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A BLACK FATHER. A WHITE FATHER.


TWO MURDERED SONS. A QUEST FOR VENGEANCE.


Ike Randolph left jail fifteen years ago, with not so much as a speeding ticket since.


But a Black man with cops at the door knows to be afraid.


Ike is devastated to learn his son, Isiah, has been murdered, along with Isiah’s white husband, Derek. Though he never fully accepted his son, Ike is broken by his death.


Derek’s father, Buddy Lee, was as ashamed of Derek being gay as Derek was of his father’s criminal past. But Buddy Lee – with seedy contacts deep in the underworld – needs to know who killed his only child.


Desperate to do better by them in death than they did in life, two hardened ex-cons must confront their own prejudices about their sons – and each other – as they rain down vengeance upon those who hurt their boys.


A provocative revenge thriller and an achingly tender story of redemption, this novel is a ferocious portrait of grief; for those loved and lost, and for mistakes than can never truly be undone.
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ONE


Ike tried to remember a time when men with badges coming to his door early in the morning brought anything other than heartache and misery, but try as he might, nothing came to mind.


The two men stood side by side on the small concrete landing of his front step with their hands on their belts near their badges and their guns. The morning sun made the badges glimmer like gold nuggets. The two cops were a study in contrast. One was a tall but wiry Asian man. He was all sharp angles and hard edges. The other, a florid-faced white man, was built like a powerlifter with a massive head sitting atop a wide neck. They both wore white dress shirts with clip-on ties. The powerlifter had sweat stains spreading down from his armpits that vaguely resembled maps of England and Ireland respectively.


Ike’s queasy stomach began to do somersaults. He was fifteen years removed from Coldwater State Penitentiary. He had bucked the recidivism statistics ever since he’d walked out of that festering wound. Not so much as a speeding ticket in all those years. Yet here he was with his tongue dry and the back of his throat burning as the two cops stared down at him. It was bad enough being a Black man in the good ol’ US of A and talking to the cops. You always felt like you were on the edge of some imaginary precipice during any interaction with an officer of the law. If you were an ex-con, it felt like the precipice was covered in bacon grease.


“Yes?” Ike said.


“Sir, I’m Detective LaPlata. This is my partner, Detective Robbins. May we come in?”


“What for?” Ike asked. LaPlata sighed. It came out low and long like the bottom note in a blues song. Ike tensed. LaPlata glanced at Robbins. Robbins shrugged. LaPlata’s head dipped down, then he raised it again. Ike had learned to pick up on body language when he was inside. There was no aggression in their stances. At least not any more than what most cops exuded on a normal twelve-hour shift. The way LaPlata’s head had dropped was almost . . . sad.


“Do you have a son named Isiah Randolph?” he said finally.


That was when he knew. He knew it like he knew when a fight was about to break out in the yard. Like he knew when a crackhead was going to try to stab him for a bag back in the day. Like he knew, just knew in his gut, that his homeboy Luther had seen his last sunset that night he’d gone home with that girl from the Satellite Bar.


It was like a sixth sense. A preternatural ability to sense a tragedy seconds before it became a reality.


“What’s happened to my son, Detective LaPlata?” Ike asked, already knowing the answer. Knowing it in his bones. Knowing his life would never be the same.









TWO


It was a beautiful day for a funeral.


Snow white clouds rolled across an azure sky. Despite it being the first week of April the air was still crisp and cool. Of course, since this was Virginia, it could be raining buckets in the next ten minutes, then hot as the devil’s backside an hour later.


A sage-green tent covered the remaining mourners and two caskets. The minister grabbed a handful of dirt from the pile that sat just outside the tent. The pile was covered by a weathered artificial grass rug. He moved to the head of the caskets.


“Earth to earth. Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust.” The minister’s voice echoed through the cemetery as he sprinkled dirt on both caskets. He skipped the part about the general resurrection and the last days. The funeral director stepped forward. He was a short chubby man with a charcoal complexion that matched his suit. Despite the mild conditions, his face was slick with sweat. It was as if his body were responding to the calendar and not the thermometer.


“This concludes the services for Derek Jenkins and Isiah Randolph. The family thanks you for your attendance. You may go in peace,” he said. His voice didn’t have the same theatricality as the minister’s. It barely carried beyond the tent.


Ike Randolph let go of his wife’s hand. She slumped against him. Ike stared down at his hands. His empty hands. Hands that had held his boy when he was barely ten minutes old. The hands that had shown him how to tie his shoes. The hands that had rubbed salve on his chest when he’d had the flu. That had waved goodbye to him in court with shackles tight around his wrists. Rough callused hands that he hid in his pockets when Isiah’s husband had offered to shake them.


Ike dropped his chin to his chest.


The little girl sitting in her lap played with Mya’s braids. Ike looked at the girl. Skin the color of honey with hair to match. Arianna had just turned three the week before her parents died. Did she have any inkling of what was happening? When Mya had told her that her daddies were asleep, she seemed to accept it without too much trouble. He envied the elasticity of her mind. She could wrap her head around this in a way that he couldn’t.


“Ike, that’s our boy in there. That’s our baby,” Mya wailed. He flinched when she spoke. It was like hearing a rabbit scream in a trap. Ike heard the folding chairs squeak and whine as people rose and headed to the parking lot. He felt hands flutter against his back and shoulders. Words of encouragement were mumbled with half-hearted sincerity. It wasn’t that folks didn’t care. It was that they knew those words did little to soothe the wound in his soul. Speaking those platitudes and clichéd homilies seemed disingenuous, but what else could they do? It was what you did when someone died. It was as axiomatic as bringing a casserole to the repast.


