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The moment he heard the key click in the tumbler, he froze. “It’s about time,” Jhodare ‘Dare’ Rimsey mumbled to himself.

For over an hour he’d been hiding in the old woman’s smelly house. For a while he thought old girl had gone shopping instead of returning home to put the money away. Still, it irritated him she’d taken her sweet time getting back from the bank like he had nothing better to do.

He stood from the chair and crouched behind the bedroom door, listening. His thirty-year-old knees protested as he settled into position, back to the wall, fingertips brushing the thin door. He heard Lydia Prescott’s every move inside her dusty house: the heavy front door swooshing to open before slamming shut; the house alarm she’d forgotten to set beeped three times, and her black and white cat meowing at her arrival. Too bad your stupid cat can’t warn you.

For what good it did, door locks were engaged. One lock, two locks, and the final click of the deadbolt before the rattle of tossed keys hitting the ceramic bowl on the wooden table.

“Meemee? Mama’s home now. How’s my baby doing?”

Silly old woman. Dare cringed while listening to Lydia coddle her pet. Being a dog lover himself, cats were too weird and sneaky for his taste. God, he wanted to peek out from the room, but couldn’t risk being seen. Not yet.

With too much dust in the air he fought the urge to sneeze. A sharp mixture of Pine-sol, Ben-gay, cat litter, mothballs, and something else he couldn’t decipher invaded his sinuses. The place reeked of loneliness. It’ll be over soon.

“Meemee, you hungry? Huh? Is my fuzzy-wuzzy baby hungry?”

He gritted his teeth, imagining the cat speaking up. ‘Hell yeah, you old hag. I’m hungry!’ That would shut her up for sure. The thought made him chuckle quietly to himself.

He patted the fake beard and mustache he wore. Another minute and he would pass out for sure from boredom. Geez, he wished the woman would get down to business. He knew for certain Lydia’s large purse contained over ten thousand dollars in crisp new bills. It wasn’t I’m-rich money, but once she opened her home safe, no telling how much more he would find inside. “C’mon, c’mon, old lady. Stop wasting time!” he low grunted.

Dare considered coming out of hiding and beating the safe’s combination out of her, but nah. Too much work, plus the sight of fresh blood always made him weak in the knees. Add to it, Kee had told him, no, actually Kee had warned him like a mother warning her child: “Dare, whatever you do, don’t hurt that sweet, old lady. Get in. Get the loot. Get out.” Keetora’s last words flashed in his head like a bright neon sign. “Stick to the plan!”

Lydia’s thin, antique voice could be heard saying, “Meemee, you hold on. Let mama get settled and I’ll get you somethin’ to eat.”

The safe was located in the main bedroom closet. Dare chanced a peek out from the guest bedroom. From his vantage point he could spy Lydia slow-mosey into her bedroom, hopefully on her way to open up the safe. Her salt and pepper hair was pulled back into a puff ball, and for an old woman she was dressed pretty spiffy in a light brown velour track suit that hung loose on her thin frame, complete with matching sneakers. The slight curve to her frame and her gait seemed slow, unbalanced–and somehow painful. Probably arthritis he figured. Late sixties or early seventies if he had to guess her age.

“That’s it, granny. Go open the safe for me.” Dare smiled as he watched the back of Lydia’s head disappear into the grossly pink-painted bedroom.

He had to give her time to get the safe open before presenting. If luck was on his side, Lydia’s old behind would see him, grab her chest and faint to the floor. That way, he wouldn’t have to use the duct tape he’d brought along with him. He shuddered at the thought of touching her liver-spotted skin.

While Dare waited, he donned a pair of latex gloves and considered how easy it had been to get into Lydia Prescott’s house, thanks to all the information he’d been given. According to Keetora, who worked at the same bank where Lydia did her banking, Lydia Prescott had two dead husbands. Both had left her with money, and she owned three small restaurants in the city of Long Beach. He assumed it was why the old woman had close to a million dollars sitting in a bank account collecting dust. No, worry, Dare mused. That’s what I’m here for.

Lydia had no children or local family he’d been briefed on. He also knew she lived alone except for her cat, Meemee. This itself made her a perfect target. Every Friday, like clockwork, Lydia went to the bank to withdraw large sums of money to distribute to her restaurants for cash-back to customers, cash-only deliveries, and any repair work needed. The call he’d received earlier from Keetora confirmed Lydia Prescott had left the bank earlier carrying a nice sum of cash. 

“Target is leaving the building,” had been Kee’s rushed words. “Dare, get ready.”

If Lydia had taken the time to check her back door first, no doubt she would have discovered the small pane of glass punched out from her rear door window. He had simply reached in, engaged the lock and entered. There was an alarm, but Keetora had informed him the forgetful woman rarely remembered to set the darn thing. How Kee knew this about Lydia was still a mystery to him. He figured old women were too trusting and talked too much.

“Time up, old lady!” He couldn’t wait another minute. It was time to go see what was up. Bold as he was, Dare straightened his frame and tiptoed from the guest bedroom into the main bedroom where he found Lydia crouched down at the large, open safe, placing stacks of banded one-hundred-dollar bills onto more stacks of money. 

It was a beautiful sight to behold as he stood silent, waiting for her to remove all the bills from her beautiful leather bag. “Don’t scream old lady, and nobody gets hurt.”

“Ohmygawd!” Lydia looked up and yelled with thin, quivering lips. Her eyes were frantic beams as she clutched her chest. “Who? Who the hell are you?!”
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“Well, well now. Look what we have here.”

