double murder. As it stood,
            he had two bodies. Why they have to come in there? He could honestly say, had they been wearing masks, the situation may have played out completely differently. But the wheels
            of time had already been set in motion. And he couldn’t bring time back.
         

         
         He picked up the phone and dialed Sticks’s pager. Wait till he finds out what happened. This shit is all his fucking fault. Had he been there on the lookout, things could’ve
               been different. Damn it! And that goddamn little boy, DaShawn, and his fucking mother hanging all out the window.

         
         “Take him, Nard, what the fuck is you waiting fo—”

         
         He saw Poncho, bright as day, right there in his grandmom’s house, talking to him, gunman holding the gun to his head and
            all, bright as day, right there. Man, come on, man.

         
         He waited for the series of beeps, dialed Sticks’s number, and hung up the phone. What happened tonight would haunt him for
            the rest of his life. He sat on the bed and began to rock back and forth as he thought about everything that had transpired
            earlier. This shit is crazy, man! What the fuck! I should’ve taken all of them guns, not only mine. I did try to wipe down the table,
               but damn, I didn’t do the doorknobs, or the back bedroom, and I didn’t do the bathroom. Fuck, man, where the fuck is Sticks?

         
         His nerves had him wired; murder had him high. There wasn’t any way he was going to sleep. He couldn’t if he wanted to. He
            had way too much to do. He had to get that duffel bag of crack cocaine out of his grandmom’s house. That was the first thing
            he’d better do ’cause God help him if the cops ran up in there and found Simon Shuller’s key of crack in a red duffel bag.
            Not only would his grandmom kill him, but Simon Shuller himself would make sure he ended up in a duffel bag. There was one
            saying he’d taken heed to: Never shit where you sleep.
         

         
         This was the first time he’d ever brought drugs into his grandmom’s house and this would be the last. That bag had to go.
            The second thing was the gun. He still had it. In his heart of hearts, he felt he needed it and couldn’t let it go. If he
            had a replacement killer, there wouldn’t have been no questions about it. That gun would have been gone. But he lived on the
            southwest side of Philadelphia and living was at an all-time low. Junkies, crack heads, and other rivals were crabs. Crabs
            claw at you and they don’t stop. That doesn’t mean they scratch you, but they still claw. So, for him, he couldn’t afford
            to walk out of his house without a hammer on his person. That was simply the way it was. Okay, how am I going to do this? He had to have a plan; he needed to be strategic.
         

         
         Out of nowhere, the ringing phone startled him and brought him out of his reverie. He answered on the first ring. “Hello.”

         
         “Yo, what’s cracking?”

         
         “Man, where the fuck is you at?”

         
         “I got caught up out here in Germantown with my baby moms. Why? Everything alright?”

         
         “Fuck no! Two guys ran up in the spot on me and Ponch and—”

         
         “What you mean? Two guys ran up in the spot?”

         
         “Stickup boys and, Ponch, man, they . . . they killed him.”

         
         “What? Who killed him?” Sticks anxiously asked. “Wait, wait, don’t say nothing else on the phone. Where you at?”

         
         “My grandmom’s”

         
         “I’ll be right there.”

         
         Sticks hung up the phone, his brain formulating a hundred and one questions in his head. Man, can’t nobody hold they own without me.

         
         Sticks sat his oversize cell phone down on the seat and made a U-turn, making his way across town. He recognized trouble when
            he heard it, and that call was a double dose of trouble all day long and running.
         

         
         He stepped on the gas and, within twenty minutes he was outside Nard’s grandmom’s house. Nard came dashing out the front door
            and onto the porch like a super spy, body all hunched down, looking all around from side to side as he ran down the porch
            steps and jumped in Sticks’s Beemer, throwing the duffel bag into the back seat.
         

         
         Sticks asked, “You okay?”

         
         “Man, fuck no.” Sweat was rolling down the side of Nard’s face. “Poncho’s dead, Sticks.”

         
         “What the fuck happened?”

         
         Sticks sat back and listened as he turned off the block and parked on a nearby street. Nard told him everything he could think
            of. Describing Jeremy and Lance to a tee, not holding back anything, and even telling him if he’d taken the shot Poncho wanted
            him to, Poncho might still be there.
         

         
         “Listen, all demons gots to sleep, remember that. There’s no regrets. You can’t blame yourself, feel me?” Sticks listened
            to the series of unfortunate events and wondered what could’ve happened to him had he been there like he was supposed to.
            “Did anyone see you?”
         

         
         As soon as he popped the question, Nard could see the little, brown-skinned boy interrupting his great escape with small talk.
            “Hey, Nard, be careful. They shooting in the building.”
         

         
         Not to mention his mother hanging out the window, calling for him. “DaShawn, come on, boy, get in here. Don’t you hear they
            shooting outside?”
         

         
         “Hey, you here?” Sticks waved his right hand in front of Nard’s face. “Did anybody see you?”

         
         “Yeah, this little kid from down the hall. Then his mom, she saw me walking down the block.”

         
         “Fuck, that’s not good. It always be them little kids, don’t it? Always somewhere they asses don’t belong.”

         
         “What am I gonna do? You think the kid’s a problem?”

         
         “Man, I don’t know. I’d feel better if he wasn’t. Shit, I’d rather be safe than sorry, feel me?” He paused. “That’s all the
            coke back there?” Sticks waited to hear a drop was missing.
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s all of it.”

         
         It would be different if Nard was running game but Sticks knew he wasn’t. Sticks realized he was telling the truth.

         
         “Listen, in case it’s a problem, let’s get some kind of alibi straight. You need to be somewhere else altogether. Let me think . . .
            I might be able to take care of that. The only question is the little kid. I can’t call what the kid may or may not say, feel
            me? I wouldn’t want to take the chance.”
         

         
         “Yeah, yeah, you right.”

         
         “Where’s the gun? Did you get rid of that shit?”

         
         “Nah, not yet. It’s right here.”

         
         “Man, that’s the first thing you should’ve done. You’re bugging. Here, give it to me and I’ll get rid of it for you.”

         
         Nard looked at him like he was crazy. Dead body or not, he wanted his piece. It was tiny, but she did her job. His .22 was
            more faithful and trustworthy. “Man, I’d feel naked without a gun. You got another one I can hold?”
         

         
         “Yeah, here, take mine.”

         
         Sticks handed him a .44 magnum, taking the .22 from Nard, already knowing what he was going to do with it.

         
         Nard was nervous. “You sure you got me on that alibi, right?”

         
         “Man, relax. I’m gonna make some calls and I’ll let you know.”

         
         Nard exited the car and closed the door.

         
         

         Detective Tommy Delgado walked into the vestibule of the apartment rowhome and made his way up the flight of stairs. He stopped
            and gazed into the doorway. His first mental note was the three dead bodies sprawled out on the floor. Definitely a drug spot! And then a quick survey of everything around him. He took out a pad and paper and began jotting down notes, from a duffel
            bag on the floor, to how many cigarette butts were in the ashtray, to an open unfinished bottle of beer, a pizza box, some
            old Adidas running shoes, and even the channel the television was on. He lifted the yellow police tape hanging across the
            doorway and stepped over the first dead body lying in front of him. He silently surveyed the room as his partner, Detective
            Merva Ross, entered the crime scene behind him.
         

         
         “Wow, what happened here?” Ross asked as she looked around.

         
         “Ask him, that guy right there.” Delgado pointed to a dead Lance Robertson. “He looks like he would know.”

         
         “Ha, ha, you’re so funny,” Detective Ross joked before she added, “Do we have a time of death?”

         
         “Um, they’re pretty fresh. Maybe twelve, no more than sixteen hours ago,” the officer said as he watched Delgado writing in
            his memo pad.
         

         
         “Detective Delgado, we got something.”

         
         An officer led Delgado down the hall to the bathroom and showed him the window.

         
         “It’s a window. Hey everybody, we got a window!” Delgado teased aloud.

         
         “Yes, sir, it is, but it’s open and we found a piece of material that appears to ma—”

         
         “It’s a match, Honing! It looks like a match!” another detective yelled from down the hall.

         
         “Yeah, see, dead guy number two, he’s wearing a jacket. If you look closely, the side pocket is torn. We found fibers and
            the piece of his jacket that’s torn, sir, on the windowsill. He was possibly an intruder breaking into the apartment, entering
            through the window. We’re sending the fibers in for a positive match.”
         

         
         “Are you checking outside for prints?”

         
         “Of course, but come here. Let me show you this. These guys, these two right here, have muddy shoes. The same mud too. This
            guy has clean bottoms,” the officer leading Delgado around the crime scene said.
         

         
         “Good work,” Ross commented. “When will people learn to wipe their feet?”

         
         Delgado sneezed into his hand. “I hate that!”

         
         “It’s the worst,” Ross agreed. “Ew, here you go. You look like you need this,” she said, passing him a tissue.

         
         He wiped his nose and hands. “Thanks.”

         
         “You’re welcome. You coming down with something?”

         
         “I hope not.”

         
         “Me too. Look, if you make me sick, you owe me big. Keep your germs over there, pal. Damn, I’m so hungry.”

         
         “Pat’s?” Delgado asked, not wanting to eat but able.

         
         “My diet?”

         
         “You still on that?” Delgado looked at Merva, wondering how long she’d be on this infamous diet that appeared to have her
            gaining weight instead of losing it.
         

         
         “Hey, Detective Delgado, it looks like a match. This guy and this guy were in the backyard and it looks like they climbed
            this tree, came through the window, and then something happened.”
         

         
         “This guy has clean feet,” Delgado pointed out.

         
         “And?” Ross asked.

         
         “That’s dead guy number one. Dead guy number one has clean feet,” Detective Honing replied.

         
         “It means dead guy number one wasn’t in the backyard and probably didn’t climb the tree. If these guys came in here, dead
            guy number one probably killed dead guy two and dead guy three, right here.” Delgado pointed at Jeremy Tyler.
         

         
         Ross burst Delgado’s theory bubble. “What if there was another shooter who killed all three of these guys and he’s still out
            there.”
         

         
         “Yeah, maybe . . .” Delgado began to think to himself.

         
         “Did we scan for prints?” Ross asked.

         
         “Yes, ma’am. We’ve got a lot of prints in here. We’ll know more after forensics verifies a few things,” Detective Honing answered.

         
         “Wow, what a fucking mess.” Delgado looked at Poncho. “I want to know what happened here, my friend. If you could tell me,
            you’d truly make my job easier. Have you called the coroner yet?”
         

         
         “No, sir, not yet. We’re not done with them,” Honing replied. “Maybe another two hours, tops.”

         
         “I want the ballistics on the bullets. And find me a witness. Somebody around here knows something. See if you can figure
            out who and get them to talk and, I mean, talk to everybody in this godforsaken rathole. Check with everyone on this floor,
            the floor above, and the floor below. Ask around the block. Someone heard something and someone had to see something.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir. On it, sir,” said the first officer who led Delgado to the window.

         
         Ross sighed. “You got me wanting a chicken cheesesteak.”

         
         “I told you. Come on, let’s go to Pat’s. We’ll see you guys back at headquarters. Come on,” Delgado said to his partner.

         
         “Excuse me,” Ross said as she stepped over Jeremy, tagged body number three.

         
         “You step over me every day and you don’t say ‘Excuse me,’” Detective Delgado joked.

         
         “Stop crying and come on. It’s your turn to treat.”

         
         

         Daisy Mae Fothergill stood at the end of the bar waiting for her pickup tray.

         
         “Come on, Dallas. What you doing, man? I need my drinks so I can get up on outta here.”

         
         “Daisy, hold your tail feathers. You see me working.” Dallas laughed at her. “Go lay some eggs and shit and your tray will
            be ready when you done.”
         

         
         “I’m done laying eggs today and don’t worry about what I need to do. You worry about my tray. How’s that?”

         
         “Here, get on out of here, pussycat.” Dallas placed the remaining two drinks on the carrying tray for her.

         
         “’Bout time,” she said, lifting the tray over her shoulder and carrying it to her waiting table. That was Dallas’s nickname;
            he always called her pussycat. Her eyes were a crazy shade of green and when her pupils were dilated, they resembled those
            of a cat.
         

         
         “Daisy Mae, girl, you sure look good,” Felix, one of her regulars, said as he slid his hand down the side of her bare back
            and squeezed her exposed butt cheek before letting her go.
         

         
         “Mm-hmm, you always say the sweetest things,” she said, being ever so polite. Felix was too cheap for her to patronize. He
            didn’t want to tip, he didn’t want to pay, but he wanted Daisy to stroke him like he was king of the land or a czar on a throne.
         

         
         “Nah, Daisy, I’m saying. You looking good tonight. Whadda you say we go in one of them champagne rooms in the back?”

         
         “I’d say let’s go, but you ain’t got champagne money. So, I guess I’ll be going on home now,” she said as she tried to walk
            away from the table.
         

         
         “Daisy, nah. Come here, girl. I’m trying to talk to you.” He pulled her arm back and attempted to rub her butt again. He was
            the worst, literally. Daisy could tolerate some, but Felix made her skin crawl. He was a tiny man, short and balding. He had the worst breath
            and was always blowing his Newport cigarette smoke at her private area and licking his tongue at her.
         

         
         Yuck!

         
         “No, you don’t need to talk to me. You need to talk to Calvin, honey. Ain’t nothing I can do for you, and it’s time for me
            to go.”
         

         
         Right then, Felix’s buddy pulled out a wad of cash and flashed it at Daisy.

         
         “See, I told you, baby.” Felix nodded to his friend and pulled Daisy even closer as she fell into his lap. “I’m gonna take
            care of you.”
         

         
         “Hey, Calvin . . . Calvin,” she called out as Felix groped her body, feeling up her breasts and trying to get his hand between
            her thighs.
         

         
         Calvin turned around and made his way over to the table. “What’s the problem over here?”

         
         “We want a private room, with Daisy.” Felix gestured to his friend, who quickly flashed his wad of cash to Calvin.

         
         “Well, Daisy, come on. Take care of these guys. What ya’ll sitting over here for?” Calvin quickly got the table on its feet.
            “Let me get ya’ll a room. All our rooms come with a bottle of our finest champagne.”
         

         
         Calvin patted the stranger on his back.

         
         He’s so full of shit, Daisy thought. Ain’t no real champagne. He’s crazy.

         
         Calvin led them through a doorway and into a private champagne room. It had mirrors on the walls and ceilings, huge red sofas,
            black two-seater lounge chairs, a few end tables, and a dancing pole in the middle of the floor.
         

         
         “Daisy’s gonna give you your money’s worth. You don’t have to worry about that. Do they, Daisy?”

         
         “No, Calvin, they ain’t got nothing to worry about.”

         
         Calvin moved over to the side as Daisy watched the stranger pay for her adult-rated services. He turned and headed to the
            door, looked at her with his ‘you better do what you do, dammit’ look on his face, and then closed the door behind him, leaving
            her alone in the room with Felix and the stranger.
         

         
         Felix looked at her as he began to massage himself and then opened his mouth, stuck his tongue out, and wiggled it at her.

         
         Lord, give me strength.

         
         

         Two hours later, tired, hungry, feet all sore from walking around in four-inch stilettos, Daisy stood at the bus stop waiting
            for the number 2. There has to be something better out here for me than this. There has to be. Please, God, send me a good man; someone to take
               care of me and love me. Please, I can’t do this life much more.

         
         Daisy could daydream until the cows came home. At the end of the day, there wasn’t anything better out there for her and there
            wouldn’t be anything better either. Being only twenty-two, her life had been extremely hard. Nothing had ever been given to
            her and everything she got, she either took it or used her body to get it. Thank God she had that; a perfect body, a perfect
            frame. Other than that, she didn’t have much. A two-bedroom apartment she shared with her ailing mother and a no-good boyfriend.
            Well, he wasn’t even a boyfriend, just some guy she had started seeing. Breaking her thoughts, her pager went off. It was
            him, her new guy, Sticks.
         

         
         Ooh, I wonder if he’s around. Maybe he can give me a ride home so I don’t have to take the bus.

         
         She went over to a phone booth and called his car phone. “Hello.”

         
         “Yo, Dais! What the fuck, man! I been calling you all day.”

         
         “Hey, Sticks, I’m just getting off work. I didn’t even check my pager.”

         
         She started looking through her pages. Damn, he’s been paging me since yesterday morning.

         
         “Man, I’m at the Honey Dipper looking for you. Where you at?”

         
         “I’m around the corner, at the bus stop.”

         
         “Okay, stay there. I need to see you, man, right now.”

         
         Yes, no long, drawn-out bus ride tonight. And Sticks is coming with his fine ass. This is perfect. She couldn’t help thinking about the possibilities of the evening and where they could lead. She was happy she had a ride
            home from one of the city’s most notorious street ballers. It couldn’t get no better than that. Sticks was every young girl’s
            daydream. He was light-skinned, handsome, and muscular, with a nice grade of hair, not too curly, but not nappy. He was one
            of the brothers a girl would get pregnant by in hopes of having a baby with good hair.
         

         
         Sticks had a reputation for being a liar and a cheat with the ladies, but he also had a reputation for putting in work. Whatever
            had to be done, he’d do it with no hesitation. The dudes who knew his résumé stayed clear of starting trouble with him. Only
            a stranger would be stupid enough to try Sticks and think he’d get away with it.
         

         
         Sticks quickly put his 150 E Class in DRIVE and made his way to the bus stop. He opened the passenger-side door from inside and waited for her to get in.
         

         
         “I sure am glad to see you. My feet are killing me.”

         
         Fuck your feet, I got problems, Sticks thought to himself and he did. Big, big, problems.
         

         
         “You gonna rub them for me?”

         
         Is this bitch serious? “Of course, baby, of course. I got you, Dais. Anything you need, let me know.”
         

         
         I ain’t heard no nigga talk like him in all my life. Anything I need, let him know. “Well, right now all I need is a hot bath, something to eat, and my feet rubbed down.”
         

         
         “Baby, come on, I’m gonna get you something to eat and we going to the Inn of the Dove. You can take a hot bath in one of
            them Jacuzzis and I’ll rub on your feet.”
         

         
         “For real, you gonna do all that?”

         
         “Yup, but I need you to do something for me,” he said as he thought of the unfortunate situation he’d somehow managed to get
            himself into all because of Nard’s dumb ass. He should’ve let them motherfuckers have the fucking coke. What the fuck? Simon Shuller could count that shit up as a loss. And he felt that serious about it. Truth was, he was supposed to be there that night looking out. Had he been there, on his job, Jeremy and Lance would’ve never
            made it through the bathroom window, Poncho wouldn’t be dead, and Nard wouldn’t need no alibi. And Simon Shuller wouldn’t
            be telling him to fix the problem or else.
         

         
         “So, what you need me to do?”

         
         “Well, it’s like this. My man, he done got caught up in a little situation, you feel me? And right now, we got to help him
            out.”
         

         
         “Help him out how?”

         
         “He needs someone to say he was with them, that you saw him at the bar, and he was in there with you. I need you to tell an
            investigator for me, that he was at the bar in the Honey Dipper and you remember him there all night. I’ll pay you one thousand
            dollars if you can do that for me.”
         

         
         “One thousand dollars?” Daisy screeched.

         
         “Make it two.”

         
         “Two thousand dollars? That’s a lot of money, Sticks.”

         
         “Yeah, I need you to do that for me, though.”

         
         Not even realizing the forest from the trees, Daisy agreed. She needed the money. Two thousand dollars? She barely made that
            in a month working for Calvin at the Honey Dipper. All that dancing and everything else she had to do, you would’ve thought
            she was making good money. But she wasn’t. Calvin was too greedy and too narcissistic. He thought he was the main man on top
            of the pimp and ho game. And truth be told, he was. He had them girls right where he wanted them, bent over.
         

         
         The funny thing was, he never touched the girls who worked in the club. He’d sometime call them into his office individually
            and look them over as they stood naked in front of him. Everybody had to pass his “better be sweet” smell test. If he fingered
            you and you weren’t smelling right, he’d send you over to Dr. Nelson’s office. But, no, no, no, he never touched them with
            his penis. Well, every now and then, he might be in the spirit of desiring sexual pleasure, but for the most part, his penis
            was a little too good for a whore to even suck on.
         

         
         Seriously, to him, his penis was special. So special he wasn’t passing his wiener around. And when he thought about it, he
            didn’t understand how men slept around with a bunch of women. No, that wasn’t his style and, yes, he was a pimp or at least
            he thought so. In his crazy mind, his job was to merely sit back and watch his girls get fucked and then fuck them out of
            their money. That was Calvin Stringer.
         

         
         So, the next morning, after a night of sexual bliss, Sticks and Daisy left the Inn of the Dove. Sticks promised her the investigator
            would be calling her that day and after she spoke to him, she’d be two thousand dollars richer. Daisy couldn’t wait. She had
            plans, big plans for that extra two grand.
         

         
         

         “Momma, come on, I need you to put on one of your overcoats,” Daisy said as she rushed around the apartment trying to make
            it spiffy.
         

         
         “What I want an overcoat for?”

         
         “I got this investigator man coming here and I don’t want your titties hanging all out. Come on. I need you to put something
            on.”
         

         
         “You don’t need to worry about my titties hanging nowhere. You need to worry about yours. And an investigator? What you got
            an investigator coming in here for?”
         

         
         “Momma, please. Why you asking me so many questions?”

         
         “’Cause you don’t know what you doing. You so fast, that’s what’s wrong with you now.”

         
         No, she’s not getting ready to start with me about how I make my money.

         
         “Messing with all these crazy men, and you talking to private investigators. It ain’t nothing but trouble. You need to get
            your life together, Daisy Mae. You need Jesus. Jesus saves, did you know that?”
         

         
         “Yes, you’ve told me before.”

         
         “You need to let Him save you. And what did you get an investigator for? You searching for a missing person or something?”

         
         “No, Momma, I’m helping out a friend. It’s a favor, that’s all.”

         
         “Favor? Ain’t no helping here if I got to talk to no investigator. What kind of mess you done got into now?”

         
         “Nothing.”

         
         “Then don’t do it. Don’t say nothing to no investigator without getting yourself a lawyer first. They got commercials now.
            You better call ’em.”
         

         
         “Momma, I don’t need no lawyer. I ain’t in no trouble. Come on, put this robe on, please.”

         
         “Mm-hmm, I don’t want to. I want to go into my room. I don’t want no investigator looking at me. Next thing you know, I’ll
            be some kind of suspect and all messed up. No, sir, I’ll go in my room and close my door.”
         

         
         Daisy’s mother stood up but looked like she was about to fall back down. Daisy grabbed her right arm, holding her up. “You
            okay?”
         

         
         “As okay as I can get, but I still don’t want you getting in no trouble.”

         
         “Momma, I ain’t getting in no trouble. Please don’t worry about me. Did you take your medication?”

         
         “Yeah, but I been feeling a little funny. Like I’m out of myself, like my body’s over there and I’m somewhere over here looking
            for it. And my foot’s been sleeping all day. I tried to shake it, but it still got them pins and needles feeling in it.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry. When I’m done with the investigator, I’ll come in and rub you down.”

         
         “Yeah, you good at them massages. At least you good for something. Now that you can do.” Daisy helped her mother sit on the edge of the bed. “You be careful, Daisy.”
         

         
         “I will, Momma. I will.”

         
         The buzzer to the downstairs intercom rang. Daisy closed the door behind her mother, spoke into the intercom, and buzzed in
            the investigator.
         

         
         To her surprise, it was all quite simple. The investigator simply showed her a photo of Nard and asked if she was positive
            he was in the bar with her. She answered yes, gave him a simple time frame, and signed a witness statement. That was it.
         

         
         After he left, she paged Sticks and, sure enough, he was sitting downstairs in front of her building in his green E Class
            within twenty minutes. He counted out two thousand dollars, handed it to her, and told her he’d call her later. Daisy couldn’t
            believe it. It was like somebody else had been blessed and passed it on to her.
         

         
         She thanked Sticks and hurried back upstairs. She opened the apartment door.

         
         “Momma, it’s me,” she yelled out and then went into her room. She closed the door and counted out her money again. Boy, oh boy, the sun sure will come out tomorrow. With two thousand dollars in her pocket, you could bet your bottom dollar and hers.
         

         
         Daisy sat there making a mental list of all the things she could do. It didn’t dawn on her that her mother didn’t respond.
            Daisy was too preoccupied with all her small fortune would be doing for her. Hair, nails, clothes, maybe even a new microwave
            and a TV for her room. Two thousand dollars was so much money and she needed it right now. It was a blessing.
         

         
         “Momma, guess what?” Daisy made her way down the hall. “I’m gonna get you something special, Momma. You hear me?” she asked
            as she flung open her mother’s bedroom door.
         

         
         “Momma, you okay?” she asked as she walked over to the bed. “Oh, Momma, no.”

         
         Her mother was lying still, her mouth open, her eyes open, and her face somewhat in a look of shock.

         
         “Mommy, please no. Please, God, no. Momma, please, you’re all I got. Momma, please don’t leave me.” She rushed over to the
            side of her mother’s bed. She sat next to her mother’s dead body. She closed her mother’s eyes and then kissed her open mouth.
            She rubbed the silver hair from her mother’s face and patted her hand. She realized she was all alone and, for the first time
            in her life, she felt afraid. At least, no matter how bad things got, she had her mother and the feeling of being truly loved
            by someone, but without her mother, there was nothing, nobody, and no reason to even live.
         

         
         For the longest time, that was how it was. Just Daisy and her mom. Ever since she was a little girl, that was the only family
            she had to fall back on. Somewhere out there in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, she had an aunt and a cousin but, other than that,
            no family to tell of.
         

         
         

         Her mother had been born in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, in 1927 and was fifty-nine years old. She was the older of two. Her sister,
            Matilda, was six years younger than her. Times were hard for her family, as it was for most, but the Wrights had established
            their land and their farm. People might not think of a cow or a mule being as precious as a diamond or gold, but in those
            times, they were valuable. John Wright kept his shotgun handy at all times. Wasn’t nobody taking his cow, his mule, his chickens,
            or his pig.
         

         
         That was all he had. Without them animals, his family would starve. Without the cow, no milk or cheese, butter or cream, and
            he needed his mule for plowing. The family lived in a house not yet equipped with electricity and running water. They had
            a well they lowered buckets down into on a rope so they could pull the water back up from the earth. There was no bathroom,
            only an outhouse. No tub, only a large wash bin to sit in from time to time. And out of all the things he wished for, he wished
            for a horse. If I only had a horse. If I only had a horse.

         
         His head sang that song for a long, long time. Millie was alright, but if she cut short on a trip, decided she was tired or
            whatever else was ailing her, well, then, the trip would be cut short. He couldn’t get her to move. That was one thing about
            them mules. Once they decided to stop, they stopped. Not even a rattlesnake will get a mule to flinch. A horse will run like
            the dickens in the wind and pay no mind to where it’s running to, and you could be on it. A horse to draw his cart to town
            was the only luxury he had yet to afford. He was still working with Millie. It was okay, too, because in a way, he had more
            than a lot of others. Not a lot, but enough for him and his family to survive.
         

         
         Growing up, the girls lived the typical Little House on the Prairie life. Her pa worked the fields and her momma did all the work inside the house. The two sisters had their routine as well,
            a load of chores inherited from living on a small farm. That meant up at five a.m. to fetch fresh water from the well to wash
            up and also used to cook with, collecting chicken eggs to make breakfast, milking Bessie the family cow, feeding their four
            chickens, their one hog, Kirby, and Millie the mule. It didn’t sound like much, but it was a lot.
         

         
         School wasn’t far, only a little over a mile. The girls walked the road as did most children. All grades sat in one room because
            the school wasn’t more than one room with an outhouse behind it. Wooden logs made long benches and long wooden picnic tables
            were where the children sat doing their lessons.
         

         
         Now, for the most part, when Abigail didn’t have school, she would have to help her pa with plowing the field. Matilda was
            still too young to work the field. The family worked hard and barely made it. They scraped and scrounged to get through the
            Great Depression of the early ’30s. It wasn’t easy, but the family survived through hard times. And right when things seemed
            to be getting a little better, it got worse.
         

         
         “What do you want me to do, Arhris? We ain’t got no choice. Roosevelt has declared war. Pearl Harbor is gone; the Japs blew
            it off the map. America is going to war. What if I get called to serve my country? I have to serve my country. Who’s gonna
            help provide for the farm until I get home? You? Are you nuts? You’re gonna need to hire a hand, you understand? If I sell
            Bessie, you’ll have nothing. I’ll be gone. I’m doing this for you and Matilda. Abigail is fourteen. My daddy would have been
            got her moved on.”
         

         
         “John, please. Not Abigail, please. There has to be another way. She’s too young. She’s not old enough. She’s not even got
            her period. We can’t.”
         

         
         “We can, Arhris, and we will, and that’s that, dagnabbit. Just because she’s slow with breeding don’t mean nothing. She’s
            ready. She’s a grown woman, for Pete’s sake. She’s gonna end up pregnant, and then what? You see them boys staring her down
            when we go to town. We don’t got no choice.
         

         
         “Winter’s coming, Arhris. You’re gonna need wood for fire. I can cut Kirby up to get you through the season and the chickens,
            but you’re gonna need Bessie, Arhris. Abigail is just another mouth to feed. Besides, Mr. Fothergill says he’ll give us a
            pretty penny for her, and he said he’ll take good care of her. His money will help you run this farm and cover you while I’m
            gone, don’t you understand? He’s gonna make sure she gets to finish her schooling and whatnot. I made sure of that. And she’ll
            be close by, only a few towns from here, less than a hundred miles. I don’t see no other way.”
         

         
         “There has to be another way.”

         
         “Well, there ain’t. There ain’t no other way. Mr. Fothergill said he’d be here later this afternoon, so . . . be best if you
            go on now and get Abigail packed up.”
         

         
         “But . . .” Arhris pleaded with her husband.

         
         “Woman, I say the law.” John Wright flexed his suspenders, ready to strike her down for being disobedient. “Now, she’s going
            and that’s that. Mr. Fothergill’s fixin’ to marry her and take care of her and you need to have her ready. You hear me, Arhris?”
         

         
         “Yes, John, I can hear you. You’re hollering at the top of your lungs. How can I not?” Arhris asked in the tone of a child,
            then mumbled under her tongue as she watched John turn his back to her and leave from the room.
         

         
         “Is that some kind of back talkin’, tongue-lashing you mumbling about?” he asked with his left eyebrow raised.

         
         “No, I’m humming, that’s all . . . if it’s alright wit’ you,” she said, cursing him silently under her breath.

         
         “I reckon it’s not, if I can’t understand what you’re saying,” he commented before walking away. Don’t need to hear you or understand you no way. Don’t even know why she speaks at all. A waste of air if you ask me, he told himself as he closed the door behind him and walked down the hallway, continuing on with his personal conversation
            to himself.
         

         
         It was the saddest day of Arhris’s life to see her daughter sold away to some stranger, but she herself was forced and had
            no choice or say in the matter. What could she do? She was a woman and, unfortunately, in the 1930s, a woman was nothing more
            than property and not allowed to disobey.
         

         
         Abigail seemed to sense something wasn’t right walking up the dirt path from the main road. She saw a strange man standing
            next to her pa. He looked at her and her sister and smiled kindly.
         

         
         “Who’s that?” Matilda asked.

         
         “I don’t know, Tildie,” Abigail replied as she watched her father counting out what looked like a lot of money.

         
         The closer they got to the house, Abigail saw two pieces of luggage on the porch. I wonder where Pa is going?

         
         “Abigail, come on over here and let me talk to you. This here is Mr. Fothergill.”

         
         “Hello,” said a young, smiling Abigail.

         
         “Hello,” said a middle-aged, tall, medium-built man with a receding hairline. He was wearing pants, a clean white shirt, and
            a matching suit jacket.
         

         
         “Um, well, Abigail, this here is Mr. Fothergill and . . . um . . . well, he done come to take you on home with him. He’s gonna
            marry you, you understand?”
         

         
         Abigail looked at her father standing tall and firm. He had the look of a cat who had swallowed a canary.

         
         “I don’t understand, Pa.”

         
         “Well, um . . . Mr. Fothergill here, he’s gonna take care of you and you’re gonna go live with him.”

         
         “I don’t want to live with him. I want to live here, with you and Momma and Tildie. Please don’t send me away. Please, I’ll
            milk Bessie every day, Pa, and I’ll do all my chores. And you don’t have to do no plowing, I’ll do every lick and I’ll wash
            all the clothes for Momma, hang ’em on the line nice and neat, and I’ll cook, Pa. I can cook . . .”
         

         
         The more she spoke, the more she realized she was wasting her air. The more she spoke, the more she knew she was already leaving.
            The more she stood there pleading with her father, the more she understood the money he’d been counting was the money Mr.
            Fothergill had paid for her. The more she spoke, the more Mr. Fothergill realized he was getting his money’s worth.
         

         
         Hell, she’s barely a child, and she can cook too.

         
         She looked at Mr. Fothergill with pleading eyes full of tears. “Don’t mean no harm, mister, but please don’t take me from
            my family.”
         

         
         “It’s gonna be okay. I’m gonna take good care of her,” Mr. Fothergill said as he took Abigail by her arm. She tried to pull
            away, but his grip was harder than her might.
         

         
         “Ma, please, Ma. Please don’t let him take me. Pa, please . . .” she began to beg as Mr. Fothergill dragged her on over to
            his horsedrawn carriage.
         

         
         “Momma, where’s that man taking Abigail?” Tildie asked as her mother covered her mouth and then ran inside the house, crying
            and full of tears.
         

         
         Tildie stood on the sideline of it all, watching a screaming Abigail being led away by some stranger. Her father stood alone,
            patting his pocket and daydreaming about a horse; a rich, smooth brown horse with a white patch between his eyes. He had already
            seen her. It was a girl, so it could birth. He’d pick her up tomorrow, in case the draft came through.
         

         
         Once Mr. Fothergill and Abigail were out of view, he turned to Tildie. “Alright, now, ain’t no need standing out here all
            night long. Might as well go on inside. What’s done is done. Can’t go back, Tildie.”
         

         
         It would be another two years before Abigail would see her family again. And the only reason she was returning home was because
            her father had been killed in the war. Ray Fothergill made the trip back to Murfreesboro so Abigail could pay her final respects.
         

         
         “What you looking all confused for, Abigail? Come on. Let’s get going on now,” Ray ordered in his usual casual tone. “Just
            standing around going nowhere,” he muttered.
         

         
         “I want to see my pa laid to rest and all. It’s just that I don’t think the baby can take no carriage ride that long,” Abigail
            said, rolling her hands around her expanded belly.
         

         
         “Aw, shucks. Are you serious?” He began to laugh at her. “Dagnabbit, that’s what’s in that brain of yours,” he said, plucking
            at the side of her head. “Well, a few bumps here and there sure ain’t hurting you or no baby. Baby, baby, baby. Abigail, I
            sure will be happy when that thing gets here so I don’t have to hear about it no more.”
         

         
         Abigail stood quietly as she blocked Rayford Fothergill’s nerve-racking babbling out of her head. She remembered the day her
            daddy sold her like a slave and didn’t think twice, didn’t even blink. She remembered her mother’s face, her sorrowed eyes,
            and her pain-filled smile. The dirt path led up to the farmhouse from the main road and Abigail remembered the last time she
            saw it. She was being dragged away by the meanest man in the whole wide world. As soon as the horsedrawn carriage stopped
            moving, Abigail could see Matilda. She was eleven years old, running up the hill to the front of the house so she could greet
            her.
         

         
         “Oh, my God, wait till Momma sees you. Wow, look at your belly. I almost didn’t know who I was looking at.”

         
         Tildie hugged her sister and Abigail kissed her face a thousand times. Neither sister paid much attention to the funeral or
            the pastor. Instead, they sat in the pew talking like they hadn’t spoken in a lifetime.
         

         
         “I got to run far, far away where can’t nobody find me.”

         
         “If can’t nobody find you, how will I?” Matilda asked.

         
         “I don’t know. I’ll have to send you one of them postcards with a big, fancy city on it so you’ll know where I am and that
            I’m okay.”
         

         
         “I sure do miss you, Abigail. Nothing’s been the same since you been gone. Everything sort of changed. Nothing’s been the
            same.”
         

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Yeah, even Ma and Pa stopped speaking after you left.”

         
         “They did?”

         
         “Yup, sure did.”

         
         Knowing that made Abigail feel all the better. She reached over and patted her mother on her back. She was so glad to be back
            in the company of her family that she didn’t know what to do. She was even happier to be away from evil-ass Ray Fothergill.
            And the fact her father was gone was a wonderful excuse to see Momma and Tildie again. It had been so long. The only time
            she began to cry that day was when it was time to go back home.
         

         
         “Let’s go, Abigail,” said mean man Ray.

         
         “Can’t I visit with Momma and my sister a little longer?”

         
         “No, come on. We best be getting on down the road before it gets too dark out here,” he ordered.

         
         “I got to go.” Abigail lowered her head and hugged her sister.

         
         “Don’t cry, Abigail, don’t cry,” Tildie said as she let her sister go. “Here, I picked these from our garden for you.” Tildie
            passed her sister a tiny bouquet of daisies.
         

         
         “I love these! They’re the happiest flower in the world.”

         
         “Hey, we’re gonna make a trip to see you once you have that baby, you hear now?” added her momma, watching her two girls say
            goodbye.
         

         
         “Yeah, Momma, that would be nice. I don’t know if I can wait to see you until then.”

         
         “Look at me.” Her mother held her face in her hand. “We’ll be together again. I’m always with you, Abigail. You’ll be fine;
            stay strong. God has a plan for you, Abigail. God has a plan.”
         

         
         With the help of Rayford, Abigail pulled herself up into the carriage.

         
         “Goodness, Lord of mine, you’re getting heavy, Abigail.” Rayford caught his breath. “My leg almost buckled out and I swear
            I thought I was going to fall.”
         

