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He dreams of his mother.


Her mahogany skin is deeper and darker in the sepia-tone filter that diffuses the cinematography of his dream. Her eyes, deep and wide, sparkle at him like fireflies. Her hair, cut short in the back and curly on the top, seems to glisten as well. She is wearing the nurse scrubs he last saw her in that day. The cuff of her left pants leg has minute drops of blood like an abstract henna tattoo.


In his dream he reaches out his hand, not the hand with the twelve-thousand-dollar watch but his sixteen-year-old self’s hand. And before he can touch her, she fades away like an instant photo moving in reverse.


And then he wakes up with her name on his lips.


The taste of the woman lying next to him waits there too. Waits for his tongue and shame to find her flavor. She turns and throws one finely muscled light brown thigh over his own and murmurs his name.


“Roman.”


It comes out with the solemnity of a prayer. He rolls over, away from her. He knows her stage name, but it escapes him at the moment.


“Hmmm?”


“We getting breakfast?” she asks. They shift in the bed, changing positions until her back is against his chest and her legs are drawn up nearly to her chest.


Roman closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. “Hmm,” he murmurs. He puts his hand on the small of her back and makes light circles with his fingertips.


“Can we go to Mammy’s? I’m starving,” she whispers. Her name escapes him, but he can see it in his mind. The letters are jumbled, like one of the puzzles in the paper his mother used to like to solve.


She turns to him and he sees the delicate curve of her chin and fullness of her lips. She smiles, and her bright blue eyes seem to sparkle at him. He’d asked her if they were contacts and she’d playfully punched him. Her eyes were as bright as . . .


Saffire. Her name is Saffire. Her friend’s name was Genesis. She was in his guest room with his friend Khalil. All of them had been guests at a release party for Lil Glock 9’s new single. A party put together by his label to gin up interest for his new song that was debuting on all major streaming platforms. Roman knew the party was more a formality for Lil Glock’s fans. An excuse for them to prostrate themselves at the feet of their idol. There wasn’t really any money in streaming. It was the concerts and tours where he really cleaned up, and even that wasn’t the gold ring it used to be. Roman’s wealth management firm had helped Lil Glock 9, whose real name was Franklin Parrish, maximize his earnings while keeping him out of the crosshairs of the IRS. That maximization required more and more creative accounting over the years as record labels took more and more of the pie from recording artists, and recording artists like Lil Glock went to great lengths to pretend they were still at the head of the table.


Roman vaguely remembered Khalil introducing Saffire before they were zooming down Decatur in Roman’s Porsche heading for his condo.


My 2012 Porsche, he thought. He preached fiscal responsibility to his clients, but not many of them wanted to drive a ten-year-old Porsche or use rented jewelry for social engagements or video shoots. Roman knew he had to present a certain persona as a money manager in one of the richest cities in America, but he didn’t intend to put himself in the poorhouse in service to that image.


“I ain’t renting a damn thing. I wanna own my shit,” Lil Glock had said, even as Roman tried to explain the concept of depreciation.


Roman heard a man’s voice, then a woman’s laughter, from the living room. Khalil and Genesis were awake as well. A few seconds later there was a knock on his bedroom door.


“Hey, Rome, we about to dip and get something to eat. Y’all wanna come with?” Khalil said. Roman could envision him on the other side of the door rapping his huge tattooed knuckles against the wood, his wide frame nearly blocking out the door. Khalil did security for many of Atlanta’s upper-class elites. He moved through their world like a dolphin gliding through water playing savior for a lost sailor, but Roman knew what those tattoos stood for, and knew Khalil wasn’t a dolphin. He was a shark.


“Yeah, just let me get—” he started to say, but the ringtone from his phone cut him off midsentence. He extricated himself from Saffire’s thighs and got his phone off the nightstand. The morning sun was climbing over the downtown Atlanta skyline, lighting it like the flame from an oil lantern. He looked down at the touch screen as “Für Elise” played.


It was Neveah.


Roman took a deep breath and answered the phone. It was going to be bad. She never called unless it was bad. He could count on that like the rising of the sun that was now casting his shadow across his king-sized bed.


“Hey. What’s up?” he said.


“It’s Daddy. He’s been in an accident. He’s in a coma. You should probably come home, Rome,” she said, her voice not rising above a whisper.


Roman left Khalil and the girls at his penthouse and went downtown to where the offices of Carruthers and Associates held court among the numerous financial investment firms that seemed to spring up overnight in Atlanta like magic beanstalks.


“Have Simon take my meeting with that new singer from Sony,” Roman said to his assistant Keisha as she furiously took notes on a tablet. “Have Gary and Nick take on the meeting with the two new Housewives of Atlanta. Reschedule the meeting with Elian Rhodes. I don’t want anyone but me talking to him. The Falcons have serious concerns about his spending habits. Cancel my follow-up with Lil Glock 9. Postpone my meeting with the Kee Law Group. And don’t let anyone talk to the president of Morehouse until I get back.”


“How long do you anticipate being gone?” she asked.


Roman had paused. “Long enough to make sure my daddy isn’t going to die.”


His flight didn’t take off until 8:00 P.M. That was the earliest one he could get, even though he lived in one of Delta Air Lines’ major hubs. He’d had time to pack, he’d handled his work responsibilities, and he’d given Khalil his spare key. He was all set to go home.


He just had one more stop to make.


He checked his watch. He’d arrived on time for his appointment, but it was now ten minutes past the time they had agreed on. He knew it was all part of the experience, but it still annoyed him a little.


He was sitting in the exquisitely understated anteroom of a high-end two-story classic colonial-style house at the end of an exclusive cul-de-sac just off of Peach Tree Road in Buckhead. A New Age instrumental song was playing over hidden speakers as barely noticeable incense burned in both corners. Roman tapped his knee with his index finger as the music reached a crescendo.


Finally, Miss Delicate came through the door.


She was tall, nearly as tall as Roman, which made her close to six feet. Her dark skin was smooth as a night gone black. A long, thick black braid spilled down her back to her firm, rounded backside. Roman pegged her age at around forty-five or fifty. It was hard to tell. Her face was bereft of wrinkles and her body was more toned than the woman he had spent the night with just a few hours ago. If she was fifty, that made her exactly fifteen years older than him.


He liked that. Or, more accurately, he needed that.


“You can come back now,” she said. Her voice was conversational in tone but direct and implacable.


“Yes, Mama,” Roman said with a tongue that felt like a roll of cotton.


