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I dedicate this novel to Symullia “Gram” Neely. I am so blessed to have known and loved you for twenty-nine years. I will never forget you, and my love for you is so deep that it will burn inside of me every day that I am gifted to walk this earth. You were a spitfire, you took no nonsense, and you called it exactly the way that you saw it. It was your world, lol. If I can live with half of the strength that you exuded while you were here, I will be unstoppable. I can vividly remember you picking me up just to sneak away to Birch Run and shop for the day when I was a kid. I remember you picking me up every Sunday for Galilee. I remember you picking up all the grandkids to take us to Ponderosa. You wouldn’t eat anywhere else. That was our spot, lol. You would have thought it was a five-star chophouse, but back then it was equivalent. I remember you talking Mama into letting me go out with friends when I became a teenager. I remember you talking Papa into giving me money out of his stash for homecomings and proms. You even sent me halfway around the world to Japan, simply because I asked. When I turned eighteen you gave advice, hard advice, that I wasn’t ready to receive at the time, but now as a grown woman, I hear it all and I value it. That advice is like gems that I can place in my crown of womanhood. I am filled with your wisdom because you made sure that you gave it to me no matter how often I resisted. I love you. I always have. I always will. You are my Gram, and there is not a day that will pass that I won’t miss you. You will forever live in my mind and heart … in all of our minds and hearts. I am so happy that Quaye had a chance to know you. There is no one like you. They don’t make them like you anymore.


When I envision you, I think of you and Papa in Heaven, sitting on your Susan Street Porch. Papa has a beer in his hand and you are looking over your “Numbers” book. Meanwhile, the both of you are watching over all of us. You’re probably shaking your head at some of our choices, lol, but don’t worry—we always keep you in mind. You did your job phenomenally.… we all have our “Symullia Neely Philosophy” tucked away inside our hearts. No worries, we’ll pull it out when we need it. So rest easy next to Papa. It comforts me that you’re reunited and a part of God’s kingdom. Your pain is gone. He has a new angel on his team, and what a lovely one you are. I love you so much. Tell Papa I said hi and give him a big ol’ hug from Quaye. Rest peacefully together, my guardian angels.


I can’t say it enough.… I LOVE YOU, Grandma.




 


PROLOGUE


Three months, seven days, six hours, and twenty-two minutes. That’s how long it had been. “One day at a time. Every day counts, every hour, every minute, every second,” Bleu whispered as she sat in her car, surrounded by the darkness of night while gripping the steering wheel for dear life. There was urgency in her tone … panic … fear, because although she was completely alone, she was afraid of herself. Her heart pounded furiously. With the power of thoroughbred horses it beat, causing her shirt to rise and fall with her distressed breaths. She could feel herself weakening as the tears slid down her face. Mascara marred her flushed cheeks. Snot rested on her trembling lip. She needed help. Three months, seven days, six hours, and twenty-three minutes. It was how long she had been clean. She distinctly remembered the last hit she had taken like it was yesterday, and the thought of the euphoric rush it gave her caused her to become aroused. Her nipples hardened and she clenched her thighs because the possibility of feeling that type of high once more was seducing her. Her knuckles turned white as she held on to the steering wheel with a death grip. She wished that she could glue her hands to it, to stop herself from doing the inevitable.


“Please, God, please,” she whispered, but she knew there was no use in praying. She had prayed for everything her entire life only to end up empty-handed and disappointed. The devil had ahold of her. It was like her soul had been compromised from the moment she had taken her first breath. That was the only explanation for her hard-lived existence. Nothing came easy, and anything good that came to her was quickly taken away. One blast. That was all it would take to end her misery. She had not thought about getting high in three long months. In fact, a huge celebratory trip had been planned to commemorate the accomplishment. She had done it. She had kicked the vicious drug habit that had taken ahold of her. She had lasted three months, seven days, six hours, and twenty-four minutes, but now it was calling her.


She reached into her bag and pulled out the package. It was eerie how the rock cocaine seemed to sparkle in the Baggie. She poured the small rocks out into her palm and marveled briefly. She licked her lips, her mouth suddenly dry as her body craved the drug. She could feel the hair rising on the back of her neck. It was like a thousand bugs were crawling up her legs, starting at her toes and making their way up her thighs to her spine. She itched, she wanted the hit so bad. With her emotions on 10, she was susceptible to sabotage. Overwhelmed by desire, she turned her purse upside down, causing all of the contents to spill over her front seat. Grabbing the water bottle from her cupholder and a ballpoint pen out of the mess, she was on a hunt for paraphernalia. She rolled down her window and poured most of the water out. She was like a surgeon as she drilled a hole into the side of the bottle. She bit the end of the pen, causing the ink vial to come out, hollowing out the shell of the pen. She had done the routine so many times she had it down to a science. Most crackheads would just hit the rock straight out of the pen, but Bleu liked to think she was above that. That desperate toke would only lead to burnt lips and fingertips and she had her looks to uphold. In the thick of it she had glass pipes, but the poor man’s version would work just as well … she was chasing the high and it didn’t matter at this point how she caught it. Her eyes searched through the mess on her passenger seat until she found a condom and a cigarette. When she had picked up the habit she told herself that nicotine was the lesser evil compared to what she could have been smoking, but in her heart of hearts she knew that a true addict always kept cigarettes handy. The ash residue from cigarettes was necessary to make a functioning crack pipe. She held the cigarette between both lips while her hands opened the condom. She threw the sticky rubber out of her window and then used the foil wrapper to top off the water bottle. She emptied the ashes onto the top of the foil and then inhaled sharply as she placed a nice-size rock on top of it all. Her eyes were as big as golf balls as she applied the flame. Her long red stiletto nails far fancier than those of any crackhead anyone had ever seen. The rings on her fingers were far too expensive to be on the hand that was hugging the makeshift pipe. This wasn’t supposed to be her life; Bleu was supposed to be so much more, but as the tears slid down her face and the smoke accumulated inside the bottle, she couldn’t help but think of how this tragedy had begun … it all started with just a little Adderall and speed. Who would have thought it would have ever gotten this bad? Three months, seven days, six hours, and twenty-five minutes were all wasted as she wrapped her lips around the hollow pen.… 