The crowd was thin, and it didn’t take long for the chairs to empty. In less than five minutes the only people in the cemetery were Ike, Mya, Arianna, the gravediggers, and a man Ike vaguely recognized as Derek’s father. A lot of Ike’s family hadn’t shown up for the service. As far as he could tell, only a few of Derek’s people had bothered to attend. Most of the mourners were Isiah and Derek’s friends. Ike noticed Derek’s family members. They stood out among the bearded hipsters and androgynous ladies that made up Derek and Isiah’s social circle. Lean wiry men and women with hard flinty eyes and sun-worn faces. They wore blue collars around their red necks. As the sermon neared the thirty-minute mark, he’d watched their faces begin to bloom with crimson. That was when the minister mentioned how no sin was unforgivable. Even abominable sins could be forgiven by a benevolent God.


Arianna pulled one of Mya’s braids.


“Stop it, girl!” Mya said. It came out sharp. Arianna was silent for a moment. Ike knew what was coming next. That pregnant pause was the prelude to the waterworks. Isiah used to do the same thing.


Arianna began to howl. Her screams pierced the quiet contemplativeness of the funeral and rang in Ike’s ears. Mya tried to soothe her. She apologized and brushed her forehead. Arianna took a deep breath, then began to scream louder.


“Take her to the car. I’ll be there in a minute,” Ike said.


“Ike, I ain’t going nowhere. Not yet,” Mya snapped. Ike stood.


“Please Mya. Take her to the car. Just give me a few minutes, then I’ll come and watch her and you can come back,” Ike said. His voice almost cracked. Mya stood. She pulled Arianna close to her chest.


“You say what you gotta say.” She turned and headed for the car. Arianna’s cries withered to whimpers as they walked away. Ike put his hand on the black casket with the gold trim. His boy was in there. His son was in this rectangular container. Packed and preserved like some cured meat. The breeze picked up, making the tassels hanging from the edge of the tent flap like the wings of a dying bird. Derek was in the silver casket with the black trim. Isiah was being buried next to his husband. They’d died together and now they’d rest together.


Derek’s father rose from his seat. He was a lean and weathered piece of work with a shock of shoulder-length salt-and-pepper hair. He walked up to the foot of the caskets and stood next to Ike. The gravediggers busied themselves with shovel inspections as they waited for these two men, the last of the mourners, to leave. The lean man scratched at his chin. A gray shadow of a beard covered the bottom half of his face. He coughed, cleared his throat, then coughed again. When he got that under control, he turned toward Ike.


“Buddy Lee Jenkins. Derek’s father. I don’t think we ever officially met,” Buddy Lee said. He held out his hand.


“Ike Randolph.” He took Buddy Lee’s hand and pumped it up and down twice, then let it go. They stood at the foot of the coffins, silent as stones. Buddy Lee coughed again.


“Was you at the wedding reception?” Buddy Lee asked. Ike shook his head.


“Me neither,” Buddy Lee said.


“I think I saw you at their girl’s birthday party last year,” Ike said.


“Yeah, I was there but I didn’t stay long.” Buddy Lee sucked his teeth as he adjusted his sport coat. “Derek was ashamed of me. Can’t say I much blame him,” Buddy Lee said. Ike didn’t know how to respond, so he didn’t.


“I just wanna thank you and your wife for getting everything straight. I couldn’t afford to put them away this nice. And Derek’s mama couldn’t be bothered,” Buddy Lee said.


“Wasn’t us. They had things already taken care of. They’d set up some kind of prepaid funeral package. We just had to sign some papers,” Ike said.


“Man. Was you setting up funeral arrangements at twenty-seven? I know I sure wasn’t. Hell, I couldn’t set up a fucking paper route at twenty-seven,” Buddy Lee said. Ike ran his hand over his son’s casket. Whatever moment he had imagined having was ruined now.


“That tat on your hand, that’s Black God’s ink, ain’t it?” Buddy Lee asked. Ike studied his hands. The indistinct drawings of a lion with two scimitars above its head on his right hand and the word RIOT on his left had been his silent companions since his second year in Coldwater State Penitentiary.


Ike put his hands in his pockets.


“That was a long time ago,” Ike said. Buddy Lee sucked his teeth again.


“Where’d you do your time? I did a nickel at Red Onion. Some hard fellas out that way. Met a few BG boys out there.”


“I don’t mean no harm, but it ain’t really something I like to talk about,” Ike said.


“Well, I don’t mean no harm, but if you don’t like talking about it, why don’t you get the tat covered up? Shit, from what I hear, they can do that in an hour,” Buddy Lee said. Ike took his hands out of his pockets. He looked down at the black lion on his hand. The lion was standing on a crude map of the state.


“Just because I don’t wanna talk about it doesn’t mean I want to forget about it. It reminds me of why I don’t ever wanna go back,” Ike said. “I’m gonna leave you with your boy now.” He turned and started to walk away.


“You ain’t gotta go. It’s too late for me and him,” Buddy Lee said. “Too late for you and your boy, too.” Ike stopped. He half turned back toward Buddy Lee.


“What you mean by that?” Ike asked. Buddy Lee ignored the question.


“When he was fourteen, I caught Derek kissing another boy down by the creek in the woods behind our trailer. Took off my belt and beat him like a runaway . . . like he stole something. I called him names. Told him he was a pervert. I whupped him till his legs was covered with welts. He cried and cried. Saying he was sorry. He didn’t know why he was like that. You never got into it with your boy like that? Never? I dunno, maybe you was a better daddy than I was,” Buddy Lee said. Ike adjusted his jaw.