The cuffs bit into his wrists just enough so he knew they were there. They didn’t hurt, not really. The pain, real pain, would come later. The sting from the restraints was an almost welcome sensation. A familiar feeling that made him comfortable even as his breath began to come in rapid-fire gasps. He wasn’t afraid. They had a firm safe word. Miss Delicate would release him the moment he uttered that word. The moment it flowed from his lips he’d be free.


Physically, at least.


But there was a place in his mind, between the shadows of his desire and the sunset of his self-loathing where time slowed and the real world fell away, where the safe word didn’t work. Where Miss Delicate ignored his protestations. Where he was given what he craved in the deepest, darkest caverns of his heart.


Penance. Punishment. Absolution.


Usually he only had an appointment here once a month, unless he was having a particularly stressful week, like when one of his clients tried to convince him to invest all his savings, nearly forty million dollars, into a cryptocurrency corporation. It was during those times, when he felt like Atlas carrying the full weight of his clients’ lives, their legacies, their earned or unearned prosperity on his shoulders, that he came here for a “supplemental” appointment.


He knew that in many ways he was the stereotypical client for someone like Miss Delicate. A rich businessman who wants to give up the power he wields so blithely during his workday and surrender to the control of another. And, if he was being honest, that was definitely a part of it. But in reality, that was a small part of why he came here, why he sought out a place like this. It wasn’t about sex. It was sexual, yes, but it wasn’t sex. Sexuality was just the pen they used to write the story he needed to read again and again.


The story where he stops his mother from leaving the house that day and vanishing without a trace. The folktale where he is the classical hero that stops his mother from disappearing like the morning dew in the light of the rising sun.


Miss Delicate walked around the Saint Andrew’s Cross, her stiletto heels making a sharp report with every step. When she stopped, she was behind him. He could feel her breath on his neck.


“Are you sorry? Are you sorry for being such a worthless son?” Miss Delicate said. Her voice was deeper than it had been in the anteroom. It was melodious and rich.


An angel with a black halo.


“I’m sorry, Mama,” Roman whispered.


Miss Delicate walked back in front of him. She was carrying a cat-o’-nine-tails. She unfurled it and the leather straps sounded like the dry, whispery wings of a bat.


“I don’t believe you,” she said.


An hour later, Roman was buttoning his light blue Blugiallo shirt as Miss Delicate, not her Christian name, was putting away her toys under the soft pink LED lights that lined the ceiling along the cove molding. Roman often thought her setup was less Gothic dungeon and more salacious boudoir.


With a cat-o’-nine-tails.


Roman cleared his throat. “I need to cancel next week’s session. My dad was in a car accident. I need to go back to Virginia. I don’t know for how long,” he said softly.


Miss Delicate sucked at her teeth.


“And yet you came here before getting on a plane and going to your father’s bedside?” she asked.


Roman felt his cheeks begin to burn. “Yes. I . . . There’s just . . . I don’t go home a lot. There are bad memories there. This helps me deal with them,” he said.


She walked over to him, black stiletto heels tapping. She stood in front of him, staring into his eyes. He could smell her sweat. He’d asked for and had received an intense session. Beneath her sweat he could smell her body wash or soap. And beneath that was her natural scent. Raw and intoxicating.


“The session is over, but consider this a professional courtesy. You will never forgive yourself if something were to happen to your father while you were here. And you already have a problem with forgiveness,” she said in a low voice.


She leaned forward and whispered in his ear.


“You like to create situations where you need to be punished. Even if you have to punish yourself. This isn’t one of those situations. This is your father. Go. Now,” she said.


“I am, I just wanted to . . . I needed—” he started to say, but she cut him off with one raised eyebrow.


“It wasn’t a request,” she said sharply.


Now, hours later, he was sitting in first class sipping a Jameson on the rocks from a plastic cup as the flight attendants went over the safety protocols, which always struck Roman as a bit ridiculous. Seat belts on a plane were like helmets during a skydive. They mainly existed to make you feel better about this incredibly dangerous journey you were embarking upon. When it was the human body versus the ground, the ground was undefeated.


He finished his drink and closed his eyes. He thought about the power of tragedies. How they came into your life unbidden and upended your world without any care or concern. He’d once dated a woman who was a theoretical physicist. She would lie on his chest after making love and tell him about her kids, who were nearly his age, or her latest article in a scientific journal, but one night she started talking about the nature of the universe in almost biblical tones.


“I used to be afraid the universe was evil. Now I almost wish it was. Because evil can be bargained with, evil has a purpose, no matter how horrible it may be. But what I’ve come to realize is the universe is indifferent, and that is so much more terrifying,” she had said.


As the plane taxied down the runway, Roman thought he disagreed with her assessment. The universe was both evil and indifferent. It was both horrific and idiotically apathetic. It was like a god that strode through time and space full of anger and bereft of concern.


Behind his closed eyes a movie played starring his mother, missing now for nineteen years, and his father. He saw them both fading away, turned to dust and lost in the wind as the universe shrugged and continued on its way.










CHAPTER TWO
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As soon as the plane landed at the Richmond International Airport, he called Neveah. She answered on the first ring, her voice raspy as eighty-grit sandpaper.


“Yeah.”


“It’s me,” Roman said.


“Oh, I didn’t even look at the phone. Thought it was the hospital. What time is it?”


Roman looked at his watch.


“Nine forty. You at the house?” Roman asked.


“Yeah.”


“Dante there?” Roman asked. His sister made a noise halfway between a grunt and a groan.


“I haven’t seen him since the accident. I don’t know where he is. That ain’t nothing new,” she said. Roman heard the acrimony there, ignored it, and moved past it, because he knew she had some for him as well as Dante. Dante was just a closer target.


“I’m at the airport. I’m renting a car. You want me to come pick you up, or you wanna meet me at the hospital?” Roman asked.


“Rome, it’s past visiting hours,” Neveah said.


“Nev, I’m going to see him. You wanna come or not?” Roman said.


Neveah didn’t say anything for a few seconds. What wasn’t said in those moments spoke volumes. Roman could hear what she wasn’t saying.


Oh, now you’re concerned about him?


Oh, now you wanna come into town like Big Willie big-money grip?


You haven’t been home for five years. Five fucking years.


None of that came through the cell phone towers or across the phone signals. All he heard was a heavy sigh. A sigh his sister had seemed to utter since the beginning of time.


“I’ll meet you there.”