         
         Wish you had fallen down, Abigail thought as she waved goodbye. God has a plan; be strong.
         

         
         

         God had a plan alright, a plan for Abigail to run away in the middle of the night and that’s exactly what she did. When Rayford
            Fothergill got up looking for breakfast the next day, he found a note that had two words written on it: good riddance. He
            never saw or heard from Abigail again.
         

         
         She made her way through the dark, lonely, and deserted night. Moonlight was shining through the pines and big, tall oaks
            as she made her way to town. She hopped on the coal train with nothing but $22.15. Back then, that was a small fortune considering
            a gallon of gas was only twelve cents. She headed north, all the way to Philadelphia.
         

         
         The year was 1941 and one month later, she gave birth to a baby girl at Pennsylvania Hospital. The baby was stillborn. Doctors
            said the umbilical cord choked the baby through the passageway. There was nothing they could do. The afterbirth remained and
            they performed surgery, which caused complications. The final outcome was she would never be able to have children. At least,
            that’s what she was told by the doctors.
         

         
         Once again, God always has His own plan and twenty-three years later, she found herself at thirty-six years old, sitting in
            a doctor’s office in downtown Philadelphia, the words ringing through her ears like sirens.
         

         
         “You’re pregnant!”

         
         She was speechless and kept thinking of all the years that had passed by. She always thought the doctors were right as she
            hadn’t used protection and never conceived. It was a miracle, an act of God, truly it was. She was happy, so happy she began
            to cry. But her tears of joy quickly turned to tears of sorrow.
         

         
         The look on Gilbert Taylor’s face said it all. “What do you mean, pregnant?”

         
         I should’ve never told him. Look at him! What is he thinking?

         
         Gilbert Taylor didn’t know what to say. He had a wife and a family. Yes, he cheated, but so did all his friends.

         
         “You said you couldn’t get pregnant.”

         
         “I can’t, I mean, I did . . . it’s like a miracle.”

         
         It wasn’t a miracle for Gilbert and he didn’t share her joy. The fun-land express had reached its destination. He wasn’t sure
            how to handle her, but he had to handle the situation with caution. She needed to understand he couldn’t leave his wife, and
            he couldn’t be a father to her baby either. The best he could do was help her financially. She had served many years at his
            carpet warehouse.
         

         
         “I don’t know what to say. I don’t want a baby with you. It’s too complicated for me.”

         
         Abigail was devastated and the thought of raising a baby without a husband in 1964 was even more devastating, but if Gilbert
            Taylor didn’t want to be a father to her baby, he didn’t have to be. However, he would have to pay. For Gilbert, he’d simply
            cut a check and live his life with his wife a lie, keeping Abigail and her baby a secret.
         

         
         Deep down Abigail was tortured inside. She always believed Gilbert would leave his wife for her and they would be together.
            A baby was nothing more than the perfect reason to act now. Instead, he shunned her, wanted her to disappear, and the next
            thing she knew, Gilbert laid her off, claiming lack of business. However, the entire time she was pregnant, he paid her to
            stay away. For Abigail, the pregnancy was easy and trouble-free. The day her water broke, she immediately called a cab to
            come take her to the hospital. She went into her bedroom, got her hospital bag she had prepacked, and then called Gilbert.
            She dialed his number and listened as the phone rang.
         

         
         “Hello,” he answered.

         
         She heard his voice; silence fell as he said hello once again. It was the one chance she had to have him by her side. Instead
            of telling him that her water had broken and she was in labor, she hung up the phone and disconnected the call.
         

         
         A weight suddenly lifted and a voice told her everything would be alright. And it was. The nurse handed Abigail a tiny baby
            wrapped in a bundle. She looked down at her newborn, eyes barely open. It was like she was smiling. And for the first time
            in a long time, ever since the day her daddy sold her away, Abigail felt she had something to truly smile about. Daisy, your name is gonna be Daisy. And so it was, Daisy Mae Fothergill. Fothergill after Ray, the married name Abigail still carried, and Daisy because everything
            was happy now. She thought of her sister and her mother and the last time they were together. God does have a plan for us, baby. Don’t you worry, Momma’s gonna take good care of you.

         
         

         “Please, Momma, please, tell me what to do. Please don’t leave me. I can’t make it out here without you. I can’t. I don’t
            have anybody who cares about me. I don’t have anybody, Momma. Please, God, give her back. Please give her back to me.”
         

         
         She finally called 911 and reported to the operator that her mother had passed away. She answered a hundred questions and,
            of course, it would be hours before anyone came to remove the body. So Daisy prepared. She combed her mother’s hair and dressed
            her up, put a little makeup on her, and gave her some perfume so she’d smell sweet.
         

         
         “See, Momma, you look so pretty. I’m going to miss you so much. I wish you were here right now. I love you, Momma. I don’t
            know what I’m going to do without you.”
         

         
         Daisy sat quietly holding her mother’s hand as she waited for the paramedics to arrive. Her mother had left suddenly and without
            warning, leaving her feeling uncertain about life, uncertain about tomorrow, and scared to face it alone. Now with the passing
            of her mother, she realized she had no one in the world, no one who cared. A tear fell from her face and landed on her mother’s
            palm. “I miss you already,” she said as she wiped the tear away.
         

         
         

         The sky had turned from a burnt orange to a dark blue. Stars twinkled in the distance and hovered over the tattered city streets.
            The night air felt brisk, even though winter was months away. Saunta looked down at her son, who was clutching his bookbag.
         

         
         “How was school today?”

         
         “Okay,” he quickly responded.

         
         “How was aftercare?”

         
         “Okay,” he again responded.

         
         Every day when his mother picked him up from aftercare, they would walk home together. She would ask him the same questions.
            Thank goodness they only lived around the corner.
         

         
         “I’m gonna make you some fried chicken wings and rice for dinner, you hear?”

         
         “Mm, that sounds good. Mommy, can I go down the street to Malcolm’s?”

         
         “Yeah, for a minute, but take your bookbag upstairs first and then you can go.”

         
         “Okay.”

         
         Saunta held the door for her son and followed him inside the apartment rowhome on the 2500 block of Somerset Street. They
            walked through the vestibule and up the stairs. As Saunta reached into her purse and began to feel for her keys, a dark man
            wearing dark clothing, a dark ski mask, and dark gloves jumped her from behind.
         

         
         “Oh, my God, HEELLPP!” Saunta screamed as the dark figure pulled his gun and quickly shot her in the chest.

         
         “Mommy, no. Don’t hurt my mommy.”

         
         The young fellow charged the dark figure after seeing his mother gunned down and ran into him, almost knocking him over. He
            kicked and punched the dark figure, unafraid of the chrome barrel pointing at his head.
         

         
         “POW!”

         
         Another gunshot rang out as the little boy fell backward and lay silently still next to his mother.

         
         The assailant grabbed Saunta’s purse and ran back down the stairs, through the vestibule, and out the front door. After he
            was safely away from the crime scene, he pulled off his ski mask and put it in his pocket. He rummaged through the purse,
            pulling out Saunta’s wallet. He took her ID and her keys and threw the purse in the trash.
         

         
         “What’s going on, Nard?”

         
         He heard a voice call out to him as he turned around.

         
         “Yo, what’s happening, man? Been a long time, my brother,” he said, extending his hand.

         
         “Sure has. How’s it going?”

         
         “I’m good, I’m good,” Nard said as he shook an old acquaintance’s hand.

         
         “Take it easy, brother.”

         
         “Yeah, you too, man. Take it easy.”

         
         Nard walked down the block, hopped in his car, and kept it moving.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Upside Is Down

         
         “Hey Ross, ballistics in on the Three Musketeers yet?”

         
         “Sure are. I got everything, right here on my desk. Here you go, big guy,” she said, tossing the folder to Delgado.

         
         “You were right. You were goddamn right.”

         
         “What?” Ross was dying to know what she was right about again.

         
         “You said there was another guy and you’re right. The bullets they took out of this guy, Jeremy Tyler, and Lance Robertson
            don’t match the weapons at the crime scene. I should’ve known.”
         

         
         “What about the other guy?” Merva asked.

         
         “The bullet in him matched one of the guns at the scene, but the bullets in the other two guys got a zero match.”

         
         “So, we got a killer on the loose?”

         
         “Pretty much.”

         
         “Lieutenant Dan isn’t going to be happy; not with a killer on the loose. Even worse, Mayor Goode is going to have his ass
            in a sling if we don’t get this guy off the streets, like say in forty-eight hours.”
         

         
         “Yeah, yeah, Ross, I know.” Delgado realized he was about to have his plate piled high with tons of shit. Shit he personally
            didn’t want to have to eat. Why do I always get crappy cases? Dammit!

         
         “Listen, we got to get back out there and, if we got to, hit every house and every apartment until we find someone who knows
            something.”
         

         
         “Honing and his partner are covering the witnesses. I spoke to him earlier. He said no one is talking. No one knows anything.
            He told the captain in his report that a young kid who lived down the hall seemed to want to say something, but his mother
            refused, pulled him back into the apartment, and shut the door in his face, saying they didn’t know anything. The captain
            said to bring the kid in for questioning.”
         

         
         “Did he?”

         
         “Yeah, they’re gonna bring him in.”

         
         Right then the phone rang. Detective Ross answered. “What? You got to be kidding me.”

         
         She quickly hung up the phone. “Come on, we got another homicide,” she said to Detective Delgado, who was still reading the
            forensic findings from the folder.
         

         
         “Where at?”

         
         “That’s the thing. You’ll never believe it,” she said, looking at him as if an idiot could figure it out.

         
         “The 2500 block of Somerset Street?”

         
         “Bingo! Come on, let’s go.”

         
         

         The next morning the coroner from the medical examiner’s office finally showed up to remove Daisy’s mother’s dead body from
            the apartment at around five thirty. It appeared she had suffered a stroke. The coroner’s office sat Daisy down and asked
            her many questions, filled out some forms, had her sign some papers, and then carried Abigail Fothergill away in a black body
            bag. The coroner said they were taking her to Temple Hospital where they would perform an autopsy on the body. Once the autopsy
            was complete, the body would be released to the funeral home of her choice.
         

         
         After the coroner was gone, Daisy picked up the phone. She had a tiny list of people she would have to notify. The first on
            her list, Aunt Tildie. Matilda Wright had married three times. She only had one child by her last husband, a daughter named
            Kimmie Sue. It was the strangest thing, but every one of her husbands had died from a heart attack, leaving her a widow. After
            the first husband, Tildie got smart and made sure she had insurance on the others. She made out like a fat little rat. Natural
            disasters, death, loss, or whatever could hurt you financially could, for the most part, be insured to protect you as well.
            Daisy let the phone ring several times before Tildie answered.
         

         
         “Auntie Matilda, it’s me, Daisy. I have some bad news.”

         
         “Oh, no,” Tildie said before she began to cry. “Let me call you back.”

         
         It would be sometime before Tildie got it together. Her sister, Abigail, had been the only family she had left, besides her
            daughter, Kimmie, and the truth was, Tildie had been planning to visit Abigail this summer. It had been so long since she
            had last seen her sister, sixteen years to be exact.
         

         
         When Abigail was younger and more able to get around, they spent the summers together in Murfreesboro where they had grown
            up. Every year around springtime, Abigail would make her way back down south where she had come from. And every time she made
            her journey and got safely back home to Philadelphia, the South would keep calling her back. Something about walking in the
            same footprints of lost time brought back the most bittersweet memories. Her ma and her pa, her fox terriers, the farmhouse
            they lived in, the farm they had, the chickens, the pigs, the cows, the goats, the mule, and the rows and rows of corn fields
            her daddy minded were like a never-ending picture in a never-ending picture frame that flashed her mind in and out of places
            she had once been in her lifetime. All the memories of her childhood she could always find in her travels back to Murfreesboro.
         

         
         Matilda, for the past year and a half, had been saving pieces of her Social Security check. Her plan was to fly out of Nashville
            nonstop to Philadelphia, spend a week with her sister, and then go back down south. Now, it was too late. Her older sister
            was gone. It was a feeling of loneliness Matilda had never felt in her life. It was one thing to lose her ma and pa. That
            made her no one’s child. It was another to lose her last and only family member. Seemed like all her memories of her sister
            and her growing up on the farm flashed in front of her and she broke down in tears, feeling lonelier in her life than she
            ever had.
         

         
         She wanted to see Abigail, had to see her, had to bid her one last goodbye. In her heart, she knew the journey to get to Philadelphia
            from Murfreesboro, Tennessee, would be well worth the trip. She ushered her daughter, Kimmie, whom everyone nicknamed Kimmie
            Sue, and they began their journey to Philadelphia for Abigail’s funeral.
         

         
         Tildie called Daisy back and let her know that her family, what little she had, was on the way and everything would be alright.
            “I’ll call you from the road and let you know we’re okay.”
         

         
         Daisy hung the phone up feeling a tad bit relieved. Her aunt would be there for her. She also felt better knowing she’d have
            someone there to lean on. She never thought in a million years that her mother would pass so unexpectedly.
         

         
         Daisy drew in a deep breath as she wiped the tears off her face. She had to make another call, to Hawkins Funeral Home on
            Fifty-Fourth and Haverford. She spoke calmly with one of the directors and began making arrangements for her mother. Daisy
            had it all figured out and she ordered nothing short of the finest for her mother to be laid to rest. She agreed to meet the
            director at the hospital once the body was released from the medical examiner. As long as there was no foul play, the results
            of the autopsy would be in shortly and the death certificate would be issued. And that death certificate was all she needed.
         

         
         Her next phone call was to the insurance company that had issued a life insurance policy on her mother. She pressed the number
            to speak with a representative. Daisy was so nervous, so overwhelmed, that she kept looking at the policy paperwork. One hundred thousand dollars. Damn, that’s a lot of money right there. She couldn’t help it. Thoughts of cussing Calvin’s evil ass out ran through her mind.
         

         
         “Get on out of here,” she could hear him shouting now.

         
         “Fuck you, Calvin. I don’t need you or this sorry dump, you fake-ass pimp.”

         
         “Hello, ma’am, are you there?” the representative asked a second time.

         
         “Oh, I’m sorry. Yeah, I’m right here,” Daisy said as she stopped daydreaming.

         
         She gave the woman all the pertinent information as she read it off the policy declaration page she had found in her mother’s
            bedroom. She gave the operator the policy number and waited while she was placed on hold.
         

         
         After a few seconds the representative came back to the line.

         
         “I’m sorry, ma’am. It appears that policy was canceled for nonpayment five months ago. Do you have another policy number you’d
            like me to search for you?”
         

         
         “What?” Daisy asked, not hearing her clearly. “What do you mean, canceled?”

         
         “Well, ma’am, the policy was canceled for nonpayment. We sent out a notice to your mom and it doesn’t look like she responded
            to it. And the policy won’t stay open if it’s not paid up. I’m so sorry.”
         

         
         “No, wait a minute, I got the paperwork right here. It’s for a hundred thousand dollars.”

         
         “Yes, ma’am, but back in May, we didn’t receive a payment and in June, a cancellation notice was sent out. After we didn’t
            receive the payment in June, the policy was canceled. I can check another policy for you, if you like.”
         

         
         Why didn’t she tell me? There’s no life insurance? How am I going to bury her?

         
         “Ma’am, I’m sorry. Would you like me to check another policy for you?”

         
         No, bitch, check the policy I got right here. Fuck, how will I bury my momma?

         
         “Um, no, ma’am, that won’t be necessary. Thank you.”

         
         “I’m sorry I couldn’t be of better service to you. Have a wonderful day.”

         
         “Eat a happy dick!” Daisy wanted to scream so badly but she didn’t.
         

         
         “You, too, thank you.”

         
         As she hung up the phone, the funeral director rang.

         
         “Hello,” Daisy answered.

         
         “Ms. Fothergill, I got that quote for your mother’s services for you. It’s only $8,762.23,” the director said quite charmingly.

         
         Eight Thousand Dollars! Is he crazy? She’s dead, not alive. I’m not spending no eight thousand on no dead person.

         
         Daisy couldn’t think straight. It was simply overwhelming. Her mother’s passing over, no insurance policy, no hundred thousand
            dollars, and a funeral director trying to G her out of eight grand. Lord, have mercy.

         
         “I’m so sorry, sir. I just got off the phone with the insurance company. It turns out Momma doesn’t have life insurance to
            cover this. I don’t know what I’m gonna do.”
         

         
         There was a pause for a moment and by the time the director was finished feeling Daisy out, realizing she was broke and had
            no money to bury her dead mother and no policy to sign over to his funeral home, there was only one possibility left to cure
            the situation.
         

         
         “Well, we can pick her up from the coroner’s, cremate her, and place her ashes in a lovely small urn for you for only $1,987.92.”

         
         That’s my two thousand from my investigator, Daisy thought to herself, her plans now ruined.
         

         
         “Ma’am, would you like to do that?” he asked her again.

         
         Having no other options, she agreed.

         
         “Fine then, I’ll meet you at the hospital when the body is ready and you can sign the release there.”

         
         She hung up the phone, lay down on her mother’s bed, and wiped the tears from her eyes. Daisy was tired and wished she could
            take a midmorning nap. She only had a few hours before she would have to meet the director at the hospital. She picked herself
            up, grabbed her pocketbook, and locked the apartment door behind her. She saw the mailman as she made her way downstairs.
         

         
         “Hello, I’m 3C,” she said, extending her hand so he wouldn’t put the mail in the box. “Thanks,” she said as she fanned through
            the envelopes. Ooh, Momma’s Social Security check. It was either Social Security or a tax refund, but the brown, windowed envelope with the Statute of Liberty chick always
            meant some dough. She opened the envelope. $859.32. Dang, Momma, I need this money, she said to herself, knowing it wasn’t right to cash her dead mother’s Social Security check. But what the hell! She was a
            signer on the bank account, so it couldn’t be that bad.
         

         
         

         Detective Delgado and Detective Ross walked into the ICU and over to the nurses’ station. They asked for Saunta Davis and
            were pointed over to bed #13.
         

         
         “Ma’am, I’m Detective Delgado and this is Detective Ross. We are here to help find the person who did this. May we ask you
            a few questions?”
         

         
         “She’s heavily sedated,” a nurse said. “So, if she doesn’t respond, you might want to come back. Keep that in mind.”

         
         “Thank you, we will,” said Ross, smiling at the woman, wanting desperately to let her know they did not need her advice whatsoever.

         
         “Ms. Davis, do you remember what happened?” Delgado asked.

         
         Saunta barely opened her eyes, her mouth dry and her body feeling not much pain, thanks to her morphine drip. She had recently
            come out of recovery, after being operated on for most of the night.
         

         
         “DaShawn,” she whispered in such a low voice. Delgado couldn’t make out what she was saying.

         
         “Ms. Davis, do you know who did this to you?” Ross asked again, realizing the woman could speak.

         
         With her eyes barely opened, Saunta looked at Detective Ross and nodded, then fell back to sleep. Detective Delgado was ready
            to shake her awake.
         

         
         “Excuse me. I’m Dr. Sternberger and this is my patient.”

         
         “Yes, I’m Detective Delgado and this is my partner, Detective Ross. We’re here investigating the shooting of Ms. Davis and
            the murder of her son,” Detective Delgado said as he extended his hand to the doctor.
         

         
         “I understand that, but she can’t answer your questions right now. She’s heavily sedated and needs rest. As soon as she comes
            out of sedation, I will call you, but you will have to wait until I feel she is up to answering your questions.”
         

         
         Ross immediately looked at her partner, knowing what could possibly come out of his mouth next, and quickly stepped in. “Thank
            you so much, Dr. Sternberger. It’s so important for us to bring her assailant to justice. We need you to contact us the minute
            you feel she’s ready to answer a few simple questions.”
         

         
         “You have my word. I will.”

         
         “Thank you,” said Delgado, being polite as they all shook hands.

         
         The two detectives made their way out of ICU as Merva shook her head at her partner. “You won’t get no bees with vinegar.”

         
         “I’m not interested in bees. I’m interested in finding a killer who’s running around the streets of Philadelphia on the loose.”

         
         “Well, you sure won’t find him like that.”

         
         As they were exiting the elevators, a young woman wearing blue jeans, a light blue T-shirt, sneakers, and a gray sweater bumped
            into them as she brushed between them, trying to catch the elevator.
         

         
         “Oops, ’scuse me,” she said as the elevator doors closed.

         
         “Wow, did you see her eyes?” Delgado said. “They were an odd green.”

         
         “I didn’t know you like Black girls,” Ross joked.

         
         “Why do you think I keep you around?”

         
         “Oh, I thought it was for my charming personality and stunning good looks.”

         
         “Stunning good looks and charming personality?” he jokingly questioned.

         
         “Whatever, I’m hungry.”

         
         “That’s not surprising?”

         
         “Yeah, I got a taste for Lee’s Hoagie House.”

         
         “Let’s go eat, wait, and see if Dr. Sternberger will let us talk to this Davis woman anytime soon. I have a gut instinct she
            knows who shot her and she knows something about the Three Musketeers from down the hallway.”
         

         
         “My gut’s telling me tuna, mayo, provolone, sweet peppers, lettuce, tomato, salt, pepper, and oregano.”

         
         “I’m serious, Ross.”

         
         “So am I.”

         
         

         Calvin watched the floor and the bar. He took notes of every little thing: who was at what table, who was dancing, who was
            on a lap, who was going in the back, who was drinking, and how much. He counted every last drop of liquor in his bottles and
            watched the bartenders like a hawk. They had better be the last to even think of stealing one penny from him. No, Mr. Stringer
            was on his job. At the end of the day, everybody around there knew who was in charge.
         

         
         “What’s the matter with Daisy? She doesn’t seem like herself?” he asked Dallas as he sat at the bar and watched all the transactions
            around him.
         

         
         “Yeah, I believe her momma died. Trixie was saying something about Daisy. She’s trying to hold it together.” Dallas wiped
            off the bar with a clean rag. “You want another one?” he said as he looked at Calvin, holding up his shot of Crown Royal.
         

         
         “Nah, nah, I’m good,” Calvin said after slinging the shot back. He got up and walked over to where Daisy was hanging upside
            down from a pole on the left-hand side of the stage.
         

         
         “Come on down here and let me talk to you,” Calvin yelled above the bass, looking up at Daisy.

         
         “Can’t you talk to me right here?” she hollered down to him.

         
         “Your titties are hanging upside down,” he hollered back.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Your titties,” he said, pointing.

         
         “What about them?” Daisy tried looking upward at them dangling downward toward her chin.

         
         “They’re upside down,” he hollered.

         
         “What’s that got to do with your mouth?” she asked as he began to grow irate.

         
         “Look, get down here so I can talk to you,” he said as he watched her turn her body upright and slide down the pole.

         
         “What, Calvin? Can you talk to me now that my titties ain’t upside down?”

         
         “Don’t be sassy,” he barked as he pointed his finger at her. “Come on, let’s go into my office. I want to talk to you.”

         
         “Aw, Calvin, come on. You looked me over yesterday.”

         
         Daisy figured he wanted to get his rocks hard, feeling on her as usual. She saw the bulge from his crotch every time he pretended
            to be some type of mad hatter GYN inspecting the goodies between her legs.
         

         
         “Daisy, come on in here and sit down.”

         
         Daisy went into his office, removed her thong, and sat down in the chair next to his desk. You weren’t allowed to wear clothes
            in Calvin’s office. Whenever you were in the office, that meant business, and Calvin’s line of business was pussy. While in
            his office, that’s what he wanted to see.
         

         
         “What’s going on with you?”

         
         “What you mean, Calvin? Nothing.”

         
         “Man, I’m watching you out there and I don’t know what you’re doing. You look . . . awkward, off balance, no rhythm, no sex
            appeal, just a body hanging upside down. What’s going on?”
         

         
         “Calvin, I’m sorry. I’ve got so much going on. My momma died and I’ve been—”

         
         “Your momma died?”

         
         “Yeah, four days ago. She was all I had.” Daisy fought back tears. “And I ain’t have no money, so I can’t bury her and my
            aunt is coming but she doesn’t know I had Momma cremated.”
         

         
         “Wasn’t no insurance to bury her?”

         
         “Nope, the policy lapsed for nonpayment.”

         
         “Well, don’t start getting sad on me. Pull yourself together, Daisy. It’s going to be okay. I’m sorry to hear about your momma.
            It’ll probably be best if I let you take some time. Sometimes, in cases of death and in this line of business, the two don’t
            mix.”
         

         
         “I can’t take off, Calvin. I need the money. I need my tips. I have to work.” She appreciated the gesture, but it wasn’t realistic.

         
         “Don’t worry about the money. Here, take a hundred dollars from me. There’s something I want you to do for me.”

         
         Daisy looked at the money like Calvin was insane. What the hell am I gonna do with a measly hundred dollars?

         
         “Listen, I’ve been thinking. And with your mother passing and all, this might be exactly what you need right now. Yeah, this
            could work out better for you and for me,” he said, throwing brighter possibilities her way.
         

         
         “What you talking about, Calvin?”

         
         “It might be better if I put you over in my new spot. What do you think?”

         
         “The Honey Pot?” she asked, confused.

         
         “Yeah, I need you over there. You got a good client base from here and they’ll follow you. Trust me, you’ll make good money,
            more money than you make here. You’ll get to keep your extra tips all to yourself.”
         

         
         “For real?” Daisy considered Calvin’s greedy fingers letting her touch her money. “Okay, I’m in. I’ll do it but, Calvin, I
            need more than a hundred dollars to get me through the rest of the week.”
         

         
         “Aw, damn, no, you don’t. See, there you go.” He slid another hundred off the wad of cash he had in his pocket. “Always got
            to mess up a good thing.”
         

         
         “Thanks, Calvin.” Daisy kissed his cheek. “You sort of alright.”

         
         “You sort of be alright when you come back to work. Shit don’t make no sense. All upside down on a pole, looking like you the one that died,” he
            mumbled to himself.
         

         
         

         Tildie and Kimmie Sue arrived two days later, in time for the memorial service Daisy had planned in her mother’s honor. For
            Tildie, being a devout follower of the Trinity Spirit Worship House of God, she was utterly in dismay at the fact Abigail
            had been cremated. She literally refused to sit in the same room with the ashes and was so angry at Daisy once she found out
            what Daisy had done with her sister’s remains, she cried her heart out.
         

         
         “Why did you do that to my sister!” she screamed at Daisy. “Why didn’t you call me? I would have buried my sister. Why did
            you do that? Why?”
         

         
         Daisy didn’t understand faith or beliefs and the principles associated therewith, but she learned enough that day to know,
            the last thing her aunt would have done was cremate her mother.
         

         
         After the memorial service, the three went out to eat. A small local restaurant that served soul food was only a few blocks
            down the street. Kimmie Sue was taken in by the big city streets and big city signs. The lights, the colors, the fast-moving
            traffic, and a brick-on-top-of-brick city opened Kimmie Sue’s eyes to a world she otherwise didn’t know existed.
         

         
         Her mother would be packing up and leaving to head back to Tennessee in the morning and, of course, Kimmie Sue would be going
            with her. She wished she didn’t have to. She wished she could stay and get to know her cousin, get to know Philadelphia. It
            seemed like a nice town with much to offer.
         

         
         The next morning, Kimmie Sue and Aunt Tildie piled back into their Chrysler and made their way onto I-95 headed back to Tennessee.
            Daisy watched the car as it traveled down the block.
         

         
         In her head, she could see her cousin. “I sure do wish I could stay right here with you. You are so lucky, living in this
            big city and all. It’s sort of scary. You don’t get scared?”
         

         
         “No, not scared. More tired than anything, I guess. City life is a harder life than living in the country. Something about
            the concrete makes living in the city a little tougher.”
         

         
         Kimmie Sue said, “I’m fittin’ to come back here real soon.”

         
         “I want to come and visit you, too, Kimmie Sue.”

         
         “Well, you’re welcome. Come on down and I’ll be waiting for you.”

         
         They hugged each other and then Kimmie Sue pulled out a small button from her jacket pocket.

         
         “This was Aunt Abbie’s.” She handed the button to Daisy, who stood looking quite confused. “It came off her shirt one day.
            Momma said they were schoolgirls and it was the most embarrassing thing ’cause Momma said Aunt Abbie’s titties flew out her
            shirt right smack in front of Wilson Carter, who everybody in the school had a crush on. Momma said Aunt Abbie wouldn’t come
            out the house for a week, she was so embarrassed. Momma gave it to me and, after she told me the story, she said to always
            remember to keep my buttons buttoned so I don’t reveal nothing nobody needs to see.”
         

         
         Daisy looked down at the button and closed her hand. She squeezed her hand tight before letting the button slip through her
            fingers into the jacket pocket of her peacoat. She could hear her mother now, telling her she needed to button everything
            on her body. Oh, Momma.

         
         “It’s a good luck button too. I tell you, ever since I started carrying that thing, I felt so safe and secure. I figured since
            you’re up here in this big city all alone now, you might need it to keep you safe too.”
         

         
         Kimmie Sue smiled and hugged her cousin again before piling into the Chrysler. Daisy waved them off and turned back up the
            street to the door to the apartment. It felt odd and strangely lonely once inside the apartment she used to share with her
            mother. She never imagined life without her. She never had a reason to. Now that she was all alone, life without Abigail would
            be different. Up until this point, she had a mommy and was someone’s child. Now, those titles had been stripped away, and
            she was simply Daisy Mae. She looked down at her watch.
         

         
         I better get going, she thought to herself. Knowing Calvin with his constant five, five, five, she didn’t want to be late for her first day at
            the Honey Pot.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Gotcha

         
         “Please, excuse me. My patient needs her rest. I was being polite when I told you that once she is up to visitors and police
            interrogation, I would gladly call you,” Dr. Sternberger said, feeling offended by their disdain for hospital policy. He was
            so riled up, he began reaching for the phone to call security. The detectives in front of him would be completely removed
            from the ICU.
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Doctor. I don’t think you understand the urgency. We need her to ID her assailant from some of these photos. This
            is critical because he’s still out there.” Detective Delgado tried to remain calm and not curse, throw a tantrum, or, worst
            case, hurt Dr. Sternberger.
         

         
         “Really, Doctor, we need the opportunity to try. If she can’t, then she can’t, but at least, for her sake and her little boy’s
            sake, let us try,” implored Merva, looking in the doctor’s eyes, not understanding him at all. “If someone shot you and your
            son, wouldn’t you want to ID him . . . if nothing else?”
         

         
         “She is our missing link for us to get a killer off the streets and behind bars,” added Detective Delgado.

         
         The two of them spoke calmly to the doctor, with a hint of urgency. And, of course, it worked. The doctor gave them five minutes
            alone with his patient. She was still under the watch of ICU attendants. She had tubes sticking out of her body and was connected
            to machines, keeping all her vitals and stats for the doctors as they did their rounds.
         

         
         Detective Ross took her time talking and speaking to Saunta. Slowly, Saunta opened her eyes. She never said one word. She
            didn’t have to. The look of fear that covered her face as Detective Ross flashed Bernard Guess’s headshot in her direction
            caused her to open her eyes as wide as they could go. She pressed back on the pillow and tears formed in her eyes. She looked
            so scared at the man’s face.
         

         
         “That’s him,” she whispered with a faint breath as she felt the fear of being gunned down as the bullet entered her chest,
            pierced her rib, and lodged itself inside her, leaving her in the Intensive Care Unit. She went into distress. Her blood pressure
            went up and a machine next to her bed started beeping.
         

         
         Dr. Sternberger came rushing into the room. “She’s losing pressure. Her heartrate is dropping. We’re losing her!”

         
         Tommy Delgado and Merva Ross stood over to the side, looking like Lenny and Squiggy from Laverne and Shirley as they watched the doctors and nurses trying to stabilize their patient.
         

         
         “Doctor, she’s flatlined,” a blond-haired nurse said as Merva and Tommy heard a solid, steady tone instead of the beeps that
            had been the echo of the ICU room.
         

         
         “Oh, damn, she’s dead?” Merva questioned as she leaned in and whispered into Tommy’s ear.

         
         “Yeah, we should get out of here before Dr. Sternberger comes back over here and chews off our asses for fucking with his
            patient.”
         

         
         “Damn, he did say let her rest.”

         
         Delgado looked like the bird that swallowed the canary. “Well, she will now.”

         
         “Jeez, you are the worst.”

         
         “Yeah, come on. This looks bad. This isn’t good.” Delgado grabbed his partner’s arm. “Let’s get out of here.”

         
         “At least we got our man, Bernard Guess,” Ross said, speaking on the brighter side.

         
         “Yup, we got what we came for.”

         
         

         Once she got settled in at the Honey Pot, she realized she’d made the biggest mistake in her life. The Honey Pot was set up
            like an apartment. When you first walked in, there was a vestibule where the gentlemen would wait patiently unless they had
            an appointment scheduled. There was a receptionist, a tiny, Asian girl who looked no more than fourteen but was nineteen years
            old. She’d take each man into a seating area where they could wait to view the girls one by one. After seeing the girls, they
            could pick whoever they preferred to give them a massage. Once they’d made their choice, they would disappear into one of
            the massage rooms like magic.
         

         
         For Daisy, she needed her tips and when the doorbell rang, she was always ready, wearing a see-through negligee. She did her
            sexual seduction thirty-second lap dance on the gentlemen callers, letting them feel free to feel her up. If she didn’t do
            that, she’d take off her negligee and lay on the floor, sprawling herself wide open and making snow angels, but without the
            snow. Those were her secrets and she was constantly picked.
         

         
         Once inside the room, she would undress them and lay them on the table. Then she would stand at their head and massage them,
            always keeping her pussy in their view. As she rubbed them, they rubbed her, and when it was time to roll them over onto their
            backs, they would be rock hard, ready to drive their swollen muscles into her moist pussy.
         

         
         The only problem was all her regulars and newcomers were lining up and, as the weeks went by, Daisy found herself a sex slave
            inside the massage parlor. They weren’t coming in asking for Daisy to simply massage them. They expected the massage and a
            good, quick fuck all within thirty minutes. It was like their afternoon lunch break or a quick to-do task before going home
            at the end of the day. And they were lining up, not only for Daisy but for all the girls.
         

         
         Pretty soon, Calvin had to stop spending so much time at the Honey Dipper because too much money was being made at the Honey
            Pot. Daisy was his headliner, fucking and sucking more men over the course of a day than Vanessa del Rio ever could in her
            life. It got to the point that liquor and e-pills simply numbed her from it all. She simply did what she had to.
         

         
         One night, while she was standing at the bus stop, her pager went off. It was Sticks.

         
         He sure do got some nerve! Where the hell has he been the last couple of months?

         
         Daisy couldn’t help but think of everything she had to go through since Sticks had paid her that two grand. She had tried
            calling him, but he never answered her call or called her back. She had needed him when her mother died. She assumed he’d
            help bury her mother. But he was missing in action and it had been two months since then. She went over to the pay phone and
            dialed his number back.
         

         
         “Hey, Daisy, where you at? I’m over here at the Honey Dipper, but they said you don’t work here no more.”

         
         “I don’t. I work over at the Honey Pot now. Calvin moved me. Why?”

         
         “’Cause my mans and ’em is having a bachelor party and I need you.”

         
         “You don’t need me.” Daisy was ready to hang up the phone. “Shoot, you don’t even bother to call to see if I’m dead or alive.”

         
         “Dais, it ain’t like that. I been busy. Look, I got like two thousand dollars for you and another girl.” Sticks tried to sound
            convincing. “That’s a thousand apiece.”
         

         
         Daisy heard him say two thousand dollars and her ears shot straight up off the side of her head. “How many girls you say you
            want?”
         

         
         “Just two of ya’ll.”

         
         Daisy’s brain started to overpower the e-pills from earlier and she put on her thinking cap. A new girl named Trixie was working
            at the Honey Pot with her. Maybe she’d like to come and make a couple hundred. Daisy couldn’t help to think to herself that she would be walking away with that two, or at least as close to that two as
            possible.
         

         
         Sure enough, Trixie was more than down. For $350 in her pocket, she was ready to do whatever Daisy needed her to. Unfortunately,
            Trixie had no idea she and Daisy were walking into a trap when they walked through the door of the hotel room. Trixie and
            Daisy were repeatedly raped and sodomized by the bachelor party attendees. Both girls had been given champagne when they first
            got there. Gobbling it down and holding out their glasses for more, Daisy never realized she was being drugged. She was lucky
            she woke up at all after being slipped a Mickey.
         

         
         When she woke up the next morning, she looked around the empty hotel room. Trixie was lying on the other full-size mattress
            beside hers. She looked at the clock, 10:38 a.m. Daisy had one hundred and one things to do before getting to the Honey Pot.
            She tried to stand but as her head began to spin, she sat back down. She reached over on the table and grabbed an upside-down
            Polaroid picture.
         

         
         Ohmigod, she whispered to herself as she looked at the photo of her body squished between two men. There was another photo of her
            giving head while having sex with someone else doggie style and Trixie doing the same, and then Trixie and Daisy doing men
            together, each other, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera.
         

         
         She looked around the room for her pocketbook. Quickly, she fumbled through the purse. The money! Where’s the money? She thought carefully back to the night before. Sticks paid me, right? He had paid her before they started drinking. But what the fuck was that he had me drinking? He drugged me, that he did for sure, and he done took back that money he gave
               me.

         
         She finished putting her clothes on and grabbed her pocketbook. She looked at Trixie. Should I wake her or let her sleep? Daisy decided to leave her asleep.
         

         
         She walked out of the hotel room and made her way down the hall to the elevator. She had collected all the Polaroid pictures
            left around the room and quickly flicked through them as tears began to drop down her face. She couldn’t believe Sticks would
            rape her like that, pass her around like she wasn’t anything, and drug her up so she couldn’t resist.
         