 


1


One year ago


The buzz of the fan blew through the small liquor store as Bleu carried a case of beer, balancing it against her hip as she walked. The summer heat made the inside of the store feel like an oven, and her shirt stuck to her back as she worked up a small sweat. It was sweltering and even the flies were too exhausted to buzz around in the suffocating temperatures. It had been a melting summer. A heat wave had swept through the Midwest and Bleu was miserably displeased.


“Bruno, I came here to pick up my check, and you put me to work!” she grumbled as she carried the heavy boxes and placed them into the cooler.


“I got you; I got you! I’ll add a couple bucks to your pay. That fucking Max called in. Saturday is my biggest night. This idiot calls off on the day the deliveries come in. I swear I don’t know why I keep him around,” Bruno, the store’s owner, said as he pinched his fingers together while waving his hand as he chastised.


“Because he’s your son,” she replied with a smile as she blew her side bang out of her face to stop it from sticking to her forehead. She stepped into the beer cooler and threw her head back in relief. The sudden drop in temperature provided a temporary relief. It had been a long summer. She had just graduated from high school, and instead of celebrating her new independence with friends she was about to say good-bye to, she had spent the past few months working day and night just to afford college. Unlike her classmates, nothing was being handed to her. She had been accepted to UCLA on a partial scholarship, but she could still barely afford to attend. Bleu would be eating ham sandwiches and Oodles of Noodles just to get by, but it didn’t matter. L.A. was her getaway. It was her ticket out of Flint, Michigan. Born and bred in a city of hustlers and killers, she loved her hometown, but it was a known fact that the nothingness of it all would kill her slowly if she didn’t pursue her big-city dreams. She peered back at Bruno, who was signing for the beer shipment, and then placed her headphones in her ears. She slid her back down the wall and took a seat right there in the freezer, grateful for the cool air.


John Legend crooned through her iPod as she bobbed her head and lip-synced to the soulful tune as she gave herself a break.


“Fuck it. I’m not supposed to be here anyway. Thirty minutes won’t hurt,” she mumbled. She sat down and leaned against the freezing wall, zoning out as she counted down the days until she made her departure from Fli-city. In one week flat she would be a ghost. This was the last check she would pick up before telling everyone to kiss her ass good-bye.


She crawled over to a stack of boxes and pushed them aside until the vent behind it was exposed. Reaching inside, she pulled out an old can that contained her entire life’s savings. She couldn’t keep it at home. Too many people ran in and out of her father’s house to ever keep all that she had earned there. The music in her ears drowned out all sound as she pulled her money out of the can. It was every dollar that she had made since her freshman year of high school. California had been her dream ever since she was a little girl and she had been saving for it as long as she could remember. As she flipped through the bills, she realized that she had saved $11,000, a dollar at a time. It wasn’t much and would probably be spent on books and supplies within weeks, but she was going anyway. She was headed to L.A. with a dream that only an eighteen-year-old could believe in. There was beauty in her youth … she saw the world through optimistic eyes where everyone else around her saw cynicism. She was young and fearless. She was tired of the poverty-stricken streets and gunshot sounds outside her window. She could practically hear the sound of the ocean already.


BOOM! BOOM!


She sat up in alarm. The sound of gunshots chased away the sound of imaginary waves.


She snatched the earbuds out, thinking that maybe she had been mistaken. Maybe a truck’s exhaust had backfired, or the loud clang of the Dumpster being emptied had interrupted her. Frozen in fear, she breathed rapidly as her heart ached with sudden uncertainty. There was urgency inside of her sounding off, telling her to flee … that danger was near. Then she heard it again and this time there was no mistaking it.


BOOM!


Gunfire.


She frantically crawled to the entrance of the freezer.


“Fuck you shoot that nigga for?! How the fuck we supposed to get in the safe if he dead?!” one of the robbers asked in frustration.


Bleu’s eyes watered as she saw Bruno lying on the floor, a pool of crimson spreading beneath his body as he gurgled on his own blood. His eyes were wide with fear as his fingers reached for her.


“He-hel-help,” he choked out. Tears stung her eyes as she covered her mouth to stop herself from crying aloud. She shook her head as she placed her trembling fingers to her lips. He was reaching for her, begging for her to help him, but all she wanted was for him to stay quiet and not reveal her hiding spot. Bruno was dying, and as much as she wanted to help him, her feet wouldn’t move. Her eyes darted to the two masked gunmen who had invaded the store.