The jerk around of her fragile body, the exquisite gasp from her aging lips, the startled look on Lydia’s face, it was all priceless. Dare wished he had a camera to capture the Kodak moment, but he didn’t. His mind had been too focused on not making one mistake to remember tossing a camera in the bag of tools needed for the job.

In his possession was the large knife he’d found in her kitchen, the .38 snub nose he kept for such jobs, and some gray duct tape in the large pocket of his gray overalls. The knife was sharp enough to dice a frail-looking Lydia into a thousand pieces if he had a mind to do so. On the real, he possessed no intentions of hurting the old woman–but Lydia couldn’t possibly know this. “Looks like I’m just in time, old lady. Don’t scream, don’t fight. Just hand over the money.”

Lydia struggled up and stared back. Her gaze was penetrating without blinking. There was a strange fearlessness about her stance that indicated his attempt would not be easy. “Over my dead body,” she declared, with an expression to match her words.

“Tired of living, huh?” Dare saw defiance in those dark, cataract eyes. The spicy woman reminded him of his long-deceased grandmother, fearless to a fault. See, he mused, Kee forgot to mention this part–that old Lydia was spicy. Hell, he wouldn’t be surprised if her crazy behind didn’t try fighting him.

He had been hoping for a quick scare, weakness in Lydia’s knees and a quick faint to the floor. Instead, the raging fire in Lydia’s eyes relayed the opposite. “Look woman,” he sneered, pointing the knife in her direction, “it’s only money and I don’t wanna hurt you. Give me what I’m here for and I’ll be on my way. Give it to me!”

“Oh, I’ll give it to you alright!” Lydia yelled back with narrowed eyes. “Tell me where you want it?” Like a pro she assumed a martial art stand.

“Say what now?” Dare was highly amused. Her stance reminded him of the karate class he’d taken two years back but never completed. For a few fleeing seconds he was tickled at her perfect formation.

“You ready?” Lydia asked with piercing eyes aimed at him. “Let’s do this.”

“Ah, how cute. You know some martial arts.” Clearly the woman wasn’t some easy pushover. Fortunately, he didn’t have to wait for it long. Lydia shocked him by twirling around with a quick kick to his private area, a coltish move executed so swiftly there was no time to dodge or block. No time to consider how a little old woman could raise her antique leg so high and kick with the force of a wild horse.

“Ouch!” The sharp knife flew to the floor as hot pain shot through Dare’s testicles with a threat of him passing out. Stay focused! his mind scolded. He took a few seconds to adjust his breathing. If he hadn’t, Friday night’s headlines would’ve screamed: Elderly Woman Beats Burglar To Death. Oh hell no! He couldn’t let it go down like that. Dare used both hands to shield his sensitive parts from a second kick. “You a spicy ole’ broad!”

“Punk! Whatchu think?”

He managed to squeal, “Look, I don’t wanna hurt you.”

Lydia’s second kick caught his upper rib cage and plunged more air from his diaphragm. The kick to his crotch took second place to his lungs struggling for air.

“What the hell....” Not enough breath to yell bloody murder, Dare’s face contorted in agony as embarrassing gas gushed from his rear. This was not what he was expecting and certainly not what he’d signed up for.

Lydia sneered back, “You looking for trouble? Well you don’ found some.”

“Look, you crazy witch! I ain’t playing with you!”

“Good,” Lydia boldly yelled back, “’cause I don’t play!”

While Dare struggled to regulate his breathing, Lydia provided another swift kick that sent him backwards to the floor. His six-foot frame couldn’t scramble up fast enough before Lydia was charging into him like a Toro Bravo bull. For a senior citizen she was incredibly fast and strong, and if he didn’t know any better he’d swear he was the butt of a cruel joke, a ninja warrior in disguise, pretending to be old and frail.

“Listen, you old hag! You need to stop! I said stop before you hurt yourself!”

Grinning, Lydia taunted back with, “Want some more? Huh?”

“Woman, give me the damn money and I’ll leave.” Weak words fell on deaf ears as Lydia assumed another karate stance. A weird grunt pushed from her mouth as she lifted a leg and kept it mid-air for almost five seconds. For Dare, the scene would have been comical if it weren’t for the fact he was getting his 180 pound behind whipped by a seventy-something senior citizen.

“I’m serious, Dare. Be gentle and don’t hurt that old woman!” Loud and clear, Keetora’s earlier words resounded inside his head. “I won’t ask you again. Give me the damn money!”

“The hell I will!” Lydia screamed.

Lydia charged into him again, but Dare was ready. “Gave you plenty of time to cooperate. Looks like you’d rather do this the hard way.”

Granted, Lydia had some quick and fancy moves, but Dare had youth and male strength on his side. With quick precession he jumped to the side allowing Lydia to fall to the carpeted floor, all he needed to straddle her thrashing one-hundred pounds.

“Get off me!”

“Hold on, Granny.” Dare removed the duct tape from his pocket and got busy turning her face up. For good measures he flipped her over to secure her feet. He was finishing up when Lydia started yelling for help.

“Yeah, right. Like somebody can hear you. Keep quiet or I’ll tape your wrinkled mouth too!” Ouch. A sharp pain to his testicles reminded him of what she’d done earlier. Crazy ass woman! He felt like flipping her over to administer a few strong punches to her lady crotch to see how she liked it. “You lucky I’m a gentleman.”

“Son of a bitch! You’ll pay for this. Mark my words. Your punk-ass will burn in hell!”

“Wow. Imagine that.” Dare shook his head. “A sweet granny with a potty mouth. Shut the hell up! Behave and I’ll be gone soon enough.”