Roman got off Interstate 64 at the Jefferson Run exit behind a tractor trailer blowing black smoke out of the vertical pipes that ran along both sides of the cab. He felt his stomach tighten as he guided the four-door sedan around the gentle sloping curve of the exit and merged onto Harper Street. He passed the abandoned bus station, went through the first of the four stoplights in this part of Jefferson Run, and passed two adult video stores, anachronisms that survived off the prurient needs of the citizens of Jefferson Run. The two stores, across the street from each other, also sold sex toys, costumes, and fake boner pills. A veritable cornucopia of items that catered to the basest desires of the flesh.


Hypocrite much? he thought as he adjusted himself in the seat of his rental and felt the welts on his back. He drove past the plethora of Mexican restaurants and check-cashing places, on past a consignment shop and then more abandoned buildings, more abandoned warehouses. He turned left onto Lillyhammer Street and past Church’s Chicken, a business that stubbornly refused to go under, with a staff that were well versed in serving you chicken or fists.


He came to a stop sign. There was a hospital to the left. But if he turned right, headed out to the city limits, he’d come upon an industrial park, one of those brutalism-inspired monstrosities. Most of the businesses that were there when he was a kid were gone now. He knew that from conversations with his daddy. But the Carruthers crematory was still standing, a dusty red-brick monolith set against the crumbling skyline of the city of Jefferson Run.


Roman thought calling Jefferson Run a city was as generous to the formerly bustling hamlet as it was insulting to real cities across the Old Dominion. When he had been a senior at Jefferson Run High (home of the Mighty Stags), he’d done a paper on the once-vaunted manufacturing history of his hometown. Situated at the junction of two rivers and two interstates, Jefferson Run was once a manufacturing center. The city had been home to a large automotive brake pads factory, tobacco warehouses, a mason jar factory, and was home to one of the state’s oldest HBCUs, Prosser State University. They were also called the Mighty Stags. Roman always thought that was hilarious.


As he drove toward the hospital, passing boarded-up buildings and broken streetlamps, he thought Jefferson Run, or Jefferson Got the Runs, as he and his friends had called it back in the day, was like a patient on life support who was too stubborn to realize they were dead.


It wasn’t lost on him that the same analogy might be applied to his father, lying in bed trapped in that nether region between life and whatever comes after life. But Keith Carruthers wasn’t a dying city. He was a man who had sacrificed everything for his family. More than most could even imagine. He wasn’t dead yet, and Roman wasn’t ready to let him go. Not by a long shot.


He saw Neveah standing in the lobby of the hospital, squeezing herself tight. His sister had their father’s frame. Thin but wiry, with a light brown complexion. A close-cropped haircut accentuated her large eyes and full lips. His sister was a beautiful woman, but Roman could see the years on her face, creeping in around the edges. Years of helping their daddy run the crematory while Roman was down in Atlanta, that new Black mecca, establishing himself while learning to deal with the bougies who called A-Town home, and Dante . . . well, Dante played the role of the little prince.


“Hey,” Roman said.


Neveah turned and set her mouth in a tight line that you might call a smile if you squinted hard enough. Roman went to her and put his arms around her, and after a beat she returned the embrace. Yes, there was bitterness between them, and yes, he hadn’t shared the weight the way he should have, but they were sister and brother. The three of them, Dante, Neveah, and Roman, had shared the same womb, been brought into the world with the same alchemy of love, passion, and need that had lived between their parents. That magic united them for all time even if it didn’t give the same solidarity to their parents. They were siblings, flesh of the same flesh. What they knew, no one else could possibly know or understand. They kept each other’s secrets. Much the same way it was with most families.


“What happened?” Roman asked.


Neveah rubbed his back before releasing him from her embrace. Roman tried not to flinch as her hand moved over the still-fresh welts there.


“Truck ran him off the road near the train tracks. Train hit his van. Doctors say both hips broke. Nine broken ribs. Bleeding on the brain. He even got a broken pinkie, Rome,” she said as she started to cry.


“Let’s go see him. I need to see him,” Roman said.


“They won’t let you. It’s past nine,” she said.


“I’m going to see my daddy. Which room is he in?”


“Two forty-five, but I’m telling you, they won’t let us go in.”


Roman didn’t respond, but walked down the hall past a sign that said ROOMS 201–245 toward a semicircle nurses’ station. A tanned white woman with her blond hair pulled back in a severe bun was working at a computer as he walked past.


“Excuse me, sir, visiting hours are over,” she said.


Roman stopped and turned to face her.


“I just flew in from Atlanta. My father is here and I’ve been told he is in a coma. I’m not trying to be difficult, but I’m going to see my father. Now, if you want to call security or the police, well, that’s a decision you can make. But my sister has a cell phone and I’ll make sure she records the entire exchange. By eight tomorrow Jefferson Run Memorial will be on every social media platform going viral because you accosted the son of a local business owner when all he wanted was to see his father. Is that the road we want to go down?” Roman asked.


The nurse turned red under her tan. “Please keep it under five minutes,” she choked out.


The fluorescent lights in the room were low and emitted a bluish hue. They gave the room a submerged appearance, as if they were all underwater. His father was lying on his back with his eyes closed but his mouth slightly agape, with a thick clear tube extending from it. A ventilator pumped up and down in the corner. Roman went to the bedside and gently grabbed his daddy’s hand. He felt the scars there, the burned places, the nicks and divots. Hands that told a story of determination and setbacks. Of success and sorrow.


Roman squeezed his daddy’s hand. He hoped he’d receive a squeeze in return, but the hand remained inert. Neveah moved to the opposite side of the bed and put her hands on the railing.


“The doctor says we should talk to him. That people in comas can hear us. I don’t know if I buy that,” she said.


Roman squeezed his daddy’s hand again.


“It’s Rome, Daddy. I’m here,” he said.


His daddy’s face remained impassive.


“How long you gonna be in town?” Neveah asked.


Roman shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve got a lot of stuff going on back home.”


“I guess it is your home now,” Neveah said. Roman ignored the comment. “I was asking because I got like six bodies that gotta go in the oven over the next few days. Dante is supposed to help, but I ain’t heard from him since Daddy had his accident. I mean, that’s what they calling it,” she said.


“What do you mean, ‘that’s what they calling it’?”


Neveah licked her lips. “About two weeks before this happened, somebody slashed all the tires on both of the vans. A week before that, somebody spray-painted ‘187’ on the front door. Now Daddy gets run off the road? Just seems like too many coincidences to me,” Neveah said.


“Who would want to hurt Daddy? It ain’t like he competing for business with other crematories. Like he says, long as people dying, he gonna be in business,” Roman said.


“I don’t know, and that’s what’s bothering me. But like I was saying, you think you can come up to the shop tomorrow? I got one guy who I know is every bit six hundred pounds,” Neveah said.