“Why we talking about this?” Ike said. Buddy Lee shrugged.


“If I could just talk to Derek for five minutes, you know what I’d say? ‘I don’t give a damn who you fucking. Not one bit.’ What you think you’d say to your boy?” Buddy Lee said. Ike stared at him. Stared through him. He noticed tears clinging to the corners of the man’s eyes, but they didn’t fall. Ike ground his teeth so hard he thought his molars might crack.


“I’m going,” Ike said. He stomped toward his car.


“You think they gonna catch who did it?” Buddy Lee shouted after him. Ike picked up his pace. When he reached the car, the minister was just leaving the parking lot. Ike watched as he creeped by in a jet-black BMW. Rev. J. T. Johnson’s profile was sharp enough to slice cheese. He never turned his head or acknowledged Ike and Mya at all.


Ike jogged down the driveway. He caught the minister before he turned onto the highway. Ike tapped on his window. Rev. Johnson lowered the glass. Ike dropped to his haunches and extended his hand into the car.


“I guess I should thank you for preaching my son’s funeral,” Ike said. Rev. Johnson grasped Ike’s hand and pumped it up and down a few times.


“No need to thank me, Ike,” Rev. Johnson said. His deep rich baritone rumbled out of his chest like a freight train on greased tracks. He tried to pull his hand away but Ike gripped it tight.


“I’m supposed to thank you but I just can’t.” He gripped Rev. Johnson’s hand tighter. The minister winced. “I just gotta ask you, why did you preach the funeral?”


Rev. Johnson frowned. “Ike, Mya asked— ”


“I know Mya asked you to do it. What I’m asking you is why did you do it? Because I can tell you didn’t want to,” Ike said. He tightened his grip on Johnson’s hand.


“Ike, my hand . . .”


“You kept talking about abominable sin. Over and over. You thought my son was an abomination?” Ike asked.


“Ike, I never said that.”


“You didn’t have to say it. I might just cut grass for a living but I know an insult when I hear it. You think my son was some kind of monster and you made sure everybody at his funeral knew it. My boy was less than five feet away from you, and you couldn’t shut the fuck up about how his sins were forgivable. His abominable sins.”


“Ike, please . . .” Rev. Johnson said. A line of cars was forming behind the good minister’s BMW.


“You didn’t say nothing about him being a reporter. Or that he graduated top of his class at VCU. You didn’t talk about him winning the state basketball championship in high school. You just kept talking about abominations. I don’t know what you thought he was, but he was just . . .” Ike paused. The word caught in his throat like a chicken bone.


“Please let go of my hand,” Rev. Johnson gasped.


“My son wasn’t no fucking abomination!” Ike said. His voice was as cold as a mountain stream flowing over river rocks. He gripped Rev. Johnson’s hand tighter. He felt metacarpals grinding to powder. Rev. Johnson groaned.


“Ike, let him go!” Mya said. Ike turned his head to the right. His wife was standing outside their car. The line behind them was ten deep. Ike released Rev. Johnson’s hand. The minister spun tires as he rocketed onto the highway. Ike marveled at how fast the German engineering carried Rev. Johnson away.


Ike walked back to his car. Mya got in the passenger seat as he slid in the driver’s side. She crossed her arms over her narrow chest and leaned her head against the window.


“What was all that about?” she asked. Ike turned the key in the ignition and put the car in gear.


“You heard what he was saying in his sermon. You know what he was saying about Isiah,” Ike said. Mya sighed.


“Like you haven’t said worse. But now that he’s dead you want to defend him?” Mya asked. Ike gripped the steering wheel.


“I loved him. I did. Just as much as you,” Ike said between clenched teeth.


“Really? Where was this love when he was getting picked on morning, noon, and night in school? Oh, that’s right, you were locked up. He needed your love then. Not now that he’s in the ground,” Mya said. Tears rolled down her face. Ike worked his jaw up and down like he was biting the tension between them.


“That’s why I taught him how to fight when I came home,” Ike said.


“Well, that’s what you know best, ain’t it?” Mya asked. Ike clenched his teeth.


“Do you want to go back over there and— ” Ike started to say.


“Just take us home,” Mya sobbed.


He stepped on the gas and pulled out of the cemetery parking lot.









THREE


Buddy Lee sat straight up in his bed. Someone was banging on the door of his trailer so hard it felt like the whole structure was shaking. He checked the clock sitting on the milk crate that served as his nightstand. It was six o’clock. The funeral had ended at 2 P.M. Buddy Lee had stopped off at the Piggly Wiggly and picked up a case of beer. He’d crushed the last can around 4:30. Then he had flopped on his bed and passed out cold.


The banging at his door erupted again. It was cops. It had to be cops. No one banged on your door that hard except Johnny Law. Buddy Lee rubbed his eyes.


Run.


The thought flashed in his mind like an LED sign. The impulse was so strong he was standing up and taking two steps toward the back door before he realized what he was doing. He took a deep breath.


Run.


The thought pulsed in his head even though he was ten years out of Red Onion. Even though he only had a jar of moonshine in the cabinet and two joints in his truck. Even though he’d basically kept his nose clean since he’d started driving for Kitchener Seafood three years ago. Well, he didn’t have to worry too much about keeping his nose clean anymore since Ricky Kitchener had fired him instead of giving him a week of bereavement time.


Buddy Lee cracked his knuckles and walked to the front door. The temperature had skyrocketed since he’d passed out, so he flicked on the AC unit before he opened the door.