“Somebody help! Police!” Tears of frustration streamed down Lydia’s wrinkled brown face. “You black, bastard!”

“I agree,” Dare taunted back with a smirk. “It’s way too much Black-on-Black crime. You need to stop struggling before you break one of your old, brittle bones.”

“You might not know who you messing with, but you will when he comes for you.”

Dare was quick with, “Wow. Now you got me shaking in my boots. I’m so scared.” Amused, he gave a short chuckle.

“Oh, you will be, you thieving punk!”

“Can’t shut your pie trap, huh? Oh well. Have it your way then. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.” Dare ripped off more duct tape, stooped down and placed it across Lydia’s mouth, ignoring the alarmed look in her teary eyes. “There. Some peace at last.”

Feeling a little sorry for the woman, he carefully lifted and installed her feather-weight body onto the high four-poster bed. “You comfortable? Good. Get some rest while Big Daddy do his job.”

He stood and regarded her face for a few fleeing seconds. “You alright?” Lydia’s frantic, watery eyes tried to convey something, but time was of the essence. There was nothing to stop him from getting what he came for. “Alright then. I’ll make it quick.”

Dare turned his attention back to the open safe. From all that fighting his knees ached a bit and made a clicking sound as he knelt down to peruse his prize. “Now this is what I’m talking ‘bout. Come to Big Daddy.”

Removing a folded grocery bag from his pocket he got busy. The safe contained banded stacks of hundred-dollar bills. “Dang. Looks like I’ve hit the jackpot!” After a quick glance at his watch he began stuffing his bag with: stacks of bills, a small velvet bag of jewelry, some important looking documents, rings and bracelets. Not wanting to overlook anything of value he took it all.

He removed a gold brooch from the velvet bag to scrutinize. An eccentric piece shaped like a butterfly with tiny diamonds surrounding red rubies. It looked too expensive to leave behind. “Kee, might like this.” Stuffing the gold brooch into his pocket he searched the safe’s depth to see what he might be missing.

A cigar box-sized wooden container at the far rear of the safe caught his eye. “Let’s see what we got here.” Dare took it up, shook it, then tried to open it. Clearly, the box needed a key. Having no idea if it was something of value or not, he shrugged and quickly stuffed it into his bag just as Meemee the cat slinked in. The cat purred softly and brushed up against his leg and gave him a start. He almost hauled back and kicked the animal, but caught himself. “Darn cat. Get outta here! Get!”

Once the safe was empty, he stood ready to leave. “See, granny, that didn’t take too long.”

Dare strolled back over to the bed where a motionless Lydia laid. Seeing her eyes closed gave him the impression she’d passed out or was indulging in a little nap from all the kicking she’d done. The way he was feeling, he needed a nap too.

“Hey, you okay?” Concerned, Dare reached down and shook her. Nothing.

Dropping the heavy bag of goodies, he snatched the duct tape from Lydia’s mouth and lowered his ear to listen for her breathing. He heard none. 

Panic gripped him as he shook her again. “Granny? Wake up!” He shook her harder before leaning closer for the sound of breath that was missing. “Hey you, wake up!”

“Ain’t this a bitch! This fighting fool don’ up and died on me!”

He stared down at the lifeless form for a few seconds to feel a passing wave of remorse. Dang. Now what? Resolved, he grabbed up the bag of goods and headed to the door at the rear of the house.

Once out, he walked casually from the rear yard to the waiting white van parked two doors down and across the street. The stolen van’s attached magnetic sign read: Bixby Knolls Plumbing. To any nosey, window-watching neighbor it had to look like Lydia was having some plumping problems requiring service. He surveyed his surroundings to verify no one was studying him, then hopped into the driver’s seat of the van.

Removing latex gloves, Dare engaged the hot wires to start the vehicle’s engine. One good thing about the upscale Bixby Knolls neighborhood of large homes with well-manicured lawns, few people were out walking around. It was almost like the neighborhood was too nice for people to be casually strolling about. Too bad about Lydia, but hell, sometimes shit happens. As long as he’d gotten what he’d come for, it was another job well done.
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Keetora Jamison was born to be a player. It was something ingrained in her since the tender age of twelve, after closely observing how her mother and aunts handled the slew of men that traipsed in and out their lives. To be wined and dined before we pine, was her motto. Translation: play the field like a pro. No falling madly in love. A man should pay to play, and absolutely no babies by some broke-ass ninja who can’t afford a wife nor a family. As for a bunch of female friends, that was high school antics she had no time for. She found dealing with men easier with less drama.

There was no doubt she was selective about the type of men she dated. No matter what the game, she commanded total control. Which meant that a man who chose to enjoy her sweet nectar had to be willing to play by her rules or no play at all.

Plenty of men had stepped up to the plate, but many had failed, and ultimately given up. Like fallen leaves in a gust of wind, they’d been blown away. Some men didn’t possess the time nor the energy to comply, thus, lovers came and went like months of the year. Upon each departure, her twenty-five-year-old mind simply announced, “Next!”

Loyalty and devotion were the two things Keetora liked the most about Jhodare Rimsey. He could hang. It was her opinion that Dare wasn’t the sharpest knife in the drawer, but in his defense, his loyalty, his realness, and certainly his raw good looks made up for it. She knew beyond a doubt his love for her was deeper than her love for him, but oh well, those were the annoying little quirks of life and love.

They were lovers, but more often than not, they were partners in crime. And to think, when they had met over a year back, she had declined his advances the way credit is declined to a bad risk.

