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CHAPTER ONE
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Headset

Atticus felt good about today's incredibly busy morning at the Darling Donuts in the Fairmont Shopping Center near Baltimore. The other employees were tired, frazzled, dragging their feet. Atticus wasn't surprised—they were young, that was how young people responded to a long, difficult day.

Not Atticus. He preferred busy days with lots to do. Time flew by if there was a line of customers. When no one was in the store, that's when time dragged, that's when Atticus started thinking too much, reliving pasts he wanted to forget. The just-graduated post-high schoolers ain't see it like that. The best times in their lives were the most recent years; nostalgia was fun for them, so boring days with no customers were a good thing.

But Atticus had perspective, something that the young pups who worked here ain't possess, not yet. He was the only one working today who wasn't a just-graduated teenager or early twenty-something. Atticus was a forty-three year old ex-convict. He done his time. He knew very well about time dragging. He had spent nine years behind bars, dragging his time around like sand in a locked sandbox.

"Michael, get ya ass up front, boy!" Atticus barked at Michael, who was surly. He looked like he wanted to punch Atticus, and he snapped in Atticus's direction, then took a step back, blanching, like he hadn't really meant to react with hostility—Atticus had simply surprised him. They were all scared of him, even if they ain't let on.

That's because Atticus was six and a half feet tall and built like a brick factory. He had kept his mind occupied in that cage by working out for eight to ten hours a day, and he kept that up as much as he could on the outside. He used his size as an assistant manager, to keep the other boys in line. They ain't respect the Indian owner, Mr. Chandrupati, but they respected Atticus, that was for sure.

"Get ya mind right, Lamar," he said as he walked through the back line, where this shortcrust nigga Lamar stood filling orders and putting sandwiches together. He patted Lamar on the ass because it made Lamar shiver and bite his lip. "Keep it up, nigga. Gotta keep that pace up."

Everyone working today was black, which Atticus always liked. It made him feel like he was back surrounded by his niggas in prison. Lamar in particular was a handsome young buck. He was slim but glamor-muscled, dimple-faced, always macking on some trendy bitch—he usually had his phone out if Atticus wasn't in the back checking up on him.

"Yeah, yeah," Lamar said, scoffing and sucking on his teeth.

"What'd you say?" Atticus barked. He came up real close to Lamar, who took a tray of hash browns out of the oven and winced. He bit his lip. Atticus glared at his trembling hands as he put the hash browns in a bag and handed it to Michael to give to the customer. Atticus cleared his throat. "You got somethin' to say, Lamar? I ain't hear ya." He aimed his ear at Lamar. "I's old, nigga, sometimes I don't hear good. Say it again."

"Nothing, man. I just said, y'know, I said yeah. That's it," Lamar said. He was an insolent young man who liked to show off to his girls. He made faces at cops and disobeyed his stepfather, that kind of thing. Atticus had put a stop to that nonsense when Lamar started working his shifts. Atticus ain't care what Lamar did on his own time, but when he worked here, Atticus expected obedience and respect.

"Oh, I see. You meant to say yes, sir, Atticus. Right? Ain't that what you said? Or meant to say?"

Lamar bit his lip and cringed. He glanced up front. There were no customers anymore, just Michael and Hartley watching. When they were noticed, they resumed stocking the bags of coffee beans while sneaking sideways glances at the confrontation.

"Yeah, nigga. I, uh... Yes, sir, Atticus," Lamar said. "Man, Atticus, you crazy." He laughed.

Atticus lowered his head and hushed under. "Maybe."

Lamar looked away. "Okay. Yeah. Whatevuh, man."

"Hey, Lamar, remember that favor?" Atticus said. He ain't plan on doing this until it happened. He had almost forgotten about the favor that Lamar owed him. He knew exactly what to get in return. It would certainly make this morning go a lot faster.

"What?"

"Remember? You needed to make a run after that bitch-"

"Oh... Yeah," Lamar said. He licked his lips and chuckled to himself.

"You said you'd do anything if I helped you out. You said you loved that bitch. You said you was gonna wife her-"

"Nigga, I ain't say that."

Michael and Hartley burst into laughter. They both began imitating Lamar from back then. "Man, I swear, nigga, I is gonna wife that female, man, I treat her right. She gonna be my princess, Atticus. I gonna lick the corn outta her butthole. I hear music when I sees her." Michael pantomimed a heart over his chest, and Hartley guffawed.
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