“Fuck it, we’ll just take what’s in the register!” the other one shouted. He pulled off his mask as he spat, “It is hot as fuck in this bitch. Make sure you grab that security tape.” The look on his face would forever be etched in her mind as he stomped over to Bruno’s body and aimed his gun. Treacherous. These young boys were merciless and fear pulsed through her like a live current.


Bleu closed her eyes as she anticipated the shot.


BOOM!


She jumped, hitting the case of beer behind her, causing it to crash to the floor, announcing her presence. Her eyes widened in fear as she looked for a place to hide, but there was nothing but walls around her. She was trapped.


“Fuck was that? I told you to clear this mu’fucka out! Go back there and see!” one of the men shouted. 


Terrified, she felt her hands shake violently, because she knew that she was about to die. Flint was full of Tony Montanas. She knew that the men had come with intentions of robbery but had no problems leaving with double murders on their résumés, and she was shaken. Like a deer in headlights, she watched as one of the men came into the freezer, gun drawn, finger curled around the trigger.


“Bitch, get cho’ ass out here!” he barked as he spotted her. He snatched her out of her hiding spot, fisting her hair as he dragged her out into plain view.


“Please, please, please don’t kill me. I swear to God I won’t say anything. I swear. Please,” she pleaded. “My name is Bleu. I’m only eighteen years old. I don’t want to die. I…” She had learned that somewhere. She had not thought she had been listening when she had taken self-defense as her elective class in school, but now here she was, rattling off facts to endear herself to these wolves … these men who had suddenly come into her life and turned it upside down a week before she was set to start the rest of her life.


“Shut the fuck up and open the safe!” the man growled as he grabbed her by the back of the neck and pushed her toward the bulletproof glass. Her feet tripped over Bruno’s big body and she stumbled, her hands sliding through a sea of blood as she tried to break her fall. She panicked as the deep burgundy liquid soaked through her clothes. Her legs were like noodles as she stood, hands stained, as tears began to flow uncontrollably.


“I don’t know how to open the safe. Please. Just p-p-lease l-l-et me go,” she whispered, stammering over her words as fear caused potholes to interrupt her normally smooth cadence. “I just work here … I don’t know how to open the safe … I’m just a—”


BOOM!


Bleu fell to her knees. It felt like a hot iron had been placed onto her lower back and was burning its way through her insides as the bullet traveled through. They shot me, she thought, in a state of disbelief as she placed her hands on the floor in front of her. She gasped, struggling to inhale as she watched the world around her move in slow motion. Searing pain. That’s what it was … undeniable, excruciating, severe pain. It was like none other that she had ever felt before, and she knew that she was dying. She tried to keep her eyes open because she knew that if they closed she might never open them again. Everything around her moved in slow motion as she tried to crawl. One hand in front of the other, slow … desperately searching … for what she didn’t know. Perhaps for safety? For help? Bleu just wanted to get out of there, but the oxygen in her lungs was dwindling slowly and the room was beginning to spin. She collapsed on the ground and sipped in air slowly. I’m dying, she thought as she blinked slowly. She had a ground-level view of the scene as she watched the feet of the robbers as they ran around her as if she weren’t taking her last breaths right before their very eyes. They rushed to the cash register. She heard them open the cash register and then empty it, and then they fled out of the store as she gurgled on her own blood.


The bell above the door jingled as they stormed out, leaving her to die. She was choking, drowning, suffocating, as she struggled just to breathe. This slow burn was torture as she bled out; the pain was so unbearable that she wished death would just take her quickly. She lay chest-down on the floor, her hand resting next to Bruno’s lifeless one as she waited for the end to come. She used her last bit of energy to open her clenched fist, stretching her fingers until she felt the tips touching Bruno’s hand. If she was going to die, she didn’t want to do it alone. As she lay leaking on the cold floor, she realized that she was just another girl from Flint, Michigan. She hadn’t done anything. She hadn’t seen much. She was simply another soul of the city who had been lost too soon. She had almost made it out … but almost didn’t count.


*   *   *


Beep … beep … beep.


The sounds roused Bleu from the darkest sleep she had ever succumbed to. It was as if she were walking out of a thick fog. She had been in limbo, stuck between life and death. Waking up was no easy feat.


Her eyes felt as if they were sewn closed as she tried her hardest to open them. When they finally fluttered open, she saw flashes of the world around her. Flowers and balloons surrounded her. She silently wondered who had sent them all. Not many people paid attention to her on an ordinary day. Surely these arrangements weren’t meant for her. She felt the wetness of tears slide down the sides of her cheeks as she willed her eyes to stay open. Suddenly terror filled her. Almost instantly flashbacks of the shooting ran through her mind. BOOM!


She would never forget the sound of that gun blasting off in her ear. She was swallowed up by the darkness in the room. The only light that peeked in shone through the vertical blinds, which had been drawn closed. The sounds and smells around her told her that she was in the hospital, and as her eyes darted around the room, they fell upon the crumpled body that was sprawled awkwardly in the chair across from her. Noah, she thought, immediately recognizing her sleeping friend. He had been by her side since grade school. Dealing with a drunk for a father, a disappearing mother, and friends who changed colors like traffic lights, Noah was the only constant in her life. She opened her chapped lips to call his name but immediately felt as if she were choking on her own tongue. She gasped for air as she struggled to catch her breath. The monitors she was hooked to wailed in alarm as her heart rate spiked from her panic, and a nurse came rushing into the room, waking Noah up with the commotion.