Keetora still recalled the first day they’d met as if it were yesterday. A half-an-hour lunch break from her job at the GAP had her rushing to get back to work and leaving her wallet in the chair at the table where she had sat. Dare, with kismet, had dined a table over from hers, had practically followed her back to her job to return her wallet. For which she was grateful.

Four days of Dare showing up to her place of employment, she finally gave in to one little date. “Just one,” she had stated. It was on their third date she zoomed Dare’s potential for a boyfriend. The rest was history.

Another rap at the closed bathroom door startled her. “What now, Dare?”

“Kee, what’s taking you so long? C’mon, baby. Let’s get this party started.”

“Dare, I’m going as fast as I can,” She blew out hard air. Impatience was one of Dare’s flaws. Even though the two had been kicking it for over a year, their criminal escapades had been limited to a few home-invasion robberies, check forging, blackmail, and mail fraud.

But things were looking up. The earlier take from Lydia Prescott’s house was the icing on the cake. They hadn’t counted the loot yet, but there was hope it would be enough for her to leave her job at the bank. A job she hated. Maybe even enough to pull up roots and relocate to another state. Her man, Dare, had done good this time. Real good. This in itself called for a celebration.

“Baby, I’m lonely,” Dare called out, again. “Wrap it up in there.”

“Choke it ‘til mama can stroke it.” She chuckled at her silliness. To her, men were like young children who didn’t understand patience.

“Say what now?”

“Boo, ten more minutes. Just relax. I’ll make it up to you.” While scented bubbles swirled around her, Keetora fired up the rolled joint she needed to relax. She didn’t drink alcohol often or do hard drugs, but occasionally she did partake in smoking a little cannabis because it relaxed her. It also made her more sexually inhibited.

Dare’s voice called out for the fourth time, “Kee, stay longer and I’ma start without you.”

“Good grief, whatever.” Keetora took a few deep drags, held her breath before coughing a few times. She patted her chest and put the joint out. She had promised her man a delicious reward if he pulled off the Prescott job without a hitch. Judging by the size of the bag he’d brought back, it appeared he’d scored well. It was their celebratory ritual not to count or examine the loot until after a good lovemaking session. No matter what her man turned up with, her favorite was always the cash.

“Should I open the Cristal?” Dare tapped lightly on the locked restroom door, again, resisting the urge to burst into the room and take her there.

“Hell yeah. I’ll be right out.” Keetora stood and stepped out of the warm bubbles. Grabbing a towel she began drying herself thinking of all she needed to do to prepare for their sensual celebration. Of all the men she had dated in her past, Dare’s love package was freakishly endowed. While most females wished their man had a larger package to work with, Keetora wished the opposite. Still, she was doing her best to deal with it.

“Dang, Kee, will it be any time today?”

“Alright already, Dare. Stop ailing.” Finished, Keetora stood, grabbed her favorite black satin robe and rolled her eyes. She hated when he was like this, horny and impatient. “Man, what’s wrong with you?” she sulked, unlocking the door and walking out the steamed-up restroom. “You act like this your first time.”

“Hey, that’s what it feels like,” Dare grinned, resting his curly-haired head against the queen-sized wooden headboard. His six-foot frame glistened from his earlier shower and bath oil. “Heck, you got a brother feenin’ over here.”

“Okay, okay. I’ll be right back.” Keetora sprinted out the room, leaving him frowning.

“Ah heck, Kee. Where you going now?”

“It’s a surprise.”

“Uh huh. Keep it up and I’ll surprise you by taking my bag of goodies and leaving.”

“Chill out. This won’t take but one minute.”

Dare didn’t mention that after ditching the stolen van and retrieving his own vehicle he had removed the jewelry and the locked wooden box from the bag before arriving. He figured the fancy locked box contained more expensive jewelry, old lady stuff like pearl earrings, a pearl necklace or a pearl-studded brooch. Old women seemed to love pearls. Once back at his rented room he could take his leisure time checking everything out.

Seeing how Keetora was more about the cash, he saw no need to bring the subject up. The gold butterfly-shaped brooch was nice though. He could picture her wearing it to some special event pinned to a nice two-piece suit.

“I’m ready now,” Keetora announced, stepping back into the bedroom with a can of whip cream in one hand and a bottle of warmed honey in the other. “Name your fancy.” She held the items up before tossing the honey bottle to him.

“That’s what I’m talking ‘bout. Girl, bring yo’ freaky self over here. I got something for you.” When she walked over Dare pinned the butterfly-shaped brooch to her black satin robe. “There. You like it?”

Not really. “It’s beautiful,” Keetora lied through a fake smile. She took a few seconds to scrutinize the thing. It reminded her of something her grandmother used to wear to church. Still, it was the thought that counted. With the tiny diamonds surrounding the rubies the piece looked custom made–maybe even expensive, but somewhat outdated. Generous to a fault, Dare was always giving her little tokens and gifts.

He tried reading her face but couldn’t. “I always think about my boo-baby.”

“Thanks, baby. I’ll keep it right here, close to my heart. Now, let’s get this party rocking.”

“Do yo’ thing, girl.” His heart sped up as he watched her remove the top off the whip cream. “Handle yo’ business,” he joked as Keetora removed his manhood from beneath the red satin sheet. A smile spread across his face as he allowed himself to relax. His woman was like a pro with getting a response, which never took long.

“The thought of you relieving that Lydia of her money really turns me on.” Keetora’s hand did a creamy slide up and down his firmness.

“Cleaned ole’ girl completely out. Didn’t even leave dust behind.”

She grinned, “That’s ‘cause my man knows what to do.”