         
         Shit, that damn Trixie is going to want the $350 I promised her. What the fuck am I going to tell her? She’s gonna be mad.

         
         Daisy didn’t even want to think about that argument. She would have to deal with her later. Fortunately for Daisy, and unknown
            to her at the time, the Mickey they slipped Trixie had left her in a real bad way.
         

         
         Several hours later, housekeeping found Trixie walking the hallways, naked and unable to identify herself. She seemed to be
            humming a nursery rhyme and had no idea who she was, where she was, the day of the week, the month, or what year it was. The
            hotel manager called 911 and an ambulance came for her and took her away. By the time Daisy got to the Honey Pot, the news
            of Trixie was all the girls were talking about.
         

         
         “She was in some hotel and was drugged up, raped, and sodomized.”

         
         “I heard they say she’s never going to come back right, like she’s all messed up in the head.”

         
         “That Mickey shit can fuck you up. I know this one girl, she real retarded now ’cause of that shit, and she was raped too.
            I wonder who did that to her?” said another girl, turning to see Daisy walk into the room. “Oh, hi, Daisy. Did you hear what
            happened to Trixie?”
         

         
         “Yeah, I heard. It’s unbelievable.” Daisy didn’t want the other girls to know she had taken Trixie to the hotel for Sticks’s
            little get-together. She didn’t want anyone to know she had anything to do with Trixie’s condition at all. The words rape and sodomy were criminal activity and Daisy wanted nothing to do with a criminal investigation.
         

         
         Damn, did anybody see us leave together last night? Shit, I hope not. What if Trixie phoned a friend and told them she was
               with me? Damn, damn, damn, I’ll be suspect number one before the night is out.

         
         With that cloud of gray news hanging over her head, Daisy couldn’t seem to get right. All night, she was off her marker. Truth
            was, she didn’t feel like working. It was too much, the night before, Sticks beatin’ her for her two thousand dollars, and
            then Trixie being drugged weighed a little too heavily on her mind.
         

         
         Quitting time couldn’t come fast enough. Daisy was the first one out the door. Walking down the street to the bus stop, Daisy
            was so lost in her own translation of last night’s events, she wasn’t paying attention and bumped into a passerby.
         

         
         Her pocketbook fell to the ground and some of the contents fell out her purse. In particular, Sticks’s photo gallery collection.
            Damn, she thought as she quickly bent down to pick her purse off the ground.
         

         
         “Oh, I’m sorry. Here . . . let me help,” said a kind voice, bending down to pick up one of the Polaroids laying facedown.

         
         “That’s okay,” Daisy said as she slapped the Polaroid back down on the ground and picked up the photo herself. “I don’t need
            any help. Thank you,” she said, making eye contact with a fine-looking brother wearing a business suit at that.
         

         
         “I’m so sorry. I was looking at my cell phone and I wasn’t paying any attention to where I was going. Can you forgive me?”
            he politely asked.
         

         
         “It was nothing. Of course, I’m fine. Thank you,” she said as she adjusted her pocketbook over her shoulder.

         
         “I’m Reggie Carter,” he said as he extended his hand to her.

         
         “I’m Daisy, Daisy Fothergill,” she answered as she took his hand in hers.

         
         “I was getting ready to go over to this tiny coffee shop and get a bite to eat.” He looked every bit of a nerd, glasses and
            all. “Would you like to join me?”
         

         
         “Um, no, no thank you. I must be getting on my way. The offer is very kind of you.”

         
         “Well, maybe if you don’t want to grab some coffee or a bite to eat now, maybe another time?” he politely asked, very much
            hoping to be able to share her company.
         

         
         “Um, why not?” Daisy said after carefully thinking it over. He seemed nice and well-groomed, even though he wasn’t very stylish.
            He was attractive, tall, Brown, and seemed to be well-educated.
         

         
         “So, what do you do for a living?”

         
         Daisy didn’t have a response. For the first time in her life, she felt ashamed of her occupation. She glanced down at the
            Polaroid sticking out of her pocketbook and pushed it back down into the side of the purse.
         

         
         “Um, I’m a receptionist for a physical therapy center,” she said, lying through her teeth, knowing damn well she gave out
            naked massages and whatever else came her way all day and night long.
         

         
         “Oh, wow, that’s great. I’m a home line of credit specialist for a mortgage company. You wouldn’t need a line of credit, would
            you?”
         

         
         “I don’t own a home.”

         
         “Oops, can’t help you!” He laughed with her.

         
         She wrote her number down. “Well, here’s my contact information.”

         
         “Thanks. Maybe we’ll get together for dinner one night this week?”

         
         Her bus was approaching the bus stop. “Sure, that sounds nice. Give me a call.”

         
         “Take care,” he said as she hurried to the corner stop.

         
         “You too,” she hollered back.

         
         He looked at her number. She seemed nice, attractive, and the plus side was she had a day job. He’d been looking for a nice
            woman he could make some moves with for quite some time now. Little did he know, she was far from a housewife, but she had
            some moves he’d be interested in. He decided he wouldn’t waste time and he’d be wining and dining her before the week was
            out.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Sweet Dreams

         
         It was like a dream come true. Reggie Carter was a knight in shining armor and sent from the angels above to love Daisy. You
            couldn’t tell her otherwise. Every day he wanted to see her, every night he was by her side. He even changed his cell phone
            number, tired of other women calling.
         

         
         “I don’t need anybody calling me but you, baby.” Sure enough, that’s what he told her. She should’ve known something wasn’t
            right then and there, but love is blind and Reggie Carter had Daisy walking around like she was Helen Keller.
         

         
         As far as she was concerned, he was turning out to be heaven-sent, a real man’s man, who doted over her every move. If she
            wasn’t feeling well, you best believe Reggie would show up with every over-the-counter medication sold to man. If she had
            a headache, he’d rub her head. If she said her feet hurt, he’d rub her toes. If she had to shit, he’d be right there with
            toilet tissue balled up in his hand. And needing something was out of the question.
         

         
         “Baby, you won’t need for nothing. You hear me, Daisy, you won’t need nothing. Maybe want but never need. I’ll take care of
            you.”
         

         
         Who was he and where did he come from? Daisy couldn’t believe it. It was too good to be true. She questioned everything about
            him. Everything, even his previous relationships, wives, children, retirement plans, everything. He had a medical card in
            his wallet and told her that he was the co-owner of a shoe store at Thirtieth and Sansom Street across from the train station.
            He even took her there one day and, believe it or not, his business was thriving. He said he had no previous marriages and
            had no children.
         

         
         He is amazing, simply amazing. Daisy knew she was in love, she was happy, and she was being taken care of. Thank you, God.
            I love him. He’s perfect. Really perfect.
         

         
         She couldn’t believe it was happening and it was happening so fast. He was always doing something for her. Refused to let
            her take the train and even told her that he was going to get her a car so she wouldn’t have to walk. Whenever he came over,
            he always asked if she needed anything. And he took her to the grocery store and bought food for the apartment every week.
         

         
         One day, Reggie came in with flowers and candy and it wasn’t even Valentine’s.

         
         “Aw, baby, is this for me?” Daisy reached out for a large bouquet.

         
         “Nah, baby, don’t touch that. Those right there are for my momma. Don’t worry, though. I got yours right over there,” he said,
            pointing to a larger bouquet lying on the kitchen counter. “Come on. I want to take you home to meet my momma, baby.”
         

         
         “Meet your momma? Why didn’t you tell me? My hair ain’t done or nothing.”

         
         “Girl, you ain’t got to worry about that hair. Let me see the real hair and I’ll tell you if everything is alright.” He pulled
            her pants down and she let him peek inside her panties. “Girl, you look alright to me. Come on, let’s go.”
         

         
         Daisy felt like a queen. She had never had a man say he was taking her home to meet his momma. Reggie was so good to her.
            It had only been three months since she met him. It had been the most wonderful three months of her life. Reggie was even
            talking about getting married, having a big wedding, and everything.
         

         
         “I don’t have any family. My momma died and I don’t know my father. I do have a cousin, Kimmie Sue, and my Auntie Tildie.”

         
         Daisy couldn’t help but try to figure out who would sit on her side of the church. She could see Calvin Stringer and the girls
            from the Honey Dipper and the Honey Pot. Oh damn, not Calvin. And then the worst sight of all, her many, many johns, and seated in the front row, that good-for-nothing Felix. Hell no, no way.

         
         “What’s the matter?” Reggie startled her, wondering why her face looked pale with thought.

         
         “Oh, God!” She jumped. “You scared me to death.”

         
         “So, cousin Kimmie Sue and your Auntie Tildie, huh?”

         
         “Yeah, that’s it.”

         
         “Well, I got some family so we’ll pack the church in.”

         
         He said he wanted children and told her how important children would be to their relationship. As far as Daisy was concerned,
            babies weren’t any problem. She was fertile Mertle when it came to having babies. Even though she didn’t have any, at twenty-one
            she had terminated six pregnancies, each and every one of them, and vowed she wouldn’t be careless ever again after the last.
         

         
         The one problem she did foresee was figuring out how to tell Reggie that she worked in a massage parlor and was fucking and
            sucking more dick daily than he could possibly imagine. Technically, she had him thinking she was a receptionist for Zaslow,
            DeSimone, and Goldstein. It was pathetic. He’d drop her off at work, watch her walk inside an office building, and figured
            she was at work all day. Little did he know, she’d wait in the lobby, then go catch the El line out to Kensington and be at
            the Honey Pot forty minutes later, getting dicked down all day long. She’d hop in the car when he’d come to pick her up, kiss
            him in the mouth, and act like it was nothing.
         

         
         The only thing was the more time she spent with Reggie, the harder and harder it weighed on her conscience. She couldn’t stomach
            the sex acts. Every day, she’d pretend the strangers fucking her were Reggie and she’d come like a racehorse, building her
            clientele. When she’d get home, Reggie would be on her. She’d pretend he was one of the strangers at the Honey Pot and come
            even harder, keeping Reggie feeling like he was the biggest winner.
         

         
         Reggie loved being treated like a king. If Daisy did nothing else, she made sure he knew he was king. She licked everything,
            including his asshole, and once he took her home to his momma, oh, it was really on. That night when they got back to her
            apartment, he started telling her how much he loved her and how much he wanted to be with her. He even stressed to her how
            much his mother liked her.
         

         
         “My momma told me that I better marry you, girl. She said she wants you to give her some grandbabies. What you think? You
            think you could do that for my momma?” he said coyly.
         

         
         “I sure can. Daddy, I can do whatever you want me to,” she said as she sat on his lap and nibbled on his ear. For Reggie,
            that was all he needed to hear. He had her, mind and soul.
         

         
         “What if I want to fuck you in your ass?”

         
         That’s it? Daisy thought to herself. She stood up and began to slowly undress in front of him. She watched as the bulge inside his pants
            began to grow. She slipped out of her panties until she was standing in front of him completely naked. Then she got down on
            the floor, on her hands and knees doggy-style. She turned around, looked behind her, and simply asked. “What you waiting for?”
         

         
         Two weeks later, Reggie dropped her off at the pretend office building. She went around the corner, caught the train to the
            Honey Pot, and, sure enough, as soon as she got inside, Calvin was on her ass about being late.
         

         
         “Look, dammit! Ya’ll always coming in this motherfucker late! Don’t make me fire your ass.” Calvin was holding his stupid
            hand up with his pokey finger extended.
         

         
         “I told you, my boyfriend doesn’t know. I got to catch the train and I don’t mean to be late, Calvin, but if he finds out . . .
            it’ll mess up everything.”
         

         
         “Mess up everything for who? You or me? Next time you late, I’m docking your ass five dollars every five minutes. Five!” he
            hollered at her again, still holding out his hand in her face.
         

         
         “Someone’s here to see you,” said some Asian-looking chick Calvin had sitting naked at the front reception desk.

         
         Where’d he find her?

         
         “See me? Who?”

         
         “He’s in room three, already paid for an hour massage. You better hurry.”

         
         Daisy opened the door to room three and peeked inside.

         
         “I been missing you, Daisy Mae.” Felix licked his tongue at her. She immediately knew what that meant.

         
         Yuck, how’d you find me? she thought to herself.
         

         
         The entire hour was spent filling the weird and weirder sex desires of a goddamn pervert. When he got on top of her, mounted
            her, and began stroking in and out of her, she’d had enough. At least while Reggie was in her life and, if there was any chance
            she was going to have a man who loved her and wanted to be with her, she couldn’t jeopardize it. She’d been sneaking around
            long enough behind Reggie’s back. She couldn’t do it anymore. She didn’t want to.
         

         
         Besides, why should she risk losing a good man? Reggie said he wanted her to get pregnant, he wanted them to get married,
            and even asked her if she would like to help him find the new house he was planning on buying. He gave her the number to a
            real estate agent and told her that their limit was $500,000. Can you imagine me living in a five-hundred-thousand-dollar home? Even she couldn’t imagine it.
         

         
         Felix began to suck her chest, lick her nipples, and feel between her legs. The sex act itself was horrible, too much to bear.
            Felix had this stale, cigarette breath and his fingers looked like he had been working on a chain gang, all dirty under the
            fingernails. The thought of him touching her, licking her, and fucking her made her throw up, literally. She couldn’t make it to the bathroom fast enough. She left behind her a trail of vomit leading to the toilet where she buried
            her head.
         

         
         “What the fuck!” Felix wiped away her vomit from his leg and foot. “Goddamn it, I didn’t come here for nobody to throw up
            on me!”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.” Daisy crawled off the floor and ran out the door.

         
         “Where the hell is you going?” Felix yelled down the hall.

         
         All the commotion had the receptionist standing naked in the hallway. “Is everything alright, sir?”

         
         “Hell no, ain’t nothing alright. She’s sick! Daisy done threw up all over the place in here. You done sold me some sick pussy
            and I want my money back!”
         

         
         “Okay, sir, one moment. I’ll take care of everything; don’t worry. Come back into your room and lie down. Everything will
            be fine. I’ll let Calvin know what happened right away. Don’t worry,” the receptionist said as she closed the door behind
            an aggravated Felix.
         

         
         However, it wasn’t fine. Calvin tried to straighten everything out, offered him another girl, but Felix didn’t want her. He
            wanted Daisy.
         

         
         “No, if I can’t have Daisy Mae, then I want my money back,” Felix ordered.

         
         You best believe Calvin wasn’t a happy camper, having to hand back the money Felix had paid, but, unfortunately, he had no
            choice.
         

         
         “Daisy, get in here now!” Calvin screamed.

         
         Daisy walked through the door into the office of the Honey Pot and stared at Calvin. “Calvin, look, I—”

         
         “No, Daisy, you look. You in here is costing me money. If you so goddamn sick, why didn’t you stay home?”

         
         “I didn’t know I was sick. I can’t do it no more,” she said as tears began to well in her eyes.

         
         “Do what?” Calvin acted like she was talking about something so horrific he needed to figure it out.

         
         “Do . . . this. I just can’t.”

         
         “Can’t?” Calvin became irritated.

         
         “No, I can’t do this no more.” Daisy Mae stood up for herself for once in her life.

         
         “So you throw up on the man? No wonder he wanted his money back. You listen here and you listen good. I ain’t got time for
            this shit. You hear me, Daisy Mae? You come up in here late all the goddamn time, can’t do your job ’cause you got a dead
            momma, and you know what? I say okay to that. But now you got some funky-ass nigga in your ear, feeding you a bunch of bullshit,
            and you can’t do your job.”
         

         
         “This ain’t no kind of job, Calvin. I swear this ain’t.”

         
         “You insulting me, Daisy Mae? ’Cause it sounds like you think you better than somebody.”

         
         “I’m better than this, Calvin.”

         
         “No, you’re not. You no better than the rest of the girls,” he said, ready to unleash his fury on her. “I don’t know who you
            think you are, but when you’re ready to come here and sell pussy for a living, you let me know.”
         

         
         “I’m not for sale no more. I got a man who loves me and is going to take care of me. He said he wants to marry me.”

         
         “Bitch, is you crazy?” Calvin laughed at her so hard, he needed to grab the back of a chair.

         
         “Who the fuck are you laughing at?” Daisy was ready to attack Calvin and scratch out his eyeballs. How dare he laugh at her
            like that?
         

         
         “You Daisy. You’re a real funny girl. You been stripping all your life, selling pussy all your life, and now, suddenly, you
            meet some man and you think he’s going to marry you?”
         

         
         “Yeah, he’s gonna marry me.”

         
         “Yeah, you’re killing me.” Calvin bent back up, fixed his facial hair, and let go of the chair he was leaning on. “You can’t
            make a ho a housewife, everybody knows that.” He tossed the money he owed her on the desk. “Oh, but then he doesn’t know you’re
            nothing but a whore who’s been fucked by the entire town.”
         

         
         Daisy picked up the $213. “Fuck you, Calvin. I quit.”

         
         “Quit.” He couldn’t take her seriously. “Quit! You can’t quit. You need me.”

         
         “You must be out your mind. I don’t need this dump and I damn sure don’t need you!”

         
         Daisy slammed Calvin’s door behind her.

         
         “Bitch must be crazy,” Calvin muttered to himself as he opened the door and looked down the hall at a bunch of naked women
            eavesdropping. “What the hell ya’ll doing standing around? Get your asses back to work, dammit!”
         

         
         

         “This is Monica Casey and I’m standing in front of City Hall. Here with me is Captain Daniel Fuentes of the Thirty-Second
            Police Precinct. Captain Fuentes, there is a massive manhunt now taking place for the prime suspect in the Somerset Murders.”
         

         
         “Yes, we are asking the public at this time to help capture the man identified as Bernard Guess of Twenty-Third and Ridge
            Avenue, in North Philadelphia. Police believe he’s extremely dangerous and armed. He’s wanted in connection with the recent
            murders on the 2500 block of Somerset Street. Any information, tips, or knowledge of the murders or whereabouts of Bernard
            Guess can be phoned in to Crime Stoppers. The number is 1–800–55-CRIME. Again, that’s 1–800–55-CRIME. There is a twenty-five-thousand-dollar
            reward for anyone who has any information that helps lead to the arrest of Bernard Guess.”
         

         
         “Okay, let’s show the sketch of Bernard Guess for the public. Again, there is a twenty-five-thousand-dollar reward for any
            information leading to the arrest of Bernard Guess, the prime suspect in what police have begun to call the Somerset Murders
            where three people were murdered in a rowhome apartment building on Somerset Street on November fifth. Two others, a woman
            and a nine-year-old boy, were murdered in the same rowhome one week later. The woman, identified as Saunta Davis, identified
            Guess before she died in Temple University Hospital. Police believe these murders are related and in conjunction with one
            another. Police are also asking that, until Guess is apprehended, you use extreme caution and care.”
         

         
         

         Nard picked up the remote and turned the television off.

         
         “Fuck,” he whispered, then threw the remote down on the tattered mattress inside the studio apartment on Forty-Third and Baltimore
            Avenue. I got to get the fuck out of here. This tight-ass apartment. It’s hot in this motherfucker and where the fuck did this broad
               go? Motherfucker asked this bitch to get some Chinese food. Shit don’t take 101 minutes to get no Chinese food. What if she
               knows I’m wanted by the law? This bitch, what if she knows I’m on the run? I should’ve never let her go to the store. Fuck!

         
         Nard was so paranoid, he didn’t know what to do. However, for twenty-five grand, he’d turn himself in. The more he thought
            about it, the more he thought that was exactly what she was doing and, instead of her returning with Fong Wu’s Chinese Food,
            he was positive she would be returning with the police. He could see them now, banging down the door, rifles drawn, lasers
            flashing, and a barrage of metal bullets slamming him up against the wall. And if the police didn’t somehow manage to Sean
            Bell his ass, then he’d be arrested and his entire life would get flushed down the toilet.
         

         
         He quickly gathered all the evidence he was ever in the apartment. Maybe I’m bugging, maybe she’s not turning me in. He finished stuffing his few belongings into a dirty pillowcase and made his way up the fire escape stairwell and onto the
            roof. We’ll see if she comes back with Chinese food or the Thirty-Second Precinct.

         
         Nard was pretty much stuck. Only a few more hours and Sticks would have everything set up for him. The plan was to get him
            out of the city and down to Miami. Once he got to Miami, he’d take a private boat for a small fortune and sail out of the
            country to one of the seven hundred islands in the Bahamas. It didn’t matter to him, as long as he wasn’t arrested. He watched
            carefully as Cathy came around the corner carrying a bag of Chinese food. There were no signs of the police anywhere in sight.
         

         
         “Whew,” he said, letting out a sigh of relief. He grabbed the dirty pillowcase filled with his belongings and made his way
            back down to her apartment floor. She was standing at the door fumbling with the keys, trying to hold the food.
         

         
         “What you doing in the hall?” she asked as he came from around the corner.

         
         “Nothing, getting ready to go outside and look for you. I’m so hungry, I can eat a horse. You were taking too long.”

         
         “They were crowded and didn’t have nothing ready. So, I had to wait.”

         
         Cathy Robbins was a small-framed, petite young girl, no more than twenty-one years old. She lived alone in her 600-square-foot
            studio apartment and worked as a salesgirl at the popular clothing store, City Blue, on Thirteenth and Market Streets. She
            didn’t have a steady boyfriend and she was smart enough not to have any children. Her mother had kicked her out when she was
            only fifteen and she never knew her father.
         

         
         They went back inside the apartment and Cathy took the Chinese food to the kitchen. Nard flopped back down on the mattress,
            the only furniture in the unit besides an old chair in the corner next to an end table. She handed Nard a plate of shrimp
            fried rice and General Tso’s chicken.
         

         
         “I’m gonna take a shower.”

         
         “Yeah, sure. When I’m done, I’m gonna run downstairs.”

         
         “For what? Where you going?” she asked, concerned.

         
         “Nowhere. I’m going to get a pack of cigarettes and take me a smoke.”

         
         “Oh, yeah, well do that down there. I can’t stand cigarette smoke. I don’t know how people smoke them things,” she muttered
            to herself as she closed the bathroom door.
         

         
         Nard flicked on the television and watched as the picture came into full view. His face was large as day on the 27-inch Panasonic.
            He tried to flick the channel as quickly as he could but dropped the remote.
         

         
         “Police are looking for the suspect and Crime Stoppers has a twenty—”

         
         He changed the channel before the news reporter could finish her sentence.

         
         Don’t say my name in this motherfucker. That’s all I need, for this broad to figure some shit out.

         
         Good thing Cathy didn’t watch the news. He turned to Channel 17 and turned the volume up a bit. No, fuck that, no television for her, he thought to himself. He decided it would be best that while he went outside to call Sticks, she had no access to the outside
            world or the situation he had found himself in. He reached behind the entertainment cabinet and turned the TV off. Then he
            put the remote in his pocket. He left his pillowcase, took her keyring so he could get back inside, and closed the door behind
            him. He was wearing a baseball cap and dark sunglasses. It wasn’t his side of town, so the people he passed on the street
            were merely a sea of foreign faces. He made his way down to the corner of Forty-Fourth and Baltimore to the pay phone. He
            put his quarter in the slot, dialed his number, and waited for Sticks to pick up.
         

         
         “Yo, nigga, you got me, right?”

         
         “Yeah, homie, chill. I’m there, nigga. Seven thirty, right?” Sticks asked, confirming everything.

         
         “Yeah, seven thirty, the corner of Forty-Third and Baltimore.”

         
         “Okay, I got you. Don’t worry. And look, all that paperwork you needed, I got it right here.”

         
         Nard finished talking to Sticks and then hung up the phone. He looked at his watch. I don’t know if I can wait till seven thirty. Damn. Nard hung up the phone and surveyed the block. Nothing but silence, almost too silent for West Philly.
         

         
         He walked back into the apartment building and took the elevator to Cathy’s floor. He opened the apartment to find everything
            like it was. As he was about to close the door behind him, he had a premonition. The police were right there, guns drawn,
            shouting, telling him to get on the floor, pointing loaded .40 calibers, ready to take aim, and prepared to shoot to kill.
         

         
         “Freeze, step away from the door. Put your hands on your head.”

         
         Nard turned around to see the entire police precinct inside the apartment building hallway. Where they had come from, he hadn’t
            a clue. How they got in the building, he would probably never know. But one thing was for certain, they had him. He wished
            he could run and hide but, in his heart, he knew that there was nothing more he could do.
         

         
         Little did he know, he had been caught all because of Cathy Robbins’s bird ass. She had pretended so well, a real Hollywood
            actress, yes sir, indeed. Get that bitch an Oscar now. She knew exactly what was going on when the nigga rang her phone.
         

         
         “Yo, Cat. What’s shaking, baby?”

         
         “Who this, Nard?” she asked as she picked up the remote and turned down the television. She was watching Channel 10 news when
            the photo of Nard flashed across the screen. I didn’t know that nigga’s name was no Bernard Guess, she laughed to herself. As she was listening to Captain Dan, her phone rang. She listened to Nard with one ear and continued
            listening to the news with her other.
         

         
         “Mm-hmm, come right on over here. I ain’t doing nothing,” she said, thinking all kinds of devious thoughts to herself. “You
            got some condoms, right?” she asked to throw the nigga off. “All right then, see you in a few.”
         

         
         Cathy jumped up off the bed, memorizing the Crime Stoppers number. I can’t believe it. I can turn this nigga in and get twenty-five thousand dollars. Damn, twenty-five thousand dollars for
               one dumb-ass nigga. Please, Lord, let him get here safe and sound.

         
         She looked at the piece of paper she had written the number down on. Certain that she had the number memorized, she tore up
            the paper into tiny pieces and threw it in the trash. And once he got there, you would never know Little Miss Crime Stopper
            was on her j-o-b. But she was. She pretended her ass off for that twenty-five. Fucked Nard, sucked Nard, flipped his ass all
            around and everything else until she could get outside to the nearest telephone booth and dial the number memorized in her
            head.
         

         
         “Hello, I got him. Bernard Guess, the Somerset Killer. He’s in my apartment. Hurry!”

         
         Poor Nard, he didn’t even see them coming; had no chance to even think or blink. Nard simply put his hands up and knew this
            was only the beginning. Thank God, if he had nothing else at that very moment, he had an alibi.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Liar Liar, Pants on Fire

         
         “Shut the fuck up! What’s his name?” Delgado asked as he looked at Ross.

         
         Ross looked in a folder at the suspect’s name. “Um, Bernard Guess.”

         
         “Did we read him his rights?” Delgado asked.

         
         “Um, I don’t know.”

         
         “Exactly! How the fuck you going to arrest me and not read me my rights?”

         
         “Shut the fuck up!” Delgado punched Nard so hard in his face. “You don’t have any rights. Fucking read him his rights,” ordered
            Delgado.
         

         
         Ross began reading his rights to him as she looked at her chipped pointer fingernail.

         
         “Anything you say can and will be used against you. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford one, one will
            be appointed for you,” she said as she bit her nail, then continued.
         

         
         “I need my phone call.”

         
         “The lines must be down. Phones not working,” she said as she spit her fingernail in his direction, lifted the phone, listened
            to the dial tone, and then hung it back up.
         

         
         “Who the fuck are you calling?”

         
         Nard already knew his rights. “I don’t have to answer any of your questions.”

         
         “Shut the fuck up!” Delgado sucker punched Nard as he watched him fall out the chair and onto the floor.

         
         Merva glanced but simply continued reading Nard his Miranda Rights.

         
         “Stop hitting me! Fuck is wrong with you!”

         
         “What the fuck is wrong with you? You want to tell me what happened on Somerset and why you killed those people?”

         
         “Fuck outta here. I ain’t killed nobody.”

         
         “You didn’t kill a little boy?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “Shut the fuck up, fucking liar.” Tommy hit Nard so hard, he laid eyes-wide-open unconscious on the floor.

         
         “See, how we gonna interrogate him if you gonna beat the suspect up?” Ross looked at her partner.

         
         “I fucking hate being lied to, Merva. It fucking pisses me off,” Tommy said as he sniffled and wiped his nose.

         
         “There’s a bug going around.”

         
         “I got the worst cold.”

         
         “Try Theraflu.”

         
         “Aargh, my head.” Nard looked around the room.

         
         “Get the fuck up and stop acting like you’re hurt. I want to know what happened and why you killed those people. And if you
            don’t stop playing games with me, I’m going to sit you in a holding cell until you’re ready to talk.”
         

         
         “I told you, I don’t know nothing about no murders. I was in the Honey Dipper that night. I was drinking and partying with
            some girl. I think her name was Rose. No, no, it was Daisy.”
         

         
         “Don’t fucking lie to me. I swear to God, don’t fucking lie to me, pal.”

         
         “I’m not lying. I swear, I was in the Honey Dipper. I ain’t killed nobody,” Nard said with extreme confidence. “You better
            check my alibi.”
         

         
         “I’m not checking jack shit, pal. Fuck you and fuck what you said. You were already picked by your victim, bro. Book him on
            murder one, fucking slime bag. Get him the fuck outta here,” Delgado said, shooing Nard away from him.
         

         
         “Book him?” the officer asked.

         
         “Yup, book him. Lock his ass up until the cows come home for all I care.”

         
         “He’s lying about his alibi.” Merva looked at Tommy, who was shaking his head and ready to blow a gasket.

         
         “Of course he is. Saunta Davis ID’d this scumbag before she died. I’m not letting this guy go. He’s a murderer and he’s the
            one. I can feel it. He killed those people, Ross. He killed them.”
         

         
         “Delgado, calm down. We’ve got our killer.”

         
         

         Reggie pulled his sleek and sexy Jaguar to a complete stop in front of a for-sale sign placed on the most perfectly landscaped
            lawn.
         

         
         “I rode by this house yesterday. Don’t you love it?” he asked as he grabbed her hand.

         
         “Oh, my God, Reggie, yes. It’s”—she couldn’t find the words—“absolutely the most beautiful house I’ve ever seen.”

         
         “Look, it has a fenced-in backyard, so it probably has a pool. We should put this on our list of homes to see. This is a good
            neighborhood, with good schools, and it’s close to the city. I like Mount Airy, don’t you?”
         

         
         “I love it.” Daisy was all smiles. “I could live here.”

         
         “So, you call the agent and ask her the price and set up a time for her to show you some houses in the neighborhood but start
            with this one. When I get back from this business trip, you can give me a full report.”
         

         
         “You leaving? When you coming back?”

         
         “I got to go out the country to take care of some business, but I’ll be back in two weeks. Don’t worry, I’ll be back, and
            when I get back, I’ll need to know everything, from how old the house is, to how many bedrooms and how many baths it has.
            But the most important thing is whether you like it, and if you’ll be happy living in it.”
         

         
         She looked at Reggie and, at that moment, she realized she had found the man of her dreams. He was someone who would look
            out for her, take care of her, and be a good provider to her. He was the perfect height, nice and tall the way she thought
            the man of her dreams would be. And while he dressed in suits, he was very down to earth. Reggie was five-eleven and weighed
            in at 213 pounds. He was a tad on the heavy side, carrying a few pounds he had put on over the past couple of years, but all
            in all, he carried the weight fine. He was a handsome man, very appealing, with dark brown eyes, black hair, and a smile that
            would warm your heart.
         

         
         “Reggie, I’m happy being with you.”

         
         “Me too, baby. I got to go by the shoe store right quick and then I’ll drop you off, okay?”

         
         Daisy figured now was a better time than any to tell Reggie about her losing her job. Well, she wouldn’t be telling him about
            her real job, but she would pretend her pretend job was her real job. Real or fake, she didn’t have it anymore. The worst
            thing was she didn’t have any income. She was praying, deep down in her bones, the man of her dreams would help her with her
            rent. Lord knows she’d need it now that she had no job.
         

         
         “Um, there’s something I need to tell you, Reggie.” Daisy looked down at her hands folded in her lap.

         
         “What, babe? What you looking like that for?”

         
         “I lost my job.”

         
         “You lost your job? What happened?”

         
         “They said business was slow and they couldn’t afford to keep me, so they had to let me go,” she said, trying to look and
            sound as convincing as possible.
         

         
         “Damn, baby, I’m sorry to hear that. Don’t worry about it. You’ll get another job.”

         
         “I don’t know what I’m going to do until then. I don’t know how I’m gonna pay my rent.”

         
         “Don’t worry about it. I got you. You’re my girl, so you ain’t got nothing to worry about.”

         
         Daisy sat back in the luxury of the Jaguar and looked out the window as the car rolled past the sides of the city streets.
            People waiting for buses; nope, that wasn’t her. Young mothers pushing strollers; nope, that wasn’t her. Old people limping
            down the streets holding canes in their hands; that wouldn’t be her. No, Daisy had plans, big plans, and because of Reggie
            Carter, all her dreams were beginning to come true. At least, that’s what she thought.
         

         
         The next morning Daisy woke and got out of bed. She felt an indescribable soreness and when she tried to use the bathroom,
            an indescribable burning sensation. The burning and soreness were so bad she immediately called her doctor and made an emergency
            appointment. As she opened the door and was about to leave, the mailman entered the vestibule, unlocked the mail holder caddy,
            and began placing everyone’s mail in their caddy holders.
         

         
         “Here you go,” he said as he handed the day’s mail to Daisy.

         
         “Thanks,” she said, turning around and taking the mail back inside her apartment. In too much of a rush to get to the doctor’s
            office, she threw the mail on the kitchen table and walked back out of the apartment, locking the door behind her.
         

         


         
         Dr. Vistane’s office was located at Thirty-Eighth and Lancaster. A clinic well known for performing abortions and counseling
            young pregnant teens, it sat right on the corner. Daisy signed in and let the receptionist know she was there for an emergency
            visit. After thirty minutes of waiting time, Daisy heard her name being called. She was taken upstairs and, after a nurse
            took her weight, temperature, and blood pressure, she was placed in a room, given a plastic cup, and told to give a urine
            sample. Then she was to undress completely below the waist, lay on the table, and cover up with a paper covering.
         

         
         A few minutes later Dr. Vistane came into the room. He spoke with Daisy about how she was feeling and, upon examination, told
            Daisy to dress and he’d be back in a few minutes after testing some culture samples. It turned out there were quite a few
            diagnoses made that day.
         

         
         “Daisy, you’re having what we consider to be a herpes initial outbreak.”

         
         “What?”

         
         “You have contacted the herpes virus and the soreness and burning sensation is a result of the initial outbreak. It’s right
            at the tip of the opening of your vagina. It’s going to be painful and sore for at least the next three to possibly five days.
            After which it will form a scab and disappear. Usually, patients will have their initial outbreak and . . .”
         

         
         The doctor looked up from his chart to find Daisy in a pool of tears.

         
         “Herpes?” she asked.

         
         “Yes, Daisy, I am sorry.”

         
         “But, how? When? I don’t understand.”

         
         “Sometimes it can be hard to pinpoint when but the virus can lay dormant. Medically, they say anywhere from two to twenty
            days, even sometimes longer once you’ve been exposed to the virus. And your outbreak can last for several weeks. Once the
            outbreak heals, the virus will lay dormant in your nervous system until it reemerges and you have your next outbreak, which
            could be one month from now or twenty years from now. Stop crying, this isn’t the end of the world. Plenty of people, millions, are diagnosed with this virus and after they’re diagnosed, some never have a recurrence; others do. Daisy, it’s not the end
            of the world.”
         

         
         Daisy’s mind scrambled. Lays dormant for weeks, may or may not come back again. There’s no telling who passed this to me. Thirty days, she had slept with over twenty or so men alone in the last thirty days. What the fuck am I going to do now?

         
         “When is the last time you had intercourse?”

         
         She couldn’t help but to think of nasty Felix and the last time she was at the Honey Pot, and how Calvin fired her and then
            she went home and had sex with Reggie and had sex with Reggie practically every day thereafter. Oh, my God. What if I’ve given him herpes too? What if he has it now? Oh, my God. If I done gave him this herpes virus, he’ll
               kill me. What am I going to do? I can’t tell him. I can’t tell anybody.

         
         Daisy wasn’t even listening to the doctor. She was too preoccupied with her own thoughts, trying to figure out who burned
            her and passed her this horrid, dreaded virus. Not to mention, her mind was swirling with thoughts she had passed the virus
            on to Reggie. Lord only knows, if that happened, what would happen and, the worst of it all was he’d probably never speak
            to her again.
         

         
         “I want to start you on some medication. You take it by mouth twice a day. And here’s a prescription for some ointment. It
            will help with the burning and itching you may have. Now, on the lighter side, you also have trichomoniasis.”
         

         
         “Trick-a-what?” she said, looking at the doctor like she couldn’t take any more diagnosis.

         
         “It’s a vaginal bacterium, also transmitted sexually. You need to be careful with trichomoniasis because once we treat you,
            if you have sex with an infected person who has not been treated, you will catch the bacteria again. It’s important we get
            your partner treated.”
         

         
         Reggie has trichomoniasis. I can’t tell him that. I gave it to him. He’ll kill me if I tell him, and probably hate me and
               never want to be with me again.

         
         The doctor watched as she sat silently still. Dr. Vistane wasn’t sure if she was even hearing him. “Even if you’re not going to have sex with him again, he needs to know he has had exposure to the bacteria and possibly the
            herpes virus.”
         

         
         “I can’t believe this.” Daisy sat there in silence as the doctor continued to explain her diagnosis. “Are you sure?”

         
         “Yes, I’m positive. If you can make a list for me, I will contact all the people you have been in contact with.”

         
         A list? I’d be here all night and day. No, we ain’t making no lists. That’s on them. They’ll figure it out like I did, sitting
               in the clinic.

         
         “Um, no, I don’t know how to contact the guy?” Daisy said, lying.

         
         “It was only one guy you’ve been sexually active with in the last thirty to forty-five days?”

         
         “Yes, one guy.” Daisy lied through her teeth as she wiped her tears away from her eyes.

         
         “Okay, wait . . .” Dr. Vistane saw Daisy getting up from the table. “I’m not done yet.”

         
         Daisy asked, “There’s more?”