A short squat man was standing on the four cinder blocks that made up Buddy Lee’s front step. His balding head was ringed by rust-colored patches of hair on the sides and in the back of his skull. His white T-shirt sported a week’s worth of stains. They spelled out his eating habits like indistinct hieroglyphics.


“Hey Artie,” Buddy Lee said


“Your rent’s a week late, Jenkins,” Artie said. Buddy Lee burped and he thought all twenty-four beers in the case were going to make a surprise appearance in his mouth. Buddy Lee closed his eyes and tried to conjure up a calendar in his head. Was it the fifteenth already? Time had taken on a strange inconsequential quality since the cops had shown him a picture of Derek’s face with the top of his head blacked out.


Buddy Lee opened his eyes.


“Artie, you know my son died, right? The funeral was today.”


“I heard, but that don’t change the fact the rent is due. I’m sorry about your boy, I really am, but this ain’t the first time you been late. I done let you slide a few times but I gotta have it by tomorrow or we gonna have to have another kind of conversation,” Artie said. His tiny rat eyes sat in his head dull and brown like old pennies.


Buddy Lee leaned against the ragged doorframe. He crossed his wiry arms.


“Yeah, I can tell you’ve really fell on hard times here, Artie. How in the world you gonna keep up your fantastic wardrobe?” Buddy Lee said.


“You can joke me all you want, Jenkins, but if I don’t have full payment tomorrow, which includes the lot fee and the rent for the trailer, I’ll— ” Artie said, but Buddy Lee stepped down onto the first cinder block. Artie hadn’t expected the move. He took an awkward step backward and nearly tumbled to the ground.


“You’ll what? What you gonna do? Call the cops? Go down to the courthouse and get a warrant to kick me out of this broke-down-ass trailer? Lord have mercy, what in the world will I do without this fucking mansion that got a toilet that ain’t flushed right since ’ninety-four?”


“Ain’t no free ride here Buddy Lee! This ain’t one of them Section 8 setups. You want that, you can go over to Wyndam Hills and hang out with the other welfare cases. I knew I should’ve never rented to no ex-con. My wife told me but I didn’t listen. Every time I try to give somebody a break they screw me,” Artie said. Spittle sparked from his lips.


“Well, somebody gotta screw you since your wife gave up on getting you to take a bath more than once month,” Buddy Lee said. Artie flinched like he’d been slapped.


“Fuck you, Buddy Lee; I got a glandular condition. You know, you ain’t nothing but trash. Been trash just like all them Jenkins. That’s why your son was a— ” Artie didn’t get to finish the statement. Buddy Lee had closed the distance between them in one and a half steps. A jackknife, its brown wooden handle smooth and slick from years of use, was pressed blade first against Artie’s belly. Buddy Lee balled up a wad of Artie’s T-shirt and put his mouth close to the shorter man’s ear.


“That’s why my son was a what? Go on. Say it. Say it so I can slit you from nuts to neck. Split you open like a killing hog and let your guts fall out like we cooking chitterlings for Sunday dinner,” Buddy Lee said.


“I . . . I . . . just want the rent,” Artie wheezed.


“What you want is to come over here while my boy ain’t even cold in the ground and swing your dick around like you the cock of the walk. All the time I been here I done let you talk your shit because I didn’t want no trouble. But I buried my boy today and now I ain’t really got a goddamn thing to lose, So, go ahead. Say it. SAY IT!” Buddy Lee said. His chest heaved as his breath came in rapid bursts.


“I’m sorry about Derek. Jesus Christ, I’m so fucking sorry. Please let me go. I’m so damn sorry,” Artie said. From his armpits a fetid odor wafted up that made Buddy Lee’s eyes water. At least that’s what he told himself. With the mention of his boy’s name, the rattlesnake in his heart that Artie had poked slithered back down into its hole. The fight flowed out of him like water pouring through a sieve. Artie was a mean-spirited, unhygienic son of a bitch but he didn’t kill Derek. He was just another asshole that didn’t understand who or what Derek was. That was something he and Buddy Lee had in common.


“Go back to your fucking house, Artie,” Buddy Lee said. He let go of the man’s shirt and put his knife back in his pocket. Artie scuttled backward and sideways. When he felt there was enough distance between him and Buddy Lee, he stopped and flicked him off.


“That’s your ass, Jenkins! I’m calling the cops. You ain’t gonna have to worry about the rent now. You gonna be sleeping in a jail cell tonight.”


“Go away, Artie,” Buddy Lee said. It came out flat and listless, all the bravado gone. Artie blinked hard. The sudden de-escalation confused him. Buddy Lee turned his back on him and went into his trailer. The AC hadn’t so much conditioned the air as suggested it might want to cool down.


He sprawled across his sofa. The duct tape on the armrest snagged a few of the hairs on his forearm. He fished around in his back pocket and grabbed his wallet. Behind his driver license was a small wrinkled photo. Buddy Lee pulled the photo out by the corner using his thumb and forefinger. It was a picture of him and a one-year-old Derek. He held the boy in the crook of his arm as they sat in an aluminum lawn chair. Buddy Lee was shirtless in the picture. His hair was down to his shoulders and black as an ace of spades. Derek was wearing a Superman shirt and a diaper.