“For sure.” His testicles were still a little sore from Lydia’s kick, but that wouldn’t be stopping the show. Nothing got in his way of getting pleasure.

“Hell, that old woman has plenty more where that came from. Makes me moist thinking about it.”

“Hey, it’s all good.” Dare felt a tinge of remorse, but refused to dwell on it. “That’s how a pro handles business.” Just do it! His mind yelled. “Now woman, get busy.”

Of all the females he had bedded, Keetora was the best with oral tricks. In fact, she seemed to prefer it. “Ah yeah, baby, that’s nice.” Dare closed his eyes to savor her hand gently smoothing whip cream up and down his engorged flesh. No doubt she had skills as she took her tongue to what they playfully referred to as his ‘sweet sticky’ slow and deliberate. Just the way he liked it.

“Oh yeah now.”

“You like it?” Keetora asked, pausing her lips and mouth from full duty while her tongue slurped and flicked across curves and tips.

“Hell, yeah. But you know me, I’m not selfish type.” Gently he pulled her up and laid her down, wasting no time spreading her honey-hued valley. “Let’s sweeten it up,” he teased, squirting some warm honey onto her ‘icky sweet’ before getting busy. He had her moaning the moment his tongue pushed between her soft fleshy folds. That’s what he liked about his woman, she knew how to enjoy herself in bed and felt no shame behind it. His woman was a true freak.

Sneaking glances to catch her facial expression was like the icing on the cake. Dare got a kinky thrill from the comical facial expressions she made during ecstasy. Toes curled while her eyes glazed over and went to half-mast. Oh yeah, she’s good and ready. He crawled up to position himself for the sweet plunge.

“Excuse me. Aren’t you forgetting something?” Keetora gave him a stop-right-there look. Even though Dare claimed she was his only sex partner, she trusted no man when it came to her sexual health. “Bump that. No jimmy no jam, baby.”

“Oh yeah.” From the bedside table drawer Dare reached in for a condom and handled his business quickly. Protection was something Keetora insisted he wear every time, which to him made no sense after buck-wild oral antics, but his refusal was a deal breaker. “Now. Bring that icky sweet on.”

The two went at it strong for a good twenty-minutes before collapsing into sweat-drenched heaps along the bed.
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“Dang, girl. That was the bomb. You be on yo’ job and you know it. But next time you gotta let me do the deep plunge.” Dare’s heart thumped so hard it felt like it would burst through his hairy, sweaty chest.

“You must be crazy.” Keetora snatched up a pillow and hit him with it. “I’m not letting you tear my uterus up. I might wanna have kids one day.”

Insult and compliment, it thrilled him when she commented on his manhood. “Ahhh, baby. I be trying to do my job,” Dare grinned. “That’s how I do it. It’s not my fault I’m overly blessed.” Like always, pride swelled his head.

She grinned at him. “Yeah. Lucky you, but it’s not my fault either you hung like a horse.”

“True that,” Dare all but blushed. It was a compliment he never got enough of. Unfortunately, his endowment was both a curse and a blessing, depending on the woman he was with. “You could try surgery to open up some more.” Smiling, he laid back along the bed basking in the sweet afterglow of pleasure. “Doctors can do surgery to make a woman’s vagina loose or tighter. Heck, I heard surgery can even make a woman a virgin again.”

“Better yet,” Keetora replied with a sly smirk, “why don’t you have surgery to cut some off and problem solved.”

“Ouch!” Feigning pain, Dare grabbed his slightly sore crotch. “Now you really talking crazy.”

“Uh huh, just like I thought.” Keetora hopped up to go to the restroom to freshen up. “Baby, get the bag out. Let’s see what we got.” With her robe on she came back with a warm and soapy hand towel for Dare to wipe himself off. Normally she would insist he take a second shower before allowing him to sleep in her bed, but it was a special night and breaking a few rules couldn’t hurt this time.

The loot was spread out on a large black towel along the bed. Taking it all in had Keetora’s eyes wide like saucers. She handled large amounts of cash daily at the bank where she worked, but this was different. This paper had her name on it. Well, not just her name but Dare’s name too. The two always split fifty-fifty. Grinning wide, she could barely contain her excitement. “Dang, baby, that’s what I’m talking ‘bout. How much you think it is?”

Dare began stacking banded hundred-dollar bills on the bed. Each stack represented ten grand. “Guessing, I’d say about ninety grand. That’s thirty for you and sixty for me.”

“Ninja please, don’t try me,” Keetora snapped back, making a face to match. “Best to keep it fifty-fifty.”

“Just kidding, Kee. You be taking that money lust too serious.” He went silent thinking about it. “Damn, what the hell was that old woman thinking to keep that kind of cash at her house?”

“Chump change compared to what’s in her bank account. But didn’t I tell you? She’s crazy to be doing that, walking around with a bundle of cash. Hell, I feel like taking off tomorrow to go shopping. We can drive down to Rodeo Drive and spend the day browsing.”

Dare thought about it. “Nah. I don’t think so. We need to keep it looking normal, Kee. You start spending big money too soon you get careless. That’s how people get busted.”

“Dare, please,” Keetora jumped sassy with shopping plans floating around in her head like clouds. “I’m not talking ‘bout spending thousands of dollars. A few hundred can’t hurt. It’s not like I don’t work for a living.”

“Kee, I said no. I’m telling you what’s up. We’ve been getting by slick for quite some time now. Let’s not mess up a good thing by being careless.” He said what he said, but he knew her like a book. Kee was going to do what Kee wanted to do. End of story.