         
         “Yeah, there’s more.” Dr. Vistane nodded his head and looked like he hated to be the bearer of all this detrimental news.
            “You are pregnant.”
         

         
         “Pregnant?”

         
         “Yup, by the looks of it, six weeks,” Dr. Vistane said.

         
         “Pregnant?”

         
         “I take it this is an unwanted pregnancy?”

         
         “Yes, I can’t believe it. I’m on the pill.” She knew there had to be some kind of medical mistake.

         
         “I understand, but the pill is only ninety-nine percent effective. There are those, like you, who unfortunately become that
            one percent. Would you like to come in and speak to one of the nurses about pregnancy counseling or other possible alternatives?”
         

         
         Daisy couldn’t believe it. Not another abortion. She didn’t know if she could take another one. The sound of the machine alone
            terrified her. There has to be another way.

         
         “Daisy, would you like counseling?”

         
         “I want an abortion. I don’t want this baby. I want an abortion.”

         
         “Are you sure?”

         
         “I’m positive, Dr. Vistane. Please make the appointment for me.”

         
         “Okay, no problem. I’ll take care of everything. Come on, stop crying. Everything is going to be okay now. You’ll be fine,
            Daisy, just fine. I’ll take good care of you.”
         

         
         

         Detective Honing and Detective Walters sat in the Honey Dipper looking every bit like needles in a haystack.

         
         “Can I get another?” Honing asked, realizing a new waitress was serving him.

         
         “Whatchoo drinking?”

         
         “Um, Coke.” Honing was unable to take his eyes off her perfect double Ds.

         
         “Wow!” Waters looked the waitress up and down. “This is fucking torture, man. I love it, though. I swear my wife is in for
            it when I get home tonight.”
         

         
         “Oh yeah? Well, one of these broads is in for it right here, right now, when I get off work.” Honing wished he could tear
            the waitress’s back out.
         

         
         “Hey, there he is,” she said. The detectives glanced over their shoulders at the front doorway. “Hey, Calvin, these gentlemen
            are here to see you,” she added as she walked away to the other end of the bar.
         

         
         “What can I do for ya?”

         
         Calvin looked at the police officers, wondering what in the world they were doing there. He had enough shit going on, he didn’t
            need any more, and he certainly didn’t need the police in his spot.
         

         
         “Um, is there somewhere we can go and talk that might have a little more privacy?” Detective Waters asked.

         
         “Why can’t we talk right here?” Calvin asked like he had nothing to hide.

         
         “We’re investigating the Somerset killings,” Honing said. “I don’t know if you heard about them in the news?”

         
         “Yeah, but what’s that got to do with me?” Calvin sounded like a song.

         
         “Well, it turns out the suspect claims he was in your establishment here on the night in question. He claims he was with one
            of your dancers, a girl by the name of Daisy. Do you have any dancers here by that name? We’d like to speak with her,” Honing
            finished.
         

         
         Calvin looked up at the double-D waitress all in his conversation, listening to every word the detectives said. “Um, why don’t
            you follow me back here to my office where we can get a little more privacy,” Calvin said. “Go on, get back to work before
            I fire your ass. Nosey-ass broads in here.” Calvin held up his hand like he was Ike Turner or somebody.
         

         
         “I ain’t late. Fire your damn self,” mumbled Tina, looking at Calvin and wondering where he got his nerve.

         
         Calvin took the police into the back where the vultures couldn’t watch them like they were roadkill. Calvin smelled a big,
            stinky rat. “So, you say that Somerset killer claims he was here, huh?”
         

         
         “Yeah, that’s his alibi. He was here in your bar with your dancer, Daisy. Let me show you his photo and maybe you can see
            if you recognize him.”
         

         
         Waters pulled out a mugshot, handed it to Calvin, and carefully watched his expression. His face was completely meaningless.
            The photo meant nothing to him. The face meant nothing to him and the God’s honest truth was he had never seen the man in
            his life.
         

         
         “Nope, never seen him before.”

         
         Calvin passed the photo back. He walked over to the far-left side of the room where he had several file cabinets, opened the
            drawer, and pulled out a folder on Daisy Mae Fothergill.
         

         
         “Here you go. She doesn’t work here no more, but you more than welcome to look at the information here in the folder. That
            should answer all your questions about her but, as you can see, she quit about three weeks ago.”
         

         
         “You haven’t seen her?”

         
         “Nope, I haven’t heard a word from her.”

         
         “Do you mind?” Honing reached for a piece of blank paper off Calvin’s desk.

         
         “Help yourself.”

         
         Calvin stood patiently as the detectives went through his employment folder on Daisy. They got what they came for. They knew
            exactly who she was, right on down to her Social Security Number, address, and birthdate.
         

         
         “That will be all for now. However, we must ask that you not leave town.”

         
         “Can’t leave town? I’m not a suspect, am I?”

         
         “No, sir, but while we’re investigating, we might need you here for questioning, that’s all.” Waters handed him his police
            precinct card. “Contact me directly if you plan on leaving the city limits, okay?”
         

         
         Calvin took the card and his employment folder on Daisy and placed the card inside the folder. He sat the folder on his desk
            and escorted the detectives back out the door.
         

         
         “Thanks for your assistance. You’ve been a big help,” Honing said.

         
         “Yeah, no problem, any time.” Calvin turned back to his office. He closed the door and went over to his desk. He looked inside
            Daisy’s folder at the detective’s card: Homicide Division. Smells like a rat to me. What mess you done got yourself into now, Daisy?

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Jackpot

         
         “So, what’s the lawyer saying?” Sticks spoke to Nard through a plated glass over a black telephone with no dialing pad, only
            the handset hanging from the wall.
         

         
         “Man, he’s saying it looks really good, but he needs to talk to that chick from the Honey Dipper. What’s her name? Daisy,
            right?”
         

         
         “Yeah, Daisy. So, the lawyer wants to speak with her?”

         
         “Yeah, he said he needs to prep her for her testimony and shit,” Nard said as he looked down at the floor.

         
         “What?” Sticks asked.

         
         “Man, this shit got me fucked up. I don’t know how long I can hold up. They got a nigga in a fucking cell, man. And I ain’t
            never been locked up in my life. This shit ain’t cool.” Nard looked at Sticks, wishing he was a free man.
         

         
         “Listen, everything’s going to be alright. Get me the name of the lawyer and I’ll get the girl and take her down there. Don’t
            worry. They can only hold you for six months. Then they got to go to trial since they not giving you no bail.”
         

         
         “Yeah, the lawyer said he’s going in front of the judge next week to see if he can get them to consider bail, but then he’s
            saying if he does get bail, it’ll be so high, won’t nobody be able to pay it.”
         

         
         “Well, even if they don’t give you bail, you outta here in six months and that’s nothing. You can do it, trust me. Six months
            is nothing. That shit will be over in no time.”
         

         
         Sticks got a piece of paper and a pen from a guard and wrote down Nard’s lawyer’s information. “Don’t worry, baby boy, I got
            you covered.”
         

         
         With that, Sticks put his fist to the glass and waited for Nard to return the pound. It was hard to see a brother behind bars,
            real hard. Especially for Sticks ’cause he had been in and out of prison since he was thirteen years old. He knew how the
            white folks got down with their penal institutions and rehabilitation programs. Most important, though, he knew what it felt
            like to be locked in a cage and how lonely it could be.
         

         
         He walked a little faster, just thinking about it. They not locking me up again. I’d rather die first, he thought to himself. Nard got to stay focused and not let them walls get him trapped.
         

         
         It sounded simple, but it wasn’t. Sticks knew they were constantly interrogating Nard, trying to get him to mess up his words
            or, worst case, snitch on someone else. That was the last thing he wanted. Deep down inside, he realized if Nard did turn
            state, he’d turn on him. Between the possibilities of the penal system and the possibilities of Simon Shuller eating his ass
            alive, he saw his only option was doing the right thing and helping out a friend. He had to make sure Nard was straight. He
            had no choice.
         

         
         

         It had been over a week since Reggie had left for his business trip. He told her that he would try to call, but so far, she
            hadn’t heard from him. She had contacted the real estate office and found out the price of the home they looked at. The sellers
            were asking for four hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars. Reggie said they should look at anything she liked priced under
            a half-million, so she had an appointment for later today to see the place. Still though, she wished he would call.
         

         
         Every night, before she went to bed, she dialed his cell phone, the call would go straight to voicemail, and she’d listen
            to his sexy voice talking to her, telling her to leave a message. She never did, though. Once the message was over, she’d
            hang up the phone. Just then, her phone rang. Reggie! She knew it was him. She answered the phone with sheer excitement in her voice.
         

         
         “Yo, where you been?” the voice asked calmly.

         
         “Who is this?” Daisy responded, a little disappointed the voice on the other end of the line wasn’t Reggie.

         
         “Damn, you forget about me already? It’s Sticks.”

         
         Sticks? What the fuck do this nigga want? He ain’t been bothering to call me. He must want something.

         
         “You got some nerve calling me. Trixie still ain’t speaking to me. That shit you did was real fucked up. And then ya’ll left
            us. We didn’t have no way to get home or nothing,” Daisy said, thinking of the night she and Trixie worked a party for Sticks.
            Both the girls were drugged with gamma-hydroxybutyric acid, known in the streets as GHB. They were raped and even sodomized,
            but worst of all, they weren’t compensated. At least not what they should’ve been after how they were treated.
         

         
         “Look, man, that’s the past. Don’t even worry about that shit. I’m sorry; it won’t happen again.”

         
         You can bet your bottom dollar it won’t. “Well, thanks for the apology. So, what’s going on?”
         

         
         “Nothing, man. I got to come and get you.”

         
         “Come get me for what?”

         
         “We gonna go see that lawyer.”

         
         “Lawyer, what lawyer?”

         
         “For my man. The one you gave the alibi for, remember?”

         
         Daisy had almost forgotten about the statement she gave to the private investigator Sticks had sent to her house. It had been
            three, maybe four months ago and, for her, that was like a lifetime.
         

         
         “Yeah, but what’s that got to do with a lawyer?” she asked, not getting the gist of the mess she had gotten herself into for
            a measly two thousand dollars.
         

         
         “You got to go to court so the lawyer wants to prepare you.”

         
         “Go to court? I ain’t going to no court.”

         
         “Yo, Dais, stop playing. You got to testify. You gave Nard the alibi. You said he was with you. That’s what you told the investigator
            and the investigator gave his report to Nard’s lawyer, so Nard’s lawyer needs to prepare you for trial. Yo, why you bugging?”
         

         
         Bugging? Did he ask me why I’m bugging? Is he fucking crazy? He’s the one bugging.

         
         “Wait, wait, wait, you ain’t tell me all this. You never told me all this. You told me to give that statement to a private
            investigator. You ain’t say nothing about no lawyers or having to go to court. Shit, you the one that’s bugging.”
         

         
         “Yo, Dais, look, man, I got you. Whatever you want, name it.”

         
         Well, now his ass is talking. “You don’t want me to start naming. I got a list longer than your arm of shit I need over here.”
         

         
         “All right then, so put the list together and I’ll be over there to get you at say two o’clock.”

         
         “No, I can’t, not today,” she said, thinking of her realtor meeting. Fuck, I need to get me some money from Sticks while he talking my kinda talk. Maybe I should cancel with the house. No, let
               me do the house. “Yeah, we got to do this tomorrow or something.”
         

         
         “Man, Dais, you fucking up, man. Listen, this shit is getting ready to get serious. You gonna have to be on call and ready
            to rock and roll, dig me.”
         

         
         “Yeah, I dig you, but my boyfriend is buying a house and I got shit to do.”

         
         “You got a man?”

         
         “Yeah, and he’s buying me a house. That’s why I’m saying all this court shit ain’t cool and you calling ain’t cool either.”

         
         “Listen, this court shit is your duty. You been paid and, like I said, you do what the fuck you’re supposed to and get me
            the list of everything you need and I got you. You take care of me, I take care of you. You got it?”
         

         
         “Yeah, Sticks, I got it.”

         
         “Alright, I’ll call you back and let you know when we going to the lawyer’s office. Don’t have anything to do either; no more
            excuses. Boyfriend or not, when I see you, I’m tapping that ass, you understand? You know who the fuck I am, dammit.”
         

         
         “Yeah, Sticks, whatever you say,” Daisy said, a little agitated.

         
         I don’t know who he thinks he is but he ain’t tapping nothing here. He really got some nerve.

         
         I don’t know who this bitch thinks she’s talking to, but if she doesn’t get that alibi straight with Nard’s lawyer, that bitch
               is gonna find herself never speaking again. Sticks hung up the phone with a bad feeling. She’s going to be a problem. I can feel it.

         
         It was then he wondered whether she would come through for him with the alibi. If she didn’t, Simon Shuller would have him
            and Nard’s ass in a sling and Sticks knew it. But for Daisy, it was too late. She had to come through with the alibi. Either
            that or she’d be in the same sling as Nard and Sticks but, unfortunately for her, she didn’t know she had gotten herself in
            bed with a member of the Mafia and was the alibi witness for the Somerset Killer.
         

         
         

         That afternoon Daisy went looking at all the homes for sale the Realtor had on her list. They must have visited eleven properties
            in one afternoon. Daisy made notes, asked lots of questions about each listing, and fell in love with every house she walked
            into. It was unbelievable. Dynamic views, open space, large kitchens with eat-ins, master bedrooms with walk-in closets and
            fireplaces, master bathrooms with oversize Jacuzzis, kitchens with granite countertops and stainless-steel appliance packages,
            marble foyers, and two- and three-car garages. Daisy couldn’t believe people lived in homes that beautiful. She rode by these
            kinds of homes every day but had no idea how people were living inside of them.
         

         
         “Did you see anything you like?”

         
         “I sure did and I can’t wait to show Reggie. He’s going to love them.”

         
         “Any one in particular caught your eye?”

         
         “Actually, yes, the third house and the eighth house. I like them a lot and I can’t wait to show my fiancé as soon as he gets
            back. He’s going to love them,” Daisy said before thanking the agent and parting ways.
         

         
         That night she went home and, as usual, she tried to call Reggie. Instead of his answering machine, she got something different;
            that universal operator who advises you the number you have dialed has been changed, disconnected, or is no longer in service.
            Daisy figured she had dialed the wrong number and tried again but got the same message.
         

         
         Why is his phone off? Maybe he didn’t pay the bill before he left town. Yeah, that’s it, he probably didn’t pay the bill.

         
         

         It had been three weeks, three long, drawn-out, stressful weeks of no Reggie. The number was still disconnected, he hadn’t
            called, and he hadn’t come back. He said he would only be gone for a week or two, but it had been longer and her heart began
            to grow heavier and heavier. Every time the phone rang, it was Sticks. What the fuck do he want now?

         
         She had gone down to the lawyer’s office like he asked, but it turned out the lawyer had another matter pop up, had to go
            out of town, and put Nard’s case on the back burner after getting several extensions filed with the court. Nard didn’t know
            what was going on and was a nervous wreck. He was calling Sticks’s phone more than a young Puerto Rican girl in heat. Fuck, what he want now? Sticks had to take his call. God forbid he not answer and the nigga turn state. No, whenever Nard called, Sticks made sure
            he answered.
         

         
         Just then a loud knock at the door, more of a banging, rang out through the apartment.

         
         “Who is it?” she hollered at the door.

         
         “It’s the police. Open up.”

         
         The police? What the hell are they doing here? What do they want from me?

         
         Tommy Delgado watched as the door opened and a young girl with long hair and green eyes stared back at him, “Can I help you?”

         
         “Yeah, I hope so. I’m looking for Daisy M. Fothergill.”

         
         “I’m Daisy.”

         
         “Do you mind if we come in?” Delgado smiled with Merva standing behind him, grinning even harder.

         
         “Um, I guess so. Sure.”

         
         “We’re only going to need a few minutes of your time,” Ross said, her pleasant demeanor fading quick. “We’re investigating
            the murders of Ponado Fernandez, Jeremy Tyler, and Lance Robertson,” she said as she watched Daisy like a hawk, looking for
            any sign Daisy was lying to them.
         

         
         “What’s that got to do with me? I never heard of them people.”

         
         “Well, let me tell you. The man identified as the Somerset Killer who killed these people”—Delgado spread crime scene photos
            of the Three Musketeers lying in pools of blood—“claims he was with you the night in question. And I got to tell you, I find
            it hard to believe.”
         

         
         “Why is that?” Daisy asked nervously.

         
         “I’ll tell you why. He killed a nine-year-old boy and shot up his mother, and right before she died, she identified Bernard
            Guess from a series of photos. Now, I got an open-and-shut case, everything from fingerprints on down to a positive ID, but
            then I get a report from Mr. Guess’s lawyer claiming you’re their star witness and my Somerset Killer was with you the night
            in question at the Honey Dipper and, therefore, couldn’t possibly have been on the 2500 block of Somerset when the murders
            occurred.”
         

         
         Delgado stopped and waited to see what her response was to all of that and, unfortunately, she had none.

         
         “So, about that night. Do you think you could answer some questions for me?” Delgado asked, trying to figure her out.

         
         “What kinds of questions?”

         
         “Just general, like what time did Mr. Guess come into the bar on November fifth?

         
         “Um, I don’t remember what time he got there,” she answered.

         
         “Do you remember what he was wearing?” Merva asked.

         
         “No, I don’t.”

         
         “Was he alone?” she followed up.

         
         “Yes, I think so,” Daisy replied, wishing she had never let them in her house.

         
         “You think so? Don’t you know?” Merva asked.
         

         
         “Yeah, I think he was alone,” Daisy said, trying to sound convincing.

         
         “What was he drinking that night?”

         
         “Um . . .” Daisy sat still for a few seconds, acting like she was trying to think hard. “I don’t remember that either.” Daisy
            wished Sticks or somebody had prepped her. And the bad thing was, she had let them in.
         

         
         What was I thinking? Next time, we talk outside. These guys are getting comfortable and they’re asking me all these questions.
               I don’t even know what this guy looks like.

         
         “Are you sure you remember him there?” Merva asked, starting not to believe the girl one bit.

         
         “Yeah, he was there. It was so long ago.”

         
         “Do you still work at the Honey Dipper?” Delgado asked. “I swear, I’ve seen you somewhere before.”

         
         Daisy giggled but, honestly, had never seen him in her life. “No, not no more. I was working at the Honey Pot, but I quit
            working there about a month ago.”
         

         
         “Why?” Ross was being a little nosey.

         
         “I wanted to do something else. It gets hard after a while, or at least for me it did.”

         
         “How long have you been dancing in places . . . like that?” Delgado asked, trying not to use descriptive vocabulary.

         
         Detective Ross immediately looked at him and quickly interceded. “Yeah, Daisy, how long have you been a stripper?”

         
         Ross looked over at Delgado. What the fuck is he doing, trying to be nice to her? She’s lying through her teeth and he’s showing her mercy. What’s wrong
               with him?

         
         “Um . . .”

         
         “Don’t tell me you don’t know that either,” Ross said sarcastically, tired of playing games with Daisy. She was ready to take
            her in, sit her in a room, leave her there for maybe two or three days, and then see if her memory got any better. That was
            exactly what she planned on doing.
         

         
         “No, when I started dancing, it was like last May after I turned twenty-one,” Daisy said with an ounce of confidence.

         
         “So, you’re only twenty-two years old?” Ross asked as Daisy nodded her head. “We need to take her downtown for questioning,”
            Ross advised, looking over at Delgado who seemed to be admiring the young girl, not taking his eyes off her for one second.
            “What do you think?” she quipped, wondering why he wasn’t responding. She looked again and he was still staring intensely.
         

         
         “No, I don’t think we should take her downtown. We should give her a chance to think about what she’s doing. Have you thought
            about what you’re doing, Daisy?” Tommy asked, knowing exactly what was going on. She was being used for an alibi. She wasn’t
            a real alibi.
         

         
         “I don’t understand what you mean?”

         
         “Okay, let me explain to you,” Delgado said before Ross interrupted.

         
         “No, let me explain,” she said, stepping in front of Tommy who had pissed her off with his “No, I don’t think we should take
            her downtown” bull crap.
         

         
         “Let me be clear with you. These three men were murdered. This mother and her son were murdered and you need to look at them
            really, really good, because not only are you lying to investigators but you’re also lying to me! The guy who killed them
            needs to be brought down, and your little daydream story is going to crash all around you. When it does, I’ll be there and
            I’ll be charging you with everything from perjury to obstructing justice. Do you got that ’cause when I’m done with you, you’ll
            be figuring out everything that you don’t know in a nice comfy cell inside Muncy. You think about that because if you keep
            fucking around with me, that’s right where you’ll be! You got that, Honey Dipper?”
         

         
         Merva leaned over the table; her hands supported her weight as she bent down in Daisy’s face.

         
         “Okay,” Tommy called out as Merva stared at Daisy before backing up off her. “We will need you to come down to the Thirty-Second
            Precinct. You might want to get a lawyer and have him present when you come in. Call me tomorrow, and we can set up a time
            for you, okay?” Delgado felt bad. She was going to make a horrible witness, probably end up perjuring herself under oath,
            and end up in prison like Ross said.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Payin’ the Piper

         
         “Yo, Daisy, open this goddamn door!” yelled Lester Giles, the owner of the building, better known as her “straight from the
            depths of hell landlord.” “I can hear you in there.”
         

         
         Daisy couldn’t take the pounding on her door any longer. “What?” she said, agitated as she flung the chain off the door, unlocked
            the dead bolt, and flew the door open.
         

         
         “What? You asking me what? I know you ain’t getting nasty. You got my rent money? That’s what.”

         
         “Look, Lester, I need one more week, please. I’m waiting for my boyfriend to get back and once he gets here, I’ll have that
            for you.”
         

         
         “You say what again?” he asked, making her repeat herself. “Are you out your goddamn mind? I ain’t waiting on no nigga. Are
            you crazy? You sitting here waiting on a nigga. Shit, you might as well get to stepping to the nearest homeless shelter and
            wait on the motherfucker over there. But not here. What are you doing? You ain’t even working no more.”
         

         
         “How you know what I’m doing?” Daisy frowned her face up at him.

         
         “Don’t worry about that. I need my money. That’s what you gots to be worried about: rent.” Then he spelled it out for her.
            “Arrr, eeee, ennnn, teeeee! Now, you gots my money or not and don’t play with me?”
         

         
         “Lester, come on please, seriously. Don’t I always pay you? Come on, I always take care of you. Don’t I?”

         
         “Then you gonna have to take some caring tonight, baby. Whoo whee, rock my world. You sure is pretty, you know that, don’t
            cha?” he said, reaching up, rubbing his finger across her face and then down on her titty.
         

         
         “Lester, stop playing,” she said, knocking his hand down.

         
         “Girl, you think I’m playing with you. I’ll throw you and everything you got out on the street tonight. You understand, Daisy?”
            he said in an evil whisper of a mean man’s voice. “Now what you gonna do?” he said, sneering at her like the grim reaper and
            meaning every word he spoke.
         

         
         It wouldn’t be the first time she had to give Lester Giles sexual pleasure services to keep a roof over her head. All she
            could do was pray it would be the last. She thought of Reggie. Damn, I wish I didn’t have to. But what he doesn’t know won’t hurt him.

         
         She hated the thought of it. She loved Reggie and wanted their sex to be sacred, cherished, and not tainted by someone else.
            Not to mention, she hated Lester the landlord. He was dark-skinned, but you could still see a long scar on the left side of
            his face. He had a bushy Afro of dusty gray hair and the hugest potbelly you could imagine. Reggie, where are you? If only you could step off that elevator right now and save me. She looked at the elevator door, realizing it was merely wishful thinking. She opened her apartment door so Lester could pass by.
         

         
         “That’s what I thought,” he said as she closed the door and watched him begin to massage himself.

         
         A couple of hours later, after Lester had satisfied his rent debt, Daisy sat in her living room alone. She turned on the television,
            but her mind was heavy. She didn’t watch the TV, just sat still. The phone rang. She looked at it but didn’t answer it. She
            knew who it was: Sticks. As much as she wanted to answer it in anticipation of Reggie possibly calling, she didn’t. She already knew it wasn’t him.
            She had a horrible feeling he was gone.
         

         
         I can’t believe Reggie left me like that. What did I do? I don’t understand. Maybe I should go to his mother’s house.

         
         It was very far away, somewhere out in Montgomery County on the other side of City Line Avenue. She didn’t even know if she
            would be able to find her way back there. And Sticks wasn’t asking her to do anything. He was telling her what she was gonna do. He’s ordering me around, and the police, they know I’m lying.

         
         Poor Daisy, if there was one thing she wasn’t good at, it was lying. She had tried her best, but she knew the cops were looking
            into her eyes, reading the truth. What am I going to do? She said I’ll be in Muncy for perjury and that poor little boy. Why’d he kill them people like that?

         
         It was too much, not to mention she was flat broke. Daisy looked in her pocketbook and took out her wallet: sixty-seven dollars
            and some loose change. That wasn’t much when that was all you had to your name, with nothing or nobody to help you. What am I going to do? She thought about it hard. Sticks did say to make a list of things I needed. Truth was Sticks was going to have to do something. He was all she had to help her out. I better go back to the Honey Pot and get Calvin to give me my job back. He’s gonna make me beg like a dog for it too. But
               what else can I do? I ain’t got no choice. And the truth was she really didn’t. She had nothing and had no one.
         

         
         Love sure don’t love nobody. How could I be so stupid?

         
         She hopped up, got dressed, and made her way down to the Honey Dipper. By the time she got there it was almost midnight and
            that was perfect timing to catch Calvin in his office.
         

         
         She walked inside. Saying hello to familiar faces, she made her way to the bar.

         
         “Damn, Daisy Mae, I almost ain’t recognize you with your clothes on.” Dallas was happy to see her. “Shit, how you been?”

         
         “Oh, I been okay. Got so much going on, you know?”

         
         “Man, do I. It’s been rough for everybody, though. Just got to hang in there.”

         
         “Yup, just gotta hang in there. Hey, Dallas, where’s Calvin?” Daisy asked, cool, calm, and collected.

         
         “He’s back there in his office.”

         
         “Oh, ’cause I need to see him.”

         
         “Well, be careful. He might not recognize you with them clothes on.” Dallas laughed to himself as Daisy made her way to the
            back of the club.
         

         
         “Who is it?” he growled from his desk.

         
         Daisy peeked from behind the door and let herself in. “It’s me.”

         
         “What in the world do you want now?”

         
         “Listen, Calvin, I’m sorry.”

         
         “Sorry? You damn right you sorry. You got the goddamn police all over this motherfucker. Everywhere you turn, there they are.
            I can’t keep no business in here and it’s all because of you. I don’t know what the fuck is wrong with you girls. You stupid
            or something? You can’t think? All you good for is lying on your backs and opening your legs. That’s it! Get on out of here.
            Ain’t nothing I can do for you,” Calvin said with blistering coldness.
         

         
         “Calvin, please, I came back to work. I’m not trying to cause no trouble.”

         
         “Work? Girl, is you crazy? Let me tell you something. These goddamn police is talking about some minor was in my bar on November
            fifth and was with you drinking. They threatening to close me down and I won’t lose my business behind your stinkin’ ass.
            You hear me, Daisy? I won’t, goddamn it. Whatever you done told them police or whoever, you better think again ’cause if they
            subpoena me to come to court, I’m telling ’em that you weren’t even working that night. Shit, you think you gonna close me
            down? Are you out your fucking mind? Get the fuck outta here, Daisy. I don’t want to see you no more. You nothing but trouble.”
         

         
         “I’m sorry, Calvin. I didn’t me—”

         
         “Don’t matter what you meant. Only matters what you do and you doing some fucked-up shit, for some real fucked-up people.
            You better be careful or you gonna wind up in an alleyway somewhere dead,” Calvin said as he watched Daisy close the door
            behind her.
         

         
         “That’s right! Get on outta here, talking about some goddamn Bernard Guess in this motherfucker. Nigga ain’t even old enough
            to piss straight, let alone drink, and he in this motherfucker fucking my shit up for me. I don’t think so.” Calvin was hot
            and bothered, needing something or somebody to cool him off. He peeked outside his door.
         

         
         “Hey, Cherry Tree, come on in here.” Calvin grabbed a half-naked cocktail waitress by the arm.

         
         “My name is Cherry Blossom,” the girl said like Calvin needed to get it right.

         
         “Aw, shit, Cherry Tree, Cherry Blossom. Shit’s all the same. You just get on in here.”

         
         If nothing else, owning a strip club had its membership rewards and, every now and then, Calvin would cash them in. It was
            rare and far in between, but every blue moon, he took full advantage of being the boss.
         

         
         

         Daisy went home, realizing the situation she thought was bad with Sticks was worse than she speculated. Why the fuck would he want an alibi for someone in a bar who wasn’t old enough to drink? This nigga got me all in the middle
               of some real bullshit. I can’t even get my job back with Calvin. I ain’t got no money. The police are talking about locking
               my ass up in Muncy and this nigga is threatening me to say this bullshit alibi. Is he nuts?

         
         Daisy honestly didn’t know what to do. All she knew was she was beginning to wish she had never given an alibi statement to
            that investigator. Oh, Momma, if I had only listened to you. She had no idea one alibi statement would end up costing her for the rest of her life.
         

         
         

         It was almost two o’clock in the morning by the time she got back home. She was hungry and tired. There was a corner left
            in a box of Cap’n Crunch cereal. She poured some milk into the bowl and sat down at the kitchen table. Look at that pile of mail. I bet there’s so many bills in there. Sometimes, the realities of life can make you afraid and that’s what Daisy was feeling looking at the mail. I ain’t got no money to pay no bills. They’re gonna cut the phone off. She started by opening an AT&T envelope. And sure enough, it was a cut-off notice. Cut it off. The only motherfucker calling is that damn Sticks and I sure as hell don’t want to talk to him no way.

         
         She still couldn’t believe Reggie had broken out on her, with no plans to return. I can’t believe it. He’s coming back. He’s got to come back.

         
         Daisy sat there opening each envelope, looking at the total due box. Mm, no television ’cause won’t be no cable. Damn, the lights too. I better find some candles. Shit, I’m liable to be sitting
               here in the goddamn dark any second now. This is crazy.

         
         There was an envelope marked Abigail Fothergill; it was her mother’s bank statement. She opened it and glanced at the pages,
            put it back in the envelope, and laid it on the table. Wait, what the . . . She picked the envelope back up and pulled the statement out again. It must be some kind of big mistake. There was $47,422.04 in her dead mother’s bank account. She was a cosigner on the account.
         

         
         She looked closer at the statement, and approximately three and half weeks ago, there was a $50,000 deposit made, a debited
            amounted for $2,577.96, and a remaining balance of $47,422.04. Oh my God, it must be some kind of bank error. But, what if . . . what if that money is still sitting there? What if the bank
               hasn’t realized they made a mistake? Oh, my God, please let that money still be there.

         
         Just then Daisy’s phone rang. Go ahead, Sticks. I’m counting money over here, nigga. I ain’t got time for you and your fake-ass, ain’t-gonna-work alibi.
               Shit, a bitch got money to spend and shit. Daisy was suddenly sparked by the thought of all that money being there. So sparked she sat up all night long, dancing, prancing,
            talking to herself in the mirror, and ignoring her ringing phone.
         

         
         The next morning, Daisy was standing on the corner of Thirty-Eighth and Chestnut Street waiting for the bank to open. The
            lettering on the window said it opened at eight thirty. Daisy glanced at her watch. Alright now, it was eight thirty. Come on, what’s the holdup? Patience would have no virtue today or any other day when it came to collecting fifty thousand big ones.
         

         
         Oh, Lord, please, God, please let me get this money. I’ll be so good. I won’t strip no more or have sex no more. I won’t do
               nothing. I swear, God, please.

         
         Sure enough, thirty minutes later Daisy was walking out of the bank with a pocketbook full of wrapped, fresh, clean, hundred-dollar
            bills totaling $47,422. The four cents she slid in her jacket pocket. A banking manager had allowed her to be seated in a
            private room; the money was brought in where she was allowed to count it.
         

         
         It turned out the account had been frozen after the deposit was made. The bank had been informed by the government that the
            Social Security checks Daisy had cashed had to be reimbursed because they should never have been cashed after Abigail Fothergill
            passed. Daisy had cashed three months’ worth of checks. Her mother’s account was in the hole and a freeze was placed on the
            account. Technically, the bank had collected its debt, which was $2,577.96, and therefore released the freeze, which allowed
            Daisy to withdraw the money.
         

         
         “Take as long as you need, and if we can be of further assistance, let us know,” the bank manager assisting Daisy said.

         
         “Thank you.” Daisy stared at the cash. She didn’t even hear the door close behind her. All she could do was sit there and
            look at the money.
         

         
         Oh, my God. I can’t believe it. Thank you, thank you, thank you. It was as if someone else got blessed and she happened to be standing next in line. What am I going to do with all this money? I can live forever off this. And the best part about it is, I don’t have to sleep
               with nobody no more, ever!

         
         Daisy closed her pocketbook and got up from the table. She slid the chair back and closed the door behind her. She walked
            out of the bank and hailed a cab. She certainly had no intention of going down into the dark, creepy train station underground
            and being robbed by God knows who of her newly found fortune. Uh-uh. Not me, no way.

         
         As she paid the cab and opened the door to get out, she saw Sticks watching her only a few feet from the curb. Where he came
            from and how he got there, she didn’t know.
         

         
         Damn, it’s only nine in the morning.

         
         “Man, why the fuck you got me calling your phone like a fucking stalker?” he said, ready to grab her up by her collar and
            throw her in some bushes.
         

         
         “Sticks, I ain’t even been home.”

         
         “Yeah, good answer. Come on, we got to go to the lawyer’s office. I been trying to call you and tell you the appointment is
            today at ten thirty. Come on, you coming with me.”
         

         
         Sticks began to walk down the street toward his parked car. Daisy wondered if she could outrun him. Probably not.

         
         “Sticks, I don’t want to do this. I’m not good at lying and, besides, I don’t even know this guy.”

         
         “You don’t have to know him. Memorize his picture.”

         
         “Yeah, but—”

         
         “No, no fucking buts, do you understand?” His blood pressure was at its boiling point. “Don’t make me fucking hurt you, Daisy.
            This is it,” he said, gripping her up by her jacket and getting ready to knock the shit out of her.
         

         
         Feeling his anger and knowing she was no match for him, she decided to play along. The only thing was the money. She wished
            she wasn’t carrying it around in her pocketbook. Lord knows, anything could happen and Daisy was a textbook example of Murphy’s
            Law. Anything that could go wrong would go wrong.
         

         
         An hour and a half later, Sticks walked them through the doors of the lawyer’s office. “Hey, Mr. DeSimone, this is Daisy.
            Daisy, this is Mr. DeSimone.”
         

         
         “Hi, Daisy. You can call me Bobby,” he said as he greeted her by shaking her hand lightly.

         
         Surprisingly, the lawyer wasn’t that bad. He seemed to already know she was a hired hand and he didn’t ask her a bunch of
            questions but more or less told her what she would be saying and gave her all the answers to the questions before bothering
            to ask. And after it was all over with, she wished she had talked to Mr. DeSimone before speaking with Detective Delgado and
            Detective Ross. Leaving the office, she felt better about the alibi.
         

         
         Bobby DeSimone, Esquire, had a way of talking like he had it all mapped out and it was nothing but a piece of cake. He made
            her feel relaxed and told her everything would be okay. He handed her a subpoena on her way out the door of his office.
         

         
         “See you guys in court,” he said.

         
         “Alright, sir, see you Wednesday,” Sticks said.

         
         

         The only problem with the alibi was going to be Calvin Stringer and, unfortunately, she was the only one who knew he would
            blow Sticks’s alibi right out the water in order to save his liquor license and the Honey Dipper. She thought about speaking
            to Sticks about what Calvin had told her but decided not to. Truth was, she had no intention of giving that alibi, let alone
            even being in town next Wednesday.
         

         
         Sticks turned onto Hadfield Street, pulled his car into a parking spot, and cut his ignition. He looked at Daisy for a moment,
            wondering what she was thinking. He had a bad feeling about her, a bad feeling she wouldn’t come through. Ever since last
            week when he tried paging her and calling her house and she didn’t answer or return his calls, he was aware of that thought.
            He dared not speak on. That would only bring heat on him.
         

         
         The only thing to do was to stick to the story. Nothing else mattered, at least not to Simon Shuller. As long as there was
            nothing that would or could end up leading back to him, no one needed to panic. But the minute anything went down in the streets,
            a bar, a club, a train, a plane, wherever, and there was a remote chance it would bring heat back to him, he had no choice
            but to pick up the phone. And when he picked up the phone, oh boy, it was a wrap. Reinforcements, silent soldiers, eliminators,
            and the cleanup squad would come through and before Sticks could count to ten, Nard, Daisy Mae, and Sticks’s Black asses would
            become invisible. Poof . . . vanished into thin air, never to be seen or heard from again. Houdini couldn’t do a better job.
         

         
         The only reason Sticks was still running around in the streets was because Simon Shuller was giving him the benefit of the
            doubt based on the fact that Nard was riding like a soldier, riding the time, riding for the murder trial, riding to win,
            and riding to come home. That was the only reason Simon Shuller didn’t blame his ass. Nard wasn’t working with the police,
            wasn’t snitching, and wasn’t cooperating. But had Nard spoken one word to the police or the DA’s Office, you best believe,
            the first weasel on Simon Shuller’s eliminator list would have been Sticks because it was Sticks who brought Nard around and
            vouched for him. The second on his list would be Nard, and next up to bat would be the last link to him, the chick who was
            giving the alibi, Daisy Mae Fothergill, or whoever the hell she was.
         

         
         “So, we straight?” he asked, waiting for her to stick him for a couple of dollars. Everybody had some kind of story when it
            came to the almighty dollar. Sticks had heard eight million one and counting.
         