Buddy Lee wondered what the young fella in the picture would think of the old man he’d become. That fella was full of gunpowder and gasoline. If he looked really close, he could see a small mouse under his right eye. A souvenir he’d acquired collecting a debt for Chuly Pettigrew. The man in that picture was wild and dangerous. Always down for a fight and up to no good. If Artie had spoken ill of Derek in front of that man, he would have waited until dark and then cut his throat for him. Watched him bleed out all over the gravel before taking him somewhere dark and desolate. Knocked out his teeth and cut off his hands and buried him in a shallow grave covered in about fifty pounds of pulverized lime. Then the man in that picture would have gone home, made love to his woman, and not lost a minute’s sleep.


Derek was different. Whatever rot that lived in the roots of the Jenkins family tree had bypassed Derek. His son was so full of positive potential it made him glow like a shooting star from the day he was born. He had accomplished more in his twenty-seven years than most of the entire Jenkins bloodline had in a generation. Buddy Lee’s hand began to shake. The photo fell from his fingers as the tremors worsened, working their way through his hand. The photo floated to the floor. Buddy Lee put his head in his hands and waited for the tears to come. His throat burned. His stomach was doing cartwheels. His eyes felt like they wanted to burst. Still no tears came.


“My boy. My sweet boy,” he muttered over and over as he rocked back and forth.









FOUR


Ike sat in the living room sipping on some rum on the rocks. He’d changed out of his suit and was wearing a white tank top and jeans. Despite the ice, the rum burned as it went down his throat. Mya and Arianna were taking a nap. In the kitchen, containers full of chicken, ham, and mac and cheese were spread across every available surface. A few of Isiah and Derek’s friends had brought vegetarian barbecue. Whatever the hell that was.


Ike brought the rum to his head and finished it in one huge gulp. He winced but kept it down. He considered getting another one, then changed his mind. Getting drunk wasn’t going to make things easier. He needed to feel this pain. Keep it fresh in his heart. He deserved it. In the back of his mind he’d always thought that he and Isiah would come to an understanding. He just assumed time would thaw the glacier between them and they would both experience an epiphany of sorts. Isiah would finally understand how hard it was for his father to accept his lifestyle. In turn, Ike would be able to accept that his son was gay. But time was a river made of quicksilver. It slipped through his grasp even as it enveloped him. Twenty became forty. Winter became spring, and before he knew it he was an old man burying his son and wondering where in the hell that river had taken him.


Ike held the empty glass to his forehead. He should have walked across that goddamn glacier instead of waiting for it to melt. Sat down with Isiah and tried to explain how he felt. Tell him he felt like he had failed as a father. Isiah, being Isiah, would have told him that his sexuality had nothing to do with Ike’s shitty parenting skills. Maybe they both would have laughed. Maybe that would have broken the ice.


He let out a sigh. That was a nice fantasy.


Ike sat his empty glass on the coffee table. He sat back in the recliner and closed his eyes. The recliner had been a gift to himself. A place to rest his weary bones after ferrying bags of peat moss and mulch all day long.


Ike’s cell phone vibrated in his pocket. He checked the number. It was one of the detectives who were supposed to be working Isiah’s case.


“Hello,” Ike said.


“Hello, Mr. Randolph, this is Detective LaPlata. How are you holding up?”


“I just buried my son,” Ike said.


LaPlata paused.


“I’m sorry, Mr. Randolph. We are doing everything we can to find the people who did this. To that end, would it be okay if we came by and talked to you and your wife? We are trying to see if any of Isiah and Derek’s friends or associates have reached out to you. We’re having a hard time getting them to talk to us,” LaPlata said.


“Well, you’re cops. A lot of people don’t like talking to cops even when they’re innocent,” Ike said. LaPlata sighed.


“We’re just trying find a lead here, Mr. Randolph. So far, we can’t find anyone who has a bad word to say ’bout your son or his boyfriend.”


“They were . . . they were married,” Ike said. More awkward silence clogged the line.


“I’m sorry about that. We talked to your son’s employer. Did you know he had a death threat sent to him earlier this year?”


“I didn’t know that. Me and Isiah . . . we weren’t as close as we could’ve been, so I don’t think there’s anything I’m gonna be able to help you with,” Ike said.


“What about your wife, Mr. Randolph?”


“This isn’t really a good time to talk to her,” Ike said.


“Mr. Randolph, I know this is hard but— ”


“Do you? Did somebody shoot your son in the head, then stand over him and empty a clip into his face?” Ike said. The phone creaked in his hand as his grip tightened.


“No, but— ”


“I have to go, Mr. LaPlata,” Ike said. He hit the END button and put the phone on the coffee table next to the empty glass.


He walked over to the cheap pressboard entertainment center that housed their television and dozens of framed photographs. Isiah kneeling with one hand on a basketball in his gold-and-blue Red Hill County High School uniform. A picture of preteen Isiah pinning Mya when she graduated from nursing school. A picture of Isiah, Mya, and Ike the day Isiah graduated from college. Mya stood between them. A demilitarized zone to keep them from arguing. That came later. At the cookout they had for Isiah getting his journalism degree. It was supposed to be a day to remember. It had been, but for all the wrong reasons. Ike picked up the graduation picture and ran his thick callused fingers across the glass before putting it back on the top of the entertainment center.


Ike walked through the kitchen and out the back door. He headed for his shed. He opened the door, stepped inside, and flicked on the light. The air was filled with the scent of fuel and iron. The shed was large. Forty by forty with a skylight and a vent. On one side of the structure a collection of tools and yard equipment were stored with military precision. Two leaf blowers and two weed trimmers hung on hooks and gleamed like showroom models. Rakes and shovels were stacked next to each other like rifles in an armory. A push mower and an edger sat next to each other without a trace of grass or dirt anywhere. Suspended on the right side of the shed in the corner behind motes of dust was a heavy bag. The lonely light hanging from the ceiling cast odd shadows against the wall behind the bag. Ike went over to it and began bouncing on the balls of his feet. He bobbed and feinted, then started peppering the bag with punches. Quick one-two combinations, feeling the sting of the weathered leather against his bare knuckles.