“What’s happening?” he asked as he rushed to Bleu’s side.


Bleu’s eyes were wide with fear as her hands reached for the tube that extended from her neck.


“Bleu,” the nurse spoke, getting her attention. “You can’t speak until I remove the trach. The doctors had to insert one because you were unable to breathe on your own. I need you to calm down, okay?”


Bleu felt Noah grab her hand and hold on to her tightly and then a pinch to her arm caused everything to slow down.


No, no, no, I don’t want to go back to sleep, she thought as she watched the nurse slide the needle out of her arm. No, no … her mental objections were in vain. Within seconds it was lights-out again.


HER DREAMS


“What the fuck do you do? Huh, Wayne? You lay around this bitch and smoke up all my shit, but you don’t contribute shit back in this mu’fucka! I cover the rent, put food in the fridge. The fuck you got going on?”


Bleu heard the shouting. Hell, everyone heard the shouting. The thin project walls left little room for privacy, but the entire building had gotten so used to Sienna and Wayne’s arguments that no one even batted an eye. As Bleu drew on the pages of the blank notebook, she blocked out the noise. This was life. When she was younger, the yelling would cause her to cry for hours. She had been terrified of the screaming. The screaming oftentimes was the precursor to hitting, and she used to be so afraid that she would pee her pants. Now she didn’t even bat an eye. She was eight years old, a big girl now and too old for all those damn tears. Or at least that’s what Sienna, her mother, had told her. So instead, she drew. She would zone out for hours as the incessant arguing became the motivation for her skilled pencil.


“Bitch, you don’t pay shit. Section 8 keeps this roof over your head!” Bleu’s father barked. The bass in his voice thundered as he spoke. He and Sienna were so loud they were practically shaking the walls. “And the food stamps you get you sell off. You ain’t even got enough food in this bitch to feed our fucking baby because your junkie ass smoke all the shit up!” Wayne shouted.


Bleu shook her head as she sighed. Her small hand floated over the paper with grace as she drew a detailed picture of a California beach. She hadn’t ever seen one in person, but the pictures that she had seen on the TV served as good enough motivation.


“Who the hell you calling a junkie, Wayne?” Sienna asked. “If that ain’t the pot calling the kettle black. You hypocrite mothafucka! As a matter of fact, get your black ass out. Get out and don’t bring your ass back until you have some money in your pockets. I’m tired of taking care of a grown-ass, no-good, mothafuckin’ man. You coming up in here eating, shitting, and smoking, but not helping replace shit. Kind of man are you? Fucking crackhead.” Her words were lethal and she was known for her curse outs. Her sharp tongue had just cut him down to size. Her tiny frame didn’t make her much of a fighter, but her mouth did more damage than her fists ever could.


“Takes one to know one, you miserable bitch!” Wayne shouted, his pride wounded, as he grabbed his car keys and his winter jacket.


“And take your goddamn daughter with you! Don’t nobody need her ass in here sitting around looking like you. Both of you mothafuckas can get the fuck out!” Sienna shouted.


Bleu’s heart stopped when she heard her mother mention her. She hoped that her father took her with him. Her mother was broke, and apparently Bleu’s father had smoked the last of her stash. A sober Sienna was a mean Sienna and Bleu wanted no part of that. Whenever Sienna kicked Wayne out of the house, he would be gone for days, and in his absence random men would fill his place. Willing to do anything to satisfy the urge to get high, Sienna would often screw her way to her next fix. She was a beautiful woman, with a tight ass and firm breasts. Despite the fact that she sucked on a glass dick daily, she still prided herself on her looks. It was all Sienna had ever had. “There was no way I was letting you suck the life out of my titties, little girl. I’d let you starve before I was left with saggy little flapjacks. These are moneymakers,” she would often brag. Bleu never knew if it was meant as a joke, but somewhere deep inside of her she knew it was the truth. Her bedroom door opened and her father walked in. He was tall and slender. His used-to-be-handsome features had diminished. Years of drug use had taken a toll on Wayne.


Wayne Montclair. He had been a big deal in the city once upon a time. So had her mother. A known hustler with a pretty little down chick on his arm. Sienna and Wayne had been Flint’s very own Bonnie and Clyde until they both became a bit too dependent on the product. They became lost in the trenches of addiction and had lost all credibility in the streets. They became the customers to the very same corner boys they used to supply. Bleu knew what he was—his crackhead tendencies were too hard to hide—but in her mind she had made up a completely different story of who he was. A banker. A shop worker. Sometimes she imagined he was a lawyer. Anything was better than reality. Crack cocaine had sucked the life right out of him … her mother too, and with each hit they took they robbed Bleu of more and more of her childhood. Her little eyes had witnessed far more than they should have.


“Hey, baby girl, grab your shoes. Roll with Daddy for a while. Your mama tripping,” he said as he peeked his head through Bleu’s cracked door.


She scrambled as the sound of Teena Marie filled the apartment. Bleu knew what that meant. Her mother was preparing herself for company, and Bleu didn’t want to be there to witness the transaction. Sex for dope. The sound of her mother’s moans always made Bleu’s stomach turn and she hurriedly pulled on her old gym shoes to make sure she wasn’t left behind.


Her mother stood back, sipping beer from a 40-ounce brown bottle as she sneered in disgust. “And don’t bring your broke-ass back without no money or no smoke!” she shot.