Roman let go of his daddy’s hand. He wiped at his eyes even though there were no tears to be found. He wanted to cry, but it felt like the shock of seeing his daddy hooked up to all these tubes and machines had locked the door to his heart and barricaded his tears behind a dam.


“Yeah. I’ll come up.”


“Thank you,” Neveah said.


“You know you don’t have to thank me for anything,” Roman said.


Neveah’s phone buzzed. She pulled it out of the pocket of her jeans. “Hey, I’ll be right back.”


“Is it Dante?” Roman asked.


“No,” she said as she stepped out the door.


Roman squeezed his father’s hand, then touched his father’s face. The skin felt cool and damp. His father’s left eyelid was partly open, exposing a sliver of white.


Roman winced, took a deep breath, then turned to follow his sister into the hallway. She was leaning against the wall murmuring into her phone. Roman paused to give her some privacy, but he still heard her end of the conversation.


“Yeah, well, I’ll try. Just text it to me. I said I’ll try. I’m here with my brother visiting my dad. Yeah, okay. ’Bye,” Neveah said before putting the phone in her pocket and turning to face Roman. There was a look on her face that he couldn’t completely decipher. It wasn’t anger, but it wasn’t joy either. It was more like resignation.


“I’m going to the house,” he said.


“Here’s the key. I have something to do. Just leave it under the planter on the porch,” Neveah said, pulling a key ring out of her pocket and slipping one off the metal circle. She handed the key to Roman.


“Okay. You all right?” he asked.


“No. I can’t stand seeing him in that bed. I can’t stand thinking of running the crematory by myself. This feels like losing Mama all over again. I’m not all right at all, Rome,” she said.


Roman touched her shoulder. “I didn’t mean it like that.”


Neveah patted his hand, then waved him off.


“I know. It’s just been a rough year. We’re busier than ever. Covid damn near broke us. And it was just me and Daddy for most of it. Things have just marginally let up.” She sighed. “I just been stressed, Rome,” Neveah said.


Roman wanted to tell her everything was going to be all right. That he was home now and they were going to right the ship and this time he would do his part. Tell her her big brother was here to lay the crooked places straight. But he didn’t, because that would be a lie. He’d help her tomorrow because that was the right thing to do, but if he was being honest, and he knew among family honesty could be a rare commodity, he didn’t want to work at the crematory. He didn’t want the scent of burning flesh in his nostrils or ashes in his hair. He wasn’t ungrateful for the life flames had given him and his brother and sister. But he had no desire to be the King of Ashes. That title belonged to his father, and Roman was content to let it live on through him or burn with him.










CHAPTER THREE
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Roman parked the rental in the asphalt driveway of the house his daddy shared with Neveah and Dante, a two-story modern farm-style house with a porch that ran from one corner of the house to the other. He grabbed his bags from the trunk and carried them inside to the guest room. This house was three times larger than the one they had grown up in while his father and mother scraped and saved to open the crematory. That was when his daddy worked as a grave digger for Bama Mathews Vault Company, out of Petersburg, and his mother was a surgical tech at the same hospital where his daddy now hovered over the border between this world and the next. Roman could remember the suffocating heat that enveloped him like a shroud and the bitter cold that stole his warmth when they had stayed in a single-wide mobile home near the outskirts of Jefferson Run in the Shady Hill Trailer Park.


Time and perseverance had taken them from that aluminum rectangle to this twentieth century manor on the hill in the land of HOAs and gated communities. A beautiful four-thousand-square-foot house his mother lived in for all of six months before she disappeared after her night shift at the hospital.


According to the police, June 6th, 2003, Bonita Carruthers walked out of Jefferson Run Memorial and vanished like a cloud of dust caught in the summer breeze.


Roman went to the kitchen, dropped to his haunches, and opened the cabinet below the sink. His daddy’s bottle of scotch was still there, like it had been when he and Dante used to sneak sips back when they were both less than teenagers. He poured himself a drink over two ice cubes.


As he took his first sip, he stared at a ceramic teddy bear cookie jar that sat on top of the fridge. That bear had been there since before his mother disappeared. A smiling light brown teddy bear with a bright red bow. The head of the bear was the lid. Roman used to tell Dante they were cutting the head off the bear whenever they pulled a chair from the dining table to grab some cookies before dinner. After what happened with their mother, Neveah didn’t think the joke was funny anymore.


“What if somebody killed her, Rome? Cut off her fucking head and—” Neveah had said once.


“Stop it, okay?” Dante had pleaded.


They never went in the cookie jar again.


Roman closed his eyes. Tried to shake from his mind the image of his mother dead in a shallow grave without her head.


He took another sip and went out to the porch. Roman sat in one of the rocking chairs there and stared out into the rapidly darkening night. Stared out across the front lawn, down across the hill that ran parallel to the train tracks. At the bottom of the hill a sidewalk started that ran right through the heart of Jefferson Run. But out here, where his daddy had built his vinyl-covered castle, the city was more of a whisper than a shout. In the backyard, past the bricked-in barbecue grill his daddy and his uncle Harold had built, the woods waited, ever encroaching, waiting, perhaps, for the day men flipped a switch or dropped a beaker and snuffed out the light of human existence like a child blowing out a candle. Waited to reclaim the land, the sky, and the night.


Roman took another sip of his daddy’s scotch. Twenty-five-year Macallan. It went down smooth and easy, like a woman or a man desperate for all the things that make men or women drop to their knees. Roman took another sip.


Maybe the woods should take it back, Roman thought. He imagined what Jefferson Run, what Virginia, had looked like before the time of men. A Garden of Eden that men had spoiled.


“You thinking too deep, kid,” Roman murmured.


A set of headlights lit up the night at the bottom of the hill. A red Dodge Challenger parked next to Roman’s rental. The headlights shone bright, then were extinguished. The driver’s door opened and Dante stepped out onto the asphalt. He shut the door, grimaced, made a half step to the right, then back to the left, straightened himself, and headed toward the house. Roman noticed the faraway look in his eyes.


Dante was as high as the price of gas.


Roman took a last sip and set the glass on a side table next to the rocking chair. He stood as his brother put his foot on the bottom step of the porch. Dante didn’t seem to have noticed him yet. His brother was dressed for early fall in the Old Dominion. A light black leather jacket over a black-and-white T-shirt for the Roots. Skinny blue jeans that stopped just above his old-school Timbs. In the five years since Roman’s last visit Dante had grown a wispy goatee. Roman thought it was more like the suggestion of a goatee, so thin it looked like he could wipe it off with his thumb and a few drops of spit. The faux-’hawk/Afro Dante was sporting completed his nouveau-Black-hipster look.