         
         “Yeah, I guess. Wednesday, right?”

         
         “Yeah, Wednesday. You gonna be ready?”

         
         “Mm-hmm,” she said, looking away from him.

         
         “Look, man, I ain’t got time to be tracking you down, Daisy. Fuck that! I called you a hundred and one times, man. That shit
            ain’t fucking cool. You playin’ games, Daisy.”
         

         
         “Nah, nah, I’m not. I’ll be ready. I was running around, Sticks. You don’t know. Times are hard, real hard. You got money,
            I don’t. So, it’s easy for you.”
         

         
         “Look, if you need a couple of dollars, Daisy, let me know. What do you need?”

         
         Daisy looked at Sticks like he was from outer space. Is this nigga serious? He ain’t never been this kind to me, never. I have to haggle this nigga all night long to get five
               dollars. Now it’s whatever I need. Is he serious? Daisy figured she would try her luck, see what happened.
         

         
         “You know what I need, Sticks?”

         
         “What?” he asked, but thought to himself, What the fuck do you want, bitch, ’cause you playing games.

         
         “I need a car.”

         
         “A car,” he stressfully responded. Is she out of her mind? What the fuck I look like?

         
         “Look, you want me to testify for some nigga I don’t even know. Think about that. That’s not what you said in the beginning.
            In the beginning you wanted me to speak to some private investigator you hired. Shit, had I realized that shit six months
            ago, I would’ve never said bullshit to that investigator you had sitting all up in my kitchen. My momma told me not to do
            that shit, but I didn’t listen. Now, you got me all caught up in the middle of some shit, and I got to go to court and testify
            in front of a judge. Come on, for someone that I don’t even know. I think that’s worth more than a car, don’t you?”
         

         
         Sticks didn’t know what to make of Daisy. First, she was missing in action, not taking his calls. Now, she was coming out
            of her mouth like he owed her something and, technically, he realized she had a strong point. He sat quietly looking out the
            window, considering how to deal with her. He didn’t know if he should punch her in the face, pummel her blow after blow, and
            drag her in the courthouse, or if he should buy her a car and kiss her ass. Figuring court was in a couple of days, it probably
            would be better to do the latter of the two and buy her a car and kiss her ass.
         

         
         “You testify for me and I’ll have a brand-new Jaguar waiting for you outside the courthouse. Whadda you think of that?” Sticks
            asked, having it all figured out.
         

         
         “After I testify, you liable not to do nothing for me. You need to get my car before I testify. What you think about that?”
            she said, tilting her head to the side, puckering up her lips, and licking them with her tongue at him, ever so seductively.
         

         
         “A car, huh?”

         
         “Yeah, Sticks. Come on, please,” she begged as she moved closer to him, stroking his chest. “I take care of you, right? Don’t
            I always look out for you? So, please, come on,” she said, rubbing on his chest.
         

         
         “Come here, come here.” Sticks grabbed the back of her head with his right hand and, with his left, began unzipping his pants.
            He pulled out his dick, thick and fat, not quite rock hard, but ready to seize the moment at hand, adjusted himself comfortably,
            and guided her head down.
         

         
         Daisy obliged him, knowing he would tip her, he always did, with a hundred-dollar bill. That was one of the problems she had
            dealing with Sticks’s personality. Everything had to be done on his terms. If she took cash before sex services, then she
            turned him into a trick, a john, or a business transaction. That would never happen. Sticks wasn’t paying for no pussy. Even
            though she was a stripper, she had to fuck him for free, and that was that. It would kill his ego any other way.
         

         
         Getting out of the car, she looked at him and asked again. “So, you gonna take care of that for me before Wednesday?”

         
         “I got you. I got you.”

         
         “Mm-hmm, right,” she responded, knowing better, but it was okay. None of it mattered anyway. She was holding close to fifty
            thousand dollars in her bag and didn’t need Sticks or nobody else at that very moment. You ain’t got to do nothing for me, Mr. Sticks, or whatever your real name is. No, Daisy already had a plan and her plan was to get out of town, blow court, take her fifty thousand dollars, and start a
            new life. She knew exactly where she was going to go: Murfreesboro, Tennessee, with her Aunt Tildie and cousin Kimmie Sue.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Price of Life

         
         Daisy had a hundred and one things to do before Wednesday. I only got one week. She sat at her kitchen table sipping on a cup of morning joe. Should I pack and put my stuff in storage? I’ll be coming back one day, maybe. Should I tell evil-ass Lester I’m breaking
               my lease? I don’t know. If I go and get settled in Murfreesboro, ain’t no need to come back here, right? She didn’t know what to do about her apartment at all. That was a hard one. Dr. Vistane got me scheduled for my abortion on Monday. She began to look at Tuesday as her last day in the city. I’ll leave on Tuesday night.

         
         Right then the phone rang. Daisy jumped up and answered it. “Hello,” she said into the phone receiver.

         
         “Yo, Dais, the lawyer called and said they pushing the case back two more weeks. The prosecutors postponed it. The new court
            date is the twenty-third, so be ready. You understand?”
         

         
         “Yeah, no problem. I’m gonna mark it on my calendar right now,” she said, taking a pen and scribbling “court date” inside
            the twenty-third box on her calendar. She breathed, feeling a sigh of relief. This is the best news I got all day. I got more time to disappear. Does he understand my Black ass is getting out of Dodge?
               Let’s see if you understand that!

         
         “So, what you doing?” he asked coyly.

         
         “Nothing, just got up. Why? What you doing?”

         
         “Nothing, I’m outside. I got something for you.”

         
         He hung up the phone and Daisy looked at the receiver. He got something for me?

         
         She quickly looked around her apartment. I wonder what he got for me. She picked up a pair of sweatpants lying in the corner of her bedroom. She put them on and slipped on a pair of slippers.
            Her hair was wrapped up in a scarf and she had on an oversize white tee. She grabbed her keys and headed out the door, making
            sure it locked behind her.
         

         
         She walked outside and stood on the front porch. “Hey Sticks, what’s going on?”

         
         “Nothing. Got something for you.” Sticks was holding up the keys to a Cadillac Seville.

         
         She looked at him. “You made me come downstairs for keys?”

         
         He didn’t say anything. He picked up her hand and slapped the keys in it.

         
         “What do I do with them?”

         
         “I don’t know. They for your car, so you can do with them whatever you want to,” Sticks said as he motioned to a silver Cadillac
            parked across the street.
         

         
         Daisy looked skeptical and unsure of him.

         
         “What the fuck you looking at me all crazy for? Shit, that muhfucker’s right there. They don’t make ’em like that no more.”

         
         “That’s my car?”

         
         “Yeah, you rolling now, baby. And she’s clean.”

         
         “Wow, it’s beautiful. What kind is it?”

         
         “It’s a 1979 Cadillac Seville. It don’t get more gangster than this, baby.”

         
         “Wow, I can’t believe it. I can’t believe you got me a car.”

         
         “Well, technically, I didn’t get you no car. This here is from Nard. He’s the one who got you a car. He wanted to thank you
            for what you’re doing, so he got you a car.”
         

         
         “Wow,” Daisy whispered to herself, unable to believe she had the most beautiful, silver, shiny Cadillac in the whole world
            and it was all hers.
         

         
         “He’s taking care of the paperwork. By the time you testify, he’ll have the title waiting for you,” Sticks said with a matter-of-fact
            tone about him.
         

         
         He had it all mapped out. Every detail was covered and, if it wasn’t, it would be. Nard would come home. The entire case was
            circumstantial; even the girl who identified him from a photo in her hospital bed was dead. Who could be a hundred percent
            sure to take her word. Anybody could build doubt around that. No, Nard would come home. It was only a matter of time. All
            they needed was one good witness to testify he was nowhere near the crime scene. Everything else was covered.
         

         
         “Listen, Sticks, come here. Sit down please.” They sat on the steps outside her apartment. “I can’t take this car. It’s too
            much.”
         

         
         “Yo, Dais, is you crazy? Take the car. You saving a man’s life, so go ’head.”

         
         “I can’t save that man’s life, Sticks. That alibi ain’t no good. It’s not gonna work.”

         
         Daisy wished she hadn’t said anything, just taken the keys and kept on going. She looked down, not even wanting to face him.

         
         “Man, listen, that alibi is good, Dais. We straight.” Sticks sounded confident.

         
         “No, it’s not. Calvin said that guy, Nard, wasn’t twenty-one and wasn’t old enough to drink.”

         
         “What you mean, wasn’t old enough to drink and who the fuck is Calvin?”

         
         “Calvin owns the club. The police talked to him. They saying he wasn’t twenty-one and can’t be up in no bar. He said he wasn’t
            losing his liquor license behind it and said he already told the police I wasn’t working that night.”
         

         
         “Was you?”

         
         “I think so, but shit, I don’t remember.”

         
         Man, what the fuck? Just when one problem is solved, here go another fucking one. I thought that nigga was twenty-one. He
               stay in fucking neighborhood bars drinking. Fuck! Why he didn’t tell me?

         
         “Who the fuck is Calvin?”

         
         “Calvin, Calvin Stringer, the owner, my boss. Hell . . . he done told the police I wasn’t even there that night. He said I
            was off.”
         

         
         She stopped and said nothing more. She didn’t want Sticks to know the police had also paid her a visit. That should be enough. Maybe he’ll figure out something else, so I don’t have to testify now.

         
         “He was so mean to me, he threw me out the club. I mean, you don’t know. I been messed up; I can’t even tell you. Calvin wouldn’t
            give me my job back and I haven’t had no money, and nobody to help me.”
         

         
         Sticks asked her a few more questions about Calvin Stringer like what he drove, where he would be at, what he looked like,
            how old he was, dark-skinned, light-skinned, and all the typical investigative questions. After being arrested and getting
            interrogated and having a long-term relationship with the police and detectives, a brother learned a few tricks on gathering
            information.
         

         
         Daisy sat still and let Sticks think, which was exactly what his brain was doing. He replayed what Daisy said one more time.
            He figured that, by her telling him about Calvin, her loyalty was to be trusted. He pulled out a thousand dollars and slid
            it to her.
         

         
         “It’s a grand.”

         
         “A thousand dollars, for what?”

         
         “You said you lost your job, right? And Calvin wouldn’t hire you back, right? Well, that’s to hold you down.”

         
         “But, Sticks, the alibi. It’s ruined.”

         
         “Don’t worry about that. Let me handle Calvin Stringer. I got it all under control, you understand?” he asked, passing her
            the money.
         

         
         “Yeah, I hear you,” she said, taking the money and believing there was no way possible he’d want her to testify now. “You
            sure you want me to take this money and the car, ’cause I feel bad.”
         

         
         “Don’t feel bad. Shouldn’t nothing be feeling bad about you. All that pussy you got, Dais,” he said and then stood up, reached
            out his arm, and helped pull her up as he felt between her legs. “I might come back over, check you out later.”
         

         
         “You better call first. I got a couple of dollars so there’s no telling where I might be.” Daisy hoped he wasn’t serious.
            She still missed Reggie and still had a glimmer of hope he’d be back.
         

         
         Sticks left as Daisy watched his taillights until they faded. She walked down the sidewalk to where the Seville was parked.
            She sat in the driver’s seat, placed her fingers around the steering wheel, and pretended she was driving. Why does life have to be so complicated?

         
         She was caught between a rock and a hard place. There was no doubt about that. Sticks still seemed adamant everything would
            be okay but, deep down, she had a bad feeling about the situation. If I don’t have to testify, I guess it will be alright. Sticks said don’t worry about it. He said he’d fix it.

         
         She sat in the car a long time, thinking. She had her own problems to fix. She rubbed her belly, and that would be the first
            thing. Deep down, she knew Reggie was the father and he wasn’t coming back. She was hoping he would, even gave him a couple
            of extra weeks, but he never showed back up. She had waited long enough. Tomorrow was the big day, the big showdown. Dr. Vistane
            had her scheduled for Monday morning at seven. At least I’m first thing, early in the morning.

         
         She had strict instructions to follow. She wasn’t allowed to eat or drink after midnight. She had to have someone pick her
            up and take her home. The doctor’s office was not allowed to release her because of the anesthesia that would be used. She
            hadn’t quite figured out who she’d call on, if anybody. But the last time she had an abortion, the clinic let her take a cab
            home because she lied and said her grandmother was at home waiting to take care of her. So, yellow taxis started to look like
            the designated driver.
         

         
         “God, I swear this is the last abortion. I swear, I won’t get any more, ever.” She couldn’t help but talk to herself. She couldn’t help but feel remorse about what had to be done. She honestly didn’t mean
            to get pregnant. It simply happened. I wish I knew where Reggie was. Then again, something told her wherever Reggie was, he could go ahead and stay there. I know he’s with another woman. He’s got to be, to be gone this long. I can’t believe he never came back, just never came
               back.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Doctor Vistane

         
         Daisy arrived at the abortion clinic on Thirty-Eighth and Lancaster at 7:07 a.m. She was on time and ready to go. A receptionist
            was behind the desk. She watched as Daisy walked through the door and approached her desk. She already knew why the young
            girl was there.
         

         
         “Who are you scheduled with today?” she politely asked, pulling Dr. Vistane’s booklet after Daisy answered her. She took Daisy’s
            name, checked it off in the log, and then handed Daisy a clip with forms attached to it that needed to be filled out and some
            information pamphlets on abortion, what to expect, and other information such as side effects and recovery.
         

         
         Daisy took the clipboard and had a seat in front of a floor model television tuned to the early morning news. Daisy listened
            to the reporter read off the wave of current news events. She finished her paperwork and handed the clipboard back to the
            receptionist.
         

         
         “Okay, have a seat and the nurse will be with you shortly.”

         
         By seven thirty, Daisy was led up a flight of stairs and into a small nurse’s office where she had her temperature taken,
            blood pressure checked, and then was handed a small cup to urinate in.
         

         
         Daisy answered all the nurse’s questions, used the bathroom, and then sat in the waiting area until being called into the
            procedure room where she undressed, put on a robe, and lay on a table. Minutes later, another doctor stepped into the room.
            It was the anesthesiologist along with her gynecologist, Dr. Vistane.
         

         
         Dr. Vistane lifted Daisy’s legs and placed her feet in the stirrups as he asked several questions, double-checked she hadn’t
            had anything to eat or drink past midnight, and then began to explain the procedure and everything that would be happening.
         

         
         Daisy sat there listening to the anesthesiologist first and then Dr. Vistane. Truth was, she had heard it all before. It seemed
            like yesterday, and she remembered it all. Let’s just get this over with. She thought of the last time she was there.
         

         
         “Wait, I thought I was getting a needle, local anesthesia like the last time?” Daisy questioned.

         
         “No, Daisy, we’re going to put you to sleep. Don’t worry. It’s better this way. You won’t feel a thing.”

         
         “Begin to count backward from one hundred,” the anesthesiologist instructed as Daisy began to count, not making it to ninety-two.

         
         Daisy’s head was so heavy, and she felt amazingly free. The highest of any high had been legally administered and it felt
            great. Before she knew it, she was asleep.
         

         
         Dr. Vistane performed, on average, anywhere from four to eighteen abortions every day at the clinic during operation hours.
            The patients were mostly Black because the clinic was in an all-Black neighborhood. Dr. Vistane was in his mid-forties and
            had a family of his own at home. Even though abortions were frowned upon, Dr. Vistane felt he was saving poor, Black souls.
            He believed Blacks were the lower class, not only financially but all the way around the board, and to help rid the world
            of another Black bastard baby was something that needed to be done.
         

         
         Just look at how they live and the men don’t provide, the homes are broken, the children lost, and their neighborhoods are
            all crime-ridden. Yes, he was doing great, humanitarian justice.
         

         
         It wouldn’t be until late in the afternoon that Daisy would come to, her head aching, her body sore, and her abdomen cramping.

         
         “Hi, I’m Stephanie and if you need anything, let me know.”

         
         Daisy’s head was spinning and she waited a few seconds as she watched the room stand still.

         
         “Here, take this. You’ll probably have some cramping,” Stephanie said, placing a heating pad on her stomach.

         
         “What time is it? I feel like I’ve been sleeping all day.”

         
         “You have. It’s four thirty.”

         
         Four thirty? What in the world did he do to me? I slept way too long. Maybe they gave me too much anesthesia. 

         
         “I’m hungry and thirsty.”

         
         “Okay, wait, I’ll be right back.” Stephanie quickly went behind the nurse’s station and into the back room. She returned with
            a small paper cup of ginger ale and a packet of crackers.
         

         
         “This is only two crackers.” Daisy tried to remember the last time she ate.

         
         “Eat and drink that first and if you don’t get sick, I’ll give you some more. Try to rest right now. I’ll be back to check
            on you. Here, I’ll turn the television volume up for you,” Stephanie said as she stood on a chair and raised the sound from
            the television.
         

         
         “Thank you,” Daisy said.

         
         Daisy lay in the chair and closed her eyes. The abortion was over. Whatever had been growing inside her was gone now. It was
            a relief. Sad but true, Daisy could barely take care of herself, let alone another human being. The television faded in the
            background until she heard a news reporter.
         

         
         “I’m standing outside the Honey Dipper where a brutal murder occurred early this morning. It appears Calvin Stringer was closing
            his strip club for the night when a witness claims he saw two men wearing masks and carrying guns enter the establishment.
            Within seconds, he heard gunfire erupting, leaving fifty-three-year-old Calvin Stringer dead. Police currently have no suspects
            and no motive.”
         

         
         Behind the news reporter you could see two EMT workers pushing a gurney with a black body bag containing Calvin Stringer’s
            dead body. He was taken across the parking lot. Then the gurney was folded down and lifted into an ambulance.
         

         
         “Oh, my God,” Daisy whispered.

         
         A sudden nervousness fell on her shoulders like a heavy magnet and stuck to her. She thought about the night before, how she
            told Sticks what Calvin had said and how he threatened to testify she wasn’t working that night.
         

         
         “The alibi isn’t going to work.”

         
         “Don’t worry about Calvin Stringer, I’ll take care of him.”

         
         Sticks’s voice echoed through her as she looked at the television. What if Sticks killed him? Sticks killed Calvin for the alibi.

         
         She remembered the last time she saw Calvin alive. She had tried to get her job back at the Honey Pot. “Please, Calvin, please.
            I need my job. I need it.”
         

         
         She didn’t have to tell him that. He already knew it. But Daisy had gotten herself caught up with some real bad people and
            Calvin didn’t want any part of her escapade.
         

         
         “Get on out of here,” she heard his voice bellow as he closed his door in her face. That was the last time she saw him.

         
         Daisy turned her head and wiped her eyes. She was certain Calvin was dead because of her. “Oh, Calvin, I’m so, so sorry,”
            she whispered as a tear rolled down her face.
         

         
         

         The taxicab dropped Daisy off in front of her house. She looked across the street at the Cadillac Sticks had bought for her.
            A part of her wished she had never accepted the car. That’s okay. I’m gonna use that car to get the hell out of here. That’s what I’m gonna do.

         
         She went into her apartment and began to pack up all the personal belongings of Abigail and her. Everything she planned on
            taking with her, she started to place neatly on the bed. I ain’t never coming back here. In my heart, I already know I ain’t coming back to this place.

         
         She had a few pieces of living room furniture, a small table, four chairs in the kitchen, and her mother’s bed and dresser.
            Not much, but enough that she didn’t want to walk away from anything. What am I going to do with this stuff? Don’t really matter because where I’m going, I won’t need it.

         
         She hated to part with her mother’s things and her mother’s clothing. Having Abigail’s clothes still hanging in the closet
            was a comfort to Daisy that she wasn’t alone, even when she was. She went over to the closet, reached on a top shelf, and
            took down a red shoebox she had been using to hold her prize winnings from the bank. She looked in the box. It was all there.
            All the money was in place, exactly as she had left it. She sat on the bed and ran her fingers through the paper bills. The
            anesthesia was wearing off and she was feeling tired, her head was beginning to ache, and her abdomen was sore. She lay down,
            holding the box of money by her side as she drifted off to sleep.
         

         
         

         Bang, bang, bang!

         
         Daisy was startled from a peaceful sleep. She sat up and listened to the sound of someone banging on her door.

         
         Bang, bang, bang!

         
         “I know you in there. Come on out here. Don’t act like you don’t know it’s me, Daisy.”

         
         Is that evil-ass Lester? A month done went by that fast? Damn, let me get up.

         
         Daisy put her feet on the floor as she heard Lester on her door again.

         
         Bang, bang, bang!

         
         “Okay, I’m coming, Lester. Chill out. You gonna break the damn door,” she said as she unlocked the bolt, cracked the door,
            and peered out at him.
         

         
         “What the fuck you peeking at me for, looking like yesterday? Don’t peek at me. Open the damn door,” Lester Giles demanded.
            “That’s the problem now. It’s my goddamn door. Don’t nobody got my money on time in this motherfucker and I’m sick and tired
            of it. You getting out of here. You hear me, Daisy? You got to go.”
         

         
         “You want me to leave the furniture?”

         
         “I don’t care what you do, but you gon . . . What you just say?”

         
         “I said . . .” She paused for a moment, getting control of the conversation. “Do you want me to leave the furniture?”

         
         Lester stood silent, not saying anything.

         
         “Look, Lester, it’s not working for me no more since Momma died. I’m leaving, getting out of here. I’m going back down south
            with my Aunt Tildie and my cousin.”
         

         
         “You mean them family of yours who visited for the funeral?”

         
         “Yeah, my aunt and my cousin. I’m going to stay with them now.”

         
         Lester looked around the apartment and decided the furnishings weren’t that bad. Shit looks alright, pretty clean looking.

         
         “When you leaving?”

         
         “I don’t know, Lester. I’m getting my things together now. But I’m, um, taking it step by step right now.” She paused. “I
            owe you rent, ’cause you was just here and I gave you some pussy and the month ain’t even went by? What? You back for more?”
         

         
         Lester grew silent ’cause, technically, no. He was thinking. First of all, he had someone willing to pay him double the rent
            she was. Not to mention, he was holding three months’ security deposit from Abigail. Daisy probably don’t know that, he figured, so why make mention. “Well . . . um . . . no, I guess if you’re moving on, and you leaving the furnishings,” he
            added as he lifted his eyebrow, staring her down for an answer.
         

         
         “No, I’m not taking the furniture. Only my things, my clothes.”

         
         “Well, then, I’ll clear your tab. You owe me about two months’ rent. But I like you, Daisy. I’m gonna let you slide.”

         
         “I thought we took care of my tab the last time you were banging on my door like you were crazy. Come to think of it, Lester,
            as much pussy I done had to give you to live in this rathole, you’d think you owed me something by now.”
         

         
         Lester stood calm and still. He thought silently. “Shit, you probably right,” he said as he broke into laughter.

         
         Daisy didn’t find his humor entertaining at all and she watched him as he laughed so hard, he couldn’t catch his breath.

         
         “Look at your face,” he said as he laughed at her some more. “I can’t take it. I got to go. I got shit to do.”

         
         You need to have something to do, Lester Giles, landlord from hell. She watched him walk down the hall and take the staircase up to the next floor. He’s probably going to harass someone else for their rent money, or even worse. She thought of all the times she had entertained Lester Giles, giving him sexual favors in exchange for the roof over her
            head. I wonder who else Lester Giles got sexual favors from in the building.

         
         Little did she know, he got favors from every woman he could in exchange for rent. It was always his dirty little secret and
            had been. His wife dared not have a clue but, sure enough, Lester Giles purposely leased to young, single female tenants in
            hopes they would fall on hard times, find themselves between jobs or at a loss, and need to desperately keep a roof over their
            heads.
         

         
         Thank God, the bank made a bank error and gave me all that money, she thought to herself. I would’a had to sleep with Lester again next month.

         
         No sooner than she closed the door, the phone ring. Why aren’t people still sleeping? She walked over to the phone and answered it on the third ring.
         

         
         “Hello.”

         
         “Didn’t I tell you, let me handle things and look what happens. Now we straight,” Sticks said, talking in circles but hitting
            the bull’s-eye.
         

         
         “What you talking ’bout, Sticks?” she said, unable to keep up with his fast talk and half-conversation.

         
         “Your man, Calvin Stringer. Shit, you can go on over to the Honey Dipper and get your old job back if you want,” he added.

         
         Is he out of his mind?

         
         “So, Dais of the week, is we straight? How you like the car?”

         
         He’s insane.

         
         “It’s alright. I haven’t had a chance to drive it yet.”

         
         “Why not?”

         
         “I been sick, Sticks. I feel better today, though.”

         
         “Alright, well, check this. I got to get out of here. I’ll call you back and don’t forget, we on like popcorn for the twenty-third.”

         
         Daisy couldn’t believe him. He literally admitted to killing Calvin. Not directly, but indirectly. Daisy hung up the phone
            and began moving around the apartment. She was okay from yesterday and she was ready to go, ready to get away while she had
            the chance.
         

         
         f

         
         Daisy packed up everything she would be taking and even packed up some of her mother’s deepest treasures to give to her Aunt
            Tildie. She had eight large trash bags and five medium-size boxes of everything she owned in her life. I ain’t got no choice. I stay here, I’ll probably end up like Calvin or worse; incarcerated for perjury like the police said.
               I ain’t got no choice. Sticks ain’t leaving me one.

         
         She made up her mind and she was ready to go. There was nothing left for her in Philadelphia but bad memories and a series
            of murder, sex, drugs, and a bunch of gangsters. I got to get my life together. I just got to. Daisy never ever imagined getting herself in this much trouble. She never thought her association would, or possibly could,
            lead her down the scariest, deadliest path in her life.
         

         
         Why did he kill Calvin? He could’ve killed anybody else and it wouldn’t have mattered much to her. She knew Calvin. She worked for the man for over
            a year. There were times when he was as mean as a pit bull, barking and biting at the girls. But, in his own way, he was simply
            Calvin, a man. And like any other man with an ounce of character and integrity, he took care of his girls and he took care
            of his business. He was respected for that among his peers and even in the community, considering his profession.
         

         
         Daisy sat, still holding the phone in her hand. She looked at the dial pad. For some reason, she had done everything she needed
            to do but call her Aunt Tildie and cousin Kimmie Sue.
         

         
         “Hello, praise the Lord,” Tildie said, answering the phone.

         
         “Hello, Aunt Tildie. It’s me, Daisy Mae.”

         
         “Daisy Mae, oh, Daisy Mae. My, my, my . . . It’s something special to hear your voice. Honey, how you been, darlin’?” said
            her aunt in the deepest of country you would ever hear a person speaking. Every single word she spoke was whispered with a
            Southern twang.
         

         
         “Well, I don’t know, Aunt Tildie. I’ve been going through it,” Daisy began and broke down crying. She was crying for her mother,
            who she missed terribly. She was crying for Reggie because he pretended to be someone who loved her. She was crying for Calvin
            Stringer because he was dead because of her. She was crying because she was scared of the mess she had gotten into.
         

         
         “Oh, Daisy Mae, don’t cry, sugar. It’s gonna be alright. You got to have faith in the Lord, honey. You got to believe and
            put your trust in Him.”
         

         
         You don’t know, Auntie Tildie. You just don’t know.

         
         “I was wondering if I could come down there with you and cousin Kimmie for a visit. I want to be around family, Aunt Tildie,
            and you’re the closest memory I got to my mom.”
         

         
         “Oh, Daisy Mae, come on down, honey. You don’t have to ask. We’ll take care of you. Don’t you worry. When do you think you
            might be coming to visit?”
         

         
         Daisy wasn’t expecting the question because she was caught off guard with the word visit. Who said anything about a visit?

         
         “I was thinking about leaving tomorrow and riding down there.”

         
         “Tomorrow? That’s mighty soon.” Aunt Tildie was now the one caught off guard. “Um, you don’t give much notice, do you?” she
            asked, then quickly added, “Well, don’t worry about it. Bring yourself on and be careful out there.”
         

         
         Tildie gave Daisy Mae the basic directions that would get her into the town of Murfreesboro. She’d be okay once she got into
            Nashville and picked up I-840.
         

         
         “Call us from the road and let us know how you’re making out. We’ll be waiting on ya to get here.”

         
         “I will, Aunt Tildie, I will,” Daisy Mae said before she hung up the phone. I wonder what she’s gonna say when I get there with all these bags and boxes of stuff? She doesn’t know I’m not visiting.
               Maybe I should have told her. Probably would have been nicer if she knew I planned on coming to live there. It’ll be okay;
               that’s what family’s for.

         
         First thing, come daylight, she’d hit the road. Her destination Murfreesboro, Tennessee. I’m ready to start a new life and leave this old one behind.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            On The Road Again

         
         Interstate 76 West led her out of the city and onto I-81 South. That was the bulk of her highway time, close to five hundred
            miles traveling across the green countryside. Interstate 81 passed through Maryland, West Virginia, Virginia, and from there,
            she crossed the state line right into Tennessee. It took her a day and a half to reach Tennessee, but she finally made it.
            She pulled over on the side of road and at rest stops so many times to rest and catch sleep, she had lost time and hours.
            Daisy couldn’t imagine being a trucker. How do they drive those big rigs up and down the highways without falling asleep?

         
         She had made several calls, letting her cousin know she was okay. Kimmie Sue had given her driving instructions from I-640,
            which would put her on Broad Street close to where her aunt’s home was.
         

         
         Five hours later, she stood outside a gas station waiting for her cousin to arrive.

         
         “Girl, I’ll be right there to getcha. You can follow me right on home,” cousin Kimmie Sue said, a twang dripping from every
            syllable.
         

         
         Kimmie Sue pulled up in a black 1979 Ford pickup truck. She was waving and smiling from ear to ear. Elated to see her cousin,
            she jumped out of the truck and hugged her cousin, spinning her around.
         

         
         “I’m so excited to see you! I always wanted you to come and visit. I did; I truly did.”

         
         “Well, here I am. Even though I’m not quite sure where here is. There are no lights nowhere,” she said as if Kimmie Sue could
            turn some on.
         

         
         “This the back of the woods, girl. Murfreesboro is out there. But you got Nashville. Well, at least the town of Nashville
            and there’s lights there,” she said convincingly.
         

         
         “Well, how do we get there?” Daisy asked jokingly.

         
         “Oh, it’s easy. Murfreesboro Road leads you right into Nashville. I’ll take you into the city; don’t worry. Come on, let’s
            get out the dark and get on in the house.”
         

         
         Get out the dark? That’s an understatement. Daisy peered out at the vast darkness behind the one and only lonely gas station with no real name. It was desolate. How did Momma grow up down here? Part of her decision to come to Murfreesboro was based on her mother being born there, living there half her life, and having
            the only family in the world there. I don’t know, though. I don’t even see no buses, or trains, or nothing.

         
         Coming from Philadelphia, a thriving metropolis with mass transit, buses, trolleys, and lights at night, one could move around.
            But in Murfreesboro, it was a tad bit slower . . . seemingly still. The sound of distant crickets that heightened while driving
            with the window down could be heard in the near distance. Even with the window up, she could still hear the crickets. And
            not one car, no people, no traffic, no red lights, no nothing. It was scary in the wide-open, dark country. What if something
            happened? And the roads had no sides, merely a yard of dirt, some grass that led into an ongoing, never-ending ditch, and
            then, simply put, farmland. Miles and miles and miles of farmland. Getting stuck out there, broken down, or God forbid anything
            else, was something she didn’t even want to imagine.
         

         
         “Shh, I don’t want to wake Momma up,” Kimmie Sue said. “Come on, follow me.”

         
         Kimmie Sue led Daisy into the house, past the living room, and down a hall to a doorway and staircase that led downstairs
            into the basement.
         

         
         Kimmie Sue was twenty-two years old. She was five-seven and only weighed 135 pounds. She was a very pretty girl, as striking
            as Daisy was to the eye. Side by side, the girls passed for family, sisters in fact. Kimmie Sue and Daisy Mae had the same
            length and grade of hair, but Kimmie Sue had small, brown eyes and bushier, fuller eyebrows than Daisy Mae. Kimmie Sue’s hair
            was sandy brown and the hot Tennessee sun was beginning to turn it sandy blond.
         

         
         “You hungry, Daisy Mae? You want something to eat?” Kimmie Sue asked, ready to sneak her a sandwich or some chips from the
            kitchen.
         

         
         “No, I’m okay. I’m tired a little, ready to lay back.”

         
         Kimmie Sue got a pillow and a blanket out of the closet for Daisy. She turned on the television, made sure Daisy Mae was comfortable,
            then curled up on a love seat next to the sofa. The two girls talked and talked until the wee hours of the morning, falling
            asleep only hours before it was time to wake up.
         

         
         “Hey there, Daisy Mae.” Aunt Tildie stood above Daisy, waking her out of her sleep. “Girl, look at you. Ain’t this something?”
            Daisy opened her eyes. “How was your drive down?”
         

         
         Daisy grinned at her aunt. “Good.”

         
         “Well, get on up. We best be heading out to church. Sunday services, Kimmie Sue, so let’s get moving. I got some biscuits,
            sausage, eggs, rice, and gravy upstairs if you want some.” She walked over to the love seat. “Hey, do you hear me, Kimmie
            Sue? I’m talking to you. Come on, we got to get a move on. I’m fixing to get on out of here. Let’s go!” She smacked Kimmie
            Sue across her bottom.
         

         
         “Ma, come on, it’s too early,” Kimmie Sue said.

         
         “Kimmie Sue, if I’ve told you once, I’ve told you twice. The Lord is always on time, so we must be too. Besides, the early
            bird catches the worm. Right, Daisy Mae?”
         

         
         I’m not trying to catch no worms. I’m trying to catch up on my sleep. But she opened her eyes and sat up as she watched her aunt moving around the basement room, picking up from the night before.
         

         
         “You hungry? Come on and eat before services.”

         
         Services? What services is she talking about? “What services, Aunt Tildie?”
         

         
         “Church! We attend church every Sunday and every Wednesday night for Bible Study. I’m sure you’ll enjoy praising the Lord
            with us at the Trinity Spirit Worship House of God.”
         

         
         Daisy almost choked.

         
         “Goodness, you okay, honey?” she asked as Daisy absorbed her twang and the hold she had on words, stretching them out as she
            talked.
         

         
         She nodded her head that she was fine as church rang through her ears, dissected itself, and punched her brain like Sonny
            Liston himself delivered the blow. “Oh, and you want me to go?” she said, already knowing she wasn’t doing nobody’s church.
            Not today, not tomorrow, not happening.
         

         
         “Of course,” Tildie demanded. “Of course, I do. Besides, it wouldn’t be right to leave you and not make sure you were included
            in the glorious praising of our Lord,” Tildie said as she descended up the stairs.
         

         
         “Yes, it would be,” Daisy mumbled to herself.

         
         I ain’t ever been inside a church, outside a church, or nowhere near a church. Oh damn, damn, damn. Let me get up. Did she
               say something about Wednesday nights? Wednesday night is ladies’ night at the clubs, or at least it is in Philly. How am I
               gonna be up in somebody’s church and at the club?

         
         “It’ll be okay. I met my boyfriend, Dusty Mitchell, at the Trinity Spirit Worship House of God. Trust me, you’ll like it.
            Maybe you’ll meet some people there. Dusty will be there; he’s in the church choir. He’s real smart too.” Kimmie Sue nodded
            her head with every word she spoke. “I’m so glad you’re here. I can’t wait to show you off to everyone at the church. This
            is going to be so great, right?” Kimmie Sue was filled with confidence.
         

         
         “Yeah, I guess it will be,” she said, smiling at her cousin. Oh no, she wants to show me off. What am I going to do?

         
         She followed Aunt Tildie upstairs to the kitchen. Aunt Tildie had some sausage, biscuits and gravy, rice, and some scrambled
            eggs laid out on the counter.
         

         
         “Go on, help yourself and hurry on and get dressed.”

         
         Aunt Tildie didn’t remind her much of her mother, two completely different types of women. Aunt Tildie was the country mouse
            and her mother was the city mouse. Aunt Tildie was very, very neat. Abigail cleaned up after a mess, maybe the next day or
            the next. Aunt Tildie made the beds, old school with the hospital corners, made all the meals, did the cleaning, and stayed
            on top of Kimmie Sue like a hawk. Even though she was only a few years younger than her sister, she was well-preserved and
            much healthier, getting around on her own with ease, capable of still driving. Abigail had needed help standing. The two sisters
            had lived separate and different lives and Abigail’s life had been a little harder, less fortunate, and less financial than
            Tildie’s.
         

         
         Tildie ate and bathed, then went to her room to get dressed.

         
         “So, where’s there to go?”

         
         “Oh, nowhere much. Where do you want to go?”

         
         “They got clubs down here?”

         
         “Yeah, they do. They got nightclubs and party spots. But Momma would probably die. Oh, my, Daisy Mae, you go out in the big
            city and all?”
         

         
         “Yeah, don’t you?” The club? Shit, my ass is the damn party. The club? Hell, yeah!

         
         “Shh, don’t talk so loud. Momma says them kinds of places are filled with whoremongers and heathens and the Lord did not intend
            for our bodies to gyrate against one another unless a union among souls has been blessed. I don’t know how to dance. Don’t
            tell nobody.”
         

         
         She’s serious, is she . . . either that or she’s crazy. What have I got myself into now? If it ain’t one thing, dammit, it’s
               another.

         
         “Wow, you’ve never been to a club, and I’ve never been to church. Isn’t that something?”

         
         “No, it’s not something, it’s pretty bad if you think about it. How have you never been to church? Aren’t you saved?”

         
         “I don’t know.” Daisy Mae shook her head, not having a clue and not even sure what “being saved” detailed.

         
         “Shh, don’t let Momma hear you saying that,” Kimmie Sue warned as Tildie came from around the corner.

         
         “What you was saying? Don’t let me hear you saying what?” she asked sternly and tall, even though she was only five-four.
            “And why ain’t you dressed, Kimmie Sue? Come on, girls. I don’t want to be late.”
         