As Bleu was hustled out of the apartment, she avoided eye contact with her mother. As soon as Bleu and Wayne stepped into the hall, the putrid smell of piss and weed hit her. She hated her life. She wasn’t one of the lucky kids who came from a loving home and ate three meals a day. She had to survive. Everything that she had was used, old, and worn … sometimes stolen. She went to sleep with a low growl in her stomach more often than not. She was living in the struggle and there was no way out.


“Where we going?” she asked as she followed her father down the staircase and out the front door.


“We’re just going out for a spin. Give the old dragon a chance to cool off,” he said. “Miserable-ass bitch.” Bleu knew the last part wasn’t meant for her to hear and she pretended she hadn’t as she climbed into the passenger seat of his car. The chill inside the ’85 Regal was worse than the winter hawk outside and she bundled her puffy coat tightly around her. The zipper had broken two winters ago, so she pulled the sides together to stay warm.


“It’ll warm up,” Wayne said as he slid in beside her and rubbed his hands together vigorously.


“It’s okay; I’m not that cold,” she responded, knowing that the heat in the beat-up car didn’t work. She only said it to soothe her father’s bruised ego.


“I’m sorry, baby girl,” he said. She looked up at him and could have sworn she saw tears in his eyes. He was apologizing for more than the busted heat. Her life was not supposed to be this way. She deserved better. There had been plans for better, but life had gotten in the way. A lot of bad choices had led to this. Young love gone sour had made her a bitter reminder of what Wayne and Sienna used to share. Bleu symbolized the only beautiful thing that they had ever created together. Every other part of their love had been ruined by their addiction.


He put the car into gear and began to pull away from the projects when she saw her best friend, Noah, racing her way. “What up, Mr. M, slow this bucket down,” the precocious twelve-year-old said as he tried to keep up with the car as it moved at a slow crawl out of the lot.


Wayne hit his brakes and looked over at the boy.


“Where you going?” Noah asked.


“Just riding,” Bleu replied.


“Yo, Mr. M, you happen to be going by the school? I’ve got football practice, but its’ too cold to be out here walking,” Noah said.


“Hop in,” Wayne said.


Bleu opened her door and leaned up her seat as Noah squeezed into the back.


“Good looking out,” he responded.


“I’ve got one stop to make before I swing you by the school,” Wayne said.


“Cool,” Noah replied. He was four years Bleu’s senior, but he had the wisdom that only the streets could put in him. The precocious boy was full of wit and more protective over Bleu than her own father was. She and Noah were two peas in a pod. They spent hours talking and dreaming about what life would be like when they were finally old enough to make it on their own. She would become a world-renowned artist and he a football star. They had it all mapped out in their heads … all they had to do was make it to the finish line, but with them coming up in a city like Flint, the odds were against them.


Wayne pulled over, stopping in front of a bank as he mumbled to himself. “Damned bitch got me jumping through hoops in my own damn house.” He turned to Bleu. “I’ll be right back, baby girl. Keep the car running so that heat can kick in.”


She knew he was saving face in front of Noah. Both Wayne and Bleu knew that the raggedy car wasn’t producing anything extra. Heat was a luxury; they were lucky that the ignition had even turned over. She nodded and watched as he exited the car in haste, stuffing his hands in the pockets of his coat as he disappeared inside.


“You straight? I heard the yelling,” Noah said when he and Bleu were finally alone.


“Yeah, I’m straight,” she replied. “After a while you get used to it.”


“You know you can stay the night in my room … anytime you want. Just climb up the fire escape,” Noah said. “I’ll make sure I leave the window unlocked.”


“I’m okay,” she reiterated, slightly embarrassed. Her situation wasn’t a secret. If her bummy clothes didn’t give it away, the fact that Sienna had been caught on her knees sucking dick for rocks more than a few times did. Bleu’s father even had been seen breaking into abandoned houses just to steal the copper pipes. Things were bad, and while the other kids on the block teased her to no end, Noah was always nice. He made her feel normal and accepted. He had let his fists fly plenty of times on her behalf. Noah was the one person in her life she could depend on, and for that she was grateful.


“Don’t be proud, B,” he said. “If you need me, just come up.”


Bleu nodded, but before she could reply the sound of an alarm blared through the air as her father came running outside at full speed, a gun in one hand and a pillowcase full of money in the other.


“Oh shit!” Noah exclaimed as Wayne jumped into the car, tossing the pillowcase in the back.


“Daddy! What did you do?” Bleu yelled in alarm as she looked at the frightened look on his sweaty face. He threw the car into reverse and recklessly backed out, running over the curb and sideswiping the car beside him as he accelerated.


“Agh! Daddy!” she exclaimed. “What are you doing?”


“Everything’s okay, baby girl. Everything is going to be just fine,” he said, but she saw the terror in his widened eyes. They told a different story from the one his mouth was shouting.


“Oh shit, B, look!” Noah called out. She turned to look and found him holding banded stacks of money up in both hands, but she was quickly distracted by the flashing lights that were fast approaching.


“Daddy, stop! Stop the car!”


Police sirens wailed as Wayne flew through the streets.


“Just put your seat belt on, Bleu,” he coached as he gripped the steering wheel with both hands. “Hold on tight.”