“Dante,” Roman said.


Dante snapped his head up and his eyes widened slightly.


“Rome! When you get here?” Dante asked. He didn’t slur. If anything, his voice was clear and jubilant.


“Came in today. Just got back from seeing Daddy,” Roman said.


Upon mention of their father, Dante flinched. “Oh,” was all he said.


He moved up the steps as Roman moved down them, and when they met in the middle Roman wrapped his arms around his brother. Dante returned the embrace ferociously. Roman thought his brother felt as brittle as a baby bird. His bones like candy glass, his skin as thin as crepe paper. When was the last time he’d eaten? Roman thought.


But his embrace was bear-trap-tight.


“It’s good to see you, man,” Dante mumbled against Roman’s chest.


“Good to see you too. Let’s go in,” Roman said. They walked in the house and Dante went into the kitchen. The bottle of scotch was still on the counter. Roman watched as his brother eschewed a glass and took a long swig straight from the bottle.


“So what happened with Daddy? Was it a hit-and-run? Nev said the cops think it’s an accident, but she talking like she thinks it was on purpose,” Roman said.


“Shit, I don’t know. You ain’t gonna ask me how I’m doing? We ain’t talked in a year,” Dante said. He took another swig from the bottle.


“I texted you last week. You never answered. And, I mean, don’t take this the wrong way, but Daddy’s the one in the hospital. You still upright,” Roman said.


“I know he in the fucking hospital. I know that. I was just saying you could ask about me. Ask how I’m doing too. You can do both. You can do both, nigga. Fuck, try multitasking. Damn,” Dante said. He laughed, but his laughter had an undercurrent of despair.


“You’re right. I can do both. How you doing? You good?” Roman asked.


Dante leaned against the counter. He rubbed his pants vigorously, like he had something fetid on his hands and was doing his best to wipe it away.


“I’m . . . okay. I guess. This thing with Pop. It’s a lot. Then me and Thalia broke up a few months ago. I guess I been kinda bouncing around in my own head. Just a lot of things going on. None of them good. I don’t know.” Dante stopped talking, and Roman watched as he looked at the cookie jar.


“Sometimes I wonder what things would be like if she was still here. Seems like all Daddy knows is hard work. He don’t never tell me that I’ve done good. He don’t never say he proud of me. Shit, he don’t even act like he likes me. But Mama . . . Mama could say it. She could tell you she loved you more than the sun and the moon and all the stars.” Dante rubbed his face. “She could say it and she’d mean it. And you knew she meant it. She wasn’t saying it because she felt like she had to because she’d hurt your feelings and was trying to clean it up. She’d just say it from her heart. Not a lot of people like that in my world anymore, big brother,” Dante said.


Roman felt a lump form in his throat that felt as hard and sharp as a piece of obsidian. He missed their mother just as much, but he never pulled off the bloody bandages and exposed himself so naked and raw as Dante had just done. Not even with the many women he took to his bed or to the woman he paid to exorcise his demons with leather and screams. Dante’s simple declarations cut to the quick of what they had all lost that day. They had lost a mother, their father had lost a wife, but more than that, they’d all lost a guiding light. A beacon in the darkness that showed them the way home. A beacon that was also a fire that warmed them and made them feel safe in the way that only a mother’s arms can.


“I know Daddy is a hard man to love sometimes,” Roman said. “Growing up, it felt like the crematory was his fourth child. But he built that place brick by brick, him and Mama. He put us here in this house. Put me through the University of Georgia. Got you that Challenger. He sacrificed everything for us. He might not be a kind man, but he’s a good man, and that means something. You need to go see him. Like, yesterday. He’s in rough shape. You don’t want something to happen and you don’t get to say goodbye.”


Dante looked down at his Timberlands. “I’ll go, okay? I’ll go. You ain’t gotta try to make me feel bad,” he said in a low voice.


Roman didn’t respond to that statement. He didn’t know what words would come out of his mouth that wouldn’t seem pedantic and infantilizing. Dante was a grown man. Roman shouldn’t have had to guilt him into visiting their father, and yet that was exactly what he had done, because in the end guilt was a powerful motivator and he couldn’t stand to think of their father leaving this world without all his children at his side. They’d lost that opportunity with their mother.


He would not let that happen again.


“All right, I’m going tomorrow. Right now I’m going out. I gotta get out of here,” Dante said. He pushed off from the counter.


“Going out? You almost drove the car up in the house. You sure about that?” Roman said.


Dante rolled his eyes.


“I’ve come home way worse than this. I’m just going over to Millicent Avenue,” Dante said.


“What’s on Millicent Avenue now? That used to be where the big laundromat was and that country bar, what was it called, the Cactus Spur?” Roman said.


“Nah, it was called the Golden Spur, but they had a big light-up cactus on their sign. They been gone, man. Now there’s a club over there. Candy’s. It’s a chill spot. I’ll see you in the morning,” Dante said.


“You determined to go over there tonight, after you stumbled up in the house?” Roman said.


“One of the good things about being an adult is I don’t have to ask permission to do shit,” Dante said, laughing. He started for the door, then paused. “You know, if you so worried about me, why don’t you drive my car? I know a little ol’ club in Jefferson Run can’t compete with Hotlanta, but, shit, you get to have a drink with your brother. Can’t do that in Atlanta,” Dante said. He bit his bottom lip and raised his eyebrows.


“So, to save your license and possibly your life, I have to go drink watered-down brown liquor at the latest juke joint?” Roman said.


“When you say it like that you make it sound terrible. I mean, it is terrible, but you ain’t gotta make it sound like that,” Dante said.


Roman stared at him.


Dante stared back.


Roman burst out laughing. It was the first time he’d laughed since before Neveah had called him this morning. It was real and genuine and, he had to admit, despite everything that was going on, it felt good.


“Come on, fool, let’s go drink cheap liquor and have a whole chicken thigh on two pieces of bread and call it a sandwich,” Roman said.


“See, now you talking like you from Jefferson Got the Runs, not some pretty boy from Atlanta,” Dante said as they headed out the door.










CHAPTER FOUR
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Candy’s was located in a weathered stand-alone former warehouse that was the site of the aforementioned country bar on the corner of Millicent Avenue and Lady Smith Boulevard. Roman wondered, not for the first time, what manner of beautiful women had inspired so many of the names for streets in Jefferson Run. He also wondered what they would think if they could see the ruin of the roads that bore their appellations.