“Boy, you tripping.” Keetora picked up a bundle and sniffed it. “I love the smell of new money.”

“Well, you better get used to the smell of a new prison cell. The place you’ll be going when we get caught.”

“Dare, you worry too much. Lighten up.” Worrying was another one of his flaws. If only she could get paid for all his worrying, they’d be rich.

“Kee, promise me you won’t start shopping like a fool. I’m serious ‘bout this. We gotta keep normal flowing. You can’t pop up with a lot of new stuff.”

“Hell, when can we spend some of it?” Clearly annoyed, she tossed the bundle back to the bed and hopped up to go for a drink of water.

“In due time,” Dare assured her. He studied her face for compliance, but deep down he knew what was up. “I know one thing, it’s enough money for us to stop, Kee. Plus, I got a truck load of money put away too. We could pull up roots and leave this place. Maybe start a legit business.” Dare braced and waited for the rebuttal he knew was coming. Kee hated when he talked about going straight and starting a legal business. It didn’t matter though. He had other plans for his life and the way he saw it, no one can be a thief forever.

“Oh yeah? What kind of business?” Returning from the restroom, Keetora made a face and flopped back down on the bed. It wasn’t like she hadn’t heard it before. Dare was full of ideas that rarely went far.

“A chain of laundry mats or a few corner mom and pop stores. I don’t know, maybe a Wingstop franchise. Something we can earn legal money, and grow it.”

“Dare, you don’t know diddly ‘bout running no business, so stop tripping. Stealing is your forte. ”

“I know more than you think,” Dare insisted, sitting up straight. “I mean, we’ve been lucky so far, Kee. But let’s face it, how long before our luck runs out?”

“Yeah, right,” Keetora gave a dismissive wave of her hand. “Let’s check out the news and see if they mention your handy work.”

“Yeah, cut me off like always.” It was a ploy to change the subject. Cool, Dare thought. It was one of the downsides of their relationship, Keetora’s negativity. She was good for coming up with one scam after another, but on the flip, she was also good at shooting his ideas down. “Do what you want with your part. I’ma start my own business one day and grow my money legit.”

With attitude Keetora held a hand up. “Yeah, whatever, Dare. Talk to the hand.”

The Friday six o’clock news came into view on the wall-mounted television. Keetora aimed the remote to increase the sound. The two kept dividing money, not paying much attention to the usual daily report of destruction and mayhem: Searchers were looking in the mountains for some missing kids. The spiel had Keetora shaking her head at the foolishness of it. She couldn’t comprehend why people ventured into the forest or the mountains unprepared to wait to be rescued. Gang fighting was going strong on the west side of town. Another freeway shooting somewhere. More news about that silly Britney chick, then on to another ridiculous story about big-butt Kim.

“Same ole stories,” Keetora yawned. “Who cares about those fake-ass chicks.” She focused on rearranging stacks of money until the breaking story of a murdered elderly woman broke her concentration. Mesmerized, she couldn’t take her eyes from the television as the newswoman spoke.

“Residents in the quiet community of Bixby Knolls are saddened to learn of one of their own falling victim to what the police are calling a home-invasion robbery where seventy-seven-year-old Lydia Ray Prescott lost her life. The elderly woman was found dead from an apparent suffocation, possibly from having her nose bound with duct tape found at the scene. The body was discovered by her neighbor when she brought food over to the victim. Local police are asking anyone with any information on this horrible crime to contact the Bixby Knolls Sheriff Department at 555....”

Dare jumped up and paced the floor with arms flailing. “That’s a lie! There was no tape on her nose!”

Keetora aimed the remote and clicked off the television. “Ohmygawd, no! No. Dare, please tell me you didn’t.” She stared at him like he was a new species on the planet.

“Kee, I didn’t tape her nose! Maybe she was old, sick and died.”

“Or maybe you cut off her air supply.”

Dare’s expression flashed to serious. “I’m not that kind of guy, Kee, and you know it. She was ancient.” He wasn’t sure if or what he’d done to cause Lydia Prescott’s death, but at the same time he didn’t feel totally responsible for it. “Look, don’t go sweating me behind this. Hell, shit happens in this line of work. Oh, and you forgot to mention the old woman could fight. She kept screaming and I had to tape her mouth. Not her nose, her mouth!”

“According to the news, you did more than tape her mouth!”

“Dammit, Kee! I know what I did and didn’t do!” He flopped down along the edge of the bed. “She tried to scream.”

“And what, Dare? You choked her out?” She paused for a reply. “Just be honest.”

“Hell no! I wouldn’t do something like that to a helpless old woman!” Hell. Helpless enough to fight me like we were in a Bruce Lee movie. His testicles still felt a little tender from that kick.

“A damn liar! I can’t believe you! I told you over and over not to hurt that woman. How could you mess this up?” Unable to contain her anger, Keetora jumped up from the bed and paced the floor. She could feel a headache coming on. “Robbing is one thing, Dare, but murder, I mean, I didn’t sign up for this.”

“Oh, and I did? Hell, I was there, Kee. I know what I did.”

“You messed up. Admit it, Dare!”

“You act like it’s all my fault. She was old, maybe her heart gave out, Kee. Hell, maybe she had a stroke from all that kicking and thrashing she did. She was fine when I put her on the bed, but by the time I was packed up and ready to leave...well, it looked like she was still breathing.” He felt bad lying about it.

Keetora shook her head again. “Unbelievable.”

“What? You think I should have called and waited for the ambulance to arrive?”

“Hush! Let me think,” Keetora demanded. Arms akimbo she paced from one end of the room to the other. “I need to think. This changes the plan.”