He was in over his head. He hadn’t thought things through. All he knew was that his back was against the wall. He was strung out and in need of his next high. On top of that Sienna had chewed him apart with her words, making him feel like less than a man for not being able to provide.


“Do something!” Sienna had told him. “Do any fucking thing except what you been doing!”


She had pushed him, and in a desperate move he had made the biggest mistake of his life. Drugs made people do irrational things. He had realized it almost as soon as he had brandished the gun inside the bank. The look of pure fear displayed in the bank teller’s eyes had filled Wayne with regret. He was just a man, living wrong, addicted to the devil himself. Robbery wasn’t Wayne’s game, but it was too late to take it back. So he had stuck up the joint as remorse filled him.


Wayne pushed his old car to the max, but the beat-up old thing was no match for the Hemi engines of the police cruisers. They were right on his tail. He was driving so fast that the view outside of the windows was one big blur.


“Daddy, please stop!” Bleu screamed as she held on to the door handle tightly.


“I’m sorry, baby girl. I can’t,” he whispered. He saw the upcoming highway entry and waited until the last possible second to turn sharply onto it, throwing the police cars behind him off slightly. The car took flight, jumping the curb at full speed and landing violently.


“Wooo! Hooo!” Wayne shouted, victorious. By the time the police turned around and merged back into the chase he would be long gone.


Bleu’s tears clouded her vision as she turned to look at a shaken Noah.


He reached his hand between the seat and the passenger door, and she held on to him tightly.


“I did it, baby girl. Fuck your mama gon’ have to say about all that money in that bag? Let’s hear her run her mouth now!” Wayne shouted with a laugh, but he was stunned to silence when he saw the police barricade up ahead. The entire expressway was blocked off, and as Wayne slowed with the pace of traffic he gritted his teeth in frustration.


Bleu knew exactly how this chase would end. So did Noah. The silence that filled the car was eerie as Wayne twisted his clenched fists around the tattered leather steering wheel.


“Daddy?” Bleu called, voice shaking as tears now streamed down her face. The police were now out of their cars, on foot, walking through the lanes of slowed cars with their weapons drawn. Wayne threw his car in park and then frantically grabbed his gun. He looked at Bleu and then at Noah. “You take care of her, lil’ man,” Wayne said.


He opened up the car door as the cops swarmed around him cautiously.


“Let me see your hands!”


“Daddy?” Bleu called. Wayne looked down at her, cowering in the passenger seat, trembling, and his heart broke. He was supposed to be a better man. “I don’t want you to die.” Even at eight years old she knew what would happen if he got out of that car gun in hand.


Wayne blinked away tears as he nodded while looking at her whimsically. “You deserve more, mama. Be more,” he said. He tossed the 9mm onto the seat of the car and then put both of his hands up in the air.


“On your knees! Now!”


Bleu watched as her father assumed the position, apparently giving up. A sense of relief flooded her but didn’t last long. The police hadn’t noticed the extra gun that Wayne had tucked securely against his back. He just couldn’t go out without a fight. His addiction was too full-blown to shake cold turkey, and if they threw him in jail he knew that it would be torture as he was weaned off of it. He wasn’t ready to face that reality, because with it came all the devilish things he had done all for the sake of the high. In one swift movement Wayne pulled out the gun. The police didn’t hesitate to fire.


BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!


Over and over again she heard the shots as they rang out into the air. “No!” she screamed as she tried to climb toward him, but the feeling of Noah pulling her back prevented her from moving.


She watched in horror as bullets riddled her father, jerking him left, then right, shattering the windshield and barely missing her as Noah held her down. The firing seemed to last forever, and when it finally ceased she bolted across the seats and out of the driver’s side. The sight of him brought her to her knees. Blood soaked through her jeans as she screamed, “Daddy! Wake up! Please get up!” She looked around in slow motion as the police stood around her. Even Noah stood, speechless, as they all watched a little girl mourn the death of her father. Her face twisted in agony as she tried to pull his heavy body up from the cement. His eyes were wide open but lifeless. The coldest chill traveled down her spine as the realization hit her. She was holding on to a dead body, looking into eyes that no longer had a soul behind them, trying to listen to a heart that no longer beat. It terrified her, but she couldn’t bring herself to let go. Wayne hadn’t been perfect, but he was the only father she had, and her heart was heavy with sadness. She refused to move, latching on to him because she knew that it would be the last time she would ever touch him. Every time the officers tried to pry her away she would kick and scream until they gave up. They stood all around her, just looking. Her mother wouldn’t come. They had no way of contacting her. She didn’t have a phone. Wayne, even in his most feigned-out state, had loved Bleu, and although she hated what he did, she could never hate who he was. Her daddy.


Finally, after an hour, the police chief arrived. Her refusal to move was garnering media attention and the story had flipped to possible police brutality. The elderly graying white man burst through the crowd.


“What the fuck? This has turned into a complete circus,” he muttered.


“She won’t move. Anyone goes near her and she goes crazy,” one of the officers on-site informed him.


“Get her out of here. Take her back to the station until we can get in contact with the mother. We’ve got some questions to ask her about the robbery. The boy too. Do this one by the book and get these fucking cameras out of here. And confiscate cell phones. The last thing I need is for this to go viral. The mayor will have my ass,” the man bitched.


Noah knelt beside Bleu. “Come on, B. You got to let go of him,” he said.