There was a huge empty lot behind the warehouse that served as a parking lot for Candy’s. Roman turned off of Millicent before he hit the corner, and drove down an alley between the club and the moldering former laundromat. Kudzu and honeysuckle had embraced the laundromat like long-lost lovers, the kind of lovers you feared would find you after you moved halfway across the country.


He guided the Challenger to the far end of the lot and parked. He liked the car. He didn’t know if it could beat his Porsche, but he didn’t think he’d bet against it. The engine seemed to balk at merely doing the speed limit as they drove through town. Khalil had told him once about a good ol’ boy he’d run across when he was working “security” for some clients who ran guns up the East Coast on the Iron Pipeline. He had said that ol’ boy could drive through the eye of a needle backward doing a hundred miles an hour. He’d been some kind of infamous getaway driver. Roman thought a guy like that could probably beat you in the Challenger no matter what you were driving.


“Like I say, it’s laid back in here. Not like that place near the train tracks. People get shot up there so much they should hand out bulletproof vests when you pay the cover charge,” Dante said.


“Things that bad around here now? No wonder Daddy’s staying busy,” Roman said.


Dante went quiet again. He’d been vacillating back and forth between joyful exclamations and slack-jawed silence. Roman knew his brother was struggling with so many things. Dante wasn’t just the baby of the family chronologically, but emotionally as well. Roman could remember him sobbing at seven years old when their father killed a copperhead in the backyard with an ax. Dante was convinced the copperhead’s family would wonder what happened to him. He and Neveah had fallen over giggling at their little brother and his concern for the family of a poisonous reptile.


When their mother disappeared, Dante’s concerns didn’t seem so funny.


Dante shook himself, snorted, coughed, and regrouped. “Yeah, it’s rough out here. Come on, let’s go in. I can introduce you to the current crop of Jefferson Run nines. They be sixes in Atlanta, but beggars can’t be choosers,” Dante said. He smiled, but it seemed forced.


They paid the cover and walked into Candy’s.


The club was decked out in LED lights on every conceivable edged surface. Red LED rope lights ran along the bar. Blue ones ringed the quarter-round that ran along the perimeter of the ceiling. The tables in front of the bar had soft white lights billowing from underneath. Behind the tables, the small dance floor was surrounded by pop art in neon and LED. Words like DON’T DO COKE IN THE BATHROOM or STOP DRINKING BEFORE YOU SEND THAT TEXT shared space on the walls with hearts made out of stretched tubes of neon that had been pulled and teased like lengths of taffy.


“Come on, let me buy you a drink,” Dante said. He cut through the crowd and made his way to the bar. He slid his slight frame onto one of the stools as Roman did the same.


The club was actually a pleasant combination of down-home atmosphere and small-town aspirational sophistication. The music evoked red clay roads and the blues filtered through a Dirty South hip-hop prism.


A few people recognized him, more than he thought would. He had avoided visiting for half a decade, yet here were people giving him familiar back slaps and awkward handshakes that didn’t seem to know when to end.


The fact that he recognized so many faces was comforting and a little sad. Jefferson Run was a difficult place to leave, and even harder to leave behind.


Dante ordered two shots of Jameson and two Crown-and-Cokes. Three lovely sisters sidled up to Dante as he was ordering.


“Big D, you gonna get me and my friends something to drink?” one of the women, who was sporting a powder-blue Afro, asked. She had gold fronts on her first four teeth and light eyes like drops of liquid platinum. She was wearing a pair of jeans that were so tight Roman thought she might have been born in them, and a baby-doll T-shirt cut off at the midriff that barely covered her pendulous breasts.


“Trina, you know I got you, boo!” Dante said.


He ordered three shots of Hpnotiq for the ladies. When the drinks came, he handed the ladies their blue liqueur absentmindedly. He didn’t even turn his head to watch them melt into the crowd.


“They still drinking that up here?” Roman asked.


“Trina likes it because it matches her hair. Here, let’s toast. To my Rome, he got a big head and a big brain and his feet used to smell like three-day-old fried onions, but other than that, he all right, I guess,” Dante toasted.


Roman picked up his shot of Jameson and clinked his glass against Dante’s.


“And to my little brother Dante, who believed in the Easter Bunny until he was fourteen,” Roman said with a little smirk.


“Shoot, fool, you ever been to a furry party? Easter Bunny a straight freak,” Dante said. They downed their shots and Roman chased it with the unsurprisingly weak cocktail. While he was sipping, two couples came up to Dante and asked for a round of shots. Dante obliged them almost immediately.


“You know, I usually advise my clients against trying to buy the bar when they are socializing. Playing big-money grip ain’t a solid retirement plan,” Roman said, a little shocked at how quickly the cadence and jargon of his hometown had returned to his speech.


“Good thing I ain’t one of your clients, hoss,” Dante said, chuckling.


Roman shook his head. “I’m just saying, with Pop in the hospital, you might want to keep it tight. Neveah say he got good health insurance, but medical bills will pile up quick. They are what we call an ‘unpredictable expense,’” he said.


Dante’s shoulders sank. “I know, man, okay? You think I’m not thinking about Pop? I think about him every second of every day. I think about him laying there bleeding down on them train tracks, the same tracks where they found Mama’s car. You think I don’t think about him? Fuck all that, man. I just want to hang out with my big brother for a minute. I know you and Neveah think I leech off of Pop, but I love him, ya know? He wants me to be my own man. I wanna be my own man, but I ain’t smart like you and Neveah. I can’t run the business. I can’t be no financial adviser. I’m good at spending money, not telling people what they should do with it, ya know? Like these people here, I know they only like me cuz I come in here spending dollars, but that ain’t why I love Pop.”


In the blood-red glow of the LED lights that surrounded the mirror behind the bar, Roman could see tears slowly making their way down Dante’s cheeks.


Roman put an arm around his brother’s thin shoulders.


“Hey, hey, I know you love Pop, I was just—”


“Trying to look out for me. I know. You always do,” Dante said. He put his arm around Roman’s broad shoulders. He pulled him close.


“I missed you, Rome. I missed you so much. I’m so fucked up, big brother. I fucked up so bad,” Dante said.


“Hey, everything’s gonna be all right, okay?” Roman said. He turned on the stool and hugged Dante. “I’m home. You hear me? I’m home.”


It was not lost on him that he had deigned not to tell Neveah a version of the benevolent lie earlier. But he thought anyone who knew his siblings would agree Dante needed the lie more than Neveah did.