Puzzled, he asked, “What plan?”

“Dare, will you please hush and let me think. Dang!”

“Wow.” Dare felt like a kid being scolded by his Mommie as he watched her with curiosity. He couldn’t read much into her words, but her trembling hands gave him concern. If he didn’t know any better, she was acting like she knew Lydia Prescott personally. “Look, you knew what could happen. There’s always a risk when you break into somebody’s house. Hell, that old woman could have killed me instead.”

Keetora took a deep breath. “Don’t you think I know that?!”

“I’m sick of this anyway. We need to quit all this stealing and leave this place.” His woman was visually shaken. This was a side he’d never seen before. “Kee, we have enough money to live on from the jobs before this one, and I’ve been putting money away. You said you hate California, so let’s pull up roots and get the hell on.”

“Dare, are you crazy?” She stopped pacing. “Wouldn’t that look suspicious for me to up and leave the bank now? Each time that Prescott woman came to the bank she got in my teller line. Sometimes she even held up my line telling me stuff about her silly life, and now... now she’s dead. If anybody should leave town, it should be you.”

Dare thought about it. “Yeah, that makes sense. At least ‘til things cool down.” He rose and walked over to nuzzle her neck. Her warm bottom pressed into his groin and ignited new arousal. He could feel her body tremble. “Baby, I’m sorry. Don’t be upset.” She was right. She could become a suspect for suddenly leaving her job. “Look, you know how I feel. I can’t leave you behind.”

“Baby, it’s just for a little while. Two, maybe three months tops.”

“You’ll be joining me after that?” Dare turned her around to search for the truth in her large, almond-shaped brown eyes. She could be shady and scandalous, but truth of the matter stood, she was his ride-or-die. He had deep feelings for her.

Keetora turned and kissed his lips. “Baby, you know I will once everything dies down. We’ll do it right when we hook back up. You know, get good-paying jobs and buy a house. Who knows, maybe marriage and kids. A son who looks like you. Whatever you want.”

“That’s what I’m talking ‘bout, baby girl. We can do this.” He looked around, reflecting for a minute about having a son. The thought pleased him. “Haven’t seen my twin brother Jhodane for a while. Maybe it’s time to pay Dane a visit, you know, check ‘im out in hot ‘lanta.”

“I hear Atlanta is nice.” Keetora relaxed and rubbed her nose against his. Even with his flaws and mistakes it was hard to stay upset at him.

“Yeah, that should work for a while. I’ll go check my brother out ‘til you join me.”

“Just ‘til everything settles down,” Keetora reassured him. “Then we can be together again. Forever.”

“I like the sound of that.” Most of the time she was right. Despite her faults, his woman had a good head on her. A sassy one, but still good. Dare hugged her tight. “I’ll go to my place, clean it out and take off for Atlanta tomorrow. Don’t have me waiting too long for you to join me, Kee. That’s all I ask.”
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Make a pile of LaGia’s clothes in the backyard. Douse those masculine-looking clothes with gasoline and have a big bonfire. Burn every piece that represents that girl’s sinful life. Counseling might help too. Yeah. That’s exactly what her confused behind needs. Someone to talk to about her affliction.

These were the runaway thoughts of Lynnosha Tisdale as she sat lost in a swirl of mind drama. How many times had she prayed for God to deliver her sixteen-year-old niece from Satan's clutch and remove those unnatural desires of the flesh? Too many times to recall. So far, nothing had changed. Maybe I’m not praying hard enough.

The heaviness in Lynn’s heart felt permanent, like God was mad at her and pushing her prayers aside. She sighed deeply trying to think of what she could possibly do to help Gia. Lord, what? So deep in her thought, she couldn’t concentrate on the meeting at hand.

“I believe we’re all in agreement for the church’s new pastor. Am I correct?” Brother Samuel Simms scanned the faces at the large, round table. It was the monthly meeting of the church’s Board Of Elders. All eight members seemed to agree with the selection of the new pastor except for Lynn whose mind was floating somewhere in the clouds.

“Sister Lynn? Is everything okay?” Brother Simms inquired with a genuine look of concern. “Hello, hello there.” All eyes went to Lynn, who obviously was lost in deep thought.

Sister Sonya shook her. “Sister Lynn? Sweetie, are you alright?” She reached over and gently patted the top of Lynn’s hand. “You haven’t said five words since you’ve been here.”

Lynn blinked a few times and snapped out of it. “Huh? What?” Embarrassed, she took a deep breath and looked around at the concerned faces. Sixteen eyes were locked on her. She probably would have done better staying at home, but as the church treasurer and a member of the Board that finalized major decisions, it was her duty to be present. “I’m so sorry. What was it?”

With furrowed brows Sister Sonya smiled. “The new pastor. We were discussing our final selection.”

“Uh, oh yeah, absolutely. A good choice,” Lynn stammered, surveying each face. She really had no clue who the final selection was. With her own problems pressing down, she really didn’t care as long as it was someone who could give a good sermon and fulfill the many duties that came with the pastoral position.

Brother Simms held up an eight-by-ten color photo. “Each of the three candidates had impeccable references and impressive resumes, but this young man here, Jhodane Rimsey, has captured the majority vote. That’s right, the majority.” He briefly eyed Lynn with curiosity.

At fifty-eight, Brother Simms harbored a soft spot in his heart for Lynn. Soft in his heart, but a hard spot in another place. He loved Lynn in a Christian way, but loved her deeply in a lustful way. Lately she hadn’t been her sexy, easy-going self. He wasn’t sure, but suspected her social disconnect had something to do with those two hoodlum kids she took in. “Plus, his years and prior experience of being the pastor of a large church will be much appreciated.”