His words were unconvincing, but she knew that he was right. Reluctantly she got to her feet. Her tears had dried on her face, but her soul still cried. She was in shock, stunned into silence as she found her footing and stood. As she looked around her at all the people, it seemed unreal.


The lady she watched on the news was there. She knew her face because it was the one of the few channels they got in their cable-less household. Between the police and the citizens who had been stopped on the highway during the chase, it felt like the entire city looked at Bleu sympathetically as she walked side by side with Noah toward an awaiting squad car. She felt Noah’s fingers intertwine with her own, but she was too distraught to squeeze back. Still, he never let go. Little did she know he never would.


*   *   *


Bleu said nothing, partly because she couldn’t answer the officers’ questions, but mostly because even at eight years old she understood that the police were not on her side. As she sat in seclusion in the small room, she stared off into space. She hadn’t spoken one word since the police had brought her and Noah in. The police had separated her and Noah, treating them as if they had committed the crime themselves. She was terrified. What had the police done to her father? Where was Noah? How long were they going to keep her here? She just wanted to go home. There was no clock in the small room. In fact, besides the table that she was sitting at, it was all white walls. She had no idea how long she had been there. Minutes felt like hours, and she grew increasingly anxious the longer they made her wait.


She rested her head atop her folded arms as she stuck her butt out in the chair while scraping the crust off of the table with her fingernail. She had cried so much that her tears had left salty residue behind. Nobody seemed to care that she had just seen her father gunned down. Her hollow stomach was sick, partly from hunger, mostly from grief. The police were trying to reach her mother, but Sienna wasn’t the type of woman who could be tracked down. If she didn’t want to be found, she wouldn’t be. She was probably out on a crack binge, sucking dicks for a fix, and until the police located her, Bleu wasn’t going anywhere. Bleu didn’t even know if she wanted to go home. Everything would be different now that her father was gone. It would just be her and Sienna, an inevitable recipe for disaster. She was her mother’s greatest mistake. Wayne wouldn’t be around to take the brunt of Sienna’s bitterness over her failed life; Bleu undoubtedly would become the new victim. She dreaded it like the plague. She feared it because the extent of Sienna’s resentment would be revealed. Bleu was a motherless child. It didn’t always take death to create a maternal disconnect. Bleu lived right under the same roof as her mother and had never felt anything other than indifference from the woman who had birthed her. With her father dead she was doomed. The worst was yet to come.


When the door opened, more men in black uniforms with shiny badges entered, but this time they were followed by a familiar face.


“Oh, baby,” Ms. Monica, Noah’s mother, whispered as she looked at Bleu with tears in her eyes. She was covered in dried blood; it was on her face, her hands, soaked into her clothes. She was a disaster and Ms. Monica’s heart broke at first sight.


“You all should be ashamed of yourselves,” she said as she walked over to Bleu, large leather Coach purse hanging from her shoulders. “Come on, Bleu. I’m gonna take you home, baby,” she said.


Bleu took Ms. Monica’s hand and followed her out of the room. Noah was waiting in the hall and jumped to his feet, hustling to Bleu’s side as soon as he saw her.


“You all right?” he asked, concerned. They had both witnessed something that eyes that young should never see, but such is life in a city like Flint. Kids never truly got the chance to be young. There were too many uphill battles along the way to adulthood, which aged them before their time.


She nodded, but he could tell that she was lying. They didn’t speak as Ms. Monica led them to the car. Bleu was traumatized into introversion, and Noah just didn’t know what to say to make it better, so he opted for saying nothing at all.


*   *   *


“Bleu, why the hell you with Ms. Monica? Is that blood? Where the hell is your daddy?” Sienna asked as she peeked out of the cracked door of her apartment.


“Sienna, we need to talk,” Ms. Monica said as she stood behind Bleu and Noah, her hands protectively placed on each of their shoulders.


“Talk for what? What this damned girl done did now?” Sienna asked. “Didn’t you leave here with Wayne’s ass? Where the hell he at?”


Sienna’s eyes were bloodshot red and dilated, her hair all over her head, and she let her satin robe fall open slightly, revealing herself unabashedly.


The smell of crack invaded Bleu’s nose. She didn’t know if Noah or his mother could smell it, but she had been around it enough to know exactly what it smelled like. Her mother’s sweaty skin and disheveled appearance was a dead giveaway that she was high. She was vulgar as she flashed her personals, not even feeling the draft between her legs as she stood there. Bleu was filled with an embarrassment so great that she wanted to cry.


“Sienna. Pull yourself together. Something has happened,” Ms. Monica stated with disdain in her voice. Bleu heard the cynical tone that Ms. Monica used. She was judging Bleu’s mother. Everyone judged her. Sienna made it easy for people to talk shit because her shit was never together. She was a disgrace of a mother … a disgrace of a woman … a waste of perfectly good air. In that moment Bleu hated her. Sienna stood, high as a kite, probably fresh off the block, and she was oblivious to the fact that their lives had been changed forever. Bleu doubted if the news would even affect her.


“Excuse me?” Sienna countered.


“Wayne was killed, Sienna,” Ms. Monica revealed.