After their third drink, Roman checked his watch and saw that it was past 1:00 A.M. He yawned a bit and tapped Dante softly on the shoulder. His brother’s head was lolling gently side to side.


“Hey, come on, let’s settle up and go home. I’m getting up and going to help Neveah at the shop in the morning. And you need to get some sleep. Shit, I need some sleep. I’m tired as hell,” Roman said.


Dante turned to him and was about to protest when Roman saw his eyes get wide.


Roman looked over his shoulder.


The crowd had not thinned at all, even though the night was edging toward morning. In the varied light he saw people gyrating on the dance floor, couples and groups of friends at the tables. Then he noticed how the dance floor was parting like a river flowing around a stone as a group of men with a few gorgeous women made their way through the club. The two men who seemed to be leading the group were both slim but wiry. One had a large Afro and the other had long twisted braids that hung down his back and fell into his face. They were both wearing button-up white shirts opened to the throat that exposed tattoos that seemed to glow from the black light in the ceiling. The one with the Afro was also wearing a thin leather jacket and a gold pendant of a skull in a top hat.


The man with the braids looked at Roman and Dante as they moved toward the front of the club to an area off to the right of the bar that was what passed for a VIP section and sat down. Roman wasn’t sure, but he thought the man with the braids winked at them.


“Come on, Rome, let’s go home. I’m ready to go home. Give ’em your card and let’s go.” Dante said. His voice sounded shockingly sober.


“Dante, what’s wrong?”


“Can we just go, please? Come on, man, let’s just go,” Dante said. Roman pulled out one of his credit cards and paid the bartender, even though he hadn’t been the one handing out free shots all night. He got the tab, signed it, and hopped up off the stool. Dante was already moving toward the door. They got outside in the chill night air. September in Virginia was often balmy as June, but this year autumn was asserting her authority. They got to the Challenger and Roman got in the driver’s seat as Dante hopped in the passenger side. Roman started the car. A man was walking past the Challenger holding a glass beer mug. As Roman looked down to click his seat belt into place, Dante started yelling.


“No! No!”


Roman snapped his head up just in time to see the man light the liquid in the beer mug on fire and pour it all over the hood of the Challenger. The man dropped the mug and nonchalantly walked away as blue flames raced across the hood.


Roman jumped out and pulled off his shirt. He frantically slapped at the flames, only for the fire to wick up his shirt and set it ablaze. He dropped it and stomped it out as the flames died down and eventually extinguished themselves on the hood. Dante turned his face to the window and closed his eyes.


Voices from the parking lot exploded in a cacophony of mockery as Roman stared at the crowd over the roof of the car, breathing in the cool night like a locomotive.


“Rome, let’s just go. Come on, man. Please,” Dante said.


Roman got back in and tore out of the parking lot, the sickly sweet scent of burned liquor and scorched metal filling the car.










CHAPTER FIVE
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When they pulled back into the driveway, Dante hopped out before the car came to a complete stop. He shambled up the steps, unlocked the door, and tripped inside. By the time Roman came through the door and locked it behind him, Dante was in the kitchen throwing the bottle of scotch to the head.


Roman tried to snatch the bottle from him.


Dante held the bottle loosely by the neck with his right hand and wiped the back of his mouth with his left. He stumbled backward and reflexively put out his empty hand to steady himself. His left hand slid along the counter and fell into the dish rack on the sink. The whole apparatus fell to the floor. The plates and bowls and glasses in the rack shattered against the tile floor.


“Shit,” Dante said as he tried to right himself while still holding on to the bottle of scotch. Roman stepped over the shattered crockery, and this time he did take the bottle from Dante’s hand.


“You’ve had enough.”


Dante pushed him. Roman outweighed him by nearly thirty pounds. CrossFit four times a week had put a lot of muscle on his lean frame. Roman barely moved.


“Fuck you, man. You think you can just tell me what to do? You ain’t been here for five years. You don’t tell me shit. You don’t know nothing. You don’t know nothing about me, and you don’t care. Mama gone because I fucked up. Daddy’s in the hospital because I keep fucking up, and you don’t even care. Nobody cares,” Dante said, tears streaming down his face like tributaries.


Roman set the bottle down and put his hands on Dante’s shoulders. He leaned forward until their foreheads were touching. He spoke, and his voice lost the deep Atlanta high society accent and took on the lilt and rhythm of central Virginia. He wasn’t Roman Carruthers, CEO of Carruthers and Associates, now. He was Rome. He was Dante’s big brother. The firstborn. He stepped back into that role and took on all that it entailed.


“I’m your brother. Believe me when I tell you this. I care. Talk to me. Tell me what’s going on. Tell me why you haven’t been to see Daddy in the hospital. Look at me. Tell me why some joker threw a fireball at your car tonight. Tell me why you looked like you were going to shit your pants when those other guys came in the club. The ones with the braids and the Afro. Tell me. Whatever it is, I got your back. Always.”


Dante pulled his head away from Roman’s and gazed up at the ceiling.


“It’s bad, Rome. So bad. I’d kill myself, but that wouldn’t fix it,” Dante said. The tears still flowed. Roman gazed into his little brother’s eyes and saw the ghost of regret, the specter of despair, but more than anything he saw fear.


After they swept up the broken dishes, they moved to the living room. Roman sat in his dad’s easy chair and Dante sprawled across the sectional couch. Roman leaned forward and let his hand dangle between his knees. Dante ran his hand across his face. Silence lived between them for what seemed like hours, until Dante finally spoke.


“So, um . . . I been hanging out with my boy Getty and his girl Cassidy. You know, she go to Hempstead College over in Richmond. She knows a lot of the Beckys and Tylers over there. Getty was talking about how they be into Molly and shit. So Getty was like, ya know, we should get something and flip it. He was saying how them people at Hempstead love to party and shit. Said it would be easy money,” Dante said.


“Dante, you have money. Daddy gives you three grand a month and pays your car note and insurance. You live here rent-free. You don’t even have to pay for your food,” Roman said.


“I know that! That’s why I got on. I’m thirty. I gotta go to that fucking firepit every day. Gotta walk in there and smell that shit. See the bodies with flies on them. Taste the burnt air. And I can’t say no, because Daddy do pay my car note and he do give me money and he do buy the fucking groceries. You got to go away. You got to leave. I wanted my own money. Wanted to do something on my own,” Dante said. Now he was standing, waving his hands as he talked. Roman let him pontificate without pointing out that he knew that Dante in fact did not go to the crematory every day. Not the one in Jefferson Run or the other one out on 301 near Red Hill. He let Dante tell his tale with all the caveats and reimaginings he needed. Because, despite the revisionist history Dante was indulging in, despite the editorial license he was employing, Roman thought he knew where this story was going. He could see the end coming like a clairvoyant.