Growing up, Isiah had been a natural athlete. When he worked the heavy bag, his movements were powerful and fluid. His foot-work was exceptional. His head movement was elusive.


When Ike was released, boxing was the only thing Isiah enjoyed doing with him. They didn’t have to talk when they wrapped their fists and worked over the weathered cowhide. Ike had wanted him to enter the Golden Gloves or join an AAU team. He had hoped boxing would be the thing that would bridge the gap between them. But Isiah refused to fight. Ike pressed and pushed him but he wouldn’t budge. He was as stubborn as any other fourteen-year-old kid. Finally, Ike had pushed one too many times, and Isiah had cut to the heart of the matter.


“I’m not like you. I don’t like hurting people.”


That was it. They’d never gone into the shed together again. Ike unleashed a flurry of elbow strikes. He jumped backward, tucked his chin into his chest, then fired off a series of rights and lefts in a staccato rhythm. The steady beat of his knuckles smashing against the taut surface of the bag reverberated throughout the shed.


Ike always pushed Isiah too hard and Isiah pushed right back. Mya said they were so much alike Ike should have given birth to him. Their last conversation, a few months ago, had been a verbal shoving match that ended with a slammed door. Isiah had come over to tell his mother he and Derek were getting married. Mya had hugged him. Ike had gone into the kitchen and poured a drink. After a few more kisses from his mother, Isiah had followed him.


“You don’t approve?” Isiah had said. Ike had gulped his rum and sat the glass on the edge of the counter.


“It’s not my place to approve or disapprove. Not anymore. But you know this ain’t just about you. Y’all got that little girl now,” Ike had said.


“Your granddaughter. Her name is Arianna and she’s your granddaughter,” Isiah had said. A vein in the furrow of his forehead began to pulse. Ike crossed his arms.


“Look, I stopped trying to tell you what to do a long time ago. But that little girl, she gonna have it hard enough already. She’s half Black. Her mama was somebody you paid to carry her, and she got two gay daddies. So now what? You gonna make her a flower girl in your wedding? Y’all gonna rent out the Jefferson Hotel and make a big production out of it? And in a couple of years you gonna walk into her kindergarten class and all the other little kids can ask her which one is the mommy. Did you or Derek ever stop and think about that?” Ike had said.


“That’s the first thing that comes to your mind when I tell you I’m marrying the love of my life? Not congratulations. Not even an insincere ‘I’m happy for you.’ But what people might think. What people might say. News flash, Isaac, I’ve dealt with what people have to say ever since I had to explain that my father was a jailbird. I guess you’d rather we said our vows in a shack in the woods at midnight. I don’t know if you are aware of this, but not everyone thinks the way you do. Not everyone is disgusted by their children. And the people that do think like you? Well, they’ll all be dead soon enough,” Isiah had said. Ike didn’t remember picking up the glass. He didn’t remember hurling it against the wall. He just remembered Isiah turning on his heel and slamming the door on his way out.


Three months later his son and his husband were dead. Shot multiple times in the front of a fancy wine store in downtown Richmond. Once his son and his husband were down, the shooters had double-tapped them both. The sign of a professional. Ike wondered if the last image Isiah had of his father was a glass shattering against a kitchen cabinet.


Ike started to scream. It didn’t build in his chest first then erupt. It came out fully formed in one long savage howl. The heavy bag began to jerk and jump spasmodically. Technique was tossed aside in favor of animalistic instinct. The skin on his knuckles split and left red-hued Rorschach paintings on the bag. Droplets of sweat ran down his face and dripped into his eyes. Tears ran from his eyes and stung his cheeks. Tears for his son. Tears for his wife. Tears for the little girl they had to raise. Tears for who they were and what they all had lost. Each drop felt like it was slicing his face open like a razorblade.









FIVE


Buddy Lee checked his watch. It was five minutes to eight. The sign said that Randolph Lawn Maintenance opened at 8 A.M. Monday through Saturday. Ike should be rolling up any minute.


The AC in his truck wasn’t much better than the AC in his trailer. The air blowing from the vents was tepid at best. The system needed a dose of Freon, but his electric bill was due this week. When it came down to having a working fridge at home or a working AC in his truck, the fridge was going to win every time.


Buddy Lee changed the station on his radio. Nobody played real country anymore. Just a bunch of baby-shit-soft male models singing about bumping and grinding over a steel guitar. A logging truck flew down the road past the gas station where Buddy Lee had parked his truck. Randolph Lawn Maintenance was housed in a single-story sheet-metal warehouse across the road from a Spee-Dee Mart and down the road from the Red Hill Florist. Buddy Lee resided in Charon County, which was about fifteen miles from Red Hill. Buddy Lee thought it was funny his son and Ike’s son had grown up only twenty minutes apart but found each other in college. Life sends us down some strange roads on our way to our destiny.


He was about to go back in the gas station and get another cup of coffee when he saw a white dually truck pull up to the gate at Randolph Lawn Maintenance. The truck stopped, and Ike hopped out to open the gate. He rolled the chain-link gate out of the way and pulled into the parking lot. Buddy Lee watched him get out of the truck again and enter the building.