         
         Kimmie Sue said, “Okay, Momma, I’m getting dressed now.”

         
         “I’m not sure what to wear,” Daisy said out loud as she thought of how she spent most of her Sundays resting up. That nightlife
            of dancing, stripping, and rubbing on men sure did tire her out by the week’s end. She didn’t have a formal dress to save
            her life, only a few hooker-looking shoes for dancing up and down on a pole, and some jeans and T-shirts. Not one pair of
            dress pants. Maybe she had a few dresses in her bags and boxes, but they were party dresses; short, revealing, way too sexy.
            Nothing she could possibly wear after looking at her Aunt Tildie’s Amish motif, very plain, simple, unrevealing, and gray.
         

         
         Damn, what in the world is going on down here? What is Aunt Tildie fucking wearing?

         
         Sad but true, Daisy Mae had jumped right out of the pan and into the fire. She could tell Aunt Tildie was religious when they
            came up for her mother’s services, but so much was going on, Daisy didn’t pay attention. Her mind was elsewhere.
         

         
         “Um, I didn’t realize I would be needing my church clothes. I wasn’t thinking.”

         
         Aunt Tildie dressed Daisy Mae the best she could, fitting her in one of Kimmie Sue’s church dresses and giving her a pair
            of flip-flops for her feet. “God ain’t looking at your feet. He’s looking at your heart. Come on, now, let’s mosey on. We’re
            running late. Kimmie Sue, let’s go.”
         

         
         Besides realizing her aunt and cousin were faith fanatics and she had driven herself into the middle of nothing but farmland,
            Daisy wasn’t sure if she had made the right choice or a horrible mistake coming there. So far, out the gate, the odds were
            leaning toward horrible mistake.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Catch Me If You Can

         
         
            Three Weeks Later

         

         Vivian Lang cut through the parking lot of the Federal Bureau of Investigation and entered the downstairs lobby. As soon as
            she stepped on the elevator and pressed number ten, Nathan Chambers suddenly appeared and smoothly held up his hand, opening
            the elevator doors.
         

         
         “Good morning, Agent Lang.”

         
         “Good morning, Agent Chambers.”

         
         She held her hands tightly behind her back, dress suit perfectly starched, legs perfectly straight, and pumps holding up her
            frame like a Barbie doll.
         

         
         “I have a surprise for you today,” he said, smiling.

         
         “Really?” She gazed at him with her baby blue eyes as she tossed her blond hair around. “Not you, Agent Chambers, having time
            for surprises. Please hold back no more and do tell.”
         

         
         “Ah, ha, you are right,” he said as the elevator landed on floor ten and the doors opened. “I do not have time for surprises.”
            He spoke sternly, cleared his throat, and, as if in another world, stepped off the elevator, completely changing his demeanor.
         

         
         “I received a call on your case. Another tape was sent over last night. It should be on your desk. Take a look. Hey, Bob.”

         
         “Hey, Mackenrow,” Lang added, still walking through the hallway and grasping every word her partner said.

         
         “Okay, so back to where I was. It’s a real person this time and she withdrew fifty thousand off a bad check put in the account
            months ago.”
         

         
         “You’re sure she’s real? No phony ID?” Agent Lang asked, unable to believe they finally had a break.

         
         “It’s the biggest break in this case. This is the thing, though. Listen to this. The bank claims this girl, and I can’t remember
            her name, oh fuck . . . some flower, anyway, she was cashing in the Social Security checks on her dead mother.”
         

         
         “Who deposited the check?” Agent Lang asked, summing the story up.

         
         “That’s just it. The bank claims the mother made the deposit. Go figure since she’s dead according to the government. Jeez,
            who fucking knows? “These people are sickos.” Chambers wondered what type of person would use their dead mother to cash in
            on. He couldn’t help but comment. “Then again, it’s probably the dead mother’s ghost making the deposit.”
         

         
         “You’re probably right. It wouldn’t be the worst case I’ve seen,” Lang said.

         
         Agent Vivian Lang couldn’t wait to get to her desk. She immediately grabbed the package, opened it, and looked at the tape.
            It had three segments listed by date. She put the tape in, sat on the corner of her desk with the remote control in her hand,
            and pressed play. There was a little old woman walking in the bank with a male escort. A Black woman, elderly, gray hair,
            hunched over and wearing an old-looking dress and sweater with glasses. She was walking with a younger man, wearing jeans,
            sneaks, and a long-sleeve, button-down shirt. They walked over to the teller, handing her the deposit slip and the check.
            Moments later, with a deposit slip record in hand, the two were walking away and out of the bank.
         

         
         The next scene was the same little old lady walking into the bank alone, walking over to the teller line, waiting in line,
            and giving the teller a check to cash while holding a light conversation. The teller left the window.
         

         
         Agent Lang pressed pause on the remote, picked up the file folder on her desk, and looked at it. The folder and outline from
            the bank indicated the account had been frozen. Apparently, the teller couldn’t provide any further information about why
            the account had been frozen to the fake Abigail Fothergill. At that point, the teller stated the customer left the bank immediately.
         

         
         She pressed play, watched the teller return, and the old lady left the bank. Agent Lang looked closely as the old lady seemingly
            was walking faster as she left. She pressed rewind and watched how slow the woman was moving as she entered. She pressed forward
            and watched how fast she was walking out. Vivian Lang continued to read the bank statements as she peered up and looked at
            Daisy Mae Fothergill, receiver of funds as the bank had titled her.
         

         
         “Oh, my God, what in the world? Look at what this girl is wearing,” Agent Vivian Lang said to herself as she watched a scantily
            clad, high-heel-wearing Daisy Mae with mile-long legs and short shorts enter the bank and make her way over to the teller
            window.
         

         
         Agent Vivian Lang watched as it appeared Daisy and the teller had begun to argue and the teller pointed her over to customer
            service, where she signed in and a woman approached her, took her to a desk, spoke with her, left, then came back, left, then
            came back, then left and escorted Daisy over to a private booth. She counted her money, put it in her pocketbook, and walked
            out of the bank.
         

         
         What is wrong with this picture? Why did the bank give her the money?

         
         Agent Lang began to read the folder. Looks like a bank error. The freeze was dropped by this woman who had no record anywhere
            why the freeze was there because the bank technically had no reason to freeze the account anymore. The phony check cleared,
            and they were repaid for the Social Security checks they had cashed, so everyone was happy. The bank customer service representative
            had no reason not to unblock the account.
         

         
         Who is Daisy Mae Fothergill, the receiver of funds? What’s her angle on all this? Way too many pieces to this puzzle and still
            no arrests.
         

         
         Agent Lang popped the tape out of the player. She needed to enhance everything on the tapes so she could see more about the
            suspects. That meant everything. She needed headshots and she needed to do a major background profile on Daisy Mae Fothergill.
            Hopefully, if she conducted a proper investigation, by the time she had Ms. Fothergill indicted, she’d have all the pieces
            of the puzzle fitting in their place. That’s how the Federal Bureau of Investigation operated. You weren’t indicted because
            they weren’t sure or were trying to build a case or because the bureau had nothing else better to do with you. Oh, no, if
            you are indicated by the FBI, that’s because you are going to prison and the case has already been built and all pieces of
            the puzzle are already solved. That’s how it goes, federally speaking.
         

         
         

         Sticks was so sick he could vomit. His stomach ached and was twisted from anxiety. He hadn’t slept or eaten in days. The stress
            was building and, day after day, he tried to reach Daisy. He went to her apartment, night after night, pounding at the door
            and waiting outside for a sign someone was home. No lights. He called and called. No answer. For the past four weeks, he had
            been chasing behind Daisy like a mad stalker. But to those around him, he remained cool, calm, collected, well-balanced, and
            in control. He was only pretending. Deep down, he was sweating bullets. He played it off to Nard, convincing him that he had
            nothing to worry about.
         

         
         

         “Nah, you good. I got this, let me handle it. Once this broad testifies, you outta there. You hear me, outta there. Don’t
            worry, baby boy, you’ll be home in a hot flash,” he said with more confidence.
         

         
         Nard believed him too. He had put all his trust and faith in Sticks. That trust and faith was what got him through the days
            and nights of utter confinement. He walked into the courtroom the day his trial was set to begin. He surveyed the rows of
            pews filled with scattered faces until his eyes meant Sticks’s. Maybe it was the look of “I’m sorry” or maybe it was the way
            he shook his head to the left and bent his gaze to the floor, but at that moment Nard knew the witness with his alibi wasn’t
            coming through. For the first time, he was scared. There was no way he could give the system his life. Maybe somebody else’s
            but, Lord, please, not his.
         

         
         Nard took a seat next to his counsel. The room had soft chatter as Bobby DeSimone took time to brief his client.

         
         “Listen, the witness isn’t here and, honestly, I’m nervous. She’s our entire case. You understand, Bernard? We need her testimony.”

         
         “Sticks said she’d be here.”

         
         “Yeah, well, looks like Sticks is wrong. She’s not here. My office has been calling her. Sticks told me that he went to her
            house every day, morning, noon, and night, looking for her and called her phone a hundred times. She never answered the door,
            never answered the phone, and, honestly, I could be wrong, but I think she’s gone.”
         

         
         “Gone where? She’s got to testify or I’m going to go to jail for the rest of my life,” Nard said, not wanting to believe the
            possibilities of his fate.
         

         
         “Listen, Bernard, we’re gonna handle it. We’ve got to see how all this plays out. I might be able to get a plea deal. I can
            talk to the DA and we can plead this thing right out if this girl doesn’t show. For today, though, we need to get a continuance.”
         

         
         Tommy Delgado swung open the double wooden doors and walked into the courtroom, over behind the prosecutor’s desk, shook Barry
            Zone’s hand, whispered in his ear, and peered over at the defendant and his lawyer.
         

         
         The prosecutor was betting his last dollar that DeSimone would request a continuance and, sure enough, DeSimone approached
            the side of his rectangular-shaped wooden table.
         

         
         “Hi, Bobby DeSimone,” Bobby said, extending his hand.

         
         “Barry Zone,” the DA responded, grasping DeSimone’s hand and returning the hello.

         
         “Listen, I’m in the position to request a continuance based on my witness being out of town. I’m not comfortable with going
            forward.”
         

         
         I bet you’re not, Delgado thought to himself. He remembered the time he met the alibi witness. She was unknowing, scared, and had the most
            intriguing shade of green eyes he had ever seen.
         

         
         “Yeah, sure, why not? I won’t object. It’s the judge’s call,” Zone responded, looking over at Delgado to see his reaction.

         
         Sticks sat patiently still, silently praying Daisy would walk through the door. Of course, he understood she may or may not
            have gotten the gist of the situation and how critical her testimony was not only for Nard but for him and the predicament
            it would create.
         

         
         He got up and walked out into the hall. He dialed Daisy’s number and listened as the voice operator said the number had been
            disconnected. Disconnected? This bitch done disconnected the damn phone. What the fuck. She knew we had court on the twenty-third. She knew that shit.

         
         The day had come and gone and he sat and watched as his man stood in front of the judge with no witness and no alibi. DeSimone
            did the right thing. He immediately asked for a continuance, not wanting to move forward with the trial. The judge granted
            the postponement. The court date was scheduled for two months away, on the third of October. The judge banged his gavel and
            court was adjourned.
         

         
         

         Simon Shuller paced the tiny floor of his small office in the back of Fabulous Willie Man’s Barbershop off Twenty-Seventh
            and Susquehanna. He had been popping Tums antacids all day with no relief. It was no surprise Simon Shuller’s health was failing.
            He was getting too old for the stress of it all, the worry and frustration of the streets and everything that came with them.
            Not to mention the Black man wasn’t Black no more. Or at least to him, that’s how he felt.
         

         
         Simon Shuller was an older hustler and, truth was, he was beginning to frown upon the young gangsters of today. Back in the
            day, the streets had codes and real men upheld and honored those codes. Not the young, hip, gangster types you see on the
            streets nowadays. Simon Shuller was more of a quiet man, not too flashy, but styled and classy. He ran the streets with an
            iron fist and was in on everything. Simon Shuller was the man, in charge of everything from drugs to numbers. Yes, he was
            the one who ran the numbers game for Philadelphia. Every night you had the Lotto and you had the street numbers. If you won,
            it was Simon Shuller who paid out, but for the most part, Simon Shuller won and paid nothing. Night after night after night,
            money went in his pocket right where it belonged. At least to hear him say it, it did.
         

         
         “Man, that pacing you doing is making me dizzy over here,” Dizzy said, one of the few people Simon Shuller trusted to a degree.
            Dizzy James had been his friend for over forty years.
         

         
         “Well, good then . . . Shit can match your name,” Simon said as he stopped to speak his few words and then went back to pacing
            the floor. “I should’ve handled this shit from the beginning. I should’ve followed my heart.”
         

         
         “So, what’s the investigator you hired sayin’ now?”

         
         “Lasworth ain’t said nothing but what I already know.”

         
         “What’s that?”

         
         “They fucked up. The alibi for the kid was a no-show. And Sticks, the motherfucker’s a walking nightmare. Instead of coming
            to me, you now got a string of murders following behind the Somerset Killer and it’s a big mess,” he huffed, shaking his head,
            picking up his medicine bottle, and popping a few more pills.
         

         
         “That goddamn medicine’s gonna kill you.”

         
         “Shit, I’d be dead without it,” he joked back, hating that time was truly the grim reaper but sharing the laugh among his
            old comrade. “But, nah, Dizzy, man, the mole says this kid Nard is a real thoroughbred, a trooper. He’s not talking and he’s
            gonna ride, even if it means the worst. He wants his family taken care of, especially his mother. But fucking Sticks got that
            kid jammed up. He wasn’t where he should’ve been, and now he gets the kid jammed up with no alibi and shit ’cause no one can
            find this girl.”
         

         
         “It was Sticks who set this kid up with the alibi?” Dizzy asked, following the story he had heard little about up until now.

         
         “Yeah, and if he didn’t pay the girl, it would explain why she didn’t show up for court,” Simon said as he stood back up,
            exhaled, and then sat back down.
         

         
         “You alright?”

         
         “Nah, I’m not.” Simon looked at his old-time friend.

         
         “Aye yae yae. The only thing is, if the girl was paid fifty thousand dollars, why wasn’t she there?”

         
         “What did he say? Didn’t you ask him?”

         
         “Of course I asked him. I’m telling you; this guy is not fucking thinking with his head on straight. He’s not covering the
            bases. His story to me was she had a death in the family and had to leave town, but she would be ready the next court date.
            I don’t know, it just doesn’t sound right. For fifty thousand, you don’t need to be at no funeral. Motherfucker’s already
            dead. Shit, she was supposed to be there.”
         

         
         “You right, Simon. When you’re right, you’re right. She should’ve been there and nine chances out of ten, you’re right about
            this Sticks character. He’s no good. I’ll put a call in to Mira. He’ll be able to track this girl down. If she’s still breathing,
            he’s your guy. He’ll find her, no matter where she’s fucking hiding. And Sticks, I wouldn’t keep playing around with him.”
         

         
         “If I find out he took that money and didn’t pay the girl, Daisy or whatever her name is, I’ll bury him with a stick in his
            ass. Fucking stupid-ass kid. What the fuck is this guy thinking?”
         

         
         “I don’t know what these guys out here today even got going through their mind. But I’ll find you a stick and have it on hold
            ’cause something’s telling me you gonna need it,” Dizzy said, joking to his friend and hoping some comedy would ease his tension.
            He had known Simon for a long time and, in his heart of hearts, he knew if Simon found out this guy Sticks was up to something,
            he would bury him, stick in his ass and all.
         

         
         

         Sticks pulled out of the parking lot and replayed his conversation with Simon Shuller in his head. He didn’t sound like anything
            was a problem. He took the postponement news and moved on to another matter. That eased Sticks automatically. But deep down
            inside, Daisy had to be found and that was his number one priority. She broke the straw on the camel’s back with her disappearance.
            She knew we had court. She knew we were supposed to be there. He pulled on the block but didn’t see the Seville. Why the fuck did I give this bitch my old car? Fuck, something told me not to. Man, where this chick done disappeared to?

         
         “Fuck!” Sticks commented as he hopped out of his car and quickly made his way up to the apartment door of the vestibule to
            Daisy’s building. He began ringing her bell and banging on the front door so loud that Lester heard the commotion inside Ms.
            Selda Crest’s apartment on the third floor.
         

         
         “Hey, hey, what’s all the noise about?” Lester asked after making his way down the stairs as he opened the door to the building
            of the apartment rowhome.
         

         
         “I’m looking for Daisy.”

         
         “Daisy’s gone. She don’t live her no more.” Lester tried to slam the door on the thug standing before him.

         
         “Gone? Where she go?” Sticks quickly used his foot to prevent the door from slamming into the frame. He pushed the door back
            hard and busted inside the vestibule. “Who the fuck is you?” He gripped Lester up off the ground and onto the wall. “How the
            fuck you know she gone?” he questioned, choking Lester half to death.
         

         
         “I’m . . . I’m . . . the landlord. I just know she . . . gone, that’s all.”

         
         “Where she go?”

         
         “I don’t know.”

         
         It was at that moment Lester decided to take a stand. He was tired of the young thugs running wild in his neighborhood. Young
            men and boys, as young as twelve years old, trying to be gangsters and thugs, carrying guns, intimidating the community, and
            running around believing they were so bad and determined to run something. Lester wasn’t having it; nobody was running Lester
            Giles.
         

         
         Sticks pulled out a gun and pointed the barrel at Lester’s forehead, his finger on the trigger. “Let’s see if this can help
            you remember.”
         

         
         “You think that gun makes you a man, son?” Lester hoped he could talk some sense into the young man standing before him.

         
         “Nigga, shut the fuck up. Don’t ask me no fucking questions.”

         
         Quickly, Sticks took the tip of the gun and whacked Lester on the head. Lester took the blow, falling back against the wall
            and down on the floor as blood began to run down the side of his face. He held his hands over his head, fearing Sticks would
            hit him again.
         

         
         “I swear to God, I’ll kill you in this motherfucker. Get the fuck upstairs and let me in the bitch’s apartment,” Sticks ordered
            as he grabbed Lester and forced him up the staircase. “Yo, old man, you need to start talking, for real. I’m sure she left
            a forwarding address with you. She told you something. She wouldn’t have just left.”
         

         
         Lester tried to lie. “She didn’t tell me nothing. She did just leave. That’s why all her furniture is still here.”
         

         
         Sticks was stunned to see the apartment was indeed cleaned out. It was obvious no one was living there. Sticks searched and
            went through everything as Lester cowered in a corner. He couldn’t find a forwarding address, even after searching through
            a single trash bag of papers left in the kitchen.
         

         
         “Listen, you know something. It’s all over your face. She told you something.” Sticks began to roughhouse Lester, pointing
            the gun at his head, threatening to pull the trigger. Punching him with upper cuts and jabs. Since the man was old, Sticks
            had the advantage.
         

         
         “I’m not even gonna play with you no more. I tell you what. If you don’t tell me something, I’m going to kill you right here
            and now, motherfucker, so this is your last fucking chance.” Sticks spun around, getting madder and madder at Lester. “Do
            you hear me?” Sticks screamed at him. “This is it. Tell me where she is before the count of three.”
         

         
         He put his gun to the old man’s head and counted one. Sweat was pouring down the sides of Lester Giles’s face and, as he saw
            his life flash before his eyes, he heard Sticks and the count was two. He was going to die on three.
         

         
         “Wait, she’s in Tennessee. Down in Nashville somewhere her peoples live at. She’s got an aunt. I don’t remember her name.
            That’s where she told me she was going,” he said.
         

         
         “Why the fuck didn’t you say that shit? Why put me through all this shit? Stupid, fucking old-ass man,” Sticks said as he
            took his foot and pounded it down on Lester’s side, cracking his rib.
         

         
         “Aargh, help me, Jesus. Please, mister, please stop.” Lester was unable to take any more pain. “I’ve told you all I know,”
            he said before collapsing.
         

         
         “You should’ve told me sooner,” Sticks said and left Lester Giles lying in a pool of blood.

         
         Sticks kicked him again and turned and walked away, not realizing the beating he had given the man caused the onset of a stroke.
            Lester Giles lay on the floor struggling for his last breath. Blood gushed throughout his brain cavity. He was already paralyzed
            by the time Sticks drove down the street and turned the corner. In twenty-two more minutes, he would lie on the floor of Daisy’s
            apartment and die.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Secret Agents

         
         Agent Vivian Lang and Agent Nathan Chambers were ready to speak to Daisy Mae Fothergill. They had pulled her last known mailing
            address and they checked every bureau database, collecting a profile on her. They had everything from a prior arrest for soliciting
            a police officer to cashing her mother’s Social Security checks after her mother was dead. Yes, they had her entire history.
            It all popped up on the screen in black and green. Vivian could see where she even had a subpoena issued in a state court
            proceeding. Agent Lang had every intention of following up on that lead as well and seeing where it led her.
         

         
         Ms. Crest from the third floor was on her way downstairs in the nick of time. Right as Agent Lang was about to ring the doorbell,
            the door flew wide open.
         

         
         “Excuse me,” she said, recognizing them as the police, undercover like her show, Law & Order. Mm, I wonder who’s in trouble. Probably that girl on the second floor. She looks like a bunch of trouble. Maybe it’s that
               damn Lester. They could take him on to jail right now, before rent comes due next month.

         
         Nathan walked in first, looking up the stairs. He took his gun out of his holster on the side of his suit jacket as Agent
            Lang did the same. She carefully closed the door behind her, making sure it locked. They went up the stairs and knocked at
            Daisy’s apartment door. No answer. Agent Chambers twisted the knob. The door opened and made a creaking sound as Vivian Lang
            pushed the door open as far as it would go.
         

         
         Agent Chambers, gun in hand, moved silently to the right, covering the dark and unknown territory as he moved inside the apartment
            and down the hallway toward the bedrooms. Keeping his back against the wall, his eyes pierced the empty apartment. Vivian
            Lang made her way to the right of the door as she peeked her head into the kitchen. It was clean. She moved to the end of
            the wall and peeked her head around the corner.
         

         
         “Chambers, I got a body,” Lang called out, surveying that the room was clean.

         
         Chambers finished his search of the bedroom, turned around, and followed his partner’s voice into the living room.

         
         “Okay, I am so not here right now. Don’t touch it!” he ordered with stern conviction.

         
         “How long you think he’s been here?” she asked, knowing Chambers was the key forensics guy.

         
         “Looks like days. Come on, get away from it. All you need is a fiber or a hair to fall on this guy.”

         
         “Damn, anonymous 911 call.”

         
         “Yeah, sounds great,” he said, wiping the doorknob with a handkerchief. “Don’t touch anything. Fuck, I hate finding dead people.”

         
         “Boo, Chambers,” she said, tickling his side as he watched her pull out a pair of gloves from inside her suit jacket, put
            them on, and begin sifting through the apartment, her gun still in hand and ready.
         

         
         “There’s nothing here. She’s gone. You think she’s using an alias?”

         
         “Why would we be so fortunate?”

         
         “Hey, we’ve seen stranger. Come on, let’s get out of here before someone else sees us. Fuck, man, I see fucking Grayson from
            Internal Affairs. I fucking see him with a big light and he’s flashing it inside my asshole.”
         

         
         “Oh, Chambers, give it a rest, will you,” Vivian spat. “Where is your heart, man?” she asked as she fumbled through a kitchen
            drawer. “Look, Aunt Tildie’s phone number. What good loving niece wouldn’t keep in some kind of touch with Aunt Tildie.” Vivian
            waved a piece of paper. “Isn’t 615 Tennessee?”
         

         
         “Fuck me! Oh jeez, why do I have to get stuck with the partner from ‘I’m just looking land, with a dead man on the floor.’
            I’m bent the fuck over. See me now. I see it now, all for Aunt Tildie’s phone number.”
         

         
         “Hey, it beats a blank. This could be the lead we need to catch this girl. Stop whining. Come on, let’s go.”

         
         “No, from now on we follow the rules.”

         
         “What fun would that be?”

         
         

         The next morning the police followed up on that anonymous tip received through the 911 line along with a missing person report
            the police finally let his wife, Euretha Giles, put on record.
         

         
         “So, where do you think she is?” Merva asked, biting into a hot dog while standing on the sidewalk by Daisy Mae Fothergill’s
            building as the body of Lester Giles was being brought out on a stretcher.
         

         
         “I don’t know, but wherever she is, she’s got some pretty ugly people looking for her.”

         
         “Yeah, pretty ugly is an understatement. Everybody around this girl is coming up dead. Calvin Stringer, her boss, and now
            her landlord. I mean, come on. That poor girl and her son, and for what? And you were so nice to her, caught up in cleavage,
            I guess,” she said, changing her voice, trying to be funny.
         

         
         “Um, Merva, for the record, I was not caught up in cleavage and, unlike you, I was giving her the benefit of the doubt. I
            still am. You can’t blame these deaths on her. She didn’t pull the trigger or beat anyone to death. She’s running, and she’s
            scared.”
         

         
         “She’s a prostitute, a stripper, and she’ll do anything for money. Do you think she cares about these people? Why are you
            constantly passing out validity to these people?”
         

         
         “Who are these people, Merva? The less fortunate, to some degree. Look at their way of life. I mean, come on.”
         

         
         “No, you’re right. So does everyone get a pass for crime then? Huh, because they’re impoverished, or financially inept, or
            life’s been so hard? They can’t get right so they can commit crime in your book?”
         

         
         “Come on, Bernard Guess is the one on trial, not Daisy. So, if I was nice, if I’m understanding, then so be it. I don’t think
            it’s her fault and she should not be held accountable. Now, if she testifies against the state, I will be the first to put
            the cuffs on her, throw her in a cell, and make sure she doesn’t see the fucking sunshine. But right now, she’s not our problem.”
         

         
         “She’s not the first. What about the Black kid? What was his name, robbing corner stores with a BB gun?”

         
         Tommy remembered the Black kid he’d let go two times for trying to rob a corner store with a BB gun. “Maxwell Brittingham.”

         
         “Exactly, and you remember their names, go figure!” She scratched her head, trying to figure out his psyche. “Have you ever
            figured there’s something off with these people? And this girl, trouble. Jesus, Tommy, if there’s one more death surrounding
            this scrawny alley cat, I’m going to scream.”
         

         
         “Listen, Merva, they’ve named her as a witness, not us. I tried and I offered state assistance, police protection, the whole
            nine. She ran, point-blank. So, if she does end up dead, that’s not our fault.”
         

         
         “How are you using the word our?”
         

         
         “Listen, after the body of Calvin Stringer was found, we fucked up. We should’ve had our hands on her, but she was gone. By
            the looks of it, she packed, moved her stuff, cleaned the place out, and left nothing but furniture. Merva, they have to produce
            her, not us. Technically, we don’t need her in the courtroom; they do. I hope she runs and keeps running. I hope she hides
            and they don’t find her.”
         

         
         “She’s lucky. She better keep running if she knows what I know ’cause these guys are tracking her down and when they get her,
            she’s gonna be lucky if she doesn’t end up dead somewhere.”
         

         
         “Listen, they’ve got thirty days to locate their witness. After that, it’s a wrap and Bernard Guess, he’s toast. And you need
            not worry about who I want to save. You might need me to save you one day.”
         

         
         “Whatever,” she said, flagging him down.

         
         “Come on, this crime scene is a wrap,” he said as the team leader of Forensics waved his hand, letting them know they were
            done with the investigation. Lester Giles had taken a bad blow to the head and suffered a stroke. His cold body was stiff
            and bloated as the coroner gently rolled a dead Lester Giles over, face up, onto a thick, black plastic bag and zipped it
            up.
         

         
         

         The next day, the captain had their asses in a sling.

         
         “We got another murder that links back to this Somerset Killer case. Another murder?”

         
         “Captain Dan, all we know so far is Lester Giles went to answer the door and never returned to the third floor to fix Ms.
            Selda Crest’s toilet. She thought he got caught up in something else and would come back. He never did. The wife put out a
            missing person report. And the police received a 911 call about a dead man in the building.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir, while he had a stroke, he was also badly beaten in the head. The coroner’s report should be available today. So
            we’ll know the exact cause of death.”
         

         
         “I want this murderer brought down. This witness knows something and needs to be found.”

         
         “I agree with you, Captain.” Merva grinned at her partner. “Don’t you agree the girl needs to be brought down too, Delgado?”

         
         Delgado was waiting to wring her neck once the captain was through. “Yeah, I agree.”

         
         “There’s a meeting in zero four hundred hours. The Somerset Killer might be in jail, but he’s got a cohort, or cohorts, and
            they’re still out in the streets. We have to bring these people to justice. I want you to track this girl, Daisy Mae Fothergill.
            Wherever she is, hunt her down. Trust me, with the string of dead bodies being left behind, it’s all leading back to this
            one girl. You find her and you’ll save the next victim.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            New Leaves

         
         The chase had begun, and everyone was searching for the same thing: Daisy Mae Fothergill. Like a cat chasing a mouse, but
            this little mouse had many cats following her trail. But for Daisy, she was transforming her life and trying to get a job.
            She had gotten her résumé together with the help of Kimmie Sue, and she had been faxing it out repeatedly to the various job
            positions in the newspaper. She remembered the day her aunt came to her looking as if the sky was falling.
         

         
         “Um, Daisy, how long are you planning on staying here? I looked in the back of your car and you got a lot of stuff in there.”

         
         “Yeah, I do, Aunt Tildie. I sure do. I brought it in case I decided to stay here.”

         
         “So, you’re not going back?”

         
         “No, I don’t think so.” Daisy Mae blinked at her aunt, shaking her head. “Nope, I’m not.”

         
         Daisy read the concerned look on her aunt’s face.

         
         “Don’t worry, Aunt Tildie. I’m looking for an apartment and I’ve been going to this office supply store every day, faxing
            out my résumé. I’ve found a place out on Murfreesboro Road heading toward the city. Plus, I got a call back for a job interview
            in a doctor’s office. Isn’t that something? I’ll probably get my apartment this weekend. I’ll need some furniture, but I’ll
            be alright.”
         

         
         Aunt Tildie was speechless. “I hope you get your place and a good job. I’ll pray for you, Daisy Mae. I’ll pray to the Lord.”
            She placed her arms around Daisy and hugged her tightly. “God bless you, honey.”
         

         
         Daisy had been staying with her aunt and cousin for about a month and it was time to move on. Tildie was glad she’d be close
            by, and she was glad Kimmie Sue had her cousin, someone in the family in her life besides herself. Daisy Mae was content in
            Nashville, more so than out in the sticks of Murfreesboro. At least Nashville had some lights at night for her to look at.
            It was always something about the city streetlights that captivated her. She thought back to her old life and how she had
            been living, and the way she earned her living. She thought of Felix and wondered where he was. Ew, let him stay there. Don’t even think about it.

         
         She looked around where she was. A calmer place, where the city moved a little slower and the people waved and wished one
            another a smiling howdy, short for how do you do? No one was in a rush, no one seemingly had anywhere to be. Was it possible no one cared about time or time didn’t hold the
            same importance as did the moment? For her, it seemed like all the smiling faces washed away the bad ones. Time was healing
            her and time had taken her to another place. Somewhere far away, the possibility of reinventing herself was without question.
         

         
         She felt so bad for Calvin and prayed for his soul every day. She still had not heard about the murder of Lester Giles, in
            her very own living room, again all because of her and her alibi.
         

         
         Sometimes, out of sight is out of mind and, for her, her past life and the past people she once knew were out of mind and
            nowhere in sight. She liked it like that, wanted it to stay that way. She was in a new place, with collages of new people
            to meet, greet, and get acquainted with. She was where she wanted to be and it was so easy to block out the old memories of
            the yesteryears. It was so easy to forget her turmoil-ridden past, and it was easy to let old dogs lie down and rest. She
            was an old dog wanting to lie down and rest. And at only twenty-two years of age, she had ripped and run the streets and everything
            in between them. She was ready for a change of pace, ready for a fresh start.
         

         
         She had lived and experienced enough life-altering chances and changes. She was old beyond her years and truly a blessed woman to still be alive. She was starting to feel as if God had something in store for her, something
            grand and unimaginable in store for her life. She’d been given a fresh start and she was ready to take it.
         

         
         Right then the phone rang and Aunt Tildie picked it up.

         
         “Hello. . . .” She paused. “Yes, son, hold on. It’s Billy from church calling on you.” She passed the phone to Daisy. “Here
            you go.”
         

         
         “Hey, Billy. Uh-huh, sure. The movies, sure thing. Hold on. Kimmie Sue, want to go to the movies with Billy and Dusty?”

         
         “Do I? You got to ask? I’m bored out of my mind, Momma. I want to go.”

         
         “Yeah, Aunt Tildie, we should be home before it gets dark, okay?”

         
         “I don’t see why not. Those are fine boys and come from good homes. I know their families well. I’ll help you girls get ready,”
            she said, hoping for a proposal for one of them.
         

         
         Where Tildie came from, life was much simpler. You fall in love, you get married, you have babies, raise them, and then live
            out the rest of your life, hopefully together, of course. Now there wasn’t much more to life than that.
         

         
         Daisy met Billy at the church. He was a nice, decent, well-mannered, gentle young man. He had a factory job, working for an
            ice-cream manufacturer. He ran the conveyor belt that put the lids on the tops of huge ice-cream barrels. If he did that the
            rest of his life, it would be fine and dandy by him. He found another fulfillment in his life with his church, as did most
            the members. And he loved sports, all kinds of sports.
         

         
         He was an attractive man with distinguished features. He dressed very casually in khakis, button-down shirts, and simple loafers.
            He was used to pretty girlfriends and talking on the phone to women his friends would die for the chance to say hello to,
            but he had an animalistic attraction magnetized by his smile. Daisy couldn’t take her eyes off him. From the first time she
            saw him, she melted when she gazed into his eyes.
         

         
         “How are you today?” he asked politely.

         
         She blushed like a schoolgirl. “I’m fine, now.”

         
         “You sure are. You’re not from here, are you?”

         
         “No, I guess you can tell, right?”

         
         “Pretty much . . . Yeah, you don’t sound like you’re from these parts.”

         
         “No, I’m not.”

         
         A new courtship budded from that simple conversation within the Trinity Spirit Worship House of God. All the elders gossiped,
            excited at the talk of a fresh new romance. It was like spring was in the air in the middle of fall.
         

         
         

         “Don’t they make a fine couple?” they’d question each other.

         
         Pastor Maykims heard of the newfound courtship and, one Sunday after church, called them into his office.

         
         “Daisy Mae and Billy, it has come to my attention the two of you have fallen smitten with each other. Is this so?”

         
         The two of them, completely caught off guard, looked strangely at each other, not sure of each other’s response. They’d only
            been courting for two weeks.
         

         
         “Um . . . well . . . I do . . . I mean, I think that, well . . .”

         
         “Yes, Pastor, we do like each other.” She eyed Billy, letting him know she could speak for them.

         
         “Well, young lady and young man, there can be no fornicating in the Trinity Spirit Worship House of God. Sex is for marriage.
            This is what the Bible teaches and it is for you to do your job, young lady. Do you know what that is?” Pastor Maykims asked
            as he frowned his eyebrows and bent his head down, looking over the top of his glasses into her eyes.
         

         
         “Um . . . well . . . I do . . . I mean, I think that . . .” she said, sounding like Billy, looking for relief, but finding
            none in his silence. “The answer is the Bible teaches us not to fornicate and not to do that?” she asked, hoping her answer
            was correct.
         

         
         “Yes, very good, Daisy Mae, but it’s more than that. You’re a woman, like Eve was to Adam, and you must place your modesty
            in the hands of the Lord. Do you understand, young lady?”
         

         
         “Yes, Pastor Maykims.”

         
         “Well, then say amen.”

         
         “Amen,” Daisy and Billy said in unison.

         
         Daisy had never seen anything like it. You’d think people would have something better to do. Had she known it would’ve been put on display, a bullhorn introduction into her personal business, then she would’ve never
            gone outside with the boy. The fact that Billy Bob Porter liked her and was courting her around town was the biggest news
            flash of everybody’s life. For Pete’s sake, I wish I had known all this would be going on. But the cat was out of the bag, as they say, and there was nothing she could do about it.
         

         
         The next morning, Daisy got a call from the Shalat Apartment Homes. She was approved for a one-bedroom and as soon as she
            hung up the phone, she got two more calls regarding her résumé. She’d sent it out via fax after looking through classifieds.
            A law firm in the heart of Nashville was looking for a receptionist; no experience required, minimum wage, just answering
            phones. The other place that called her back was a telemarketing firm.
         

         
         The first thing Daisy did was get dressed, hop in her car, and make her way down to the leasing office for her new apartment.
            The leasing agent had a package of forms for her to fill out and a set of keys. Daisy had her security deposit and first month’s
            rent. She counted the money out on the table and grinned at the leasing agent before handing her the cash.
         

         
         “Now, we do take checks for you to pay your rent if that’s more convenient,” the leasing agent said, looking at all the crisp
            hundred-dollar bills fresh from the mint. “Here you go. Don’t forget your welcome packet,” the agent said, smiling from ear
            to ear. Daisy couldn’t take the keys out of the woman’s hands fast enough.
         

         
         Daisy opened the door to her apartment. She walked in and looked around at the empty space. She closed her eyes and pictured
            each room and how she planned on decorating. Nothing fancy, simple and plain would suffice. She’d never had her own place
            before. She’d always lived with her mother. She looked at the set of keys in her hand. The Lord sure does work in mysterious ways, she said to herself, thinking of the old folks and counting the number of times she’d heard the saying before.
         

         
         Daisy pictured a sofa, coffee table, and a recliner filling the space in the living room. A table and some chairs for the
            dining area with a lovely centerpiece, fresh-cut flowers, and some hanging curtains in the windows would complement the empty
            space.
         