The news hit Sienna like a ton of bricks as devastation destroyed the smug expression on her face. The revelation had blown her high, grounding her, as it felt like a fist was squeezing her chest. Bleu could never understand the unusual bond that Sienna and Wayne shared. They had grown up together, gotten money together, and fallen from grace together. Their fights were bad, and they had gotten trapped in the clutches of addiction, but through it all they had done so together. Wayne had been a life companion … one who forgave her indiscretions because he had had a few of his own. They had a closet full of skeletons that they had filled together. The only reason why she and Wayne ever fought was because of their history. He reminded her of how good life used to be, before she had ever taken her first hit. He knew how amazing she once was, and it reminded her of how worthless she was now. They had once been a young couple with dreams, but life had turned them into two people linked by a love for a common drug. Crackheads. It was all they would ever be. There was no rewriting their fate. Tears accumulated in her eyes.


“How?” she asked.


“They said he tried to rob a bank. The police shot him. The kids were in the car,” Ms. Monica replied.


“Get in the house,” Sienna said to Bleu.


Bleu timidly stepped forward, but Ms. Monica pulled her back.


“Sienna, so help me I will call CPS on you. Get your act together and leave that shit alone. You take care of this little girl,” Ms. Monica threatened.


Sienna was pulsing with hostility and anger as Wayne’s death haunted her. She needed a release and the rocks she had in her pocket were more than enough to compensate, but Ms. Monica wanted to put herself in the line of fire. “Stay out of my business. What I do with my child is none of your concern. Don’t turn your nose up at me, Ms. Holier than Thou. You ain’t no saint. You ever bring CPS to my door and I’ll bust your little food stamp scam right on up,” Sienna threatened. She pointed her finger inside the apartment. “Now, Bleu, get your little ass in this muthafuckin’ house.”


Bleu rushed inside, running to her room, overwhelmed, afraid, angry, hungry, worried … she felt so many things. She hated her life. Why had she been given such a miserable existence? She would never understand. Where was her white picket fence? Her loving mom? Her hardworking dad? Bleu had been dealt a bad hand … a hand that made it impossible for her to win. She heard the sound of Teena Marie as her mother turned up the speakers full blast. There would be no hugs of reassurance for Bleu, no time spent together to process this loss. Bleu had never felt so alone. Her father had just died, but Bleu knew that it wouldn’t be long before the next man came to take his place. She wouldn’t be surprised if her mother called one of the dope boys over so that she could smoke her own pain away. Bleu walked over to her window and lifted it and snuck out onto the fire escape. She climbed up the two stories and tapped on Noah’s window, catching his attention. He rushed over to let her in.


“What’s up, B? You okay?” he asked, concerned as he helped her inside.


Ms. Monica knocked on the door, and Noah placed his finger over his lips, signaling Bleu to be quiet. He hurriedly pushed her toward the closet, hiding her before he ran to the door. He opened it. “What’s up, Ma?”


“Boy, you ain’t slick. Don’t ‘what’s up, Ma’?’ me,” Ms. Monica said. “Bleu, you can come on out, baby. You ain’t got to hide. You’re welcome here anytime.” Bleu climbed out of the closet, embarrassed, as she kept her head lowered.


Ms. Monica walked over to her once she saw that Bleu was still dressed in the bloody clothes. Her heart ached for Bleu. She bent down and said, “I’m sorry about your daddy, baby. He made some bad choices … so did your mama, but you don’t have to. You can be better than them. Just because they were caught up and addicted doesn’t mean you have to grow up and be that way too. Okay?”


Bleu nodded.


“Now go on in the bathroom and take a hot bath. I’ll have some clothes for you when you get out, and there’s dinner on the stove. Y’all come down and fix some plates when you’re ready and keep this door open,” Ms. Monica preached.


Bleu was grateful for Noah and Ms. Monica. They were the closest thing to normal in her life … the only people who truly cared.
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“Hey, hey, B, wake up for me,” Noah said when he saw the signs of movement as she stirred in her sleep. She came out of her restless sleep, grateful that reality had interrupted the memories of her past. Noah sat anxiously at her side. She could tell he was forcing the smile that was on his face in an attempt to hide his concern. The smile on his face didn’t match the look of despair in his eyes. She could see the worry written all over him. Bleu lazily fluttered her eyes open and gave Noah a weak smile. He was a sight for sore eyes, but she could see the sadness in him as he stared at her over the long lashes that guarded his light brown eyes. His dark skin was reminiscent of night and wrapped over his ballplayer’s frame like Saran Wrap. He was usually so strong … so confident, and on her weakest days he always held her down. One smile from him was like charging a battery in her back because she knew that he smiled for no one else. She owned it. Bleu was the only person he gifted it to, but as he sat before her, rubbing his hands over his fresh fade, she saw nothing but worry and grief. It shrank him so much that it looked as though his broad shoulders were weighed down by emotion alone. He rushed to her bedside and she placed a weak hand on his cheek as he gripped her hand and kissed the inside of her wrist.


“You’re all right, B. You’re going to be good. I promise you.”


She cleared her throat, preparing herself to respond. She winced in pain as she brought her hand up to her bandaged throat.


“You had a breathing and feeding tube in. There were tubes everywhere, B. It’ll hurt to talk for a while. You don’t have to say anything. Just rest. I’m here,” Noah said as he reached out and grabbed her hand.


She held on to him for dear life, intertwining her fingers with his as she took a deep breath and closed her eyes. Tears snuck out of her eyes. Everything hurt. It hurt like nothing she had ever felt before. Her entire frame was sore, stiff, and it felt as if her insides were hollow. She held out her hand, motioning to all of the flowers.
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