As he climbed out of his own ramshackle truck, he started coughing. He knew it was going to be bad. His esophagus felt like it was being pulled like saltwater taffy. His lungs strained to force oxygen into his bloodstream. Buddy Lee gripped the steering wheel so tight his knuckles went white. After sixty agonizing seconds the cough subsided. He spit a wad of phlegm on the ground and jogged across the two-lane highway that bisected the town.


The inside of the warehouse was as sparse as a military barracks. A worn coffee table sat to the right of the entrance buffeted on one side by a metal folding chair and a threadbare leather love seat on the other. An old-fashioned glass-faced drink machine sat against the left wall. Most of the slots in the machine were empty. The three that weren’t had a plain blue can that said COLA on the front. On both walls there were numerous posters advertising a wide variety of lawn and garden products. All the posters either promised to kill your grass or make your grass grow. A few suggested they would execute insects with extreme prejudice. The back wall of the lobby had a security window in the center with a door on the left. Ike was standing near the security window. A big key ring dangled from one finger.


“Hey, Ike,” Buddy Lee said. Ike put the key ring back in his pocket.


“Hey. Buddy Lee, right?” Ike asked. Buddy Lee nodded his head.


“Hey, you got a minute? I’d like to talk to you about something,” he said.


“Yeah, I got a few. Can’t talk long, though. I gotta get my guys out on the road,” Ike said. He pulled the keys out again and opened the Masonite door. Buddy Lee followed him through the door to back of the warehouse. Pallets of fertilizer, granular herbicide, and pesticides were staged in lines that stretched ten deep all the way back to a wide roll-up door. Long sections of metal lawn edging were stacked against the back wall on the right side of the roll-up door. A small metal desk with a laptop and a Rolodex was positioned directly behind the security window. Behind the desk was a cubicle. Ike entered the cubicle and sat behind another metal desk. Buddy Lee sat in a weathered wooden chair positioned in front of the desk. The desk was as spartan as the lobby. It had a laptop, a pen holder, an in-box and an out-box, and nothing else. A short two-drawer filing cabinet sat next to his office chair.


“You ever thought of getting one of those, um, I don’t know what you call it, but it’s a bunch of metal balls hitting each other. Looks like a magic trick.”


“No,” Ike said. Buddy Lee stroked the scruff on his chin. The smell of sweat and cheap whiskey hung around him like a cloud.


“It’s two months today,” he said. Ike crossed his arms across his massive chest.


“Yeah, I know.”


“How ya been? Since the funeral and all?” Buddy Lee asked.


Ike shrugged. “I don’t know. Doing alright I guess.”


“You heard anything from the cops?”


“They called me once. Ain’t heard nothing since.”


“Yeah, they called me once, too. Didn’t seem like they had much in the way of leads,” Buddy Lee said.


“I guess they working on it,” Ike said. Buddy Lee ran his hands over his jeans.


“I’ve become a homebody in my old age. I go to work, then I go back to my trailer. In between I kill a few cold ones. That’s about it. If I can help it, I don’t have nothing to do with the cops. But this morning I got up at six and drove up to Richmond. I went by the police station and I asked for the detectives on the Derek Jenkins–Isiah Randolph murder case. Do you know what they told me?” Buddy Lee said. A quiver ran through his voice.


“No, I don’t.”


“Detective LaPlata said the case is currently inactive. No one knows anything, and if they do, they ain’t talking,” Buddy Lee said. He swallowed hard. “I don’t know about you, but that don’t sit right with me.” Ike didn’t respond. Buddy Lee rested his chin on his fist.


“I see him in my dreams. Derek. The back of his head is busted open. His brain is beating like a heart. There’s blood running down his face.”


“Stop.”


Buddy Lee blinked his eyes. “Sorry. It’s just I keep thinking about what the cop said. That their friends won’t talk to them. I can’t say I blame them. I think we both know it can be dangerous to talk to Johnny Law,” Buddy Lee said.


“I ain’t shocked it went inactive. They ain’t making a priority out of two . . . out of two men like Isiah and Derek,” Ike said. Buddy Lee nodded.


“Yeah. I wasn’t never a fan of that gay shit, but I loved my boy. I didn’t show it all the time, and I was gone a lot, but I swear I loved him with everything in me. I think you felt the same way about your boy. That’s why I wanted to talk to you,” Buddy Lee said.


“What did you want to talk about?” Ike asked. Buddy Lee took a deep breath. He’d been working on his pitch for a week, but now that he was about to say it out loud, he realized how crazy it was.


“Like I said, I don’t blame people for not talking to the cops. But what if they didn’t have to talk to the cops? What if they talked to us? Folks are liable to tell a couple of grieving fathers shit they wouldn’t tell the police,” Buddy Lee said. The words spilled out in one long continuous sentence. Ike cocked his head to the side.


“What, you want us to play some private-eye shit?” Ike said.


“There’s a motherfucker walking around right now. He getting up in the morning and he eating him a big breakfast. Then he goes and does whatever the fuck he does during the day. Then he probably gets him a piece of ass at the end of the night. This motherfucker killed our children. He popped them full of holes like a piece of chicken wire. Then he stood over them and blew their fucking brains out. Now, I don’t know about you, but I can’t live with myself while that son of a bitch is on this side of the dirt,” Buddy Lee said. His eyes were bugging from their sockets.


“Are you saying what I think you saying?” Ike asked. Buddy Lee licked his lips.


“You didn’t get that BG tattoo by being a wannabe. That’s shot-caller ink. And you don’t get to be a shot caller unless you done put in some work. A lot of work by the looks of it. Now, I won’t no shot caller but I’ve done my share of work, too,” Buddy Lee said. Ike let out a chuckle.