         
         I can’t believe I got my own place. Momma, can you believe this? she asked her mother as if Abigail were standing beside her. So much was happening for Daisy.
         

         
         I’m going to get a job. I can feel it. Please, God, help me find a job. I sure could be a telemarketer and I’d be good too.
               I like to talk and sit and dial phone numbers. And, God, I could be a receptionist, greeting callers over the phone, sitting
               at a desk being professional. It was at that very moment she thought of being Carol Burnett and passing a call into Mr. Wiggins. No, seriously, God. I can do it, I can. Please, God, please let me find a job.

         
         Daisy had been caught in the rapture of the hood, the essence of the ghetto, and the urban decay of the inner-city streets
            for so long that the possibility of being a receptionist was like a dream come true to her. And being an ordinary receptionist
            was as elite as being a brain surgeon, or at least for her it was. I sure do hope I get a job. Maybe I should pray. Pastor Maykims did say to call on the Lord and ring his phone. He will answer
               day or night. Daisy stood still for a minute and then, in the middle of her apartment, she bent her knees, dropped down, positioned comfortably
            on the floor, and prayed.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Training Day

         
         The next morning, Daisy walked through the front doors of the law firm, introduced herself to the receptionist, and was taken
            into a side office. Daisy Mae sat in front of a desk, an empty chair beside her.
         

         
         “Ms. Murtaugh will be with you in one moment,” the small-framed white girl said before closing the door, bobbing her ponytail
            behind her as she made her way down the hallway.
         

         
         Daisy Mae looked around the tiny office. Plaques graced the walls, pictures graced a desk, and a border of file folders sat
            on the floor next to all open wall space. I want a desk so I can decorate it too, she thought to herself, picturing her own workspace.
         

         
         “Hi, Ms. Fothergill,” said a tall woman with blue eyes and long blond hair, wearing a business skirt suit, high heels, and
            no pantyhose. Look at her, Daisy thought to herself.
         

         
         “Yes, thank you for letting me interview with you today.” Daisy stood up, holding out her hand.

         
         “Oh, please, sit down, relax.” Debbie Murtaugh shook the young Black girl’s hand in front of her. “Would you like something
            to drink?”
         

         
         “Um, no, I’m fine.”

         
         “You sure? No water, soda, nothing?” Debbie asked before closing the offer.

         
         “No, I’m okay.”

         
         “So, let’s take a look at what we have here.” Debbie moved some folders around, stacked them neatly on her desk, opened another
            folder, and looked at Daisy Mae’s résumé.
         

         
         “What is the Honey Pot?” Debbie Murtaugh asked.

         
         “It’s a restaurant. I was a hostess. I would greet the guests and sit them at their tables. If they needed something, I would
            get it for them.”
         

         
         She admonished herself and pretended to be her cousin Kimmie Sue. Every word she spoke was exactly as Kimmie Sue had taught
            her to speak after countless hours and days of rehearsals. She was ready for her first job interview on the outside. But on
            the inside, she had a real bad case of the jitterbugs.
         

         
         “Did you ever do any sort of phone work?”

         
         “Well, I would have to answer the phones from time to time and make dinner reservations. I’m very comfortable with talking
            on the phone. I do it almost every day.”
         

         
         “Yes, dear, don’t we all.”

         
         Debbie tried to figure out if the young Black girl in front of her was sharp enough to answer the phones and take messages.
            It sounded easy, but it was easily overwhelming.
         

         
         “Where did you go to school?” Debbie asked.

         
         “I graduated from Overbrook High in Philadelphia. That’s where I’m from.”

         
         “I see that. So, you recently moved to Tennessee?”

         
         “Yes, ma’am. I have family down here and my mother recently died. So, I came down here to be with family.”

         
         “Oh, I see. Well, let me tell you about the firm and what we do here.”

         
         Daisy sat and listened as Debbie Murtaugh explained the firm, the partners, and the exact job description for what Daisy would
            be expected to do. At minimum wage, it was a no-brainer. Answer the phones, direct the calls, and take messages.
         

         
         She looks like she can handle that. She is very pretty. The partners might not like the fact she’s Black. They’ll get over
               it. Damn, look at the time. I have to meet Chuck Daly at Cristo’s. Shit, I won’t have time to get my nails done.

         
         Dan wants to go to dinner tonight. What will I wear, my little black dress . . . that always works. Let me wrap her up and
               get her out of here. I’ve got less than twenty minutes to get to Cristo’s. What the hell is she over there talking about?
               I haven’t heard one word the poor girl has said.

         
         Debbie sat across the desk, shaking and nodding her head with a smile, but no teeth and a slight frown on her brow.

         
         “If I get the chance, I’d be a good receptionist for your law firm.”

         
         “I’m sorry, what did you say?” Debbie Murtaugh asked.

         
         “I only need a chance. If you hire me, I’ll be the best receptionist you’ve ever had. I truly want this job,” Daisy said,
            her green eyes piercing Debbie’s baby blues.
         

         
         “Can you start tomorrow?”

         
         Daisy couldn’t believe the words she’d heard. Can I start tomorrow? Is she nuts? Does she have to ask? Of course, I can start tomorrow. She could start right now if Ms. Murtaugh needed her to.
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am, I sure can. I could start right now, if you want me to,” Daisy said jokingly.

         
         “No, I have lunch right now, but tomorrow will be fine. Be here at eight thirty sharp and be prepared.”

         
         Debbie Murtaugh eyed the young Black girl as she slipped into a pair of tan leather Manolo Blahniks under her desk and stood
            up to lead Daisy to the door.
         

         
         “Thank you so much. I’ll see you tomorrow . . . eight thirty sharp.”

         
         “Yes, thank you. See you tomorrow.” Debbie extended a soft and gentle hand. She took Daisy’s hand into hers and looked at
            Daisy as she closed her office door, walked over to her maple desk, picked up a notepad, and crossed off one of her several
            tasks on her to-do list.
         

         
         Now, the office has a receptionist, the partners can stop complaining, and I have lunch with Chuck.

         
         Daisy Mae was so happy she didn’t know who she would tell her simply marvelous news to first, but she couldn’t wait to tell
            somebody. She wanted to scream out to the world how great she felt.
         

         
         Can you believe it? I got a real job. Wait until I tell Aunt Tildie and Kimmie Sue.

         
         She was more confident than ever Tennessee was the place for her. For the first time in her life, she felt like she had a
            vision, a plan, and a path for her life. Somewhere out there was her destiny. She had to take care of herself long enough
            to find it.
         

         
         Sometimes, Daisy would go out to Beaver Dam Creek down the road from where her Aunt Tildie lived and look out at the water,
            thinking of the past and all the demons she had escaped. At the right time of day, the pond would glisten like a shadow of
            gold as the sun would quietly nestle itself among the vast forest of trees, its rays of ultraviolet light shining from above,
            a blink away from sundown. And Daisy would sit on the same large rock where she always sat, looking out at the calm, tranquil
            pond and she’d talk to God.
         

         
         It was her way of asking God to forgive her for all she had done, all she had been a part of, and all she wished she could
            change. And it was there that she pulled strength. It was there, almost in what some would call the middle of nowhere, that
            Daisy found the most majestic spot on earth. She found faith and knew God was beside her.
         

         
         I won’t ever do anything against you, Father God. Please let me have a good life, enriched and full of happiness and a life
               full of love.

         
         That was always what she would ask God for and, honestly, she was changed. Daisy would starve on the street before she would
            sell her body away. No, not her, not no more. She’d never be sacrificed that way ever again, a naked, lost soul on display
            for men to lust after, have their way, and then walk away still a man. She had always felt less than she deserved. But it
            was a combination of things that had Daisy twisted out in the streets of Philadelphia.
         

         
         Her momma tried to talk to her when she was alive. The last person who wanted to see Daisy stripping and living that kind
            of life was Abigail. She never judged her baby, only tried to ask her questions and say things to her, so that maybe one day
            she’d change. Little did Daisy know, the spirit from her mother was right there sitting next to her, like whispers in the
            wind.
         

         
         I got so much to do with myself. And she did. She had her new job and was making the commitment to be the best receptionist ever. She was never going to be
            late for work, she would take notes and listen to everything Debbie Murtaugh told her to do.
         

         
         The corporate world was complex and so were the people in it, especially the white people. The truth was she hadn’t captured
            the art of functioning in both worlds. Now the hood, she had that down to a science, but working in the law firm was a whole
            new ball game. And somehow, some way, Daisy had managed to get herself on first base.
         

         
         I’ll be okay, I can do this. I can take care of myself now. That’s what she told herself the next morning as she rode into town for her first day at work.
         

         
         “Good morning, Daisy. Let me take you around, show you the offices, and everyone here.”

         
         “Good morning, Ms. Murtaugh.”

         
         “Call me Debbie, please. Ms. Murtaugh would be my mother.”

         
         Debbie tossed her blond, curly hair as she walked Daisy down a hall, introducing her to the various partners and associates
            who worked at the firm. No one looked more than a split second and those on the phone didn’t even do that, just stayed focused
            on the task at hand as Debbie and Daisy peeked in offices and around doorways.
         

         
         “That’s Victor Hatland. He’s the senior partner of the firm. Lose his calls, lose your job. Always take messages, always get
            phone numbers, and a good receptionist must know the three threes,” she said as if the fate of the universe depended on her
            sole ability to take a message.
         

         
         “What’s the three threes?” Daisy asked, completely and totally clueless.

         
         “The three threes are who, where, and what. Who are you? Where are you calling from? And what is your call regarding?”

         
         “Oh,” Daisy said, learning something new every day.

         
         “Exactly. Don’t forget it either. And whatever you do, never patch a telemarketer or a sales call through to the partners
            or their secretaries. All those calls come to me, do you understand? Make sure you screen everyone until you’re more familiar.
            Jack Delany takes all his calls personally. Do not send them to his secretary. If he’s not in, voicemail. Got it?”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am.”

         
         “If there’s ever a call and you’re not sure what to do, take a message. Eventually, you’ll get the knack of it all, after
            you’re more familiar with the partners and everyone here. All the partners have one secretary, and they share paralegals.
            There’s what we call the team chart in your employee handbook. You need to study that team chart. It will help you become familiar with names and people.”
         

         
         “I will. I’ll memorize every name by heart.”

         
         After making a walkthrough of the offices, brief introductions to partners, secretaries, paralegals, and law clerks, they
            were back at the front desk.
         

         
         “Remember, you are the intro to the firm. Be professional, sound professional, speak clearly, and be courteous to our clients.
            Other than that, it’s a no-brainer.”
         

         
         And honestly it wasn’t. Daisy knew she could do the job. However, she flunked out on her first day. The phone lines were ringing
            off the hook. David Simpson’s secretary had to help Daisy answer the lines.
         

         
         Debbie’s solution: Each secretary would take an hour out of their day to help cover phones and assist until Daisy got caught
            up.
         

         
         If she doesn’t get the hang of it after a week, she’s outta here. There would be no ifs, ands, or buts about it. Debbie would never sacrifice her job as office manager for any of the employees
            she hired for the firm.
         

         
         But, after a week’s time, Daisy did get the hang of things. All ringing phone lines were answered by the third ring; the calls
            were promptly handled and precisely directed through the small switchboard. Daisy had lied and said she was familiar with
            a switchboard but honestly didn’t have a clue until the other secretaries helped her master it.
         

         
         Daisy was doing well at her new job. She was always on time, getting up a half hour earlier than needed so she wouldn’t be
            late. She always dressed professionally, wearing pumps, skirts, and suit jackets. Her fashion and sense of style were noted
            by the other secretaries and paralegals. She even made a friend, Jack Delany’s secretary, Mary Martin. She was a white girl
            with blue eyes and long blond hair, but she had grown up in a predominately Black neighborhood.
         

         
         “Oh, we got a little bit of this and a little bit of that in my neighborhood. We all live together like one big happy family,”
            Mary said, looking like Dolly Parton, just not as heavy up top. But it was her smile that invited you in. Friendly, pretty,
            and happy with the biggest smile, outlined by red Cover Girl lipstick and shined up with a layer of lip gloss on top. Mary
            Martin’s smile would light up a room like a Christmas tree.
         

         
         “Hey, Daisy Mae, you want to come with us? We’re going to Jerry’s Pool Hall a little later tonight to get a few drinks, mingle
            with the men folk, and have a good ol’ time? Some of the girls and I always get together on Friday nights and do a little
            partying. You wanna come along?”
         

         
         “Aw, wow, thanks, Mary, but Billy’s picking me up after work. He wants to take me home to have dinner with his parents.”

         
         “Well, ain’t that something. Are you excited?”

         
         “Am I? I met them before at the church but only said hi and bye. Oh, my God, now I have to sit at a table with them. I’ve
            been sitting here all day as nervous as nervous can be. Look at what I’ve done to my nails. I’m sitting here biting ’em off.
            I’m so scared. What if they don’t like me? What if his momma doesn’t like me?” Daisy was fearful of the possibilities.
         

         
         “How could she not? Look at you. Stop worrying; it’ll be fine.” Mary Martin bent down and gave Daisy Mae a quick hug. “Have
            fun,” she said, waving goodbye.
         

         
         

         Dizzy opened the wooden door with one hand, holding his towel around his potbelly waist with the other. The heat from the
            sauna hit him as he stepped inside and closed the door behind him. The lights were off and the room was silent. With his towel
            wrapped around his waist, he sat next to Simon.
         

         
         “What’s going on, slim?” Simon Shuller joked as they both laughed.

         
         “They found the girl. She’s working in a law firm down in Nashville, Tennessee.”

         
         “Nashville? What the fuck is she doing down there?”

         
         “They say she got family down there. This kid Sticks, he got another body, Lester Giles, the girl’s landlord. He beat the
            man to death. That’s how we found out where the girl is.”
         

         
         “Another body?” Simon asked, wiping the sweat from his brow.

         
         “Yeah, looks that way. This kid Sticks, I don’t know.” Dizzy shook his head in silence, thinking of all the possible repercussions.
            “We need to get someone down there to get the girl.”
         

         
         “Go get the girl. Get her back up here so she can testify.” Simon paused for a split second. “Leave him buried somewhere down
            there. You understand, Dizzy?”
         

         
         “Say no more.”

         
         “No more said.”

         
         “Shit, it’s hot in here. You better come on before your ass falls out.”

         
         Simon Shuller watched as Dizzy strolled out the sauna. He closed his eyes and lay down on the wooden bench.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Scaredy Cat

         
         “Fuck, it’s dark as shit out here. Ain’t no lights and shit. Nigga could come up missing out this motherfucker for real and
            never be found again. You should slow down.”
         

         
         “Man, ain’t nothing out here. Stop whining. It’s darkness, that’s all. Ain’tcho never been down south before?” Sticks asked,
            looking at Rayford Johnson, who everyone referred to as Ray J, a simple nickname after his own birthright.
         

         
         Sticks didn’t know much about him, except he hustled for Simon Shuller across town. He had not a clue where he came from or
            why he was there.
         

         
         I could have handled this situation myself. Shit, I been handling everything. I don’t know why they sent this clown-ass nigga
               along for the ride in the first place.

         
         They crossed the Tennessee State Line and, as at every state line, they passed the welcome sign on the side of the road: Welcome
            to Tennessee.
         

         
         Sticks asked, “You got the map?”

         
         “Yeah, right here. Let me see.” Ray J picked up the map, turning it once into an upside position. “Looks like we stay right
            here on I-81 to Interstate 40 West. That’s gonna run us right on into I-640 West and straight on into Nashville.”
         

         
         “Alright, alright then, I-40 West. I got her address for you to find too. You can find it on that map?” Sticks questioned,
            checking out Ray J’s faultless map skills.
         

         
         “Yeah, of course. A map can always get you where you going.”

         
         Quick with speed, from out of the darkness in the night, a flash of movement darted out in front of Sticks’s car.

         
         “Watch out!” Ray J screamed.

         
         Sticks quickly slammed on the brakes, his lights blinding the fawn frozen still in the middle of the road. Sticks cut his
            wheel hard to the left. His right front end struck the animal, spinning his car in a 180-degree circle as he lost control
            for an ephemeral second. The car ran off the road and into a ditch.
         

         
         “What the fuck was that?” Ray J screamed, completely shook.

         
         “I don’t know, man. It was a deer or something.” Sticks spun the right-side tire as he tried to get out of the ditch.

         
         “You gonna dig us in a hole and we ain’t never gonna get outta here. I told you to slow down. You should’ve listened,” Ray
            J said, looking all around the deserted countryside of nothingness. The vast lands stretched as far as the eye could see.
            There were only rows and rows of green grass and heavily penetrated wooded areas of different types of oak and maples traveling
            alongside the interstate.
         

         
         “Come on, let’s get out and take a look,” Sticks said.

         
         Is this nigga crazy? I’m not getting out of this car. It’s too damn dark out here.

         
         “Hey, go on back there and see if you can push her and I’ll give it a little gas,” Ray J said, sliding right over to the driver’s
            seat, ready to put that motherfucker in reverse and run Stick’s ass over.
         

         
         He lucky I don’t have the girl yet, ’cause that’s what I’d do. Run his dumb ass over. Now we stuck out here in the middle
               of bubble fuck nowhere in the goddamn dark with his dumb ass crashing into deer and shit.

         
         It was scary, pitch-black “can’t see nothing but the twinkling of the stars in the sky” dark out there. Tennessee was backwoods
            at its finest, home of Davy Crockett and the birthplace of country music.
         

         
         Sticks put his hands on the trunk of the car and began to push as Ray J stepped on the gas pedal, causing the tire to spin
            and dirt to fly up, hitting Sticks in the face and soiling his clothing.
         

         
         “Hey, stop, man, you fucking me all up back here!” he huffed at Ray J, who put the car in park.

         
         “What’s the matter?” Ray J hollered out the window.

         
         “Man, you got dirt flying everywhere back here. Wait a minute. The ground is way too soft.”

         
         Sticks examined the hole the spinning tire had dug. Car lights could be seen traveling a half-mile distance down the road.

         
         “Look, maybe we can get some help out here.”

         
         “Shit, with our luck, fuck around and Jason pull up out this bitch. Then what? KKK have us tied up out this motherfucker and
            won’t nobody ever know and won’t nobody ever find us.”
         

         
         “Yo, wait until we get back, man. I’m telling everybody yous’a big-ass scaredy cat.”

         
         No, you not. You won’t be getting back to tell nobody nothing, Ray J thought.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Name Game

         
         “Are we still on for next Saturday with your parents?” Vivian asked, already thinking of the perfect tan dress for dinner
            at Le Bec-Fin with Tommy’s mom and dad.
         

         
         “Oh, shit, I almost forgot. My parents are coming this week!” he exclaimed, literally.

         
         “Um, yeah, how can you forget that? So, I take it we’re still on for dinner at Le Bec, right?” she asked, lobbing cut tomatoes
            into a bowl filled with lettuce, cucumber, and shaved carrots and tossing her blond hair away from her face at the same time.
         

         
         “Yeah, yeah, we’re still on,” Tommy mumbled, his mind now thinking of who he could possibly hire to clean up his apartment.
            God knows if his mother took one look at his place in the condition it was in, he’d never hear the end of it. He could hear
            her now. “Dear God, Tommy, look at how you live. If I didn’t know better, I would swear a wildebeest lives here and not my
            son. I didn’t raise you to live like this.”
         

         
         Then his father would add his two cents. “Margaret, please, leave the boy alone. He’s a single man. He’s living fine.” They
            would go back and forth and Tommy would never hear the end of it.
         

         
         “Matty moved back home,” Tommy said as he set two places at the table.

         
         “Are you serious? Your parents let him move back into their house? Do you think they should’ve done that under the circumstances?”
            she asked, biting a sliced cucumber from out of a tossed salad.
         

         
         “Probably not, but something tells me I’ll never hear the end of it.”

         
         “Is he okay?” Vivian placed the salad bowl on the table and sat a large spoon next to it.

         
         “I don’t think Matty will ever be okay. But if he can stay clean, who knows?”

         
         Tommy grew silent, thinking of the last time he had seen his brother. It was Tommy who had picked him up from Castle Rehabilitation
            after a drug overdose almost took his life seven months ago.
         

         
         “You okay, Tommy? You look like you’re out in space. Earth to Tommy, hello in there.” She waved her hand in front of his face
            as she bent down and stared into his eyes, kissing his lips softly. “Do you hear me, Tommy?”
         

         
         “Yeah, Viv, I’m only thinking.”

         
         “Well, come on, think and eat. I got all your favorites. Salad with Italian dressing, chicken parmigiana with melted mozzarella,
            thin spaghetti, homemade gravy, and fresh cannoli for dessert I picked up from your uncle Vito’s bakery.”
         

         
         “No way, you went down to Uncle Vito’s?”

         
         “Yeah, I did, just for you, Tommy,” she said as she wrapped her arms around his neck. “I worry about you, seriously.”

         
         “Viv, I’m keeping it together. It’s all good, no need to worry.”

         
         “What about work? What’s going on with the Somerset Killer case?” she asked, letting him go and making her way back into the
            kitchen.
         

         
         “Viv, you’re killing me here. I don’t want to talk about it.”

         
         “The newspaper said that trial had to be postponed because the witness was missing.”

         
         “Yeah, another headache, Viv. I don’t want to talk about work. I want to have a nice, quiet night at home with you.”

         
         “Okay, fine, we don’t have to talk about it.” She paused for a moment. “I got the biggest break in one of my cases today.
            Seriously, Tommy, a huge break. Remember the bank case and everything? All those tedious hours of watching bank surveillance
            videos. I swear, you won’t believe it. Finally, a real person, can you believe it? Some girl was stupid enough to walk into
            a bank, take fifty thousand dollars out, and use her real name. It’s unbelievable. We got her real name, her real address,
            everything, and get this, guess what the best part is?”
         

         
         “Viv, I don’t care what the best part is. I told you; I don’t want to talk about work. Not mine, not yours, not anything.
            Can’t we pretend, for once, you’re a secretary instead of an FBI agent? How about we can pretend I’m a former police detective,
            being as though Captain Dan is going to have my badge if . . . I don’t even want to talk about it.”
         

         
         Tommy shook off the worst possible outcome from his mind. He couldn’t help thinking about the murders he and his partner,
            Merva Ross, were unable to solve. While they had captured Bernard Guess and had him in custody awaiting trial, there was someone
            else out there leaving a string of dead bodies behind and they were all connected to the Somerset Murders.
         

         
         “Tommy, I’m sorry. Come on, sit down. Let’s eat dinner. We don’t have to talk, okay?”

         
         Vivian didn’t want to upset him. Just as she sat down and asked him to pass the salad dressing, her pager went off.

         
         “See, we can’t even have a quiet dinner at home with the two of us, Viv.”

         
         “Yes, we can. Let me check in. It’s Chambers.”

         
         Vivian picked up the phone and dialed Chambers back. She waited, the phone rang twice, and he picked up. Tommy continued on
            with dinner, digging into the plate of chicken parmigiana, adding gravy to his spaghetti as he listened to a one-sided conversation.
         

         
         “I knew she’d show up. They always do. I’m coming in. I want to make the arrest. I’ll be there.”

         
         “A quiet meal together, just the two of us?” he questioned as he watched her hang up the phone.

         
         “Tommy, my case, we’ve located this Fothergill character. I’ve got to go,” she said, gathering her hair and pulling it back
            into a ponytail.
         

         
         Did she say Fothergill? Can’t be the same person.

         
         She ran into their bedroom and grabbed a prepacked Bric’s carry-on bag in the corner of her closet.

         
         “You said Fothergill?” he questioned slyly.

         
         Tommy stood still, watching her spin around her apartment like a Tasmanian devil. Within less than three minutes, she was
            at the door, Bric’s bag, purse, and lightweight jacket all in hand.
         

         
         “Yeah, she cashed in on a fraudulent check and walked out of a bank with fifty thousand dollars.”

         
         “What’s the name again?”

         
         “Fothergill, um, like Daisy something or other. Here, kiss me and don’t be mad. I’ll be back tomorrow.”

         
         “Mad? Are you insane? I can’t fucking believe you,” he said with delight, a completely different personality from the grumpy,
            disengaged boyfriend she was having dinner with. He picked her up and kissed her. “Viv, she’s the missing witness we’ve been
            looking for. The unidentified witness from the newspaper headlines. You don’t know, Vivian, you saved my ass. Come on, let’s
            go. I have to bring her in. She has to get back here to testify.”
         

         
         “Wow, I thought you didn’t want to talk about my work,” she said with a hint of sarcasm.

         
         “Are you nuts? I want to hear about your work every day from now on, baby. Oh, my God, Vivian, I fucking love you. You are
            the best, babe. I could marry you right now,” he said, grabbing her head and kissing her face.
         

         
         “Well, aren’t you the excited one?” Vivian closed and locked her door behind them. “Come on, let’s go get your star witness and then we can go look at rings.”
         

         
         “Viv, I said I could marry you right now. I said nothing about later.”

         
         “Whatever, Tommy, whatever. Remember, um, don’t you need your witness?”

         
         “So, you want to shop for rings?”

         
         “Do I?” she said, smiling again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Busted

         
         Daisy was busy in the kitchen making her first attempt at preparing Billy a homecooked meal. He said his favorite was meat
            loaf and mashed potatoes and he could eat it every day of his life and be content. It was a simple meal for a simple man.
            However, it was turning out to be rather difficult for her to prepare.
         

         
         Poor Daisy had never attempted to cook for herself, let alone a man. She had cut her finger twice trying to cut the skin off
            the potatoes so, instead, she was boiling them with the skin on.
         

         
         We’ll figure out how to get the skin off later or maybe we’ll have mashed potatoes and skin peelings.

         
         Sounded like a good plan to her. Besides, her momma always said all the vitamins and nutrients were in the skin anyway. The
            meat loaf would have turned out perfectly had she not still had it in the oven cooking. A little dry but ketchup would fix
            it.
         

         
         Billy won’t know the difference.

         
         She heard him knocking at the door. Quickly, she wiped her hands on a towel and opened the door, letting him come inside from
            the long hallway that led to the staircase.
         

         
         “Hi, Daisy Mae,” he said, sure and confident.

         
         “Hey, Billy, come on in and make yourself right at home. Would you like some lemonade? I made it myself, freshly squeezed.”

         
         “I’ll take a glass, thank you kindly,” he said as he sat down on the sofa and reached for the remote. “You mind if I change
            this channel? It’s football Sunday, Daisy Mae?”
         

         
         “Billy, you tell me all the time. Go on ahead and change the channel,” she said, removing her pot of boiling potatoes off
            the stove.
         

         
         She opened the refrigerator door, realizing she had forgotten the sour cream. “Dagnabbit,” she said, thinking of how important
            the sour cream was to the recipe for creamy homestyle mashed potatoes she got out of her Southern flavor cookbook, which she
            purposefully purchased at the Barnes & Noble downtown. “I knew I forgot something. I swear, sometimes I think I left my head
            on the bus.”
         

         
         “What, Daisy? What happened?”

         
         “I forgot the sour cream,” she said, cursing herself.

         
         “Well, I can run down to the market and get you some if you want.”

         
         “No, Billy, you’ve been working at the factory and whatnot. Go on and rest. I’ll run down to the store. Watch your football
            game,” she said, grabbing her purse and car keys.
         

         
         

         For Sticks, he had about had it with the South and wanted to go home. It had been two of the longest, hottest days he had
            ever experienced in his life. His travel companion offered no relief in comparison to the merciless heat that engulfed them.
            Sticks was stripped down to a dirty wifebeater, dirty jeans, and dirty Adidas and looked raggedy and withered; drained. The
            deer, the ditch, the tow, the Crazy 8 Motel they stayed in, Ray J, the diners with nothing on the menu but eggs over easy,
            biscuits, gravy, sausage, juice, and water. That’s it; don’t ask for anything else.
         

         
         “Do you have turkey bacon, Ethel?” Sticks asked, reading Ethel’s name tag and wondering how she got her hair to stand up in
            a beehive bun on top of her head.
         

         
         “No, it’s not on the menu, sir,” said a robot woman with bright blue eyeshadow on top of her lids and cherry red lipstick
            painted on her mouth.
         

         
         “Just runny eggs, sausage, biscuits, and gravy?” he asked, apparently talking to himself as she stood there waiting for his
            order. “I wanted pancakes. No pancakes?” he asked, realizing he was in hillbilly hell.
         

         
         “No, it’s not on the menu, sir.”

         
         “That’s because there’s nothing on the menu in this motherfucker,” he said, sliding the menu across the countertop at her
            and walking out.
         

         
         That was a couple of hours ago and he still had not eaten. Sticks and Ray J pulled into the Shalat Apartment Homes. The investigator
            had done a thorough search, leaving no stone unturned and delivering valuable and precise information back to Simon Shuller.
         

         
         “Let me see here.” Sticks glanced at the piece of paper Simon Shuller had handed him. “Okay, she’s in apartment 1805.”

         
         It was all about to go down. He parked his car around the back of the building. They got out of the car as Ray J checked his
            .45, tucking it in the back of his pants. “Let’s go get this done,” he said to Sticks.
         

         
         “Let’s do it,” Sticks agreed and led the way with Ray J close behind. They reached apartment 1805. Sticks knocked at the door,
            then stepped to the side.
         

         
         “Damn, you sure was quick about it,” Billy said as he opened the door. “What you do, fly to the—” he said as he swung the
            door back to the unfamiliar faces in front of him.
         

         
         No one said a word. Everyone exchanged quick glances as Ray J eyed inside the apartment for others.

         
         “Is Daisy here?” Sticks asked.

         
         Unknowingly, Billy answered him. “Well, she’s not here right now. But she’ll be back.”

         
         That was all Ray J had to hear. He had found his mark; it was time for some action. He pulled his .45 from behind his back
            and held it at point-blank range in Billy’s face.
         

         
         “Hey, what’s going on here?” Billy asked obliviously, being backed into the apartment as the door closed behind the three
            of them.
         

         
         Sticks asked, “Who the fuck are you?”

         
         “Nobody, I’m nobody.” Billy was scared to death and about to pee on himself. He’d never had a gun pointed at him. God, please don’t let them kill me.

         
         “What the fuck you doing here, nobody?” questioned Ray J as Sticks looked around the apartment for signs someone else was
            there.
         

         
         “I’m only visiting,” Billy replied, trembling on the inside.

         
         Sticks asked, “Where’s Daisy?”

         
         Billy stood in silence for a minute as he thought about everything going on. As scared as he was, he’d have to face the unknown,
            but there was no way he was telling these guys Daisy was down the road at Wilber’s Market. One thing was for sure, two things
            were for certain: Daisy was in a world of trouble with the likes of these guys looking for her and Billy knew they were there
            to bring her no good.
         

         
         “Nobody, where’s Daisy?” Ray J poked his side with the gun.

         
         “I can’t tell you that,” he said, knees trembling.

         
         “What did you say?” Sticks turned around, frowned his eyebrows, and busted Billy dead on his jaw with a right hand.

         
         Billy fell back but caught himself before falling. “I know you ain’t protecting this whore. I’m gonna ask you one more time.
            Where the fuck is Daisy?”
         

         
         Billy realized they meant business. He prayed and prayed she didn’t walk back through that door. He didn’t want to see her
            hurt. Before he could even think about responding, he found himself the target of a brutal beating. On the floor, in a fetal
            position, he was kicked and stomped down. His head bleeding, blood dripping from his mouth, his shoulder completely dislocated
            from the stomping, and two of his ribs were broken.
         

         
         Ray J bent down and put the gun in Billy’s face once again. “I’m gonna ask you one more time. Where’s the girl?”

         
         Billy had already seen his life flash in front of his eyes, all twenty-six years. Ray J stuck the barrel of the gun in Billy’s
            mouth. “Nigga, I’ll blow your brains out, you fucking understand me? Answer me.” Ray J was ready to kill him.
         

         
         Sticks wanted to make it back home. He damn sure didn’t want to get jammed up down south.

         
         “Whoa, calm down, man,” he said, nodding to Ray J to be easy. Then he added, “What the fuck is you protecting her for? She’s
            a whore. Everybody fucked her.”
         

         
         Billy lay still on the ground, listening to Sticks as his eyes shot daggers of death at him.

         
         “What, you like her? You getting mad ’cause I’m talking about your ho? Ya’ll in here playing whorehouse and shit. I see somebody
            in there cooking and shit. Man, you can’t turn no whore into a housewife. Shit won’t work,” Sticks said.
         

         
         Tears fell from Billy’s eyes as he listened to Sticks slander and degrade Daisy. He was in so much pain, his side hurt more
            than his head, and he could feel one of his teeth on the upper top right side was loose. All he could do was lie still on
            the floor, holding his side tightly with both his arms, trying to protect the area in case they kicked him again.
         

         
         “Man, hog-tie this motherfucker.” Ray J reached in a bag he had carried from the car, throwing a roll of string to Sticks.
            “Tie him up tight too.”
         

         
         Sticks thought nothing of it, caught the rope in midair, put his gun down, and rolled Billy onto his stomach, showing no mercy.
            Billy screamed out in agonizing pain as Sticks began to tie him up, folding his wrists behind his back and using the rope
            to secure them. After his wrists, he tied his feet together at the ankles. Then, before he could turn around and tie Billy’s
            ankles to his wrists, he felt the barrel of cold steel pressed against the back right side of his head. He looked down at
            Ray J’s feet, standing right behind him, about to take his life.
         

         
         “Simon Shuller sends his best regards.”

         
         Ray J pulled the trigger, taking the perfect shot. Just in time to see it coming, rather than never knowing what hit him,
            Sticks realized it was coming. Death and the grim reaper was a tall, light-skinned, big, solid-built nigga named Ray J Johnson.
         

         
         Shocked at first, Sticks looked over his shoulder at Ray J, then his hand felt the back of his head, and he could feel his
            body falling next to Billy’s.
         

         
         Sticks heard Ray J hollering, “Shut the fuck up,” and then there was darkness.

         
         “Aw, damn, mister, please don’t kill me. I won’t say a word,” Billy said as the keys to the door could be heard on the other
            side. It was Daisy coming back from the store. She opened the door and walked straight into the kitchen, never even looking
            inside the living room.
         

         
         “Hey, Billy, I’m back,” she said, sitting her things on the counter. She turned the corner and her eyes widened to the size
            of golf balls. “Billy, oh my God,” she screamed. “Are you okay?” she said, running to him.
         

         
         “Watch out, Daisy,” Billy said as Ray J grabbed her.

         
         Daisy struggled as Ray J tightened his grip around her body with one arm, his free hand around her neck, choking her as he
            pressed his body against hers. “I remember you, from the Honey Dipper, right?” he questioned, checking out her face real good.
            “Shit, I almost didn’t recognize you with your clothes on. Damn, you had a nice body, girl, and a pretty pussy. I always did
            want to fuck you. I missed that damn party, the bachelor party. I heard, though. I heard all about you. You take a lot of
            dick, baby. Damn, you fine.”
         

         
         Daisy whimpered as she looked over at Billy. He looked badly beaten, his head was swollen, and blood was still dripping out
            his mouth.
         

         
         He looked up at Ray J holding a gun to Daisy’s side with his arm still wrapped around her, while his other free hand began
            to fondle her body.
         

         
         “Please, stop. I don’t do that no more,” she said, fighting his hand off.

         
         “Bitch, is you crazy?” Ray J smacked Daisy in the face three times with his free hand. She couldn’t block him or duck him.
            Then he grabbed her hair, pulled her close to him, and looked her dead in the eyes. “You fucked everybody and you begging
            me? Looking at me like I’m disgusting you. You gonna beg me, alright. Let’s go.”
         

         
         Daisy stood motionless, the gun and the circumstances consuming her. Her past was right in her face and as numb as she had
            been all those years, she was as numb as she was standing there in the living room of her present.
         

         
         “Come on, we got to go. You got court,” Ray J said.

         
         “Get off her,” Billy hollered out, tied and unable to do anything.

         
         “Damn, shut the fuck up, nigga,” Ray J said before turning around and firing one bullet to silence him. It seemed as though
            she heard him, after he was shot, or maybe it was the single shot that broke her reverie.
         

         
         “Billy, no! Oh, God, please, no, Billy!” she screamed, trying to break free from Ray J as Billy lay on the floor in a pool
            of blood.
         

         
         “Bitch, say one word and I’ll kill you too. Shut up!” he commanded, grabbing her hair as he dragged her across the floor.

         
         He made her reach down in Sticks’s pocket and get the keys to the car. “Hurry up about it, and come on,” he ordered.

         
         That was all he needed. His business here was complete, and upon returning home he’d collect a king-size ransom for a hard
            day’s work.
         

         
         Just as he opened the door and stepped outside the apartment, he saw Agents Lang and Chambers turning the corner and heading
            toward them.
         

         
         “Daisy Mae Fothergill, FBI!” Agent Lang yelled out.

         
         Lang took one suspecting look at Daisy and recognized her from the video surveillance at the bank. The suspect was only forty
            feet away. Just as she went to reach for her piece, like bolts of lightning, Ray J began firing at them.
         

         
         “Watch out!” Chambers yelled as he pushed Lang into the safety of a doorway two feet inside the hallway wall, body-pressing
            her from harm. He peeked around the tiny corner of the cubby entrance to the room. The coast was clear.
         

         
         “Come on,” he said, nodding to Lang as gunshots could be heard from outside. Tommy had given strict orders that there was
            to be no exchange of gunfire that could hurt his star witness. An FBI agent using a bullhorn was offering fake solace to Ray
            J who was hiding behind a tree and using Daisy as a human shield. The agent quickly took out his clip and replaced it, fully
            loaded and ready.
         

         
         “I got him. I got a clear shot,” an FBI agent could be heard saying through the walkie device headpiece plugged into Delgado’s
            ear.
         