Yeah. Yeah. Yada, yada, yada, Lynn thought. Seeing how the Board’s composition was mostly single females, why wouldn’t a young handsome man land the job for pastor? She surmised that the choice for the new pastor was unmarried as well. To her it was a done deal.

“Amen,” Lynn said halfheartedly. “Excellent choice.” If it were left up to her, she would rather have Rev. Moore back. Unfortunately, James Moore had passed quietly in his sleep last month at the age of eighty-two. Brother Lincoln, the Associate Pastor, had done his best to fill in, but had too much on his plate with two jobs and a sick father living with him. There was no way for him to take on a full-time position as pastor. And Deacon Brown, she reasoned, with his weird acting self, didn’t possess enough good sense to preach to a gathering of kindergarteners. Thus, the Atlanta based church had been searching for three weeks for a replacement which involved inter-viewing a dozen or so candidates. A dozen whittled down to three solid candidates: Two older men and one younger.

“I’m sure that we’re all in agreement that Pastor Rimsey will be an asset to Devine Cross Baptist. An asset indeed.” For a few seconds, Brother Simms’ eyes landed on Lynn’s large breasts, but instant guilt took care of that. “The sooner we can get him started here, the better.”

All members chorused, “Amen.”

“Very well then,” concluded Brother Simms, straightening up a few papers before him. “This meeting is adjourned. I’ll have our secretary, Sister Myers, to notify Mr. Rimsey of our selection. That’s it. Let’s eat. Amen. Let’s eat I say.”

“Amen,” echoed through the modest room.

What followed was a flurry of activity. Paper plates were stacked on the table along with plastic cups and plastic cutlery. A few members laughed and bragged about their culinary skills while claiming their culinary dish was their best yet while piling food unto plates.

Lynn grabbed her pad and pen. She removed her hanging purse strap from the chair and made her way to the rec room’s exit. Normally she would hang around to fellowship over the pot-luck dinner that usually followed their meetings, but not this Wednesday. Not with thoughts of her niece, LaGia, heavy on her mind. “Good night everyone,” she gave a weary smile and a wave. “I’m tired and I’m heading on home.”

“Child, I know you not missing out on my peach cobbler.” Sister Betty proudly held her prized dish up. “Lord knows this is the best one yet.”

“I’m sure it is,” Lynn grinned back. “Maybe next time.”

Brother Simms agreed, “Sho’nuff, Sister Lynn, and I cooked some of my baby back ribs you like.” He scanned her body up and down. “Amen. The way you like ‘em I said.” It was a pleasure to breathe the same air as Lynnosha Tisdale. Being in her presence always made him feel tingly like a young man again. His secret crush on Lynn was hardly missed by Bea, his wife of twenty-four years. A glance over at Bea’s stern face brought him back to his sad reality of being a married man. A young woman like Lynn was truly out of his league.

“Thanks, everyone, but I can’t this time.” Lynn shoved the pen into her purse. She’d brought some gourmet cookies to the potluck and decided to leave the batch for the members. It wasn’t like she needed the empty calories. Lately, her 5’4 frame was picking up a little weight that went straight to her chest and her rear end. “I’m having leftovers and I need to get back and check on the kids.”

“Bye Sister Lynn,” yelped Sister Betty between chewing.

“Bless you all and see you on Sunday.” The others, too busy salivating and fixing their plates, merely mumbled or waved goodbye.

Lynn strode to her car, opened her door and tossed her purse and pad on the front seat next to her Living Bible. She climbed in and started her engine. It was a little after six in the evening and the pure dread of going home seized her. It squeezed tight at her stomach before releasing. How could a person who stayed in church, prayed as much as she did, and loved the Lord have so many worldly problems? Tears welled up. It didn’t seem fair.

At twenty-seven she owned a successful real estate business which had afforded her the home of her dreams. Every two years she could lease a new Lexus and stay in style with the latest fashions. Bi-weekly trips to the salon kept her relaxed hair and her nails fly. She never forgot her tithes to the church, and always helped someone in need when she could. She wasn’t a perfect Christian, but then again, she didn’t know of anyone who was. Still, she felt pride in the fact that she did her best to sign in close. So, why wasn’t she happy? Blessed with good health and a wealth of material possessions, yes. Happy in her spirit? No.

“Lord, please help me. I can’t...I can’t keep living like this.” Mentally exhausted, she rested her head along the steering wheel. The source of her distress was her sister’s kids–mainly her niece, LaGia. “God, what was I thinking?”

Five years back, Lynn agreed to be the guardian of her then eleven-year-old niece and six-year-old nephew while their mother served a ten-year sentence for attempted murder and drug trafficking. Lynn’s own mother, the children’s grandmother, was too old and sickly to take them in. Other family members, fully aware of their unruly reputation, staunchly refused to do so.

Who am I fooling? She couldn’t blame them. Who in their right mind wanted to deal with problem kids best known for lying, stealing, fighting, and staying in trouble at school? To Lynn’s house or into the Foster Care System. LaGia and Chancy had to go someplace. Only twenty-two at the time herself, Lynn, like a fool who didn’t know any better, had stepped up to the plate of guardianship.

She loved her sister and had promised Brenda she would look after the kids until her release. Now, it seemed like the second worst decision she had ever made. No matter how hard she tried, she wasn’t cut out to raise half-grown kids who thought more of her as their too-lenient auntie-friend instead of their guardian.
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