“What’s so funny?” Buddy Lee said.


“You should hear yourself. You sound like some cracker in an old hillbilly crime movie. Like you should be an extra in Gator. Look around here. I’ve got fourteen people that work for me, not including my receptionist, who’s late again. I’ve got fifteen property-management contracts. I have a little girl in my house that I’ve gotta help raise because your son and my son made my wife her legal guardian. I’ve got responsibilities. I got people depending on me so they can put food on their tables. And you want me to what? Play some Rolling Thunder or John Wick shit with you? You’re drunk, but I can’t believe you’re that drunk,” Ike said. Buddy Lee rubbed his forefinger against his thumb. Ike could hear the calluses rasp as they slid against each other.


“So, you scared to get your hands dirty? Or you don’t care that the man who killed our sons is walking around free?” Ike’s face settled into a rigid mask. Under his desk his hands curled into fists.


“You think I don’t care? I had to bury my only child in a closed casket service because the mortician couldn’t put his face back together. My wife wakes up crying in the middle of the night screaming Isiah’s name. I look at his daughter and realize she won’t remember what his voice sounded like. I wake up every morning and I go to bed every night praying he didn’t go from this world hating me. You see some tattoos and all the sudden you an expert on who the fuck I am? You don’t know nothing about me, man. What, you thought you’d walk in here and get the big, scary-ass Black nigga to go kill some people for you?”


Buddy Lee could see the muscles in Ike’s neck standing out in sharp relief like a 3D map. His pupils had narrowed to pinpricks. Buddy Lee leaned forward.


“Not some people. The bastards that killed Derek and Isiah. And I wasn’t asking you to do it for me. We can get more than one gun,” Buddy Lee said.


“Get the fuck out my office,” Ike said. The words came out slow and brutal, like cinder blocks being dragged over asphalt. Buddy Lee didn’t move. He and Ike locked eyes, and Buddy Lee felt the air between them change. It was charged like a thunderstorm was on the horizon. Buddy Lee dug around in his pocket until he found an old receipt. He grabbed one of Ike’s pens. He scrawled his cell phone number on the back of the receipt. He folded it once before laying it on Ike’s desk. He stood and walked to the door of the cubicle. He stopped and looked back at Ike.


“When you go to bed tonight and you’re praying your boy didn’t hate you, listen real close. You’ll hear him asking why you didn’t do something to make it right. When you ready to answer him, you give me a call. If you don’t, then I guess you should cover that lion up with a big fat pussy,” Buddy Lee said. He stomped out of the cubicle.


Ike heard the door chime go off as Buddy Lee left the building.


He brought his fists from under the desk. His breath was coming in short shallow bursts. Ike raised his arms and slammed his fists down on the desk. The pen holder jumped and skidded off the desk. Ike slammed his fists into the desk again and this time the laptop did a little jig.


That white boy had the nerve to sit there and tell him he didn’t care about Isiah. He should have fed him his fucking teeth. Ike got up and walked out of the cubicle. He stood in the middle of the warehouse flexing his fingers, trying to work the stinging sensation out of his hands.


Did Buddy Lee really think he was the only one who was hurting? He didn’t have a monopoly on grief. There wasn’t a moment that went by he didn’t think about Isiah. Every day it got a little bit harder and a little bit easier. Whenever the pain ebbed slightly he felt guilty. Like he was disrespecting Isiah’s memory if he didn’t feel an agonizing ache in his chest every single second. The days it got harder he sat in the shed and drank until he could hardly stand.


He should have jumped across his desk and snatched Buddy Lee’s skinny ass up out of his chair. Pushed him up against the wall of his office and pressed his forearm across his throat. Ike could have told him how in his dreams he found the people who had blown off Isiah’s face. He could have told Buddy Lee about how in those dreams he took those people some place nice and quiet. A place stocked with pliers and hammers and a blowtorch. Ike could have told him how in his dreams he introduced them to Riot Randolph. The OG with nine bodies on him, not including the one that had gotten him a manslaughter charge.


Ike massaged his temples. He hadn’t been that man in a long time. Not since June 23, 2004. That was the day he’d left Coldwater State Penitentiary. Ike had walked through those gates and found strangers waiting for him. A wife that had taken company with other men. A son, more man than boy, who wouldn’t look him in the eye. Strangers he loved who flinched at his touch.


He’d made up his mind the first night he was home. He was done. He was getting out of the life. As far as he was concerned, Riot had died in prison. Ike sacrificed him for his family. Just like Abraham had attempted to do to his namesake. At first no one in town wanted to believe it. The first couple of months he was home, crackheads would still sidle up to him asking if he was holding. For years the Red Hill Sheriff’s Department made pulling him over and searching his car their favorite hobby. People in the grocery store alternately gave him a wide berth and the side-eye. He ignored them all. He kept his head down and his eyes on the prize. He started a lawn-care service with a rickety riding mower and a rusty sling blade. He didn’t just work hard, he worked harder than anyone in five counties. By the time Isiah had graduated from college he’d paid off the house and the warehouse.


He learned how to control his temper. There was no such thing as nonviolent conflict resolution in the joint. You hit first, and you hit hard. If you didn’t, you would find yourself washing another motherfucker’s boxers. The first time he got cut off in traffic after being released had been tough. It had taken everything in him not to chase the guy down, drag him out his car, and curb-stomp him.


Buddy Lee had it all wrong. Ike wasn’t afraid to get his hands dirty. He wasn’t afraid to spill blood. He was afraid he wouldn’t be able to stop.
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