         
         “Take him,” he said, believing the kid would make the shot.

         
         But off by two inches with his own aim, and a sudden movement by Ray J himself, the sniper was hit dead on his shoulder bone,
            shattering it into a thousand pieces inside his flesh.
         

         
         “Ahh!” Daisy screamed for help as Ray J took the hit to his shoulder, letting her go, screaming in pain. He reached for his
            arm, but another bullet pierced his chest cavity and knocked him back onto the ground where he crawled against the tree.
         

         
         The sniper from on top of the roof zeroed in on Ray J through the scope of his AK-47. Ray J no longer had Daisy to use as
            a human shield. He was outnumbered and he realized it. He lifted his gun and pointed it at Daisy.
         

         
         The gunshot seemed surreal. Tommy Delgado fired it right above Daisy’s head, taking the chance she wouldn’t interrupt its
            path. Daisy turned around to see Ray J with his gun in hand, pointed at her, and a bullet hole right between his eyes before
            he fell back onto the ground right beside her.
         

         
         “It’s my favorite shot,” he shouted, looking at Daisy who seemed like she was about to faint. “Daisy Mae Fothergill?”

         
         Unable to speak, she nodded. Delgado held out his hand, helped her up.

         
         “I’m Detective Delgado. Do you remember me?”

         
         Daisy softly nodded her head again.

         
         “We talked awhile back. I’m here now and I’m going to take care of you. Everything will be alright,” he said as a broken and
            frightened Daisy Mae began to cry in his arms. “It’s okay. We’re going back home now.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Banking Business

         
         Bobby DeSimone entered Durran-Fromhold Correctional Facility on State Road. Politely, he held the door for a young Black girl
            pushing a baby stroller. I would never want my kids to come through the door of this place, even if it were to visit me. And he meant it. This was no place for children. No place at all for them. He bypassed the waiting line, walked over to a
            desk, and spoke with a correctional officer who politely escorted him to a private waiting area.
         

         
         “Probably be about twenty minutes. They just finished count. I’ll let the C.O. on his block know you’re here.”

         
         Within fifteen minutes, Bernard Guess was seated at a table in a room where DeSimone was waiting for him.

         
         “I didn’t know you were coming,” he said as he placed his handcuffed wrists on the table in front of himself.

         
         “Me neither, kid, but something’s come up. The police got the girl.”

         
         “I don’t understand,” Nard said.

         
         “I called Sticks and his girlfriend claimed him and some guy named Ray J . . . Do you know him?”

         
         “No,” Nard responded, unfamiliar with the name.

         
         “Well, they were both killed in a shootout with the police down in Murfreesboro, Tennessee.”

         
         “What were they doing there?” Nard thought of the consequences of Sticks’s death. Damn, not Sticks. That was my man.

         
         “I don’t know, but one of my sources claims the girl was taken into custody after the shootout with the police.”

         
         “So, what does that mean?”

         
         “Well, it means I can’t speak to her. It means I can’t confirm she’s giving us an alibi. Then this morning, I got a call from
            the DA’s Office. They took the case down to manslaughter and offered you a plea bargain of fifteen to twenty years, eligible
            for parole in eight.”
         

         
         Is he insane? I’m not taking no plea deal. The girl got the alibi for me. What’s wrong with him? Is he trying to hang me?
               He doesn’t want to do the work.

         
         “Hell no, is you crazy? I’m not doing no fucking eight years.” Nard pounded his hands down on the table. “I got an alibi.
            The girl told you; she told the investigator. It’s done. Sticks told me not to worry.”
         

         
         “Yeah, but Sticks is dead now and I can’t talk to this girl. I think if there’s a chance—”

         
         “Man, look, I’m not taking no plea deal. Fuck fifteen to twenty. What kind of deal is that anyway? There’s no chance I would
            make parole in eight years. I’m stuck. Nah, my man Sticks said we had nothing to worry about. He said the girl was straight
            and he took care of her. She’s going to do the right thing.”
         

         
         “You’re willing to take that chance?”

         
         “What choice do I got? That plea bargain shit you got ain’t no option.”

         
         “It’s just that—”

         
         “You need to realize I’m not doing no prison time. Listen, I got an alibi. I got the girl. She’s going to do the right thing,
            trust me. Her testimony is in the bag. Sticks told me not to worry.”
         

         
         “So, you want me to turn the deal down?”

         
         “Fuck that deal. I’m not going to jail. Watch! Everything is going to work out.”

         
         Bobby DeSimone looked at Nard and he began to believe in Nard’s confidence.

         
         “You’re right. If you’ve got the alibi, why plead out, right?”

         
         “Right.”

         
         

         Daisy was taken into police protective custody where she would remain. The police, after what happened in Tennessee, felt
            it better to be safe than sorry. Daisy had returned with Agents Lang and Chambers and was under their federal jurisdiction.
            It turned out the bank error wasn’t an error at all. She was a cohost in the biggest counterfeit check scam the banking industry
            had seen. Over seventy million dollars in counterfeit checks over the last five years and here, finally, was the missing link.
         

         
         “Hi, Daisy. Can I get you some coffee, juice, soda, water perhaps?” Agent Lang closed the door behind her and sat at her desk.

         
         “Um, no, I’m fine,” Daisy said. “Thank you, though.”

         
         “So, Daisy, what happened to the fifty thousand dollars you took out of the bank?”

         
         Daisy was completely caught off guard. She didn’t know what to say. She didn’t want to give it back. She needed that money
            so she wouldn’t have to strip or dance again.
         

         
         “Well, I spent it, I guess.”

         
         “Fifty thousand dollars? You spent it in less than two months?”

         
         “Mm-hmm,” she said, lying through her teeth.

         
         “What did you spend it on?”

         
         “Well, I sort of spent it on a bunch of stuff.”

         
         “Do you realize whose money that is, Daisy?” Vivian asked, curious to hear her answer.

         
         “Well, I guess it belongs to the bank.”

         
         “Where did the check come from?”

         
         “I don’t know. I never saw no check.”

         
         “So, you woke up one morning and decided to go take fifty thousand dollars out of the bank you knew wasn’t yours.”

         
         “Well, I thought the bank made some kind of error and, yeah, I woke up and went on down to the bank and got the money. I still
            don’t know what I did wrong.”
         

         
         “Have you ever seen this check before?”

         
         Daisy stared at a check in the amount of fifty thousand dollars. “No.”

         
         “Is that your signature?”

         
         “No, ma’am, not mine.”

         
         “This check is counterfeit.”

         
         “Well, if it’s counterfeit, why’d the bank give me the money?”

         
         “At the time, they didn’t know. I want you to do me a favor. I want you to look at the bank’s video surveillance and I want
            you to tell me if you recognize anyone in the bank.”
         

         
         Vivian Lang walked around her desk to a television sitting catty-cornered in her office on a steel rack. She grabbed the remote,
            sat on the corner of her desk, and pressed play. Daisy watched patiently as an old woman walked into the bank with Reggie
            Carter, her missing man.
         

         
         “Oh, my God! That’s Reggie, and that’s his . . . his mom.”

         
         “His mother?” Lang questioned.

         
         “Yeah, his mom.”

         
         This case was getting weirder and weirder by the second. They finished looking at the tapes and Daisy couldn’t believe it.
            Reggie and his mother had a counterfeit check they put in her account. She watched the tape of the old woman coming in the
            bank trying to take the money, and leaving rather hastily once finding out the account was frozen.
         

         
         “They must have gotten scared and left after hearing your account was frozen.” Lang threw the possibility out in the air to
            see Daisy’s reaction. Truth hurts and the look on Daisy’s face said she was in agonizing pain.
         

         
         “Must have.” Daisy was shocked and embarrassed Reggie was a bank thief, not the businessman she thought he was.

         
         “When is the last time you saw him?” asked Lang, marking the date on her notepad. It was the same day he made the bank deposit.
            Poor girl, I wonder if she gets the picture. It wouldn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out he was only using her.
         

         
         Daisy sat still, thinking to herself and unable to believe Reggie Carter was a lie. But I thought he loved me. Once the bank said the account was frozen, he had no choice but to roll out. He thought the FBI and the bank were onto him.
            But Reggie thought wrong. The FBI and the bank weren’t onto him. They were onto Daisy. The only reason Daisy’s account had
            been frozen was because she had been cashing Abigail’s Social Security checks. The problem was Abigail was dead.
         

         
         When the government finally did receive the death certificate, they immediately credited that money back to the government,
            charging the bank. The bank then went after Daisy for the money, freezing the account and marking her in the hole. So, when
            Reggie came along and got her banking information, and then deposited the check, the check cleared but the account was frozen
            only because Daisy had been cashing her dead mother’s Social Security money. Once Daisy realized she was fifty thousand dollars
            richer and went into the bank, the freeze was lifted and she was given the money, minus her debt to the bank. Agent Lang’s
            video surveillance showed it all.
         

         
         “That’s Reggie Carter,” Daisy said. “That’s him right there.”

         
         It would later be proven his name wasn’t Reggie Carter at all, but Jackson Fontaine. The woman she thought to be his mother,
            the one he introduced as his mother, really wasn’t. She was the check maker, the actual key to the entire operation.
         

         
         Reggie’s biggest crime was knowing how to target the unsuspecting. He knew all along what she did for a living. He wanted
            sex so that’s why he targeted her. He wasn’t lacking in mental acuity by any means. He robbed banks and he got away free,
            clean, and clear. Until Daisy Mae, that is. She was the first real link to a name and a face Agent Lang had throughout the
            entire database collection.
         

         
         And with all the information Daisy had on him, she would prove to be a valuable resource for Agent Lang and Agent Chambers.
            It was a long, sordid, ugly scenario once Daisy looked at the videotapes and got a full grasp of the situation. She was overwhelmed
            with grief. I thought he loved me. When she told her story to Agent Lang, how she quit her job, was house-hunting, and thought he was going to marry her, even
            Agent Lang felt remorseful.
         

         
         “Listen, this is a lesson. You live, you learn. Don’t beat yourself up. I need you do to one more thing for me, Daisy.”

         
         She sat Daisy in a room with a piece of paper and a pen, cameras secretly rolling. “I need you to sign this paper for me one
            hundred times, okay?”
         

         
         “Just my mother’s name?”

         
         “Yup, that’s it, just your mother’s name.”

         
         Agent Lang smiled at her as she closed the door. She walked no more than a yard away, opened a door, and stood next to her
            partner as they watched Daisy signing her mother’s signature through a mirrored wall.
         

         
         “If this girl fails the stenography test, I will put her under the penitentiary myself,” Lang said.

         
         “Yeah, I’m hoping she didn’t sign that check too. I sort of feel sorry for her. So far, her story pans out and everything
            she’s told us about this Carter character has been right on point. She was the missing link,” Chambers said.
         

         
         “We’ll see. I hope so,” Lang added, watching Daisy through the glass wall.

         
         Lang rushed the signature pages to be analyzed by a team of handwriting specialists. Tommy paced up and down the floor.

         
         “I’m telling you, Viv, she’s telling the truth. I can feel it. She didn’t know what that scumbag was doing. He was using her,
            that’s it.”
         

         
         “You bet on your gut. I’m strictly science and what can be proven,” Vivian said. “But I do hope you’re right this time, Tommy
            Delgado,” she said, placing a call into Chambers to see if he’d heard anything yet.
         

         
         Sure enough, the findings concluded Daisy did not endorse the counterfeit check. Had that been the case, Daisy would be going
            to prison for a long time. Be it as it may, the fact that she cooperated with Agents Lang and Chambers and helped them in
            their investigation freed and cleared her, and the debt of fifty thousand dollars owed to the bank was mysteriously wiped
            out of the system and marked paid. By the time Agent Lang and Agent Chambers were ready to release Daisy from their custody,
            Detectives Tommy Delgado and Merva Ross were patiently waiting for her.
         

         
         “You ready, kid?” Tommy asked.

         
         “No, not really.” Daisy realized she was about to testify and then go into protective custody. Her life would never be the
            same. She thought of everything that had happened because she gave the alibi. I miss my family. I miss Tennessee, she thought, wondering if she’d ever see either again.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, it’ll be a piece of cake.” Merva placed her hand on Daisy’s shoulder, escorting her out of the federal building
            and into the back of an unmarked, tinted police car.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Standing Ovation

         
         Daisy looked around the courtroom at all the rows and rows of people as she was led in from a private back room. It would
            be the same private room she would be escorted back to before being transferred out and relocated into protective custody.
            She had been rehearsed for countless hours by the District Attorney’s Office. And she had grappled with herself for days about
            what she had to do. For her, it was do or die. And at the rate she was going, she would be dead if not for Tommy Delgado and
            Vivian Lang.
         

         
         After the shootout at the Shalat Apartment Homes, Daisy was timorous for her life. And why should she not be? Right now, she
            was the target, she was the alibi, she was the one being put on display, and it was she who was most sought after.
         

         
         The judge declined the use of cameras and video and ordered all media to stand outside his courtroom. Even newspaper journalists
            were barred. When faced with testimony from those in protective custody, the judge always utilized precautions. Today was
            a testimony that would be made of record and dispersed to the media by the judge’s law clerk after the stenographer transcribed
            it.
         

         
         Daisy was led to the stand, her eyes bouncing around the courtroom, desperately trying to find a focal. She was so nervous,
            she had tears in her eyes. She didn’t know if she could go through with it, but she was yearning for it to be over. Nervous,
            so nervous she felt her stomach churning, her mouth began to water as she climbed the steps and sat down in the chair. She
            remembered what Detective Ross said to her.
         

         
         “Don’t look at him. Don’t make eye contact with him. Stare away from him. I don’t want him looking at you all crazy, trying
            to intimidate you. Right, Tommy?” Merva asked as they were prepping her one last time in the tiny courthouse room.
         

         
         “Yeah, she’s right. This guy is a creep. Don’t look at him at all. Okay, kid?” he said, realizing she was a twenty-two-year-old
            kid who had gotten herself in the worst trouble imaginable.
         

         
         “Please stand and place your hand on the Bible.”

         
         And, of course, she did, glancing over at the rows of jurors who had twenty-four eyeballs all glued on her.

         
         “Is the testimony you are about to give today the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth?”

         
         The question rang in her mind as her hand lay on the Bible. She had not seen a Bible since her days at the Trinity Spirit
            Worship House of God and she thought back to all the peace and solace she had found in Tennessee.
         

         
         “Yes, it is,” she said assuredly.

         
         “You may be seated.”

         
         Daisy sat down as the district attorney who had briefed her walked over to the podium where she was seated. Daisy chose to
            make the sheriff standing at the back door her focal point. She would look at the door, the sheriff, and she’d look at the
            district attorney.
         

         
         “Would you state your name for the record please?”

         
         “Daisy Mae Fothergill,” Daisy said as she glanced over at the jurors once again.

         
         “Okay, on the night of November fifth, 1986, where were you?”

         
         “I believe I was working that night,” Daisy said, her apprehension calming inside her.

         
         “And where did you work?”

         
         “At the time, I was working at the Honey Dipper?”

         
         “What kind of work did you do at the Honey Dipper, Ms. Fothergill?”

         
         “I was a stripper and an exotic dancer.”

         
         “On the night of November fifth, 1986, do you recall seeing this man, a patron at the Honey Dipper?”

         
         Daisy paused as her eyes met Nard’s and the look of wishful thinking was more of a silent plea. Daisy quickly turned her head,
            remembering what Detective Ross said.
         

         
         “No, I do not recall seeing him there,” she said, poised and composed.

         
         It was at that moment, it was those words, it was unbelievable to say the least, but all of Nard’s hopes and dreams escaped
            him. A lump in his throat swelled and he couldn’t swallow, he couldn’t think.
         

         
         This isn’t supposed to be happening. That’s not what the fuck that bitch is supposed to be saying. What the fuck is she doing?
               What part of the game is this? What the fuck, Sticks? This bitch is drowning me. She’s selling me the fuck out! His eyes drew small as he watched her breathe every word she spoke against him. How can she? Sticks said it would be okay. What is she doing? What the fuck is going on?

         
         His head began to spin and his heart began to pound. He couldn’t believe everything he believed was a lie. He thought he had
            an alibi; he thought he was walking out the courtroom. He thought he was straight.
         

         
         “Have you ever seen the defendant before today?”

         
         “No, I have not.”

         
         Daisy recanted her previous statement to the private investigator hired by Simon Shuller on behalf of Bernard Guess as the
            jurors and those in the courtroom buzzed with disbelief. Her testimony sank the entire case for the defendant.
         

         
         “No more questions, Your Honor?”

         
         The judge nodded and then looked at Bobby DeSimone. “Your witness,” he said, wondering if DeSimone would be injudicious enough
            to question her.
         

         
         “Just a few questions, Your Honor. Ms. Fothergill, you say today that you never saw my client before. Is that correct?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “However, this is your signature. Is that correct?” he asked as he swiftly walked back over to his table and picked up an
            investigative report marked as Exhibit A.
         

         
         “Yes,” Daisy Mae calmly responded.

         
         “Your Honor, I would like this to be marked as Exhibit A,” he said, handing the document over to the judge.

         
         “In this document you state the defendant was with you on the night in question. Is that correct?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “So, today you’ve changed your mind and you want us to believe you were lying then?” he asked, his eyebrows arched, giving
            her and the jurors the Colbert Report stare down.
         

         
         “I was paid to say what I said.”

         
         “So, you can be bought? Is that your answer, Ms. Fothergill?”

         
         “Objection, Your Honor! Completely inappropriate,” the district attorney said as he quickly stood up and faced the court.

         
         “Sustained. Watch it, Mr. DeSimone.”

         
         “For the record, one more question here. Today, why should we believe you now? If you’ll lie once, you’ll lie twice.”

         
         “No, I’ve told the truth here today.”

         
         “Sure no one paid you to say what you’ve said, Ms. Fothergill?”

         
         “Objection, Your Honor.”

         
         “Sustained.”

         
         “No more questions.” DeSimone strolled over to his chair and sat behind the table.

         
         Even with DeSimone’s tricky and clever line of questioning, Nard’s heart continued to sink along with his fate as he bent
            his head down and stared into his lap. She didn’t do it; she didn’t give me the alibi. He looked at DeSimone, and a look of “sorry” was all over his face. I swear, I thought this bitch had me covered. What the fuck am I going to do now?

         
         “Will you be reexamining, Mr. Zone?”

         
         “Yes, thank you, Your Honor.”

         
         “Ms. Fothergill, you said you were paid to make the statements you formerly made to the private investigator hired on behalf
            of the defendant, correct?”
         

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Did anyone bribe you or pay you today?”

         
         “No.”

         
         “The statements you have made today, you’ve made of your own free will?”

         
         “Yes, that is correct.”

         
         “Are you absolutely positive the defendant was not with you on the night in question?”

         
         “I’m positive. He was not with me on the night in question.”

         
         “No more questions, Your Honor.”

         
         “You may step down, Ms. Fothergill,” the judge said as Daisy stood up and stepped down three stairs to the floor level of
            the courtroom.
         

         
         She glanced at Nard’s face. He scowled at her, a look of boiling hate.

         
         I know you don’t think it’s over, bitch. One day I’ll be back, and I’ll get you for what you’ve done to me.

         
         Daisy made her way off the stand, all the while telling herself, “I should’ve never been involved with this. I should’ve never
            given that alibi statement to the investigator.” Daisy felt that in her heart.
         

         
         Tommy was standing next to the bailiff, who led them both back into the small room down the hall from the judge’s chambers.

         
         The first question she asked was, “How did I do?”

         
         “You did great, Daisy. I couldn’t have done better. He tried to come at you on the cross, but you stayed composed.”

         
         “I was so scared. At first, I didn’t think I could speak,” she said as she sat down at the table.

         
         Tommy pulled up a chair and sat next to her.

         
         “You did great. Everything’s going to be okay. The state is going to take care of you, Daisy. You’ll be relocated in the next
            seventy-two hours and you’ll be able to start a new life for yourself. You are blessed to be alive. I see a lot working as
            a detective, Ross and I both do. And you’ve been through a lot. I want you to work with the liaison assigned to following
            through with your relocation. Make sure you get some counseling. Okay, kid?”
         

         
         “Mm-hmm,” Daisy replied.

         
         “Listen, life is crazy. We get caught up sometimes. Take care of yourself out there and don’t get caught up in anything else.
            Capiche?
         

         
         “Yeah, capiche,” she said, smiling back at Tommy.

         
         He was so cool, and so down to earth, like a cousin or a friend or something. He was the only man she had ever met who talked
            to her like he cared. Just as a friend, the way he treated her meant a lot.
         

         
         A knock came at the door and they both looked up from the table. A white man appeared at the door, young, brown-haired with
            glasses. He gave a nod to Tommy.
         

         
         “Uh, Daisy, I think someone is here to see you. Wait one minute.” Tommy got up and opened the door wider. Standing behind
            the detective were Billy and Kimmie Sue.
         

         
         “Hey, Daisy Mae.” Kimmie Sue hugged her cousin tightly. “Are you okay? We’ve been worried sick about you.”

         
         She looked at Billy. “What are you guys doing here?”

         
         “Coming to make sure you’re alright. That’s what family and friends are for, right?” he asked as he stared deeply into her
            eyes, wondering if she understood how much he had fallen in love with her.
         

         
         “I’ll step outside and give you two a few minutes.”

         
         Kimmie Sue walked out, closing the door behind her.

         
         “Oh, Billy, I’m so sorry,” she said, embarrassed at the thought of the last time she’d seen him and ashamed for all the pain
            she had caused him. “Look at you. You’re all bandaged up.”
         

         
         Her face began to crumble and her heart grew heavy as a flood of tears poured from her eyes and down her face.

         
         “Oh, now, Daisy Mae, I’ll be alright. The doctor said in a couple of weeks, I’ll be good as new. My shoulder’s a little tore
            up from that gunshot and I got some broken ribs. You can’t hug on me too tight, that’s all,” he said with the most charming
            of smiles.
         

         
         “I never meant for you to get hurt. You were the best thing that’s ever come into my life, Billy Bob Porter.” She covered
            her face as she began to sniffle.
         

         
         “Please don’t cry, Daisy Mae,” Billy said, passing her his handkerchief.

         
         “I’m sorry. I feel so bad. I’m so sorry, Billy,” she said, looking in his eyes, hoping he truly knew how sorry she was.

         
         “Here, I got you something, Daisy Mae. I never had a chance to give it to you ’cause you ran off to the store and when you
            came back, all hell had broken loose, but . . . here you go.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small black box.
            “This here is for you,” he said, extending his arm and handing the box to her.
         

         
         Slowly, she opened it. “Billy, I can’t take this,” she said, looking at him, confused.

         
         “What do you mean, Daisy Mae? Don’t you like it?”

         
         “Billy, I have to go into protective custody and they say once I do, I’ll never be able to come back,” she said, breaking
            down and beginning to cry again.
         

         
         “That’s why I’m so glad we got here before you had to go. Kimmie Sue said something like that but, Daisy, you’re the first
            girl I’ve ever loved and that there is your ring from me.”
         

         
         She cried and covered her face. “But I don’t deserve it.”

         
         “Of course you do. I love you, Daisy Mae. You’re my girl and you always will be. I wish you could stay, but I don’t want you
            in harm’s way. I can’t protect you like the law will, so you have to go. I want you to take that ring and every time you look
            at it, somewhere out there, remember I love you with all my heart. If you can do that, I’ll be okay with it,” he said, bringing
            her to tears.
         

         
         “Oh, Billy, I love you too. I don’t know what I’m gonna do without you,” she said as he comforted her, holding her close as
            he rubbed her head and shoulders and told her everything would be okay.
         

         
         “It’ll be okay.” Billy gazed into her eyes. “You’re going to be okay. These people are going to protect you now.”

         
         Even though nothing was right in her life, she somehow knew it would be.

         
         “I love you, Daisy Mae.”

         
         

         Dizzy walked into the back of Fabulous Willie Man’s Barbershop, sat down at a table, and nodded for one of the stock boys
            to bring him his usual cold bottle of Evian water. Dizzy only drank Evian and he guzzled it down all day long, believing it
            was keeping him alive.
         

         
         “So, the girl didn’t testify?” Simon asked.

         
         “Nope . . . According to her testimony, she wasn’t paid to testify. Inside sources are sayin’ Sticks never gave her that fifty
            thousand. He kept it and gave her his Cadillac Seville and bought him a new Mercedes.”
         

         
         “I’m glad we left his ass in Tennessee.”

         
         “Yeah, he’s not coming back and, as for the girl, they’re saying she’s not coming back either. They say she went into protective
            custody. You want me to trace her?”
         

         
         “Nah, for what? She doesn’t owe us anything. Let her go.” Simon’s thoughts were in overdrive. “And Nard?”

         
         “They’re saying he’ll be shipped out to Green in the next twenty-four hours to start serving his sentence. DeSimone says the
            possibility of an appeal getting granted looks good. It’s rough in Green, but I’ve already told our people out there to watch
            out for him when he comes through.”
         

         
         “What about his mother and his family? Are they straight?”

         
         “Oh yeah, they’re good. I took care of them last week. I did everything Nard asked to be done.”

         
         “And the kid never snitched?” Simon asked.

         
         “Nah, he never said a word.”

         
         “They don’t make them like that these days.”

         
         Dizzy wished more soldiers were built like Nard. “They sure don’t.”

         
         “So, what’s left to do now that all the smoke has cleared and the dust has settled?”

         
         “Hell if I know but, before the day is over, I’ll bet it’ll be something. Come on. Let’s get our tickets and go to the Sixers
            game. Feel like some basketball tonight? Floor seats; it doesn’t get no better.”
         

         
         “If there ain’t nothing else to do, we might as well.” Simon felt a little stiff as he lifted himself out of the chair. “Old
            age is an ugly beast, my friend.”
         

         
         “Sure is, but they got them cheerleaders. They’ll make you feel young again.”

         
         Dizzy felt the spirit as the thought of fine women jumping around and bending over in front of him entered his mind.

         
         “Yeah, sure they will.”

         
         

         “Hey, Viv, how about acey-deucy. Feel like getting your ass kicked tonight.” Tommy pulled the backgammon board from under
            the sofa.
         

         
         “Tommy, you can’t beat me. What the fuck is wrong with you? Have you been hanging out with your brother, Matty, or what? You
            on drugs, Tommy? I’ll kick your ass all up and down this backgammon board. Come on, put some money on it. I can lay away my
            ring when I win.”
         

         
         She smacked his face playfully as he pushed her down on her back and began kissing her neck and behind her ears.

         
         “Tommy, I thought you wanted to play.”

         
         “What do you think I’m doing over here, Viv? Hanging wall flowers?”

         
         He kissed her mouth and used his free arm to reach over and cut out the light.

         
         “Do you love me?” Vivian asked, unsure of him at times.

         
         “What the fuck, Viv? You hanging out with Matty or what? Of course, I love you. You’re my life.”

         
         “I need a ring.”

         
         “I’ll get you one tomorrow.

         
         “Really?”

         
         “Really! Now, come on, acey-deucy over here and stop playing games.”

         
         THE END . . .
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            The Comeback

         
         
            Scottsdale, Arizona

         

         Diana Praeliou emerged from the kitchen patio. “It’s absolutely beautiful out today,” she said to her husband as he kissed
            her cheek. “A perfect day for a hot-air balloon ride,” she said like a kid wanting a lollipop in a candy store.
         

         
         “I wish I could, but I’m out of here today.”

         
         “Oh, yeah, that,” she said, completely forgetting. “I remember, you did say you had a convention in Miami and, next month,
            the Doctrine of Medicine Excellence Ceremony. I’m shopping for a dress to wear as we speak.”
         

         
         “My schedule is tight.”

         
         “You think?” she asked sarcastically. “Can you pencil me in for a quiet dinner alone?”

         
         “Someone has to pay the bills around here, Diane.”

         
         “This is true and you do a wonderful job, honey,” she said jokingly, wrapping her arms around him.

         
         He stared lovingly into his wife’s eyes. “Do you remember the first time I ever hugged you?”

         
         The first time we hugged? Only he would remember the first time we hugged. Jeez, he always does this to me.

         
         “Hmm, now let me see, darling,” she said, biding for more time.

         
         “You don’t remember. I might as well tell you.”

         
         “No, I do, I do. Wait,” she said as her husband began fidgeting his fingers and tickling at her sides.

         
         “Stop that! Our first hug, body to body, was at the game. Remember, the Hawks won the game seven to zero. I ran down on the
            field and you hugged me, swung me around, and squeezed the living daylights out of me, in all that heavy armor you were wearing,
            all big and strong,” she said, batting her perfectly fitted eyelashes at him as she felt his hand sliding down her back and
            into the middle of her legs.
         

         
         “Now,” she said as she passionately kissed him.

         
         “Now,” he said as he laid down on top of her, simply destroying her first attempt at getting dressed for the day.

         
         They passionately made love as they did most mornings, a perfect start to every waking day they spent together. Webster came
            inside his wife, taking less than five minutes from start to finish but leaving Diana with a feeling that could last an eternity.
         

         
         “I wish you didn’t have to go,” she said, smiling, as she wrapped her arms around her husband and moved her leg in between
            his, holding on to him as if to let him go would be to let go of her last breath.
         

         
         “I wish I didn’t have to go either, but can you wait for Spain or what?” he asked, kissing the tip of her nose.

         
         “No, no, I absolutely can’t. Spain is going to simply be the best. Our twentieth wedding anniversary and we’re going bullfighting.
            Oh, my God, Webster can you believe it’s been twenty years?”
         

         
         “No, it doesn’t seem like we’ve married that long.”

         
         “I know, right, but it’s been the best ride of my life and you’ve been the best husband a girl could ask for. I dreadfully
            adore you, and I am most proud of you,” she said before kissing his lips gently.
         

         
         “I love you too. More than you will ever know.”

         
         He kissed her cheek as several knocks on their bedroom door startled them.

         
         “Yes, Rosa,” she said as Webster walked into the bathroom and out of sight.

         
         “Excuse me, Senora Praeliou, would you like me to make your breakfast now?” asked Rosa, her housekeeper.

         
         “No, I’ll take a ride this morning. I’d like a hot bath drawn for me when I come back and then I’ll have my breakfast,” she
            said, tying her hair in a long ponytail on top of her head.
         

         
         “You going riding?” Webster asked.

         
         “Yes, I will see you when you get back. Safe travels, my love,” she said, lending a quick peck of the lips to seal the deal.

         
         While Webster showered, she quickly dressed and grabbed a pair of rusty brown Valentino riding boots from her closet.

         
         The stables where her champion stallion Thoroughbreds were kept were a half-mile walk from the house. Carlos, their butler,
            had a golf cart. Rosa used a walkie-talkie to reach him and he was at the side door waiting to whisk Diana away to the stables.
         

         
         Polo, Misfit, and Rags were all retired now from racing but had made their owner, Diana Praeliou a very rich woman. Until
            he injured his left leg, Polo had been a prizewinning racehorse. His records far outweighed that of Misfit and Rags. He took
            first place at every race and every horse show, but after a fall and suffering from a fractured leg, she never raced him again.
            Instead, he retired to a quiet, tranquil life with her.
         

         
         “We might be a little broken, Polo, but we’re survivors, huh, boy,” she’d always tell him, feeling most attached to him and
            most gracious for all the high times he brought her.
         

         
         It was Webster who first introduced Diana to the thrill of riding. Until then, the last thing she ever dreamed of having for
            a pet was a horse, but Diana loved her stallions so passionately that she cared for them personally. Even though she had stable
            boys to walk them, feed them, and brush them daily, she was still hands-on with them every day. For her, they were the babies
            she never had and she loved each of them dearly.
         

         
         Some women got dogs from their husbands; Diana got Thoroughbreds. She often thought she was closer to her horses than she
            was to her husband. All the time he spent at the hospital and at Bio One’s pharmaceutical facility took up the time he would
            have spent being the perfect, doting husband.
         

         
         Diana understood and gave her husband all the mental and physical support he needed to be one of the creative genius forces
            behind Bio One’s new search for a cure for Alzheimer’s. It was unbelievable, and she would never have imagined, twenty years
            ago, her life would be this rich in luxury or love, but it was and now her husband was receiving recognition for his contributions
            to medicine. His new discoveries were groundbreaking. The practice of medicine had led Webster all over the world to care
            for the sick.
         

         
         Over the years, he had grown into the security of having a beautiful, strong, and faithful wife by his side. Not only was
            Diana the epitome of grace and charm, but she had etiquette and a feminine quality other women seemingly could not project.
            She walked into a room and effortlessly illuminated it. People were attracted to her beauty and charm and, of course, most
            of the men in their tightly knit circle of friends secretly lusted to share her bed. They were unable to take their eyes off
            her, even in the presence of her husband.
         

         
         If he hadn’t been told what a lucky man he was at least one hundred thousand times, then his name wasn’t Webster Praeliou.
            Her every move was watched, from how she held her husband’s hand, to how she danced the waltz, to every bite she’d take from
            her liver pâté. And respect, she commanded it, and had she wished for those to bow in the presence of true royalty, then it
            would have been so. In the secret society of Scottsdale’s who’s who, Webster and Diana Praeliou were at the top of the list,
            invited to every event and envied by everyone who had the pleasure of being in their company.
         

         
         They were the social couple of the century, throwing fundraisers for the Obama campaign and donating time to raising funds
            for city and state officials. Diana Praeliou could throw a barbecue and rake in more than $500,000 in her backyard for charity.
            She was a mover and a shaker and she made things happen.
         

         
         Every year Diana threw a Christmas party in their home for all of Webster’s family and their friends. The guest list was over
            five hundred people and counting. Every name on the list was someone of great importance, from the political ends of the city
            and state to the medical professionals associated with her husband’s practice and every other scientist on his team from Bio
            One. They were all in attendance.
         

         
         No doubt, Webster and Diana Praeliou had the perfect life. She was the perfect wife and he was the perfect husband. They were
            two souls joined together as man and wife in a union truly blessed by God. And in the past twenty years, there had been no
            man or woman who could come between them. How many women could say they were married to a neuro-brain surgeon, a genius, a
            rich, handsome genius who happened to be on the cusp of a cure for Alzheimer’s? Forget the money. They would be rich beyond
            their wildest dreams but, then again, money meant nothing. They already had everything they wanted financially and materially,
            and most important, they had each other. For the two of them, that was all that mattered.
         

         
         Diana finished her ride with Rags. She patted him down, told him what a good boy he was at least one hundred times, and then
            called for Carlos on the walkie-talkie system. Once inside her bedroom, she began to undress as Rosa prepared her bath and
            turned on the plasma flat-screen hanging on the wall above the Jacuzzi. She put on a robe and walked into the wall-to-wall
            marble bathroom. She handed her robe to Rosa as Rosa held her hand and helped her sit down.
         

         
         “Bien?” Rosa asked.

         
         “Si, bien, Rosa, gracias.”

         
         The Jacuzzi sat catty-cornered under a large window with a perfect picturesque view of the Arizona desert and Camelback Mountain.
            Several large saguaros, cactuses, and palo verde lined the yard. There were scattered paths of red fairy dusters and desert
            willows and a few summer poppies strategically and peacefully landscaped around the backyard. Arizona was truly the home of
            Mother Earth and all the holistic benefits of the desert were there at Diana’s fingertips. At forty years old, she could pass
            for being in her late twenties or early thirties.
         

         
         “Senora Praeliou, will you be eating downstairs today?” Rosa asked.

         
         “No, I’ll eat on the bedroom balcony. Bring the newspaper and the mail also,” she ordered before pressing a button and turning
            on the twenty-two-jet Jacuzzi.
         

         
         Diana finished her bath and dressed, wearing a tan-colored sweatsuit and white tee. Her toes were perfectly manicured and
            she slipped on a pair of Bonjour Fleurette slippers and made her way to the balcony. A tray containing fresh fruit, toast,
            preserves, and freshly squeezed orange juice was waiting on the master bedroom balcony. She sat down, glanced at the headlines
            in today’s Arizona Capitol Times and then started to open the small pile of mail.
         

         
         The envelope she held in her hand was handwritten, barely legible, and foreign to her. She opened it and pulled out a folded
            sheet of yellow tablet paper. Small and large cutout letters glued on the page read: “I know who you are, Daisy. Does your
            husband? Call this number, 602-555-3773, at four o’clock today or I call Webster!”
         

         
         Large letters, small letters, red letters, black letters, and white letters all cut out and pasted on yellow tablet letter
            paper. She read it again, and again, and again as a horrible feeling of uncertainty fell on her shoulders like a heavy burden.
            It seemed as though someone was out there, watching her. He called Webster by name. Oh, my God, what am I going to do? She folded the note back up and put it back in the envelope.
         

         
         “What am I going to do?”

         
         Rosa was coming to take the tray. “I so sorry. You talk to me, Senora?”

         
         “Oh, my God, you startled me!” Diana didn’t realize Rosa was behind her. “Rosa, please, some privacy for one moment.”

         
         “Do you need anything, Senora?”

         
         “No, no, just a few minutes alone.”

         
         “Si, Senora,” Rosa said, closing the bedroom door behind her.

         
         Diana began to pace across the floor of the room. What do they want? Why now, after all these years? Why? All those years of lying, pretending, and living a life that was a lie. She thought back to when she was younger. All the
            mistakes of her past she thought she had put to rest, skeletons in a locked closet. She had paid the price and been given
            another chance at life. But now all that was turning upside down and her past was in her present.
         

         
         Jesus, what am I going to do?

         
         She had no options. The bottom line was that Webster could never, ever find out who she was or any other sordid detail of
            her dirty, trifling life. Her secrets had to remain safe and unknown. It would ruin her marriage, ruin her life, and ruin
            everything. No, her secrets must never, ever be exposed. She would do whatever had to be done to keep her past life a lie.
            She had to. She had no other choice. It was the only way to protect her husband and to protect their perfect life.
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