“All right. You and Getty got some Molly and tried to sell it. Then what happened?” Roman asked.


Dante walked to the end of the couch and turned his back to his brother. “Yeah, we got some Molly. Got some brown too. A lot.”


“How much is a lot?” Roman asked. He’d known for a while that Dante was self-medicating with both legal and illegal drugs. The last time Roman had been home Dante had been walking around with an Altoids container full of Percocet while drinking Lean. He didn’t chastise him then, nor did he feel the need to do so now. They were all living in the shadow of loss. She didn’t light up at the hospital, but he knew Neveah smoked a pack and a half of Newports a day. She’d taken up the habit a month after their mother disappeared. He didn’t know what her other vices were, and he didn’t want to know. He had enough of his own to contemplate. If Dante wanted to dull the pain, to find a way to float among the detritus of their shared grief, then who was he to judge?


But this, this was something else entirely. This was like swimming with sharks when the water was full of blood.


“It was like fifty grand worth of Molly and . . . two hundred fifty grand worth of heroin,” Dante said. Even as Dante spoke, Roman felt incredulity rise in his chest like bile. He couldn’t have heard him correctly. There was no way his little brother had gotten into the drug game as a neophyte and just been given three hundred grand worth of product to sell at a nearby liberal arts college whose most notable graduate was a guy who’d won in a reality TV game show.


“Dante, how did you get so much product? Have you been dealing all this time?” Roman asked. He did his best to keep his tone steady, but rage and fear were magnificent vocal instructors.


“No. This was my first time, I swear to God. They just . . . they knew who Daddy was. They was like, ‘You’re good for it,’” Dante said.


Roman closed his eyes.


“You and Getty and Cassidy used your own supply, didn’t you? Y’all partied it up with the Molly and heroin and now you in debt,” Roman said.


It wasn’t a question.


“Yeah,” Dante said.


“How much?” Roman asked. He noticed he was now gripping the arms of the easy chair. His long narrow fingers digging into the smooth velour fabric like he was gripping a stripper’s ass.


Dante responded, but Roman was again struck by the words so fully that he was sure he had misheard him.


“How much?” Roman asked again.


“All of it. We owe all of it. Three hundred thousand. Cassidy and Getty used up the brown, shared it with their friends, then some frat boys just jacked us for a lot of the Molly. Like they took almost twenty grand. We tried to sell the rest, but nobody wanted to pay when they could get it free from Phi Delta Zeta, so we just popped it ourselves.”


“What the fuck do you mean, they jacked you?” Roman said. Now he was shouting, and he didn’t care. He found himself nearly apoplectic.


“Getty went to sell them a chunk, and they beat him up and took it. We told Torrent and Tranquil, but they was like, that wasn’t their problem,” Dante said.


“Okay, okay . . . first, was you with Getty when he got jacked? Because that whole situation sounds suspect as hell. And second, two hundred and fifty thousand dollars’ worth of heroin is about two and a half kilos. You really think Getty and this Cassidy chick used that up and didn’t die? Your friends played you, D.”


Dante shook his head.


“No. Why would Getty lie? He owe the same debt as me. Torrent and Tranquil ain’t the type of niggas you play with. They run the Black Baron Boys. Rome, they’re bad. They just . . . they bad, man. We should’ve never fucked with them dudes. They crazy, and they . . . just ain’t the ones to fuck with. They were the ones in the club tonight. The ones with the Afro and the braids,” Dante said.


“Getty don’t owe the same debt as you,” Roman said in a full-on Virginia cadence.


“What? Didn’t you hear me? We got it from—”


“No. You got it from the Black Baron Boys. They fronted y’all based on your family ties, Dante. This is your debt, not Getty’s. Now can you see why it might be plausible that he lied to you? Like, can you stop and think about it for a minute? Think hard,” Roman said. Dante turned and faced him. His eyes were wide as hubcaps. His pupils seemed to fill their sockets.


“He wouldn’t do that. He wouldn’t put me out there like that.”


“Why wouldn’t he? Because y’all are friends? I work with money every day. Money is like acid. It burns through everything. Friendships, family, lovers, husbands and wives. Whatever bond you think you have, money will make that shit dissolve. It’s acid. Don’t ever lie to yourself and think it ain’t,” Roman said.


Dante collapsed on the couch. Roman let go of the arms of the chair. He let his mind absorb all that Dante had told him and he filled in the blanks where his brother was holding back. Because he knew Dante was holding back. No one ever told the whole truth, not even with their hand on a Bible.


“These guys, what was their names? Torrent and Tranquil? They slashed the tires on the vans, didn’t they? They ran Daddy off the road too?” Roman said. He thought, once it was out in the world, living and breathing between them, that it wouldn’t be as bad as having the thoughts in his head, but he was wrong. It was worse. Seeing the way the words tore into Dante’s face was worse. Feeling the words in his mouth like soiled pennies was worse. Having that knowledge out in the ether was like uttering a curse.


Dante didn’t answer. He just nodded. Tears came again, but Roman wasn’t as moved this time. His wrath was warring with his love for his father and compassion for his brother. He wasn’t sure which emotion was going to win.


“Okay. Obviously Nev doesn’t know. Let’s keep it that way. She doesn’t need anything else on her plate,” Roman said. He realized they’d all filled that plate over the years.


“Did they give you a timetable to come up with the money?” Roman asked.


“Two weeks. That was three weeks ago,” Dante said.


Roman felt his stomach drop to his knees. “D, why didn’t you call me?” he shouted.


“For what? You got a spare three hundred grand? I was just . . . I needed time to think of something. Then Daddy got run off the road, and I just . . . I froze.”


“Okay. Can you get in touch with these guys?” Roman asked.


“For what? So they can tell me how they gonna cut me up in sections and put me in a hole in the woods?” Dante asked.


“No. So we can talk to them. So I can talk to them and make some kind of deal,” Roman said.


Dante blanched. “Rome, these guys ain’t like your clients. They are straight killers. They not gonna take a fucking payment plan. Did you not see what they did to the car?”


“If they were serious, they would have shot the car up tonight with both of us in it. They were sending a message. Well, message received. We gonna fix this. I got some savings, I’ll get the money. You just set up the meeting,” Roman said.


“Yeah, but last time we tried to fix things it didn’t work out so well,” Dante mumbled.
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