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This work is dedicated to the memory of Mel Taylor,

acclaimed author of The Mitt Man





 



September 23, 1939–July 30, 2007

They say God brings people together for a reason, and when we’ve been blessed with the gift of a beautiful relationship we want the world to know it.

Mel Taylor was my friend. We met on the internet after his novel The Mitt Man was published to acclaimed reviews, and I was delighted to get my hands on a copy. Mel contacted me sometime after that, and the first time I heard his voice I knew he was something special. Mel embodied the spirit of a warrior man, someone self-assured, highly intelligent, and fiercely in love with life, knowledge, and the written word.

Over the years Mel and I developed a relationship that was unlike any I’ve ever experienced. Many writers claim to support and uplift other authors, but Mel truly did. We talked all the time. About life, death, successes, failures, books, our families, and the love of writing that we shared. Mel quickly became a very important part of my life, and everyone in my family, from my husband down to my youngest child, understood and respected the bond that Mel and I shared.

I looked up to Mel. He was my elder and I respected his wisdom, his colorful and sometimes harrowing life experiences, and his tried and tested judgment. There were many days when I turned to him in a time of family crisis or personal chaos, and always Mel was there for me, as if I were his only friend, and the counsel and guidance he gave me was sometimes the only thing that stood between me and a mistake. Between me and uncertainty. Between me and failure. I relied upon him. I leaned on him and he held me up. I cried to him and he gave me comfort.

Many readers and authors knew Mel in his physical state. But I never laid eyes on him. We never physically met. He was my good, good friend for years, yet I’ve never seen him, or touched his hand, or hugged his shoulder, or had the pleasure of watching him smile.

I knew Mel only through his voice and through his heart. He was my confidant, my mentor, and my voice of reason. We cherished each other from the distance of a keyboard and a telephone line, yet Mel built a relationship with me that was primary in my life and will always live in my heart.

The conceptualization of Gather Together in My Name was, like many of my works, a collaborative process with Mel Taylor. Mel was very open about his past; and having spent time in the penitentiary, he’d gained a thorough understanding of the ills of the American justice system as it relates to the race of the victim and the race of the accused. Mel baby-stepped me through each word of this novel. He fed my muse with his bare hands. He helped give form and depth to the character Shyne Blackwood, and was an invaluable source of insight and creativity.

Mel was good to me. Better than a friend. Better than he had any reason to be. Over the years he gave me so much life and literary fortification that I’ll never have to go without. I can only hope that during the course of our friendship I gave Mel something of value as well, and I will love him and keep him in my heart until the day we finally meet…for the very first time.
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OCTOBER 12, 2007

THE DEATH HOUSE




SHYNE“Sing,” I whispered into her hair as I squeezed her hips and pulled her deeper into my arms. An old jam was playing, some smooth cut by Mint Condition. I moved her across the floor, half-fucking her as we slow-danced in the heat. I was big, black, and bursting with juice as I cupped her ass and grinded along with the bass boom of the music. She teased me back, and my wood nearly cut a hole in my pants as I humped her midsection, trying to stick her right through her clothes.

She sang softly, the words to the song muffled against my neck as she sucked and nuzzled, doing her best to raise a purple hickey on my midnight skin.

“Stop, Shyne,” she laughed as I slapped her big bottom, then moaned as it jiggled in the palm of my hand. I buried my face in her hair, excited by its scent and its coarseness, knowing the strands between her legs would be softer and oh so slick, if I could just get past some of these damn clothes.

She was a tall girl. Damn near tall as me, and her breasts were like warm chocolate mountains under my lips. Chocolate mountains with a cherry on top. My mouth watered and she sucked in air as I bit down on them, teasing their peaks as my body jerked with need. I slid my hand up her bare thigh and felt steam. I lifted her skirt and dug between her legs, a sweet, tangy moisture coating my fingertips as I searched for her slit.

“Gimme some pussy,” I demanded, my voice husky and desperate as I struggled to get up in her. “Come on, open up them damn legs.”

“They are open,” Deborah whispered sweetly. “You just can’t get between ’em, Shyne.” Her lipstick was blood-red as she laughed in my face. “You got fried, remember? You fucked that little white girl, Shyne. Now your black ass is dead.”



I sat up in the darkness, drenched in sweat and gripping myself.

I was rock hard and throbbing as I squeezed my wood through the thin blanket clenched in my hand. My eyes darted around the small cell and I forced myself to calm down as real life settled in around me. Those weren’t no sexy clothes I was fighting to penetrate, just a musty prison blanket. There was no Deborah licking my earlobe and dancing and quivering all over my fingers neither. Just another lustful jailhouse dream in the darkness of night.

In the darkness of my last night.

Let me just keep it funky for you.

I’m a street niggah, a hustler, a certified gangster. Almost everything you heard about me is true. I got drunk and got high too. I robbed and stole, and yeah, I’ve even killed. I’ve been locked up and locked down. I’ve knocked a couple of birds on their asses and put a look in my mama’s eyes that would make you crawl on your knees in shame. I’ve always been the kind to take what I wanted, and truth be told, they could’ve put me down a long time ago. If not for this, then for something else. Armed robbery, drug trafficking, money laundering…they don’t send you to the penitentiary for being no choir boy. I was a criminal then, and I’m a criminal now. The streets are hungry and I’ve always paid my dues.

Difference is, this time I gotta pay with my life.



She was only three, Terrie’s little girl. She was a skinny little kid with blond hair and blue eyes, just like her mother. Me and Terrie had us a little sex thing going back in the day, right after I walked out on my girl Deborah and before Terrie’s kid was born. She’d hooked up with some white guy in college who introduced her to crack and ice, and her family had disowned her. They took her back in when he got her pregnant, though, and helped her get up on her feet. Me and Terrie hadn’t been together in a real long time, but she was still feeling me and would always offer me a little bit of head whenever we crossed paths.

I ain’t gonna lie. I’d be tempted sometimes, but I was back with Deborah again by then, and just thinking about what would happen if her crazy ass found out was enough to make me laugh and keep my pants zipped. Terrie’s game was cool and all, but she wasn’t worth going through no drama with Deborah. Plus, her family wasn’t feeling black people like that, and dealing with them got to be more trouble than one skinny white girl was worth. But Mama really liked Terrie. She had a thing for the girl, so even after we broke up Terrie still came around the house from time to time.

While I was busy living the street life and stacking my rap sheet, my brother Shug had gone to college and then on to law school, leaving the hood behind and moving up in the world. He was a six-figgy-niggy, a rising politician, a mover and a shaker, a black man with a bank account. Shug rested in a sweet four-thousand-square-foot crib with a wide green lawn and marble floors. A Benz was parked in his driveway and a Beemer chilled in his garage. His crib was his hard-earned castle, and he lived just like a king up in there too. When we were kids Shug had his sights set on becoming the second black mayor of New York City, but shit, I told him why stop there. As far as I was concerned he could’ve taken it all the way to the White House.

You know a black man in Shug’s line of work had to project a certain image, and my brother wasn’t shy about draping good money across his back. With two walk-in closets full of tailored suits, another one stacked with designer shoes, and a handful of genuine Rolexes, my brother was living the black man’s dream. He had a barber from around the way who edged him up every other day, and a young Asian chick came to the house and gave him one of them sissy-ass facials once a week. Man, Shug Blackwood stepped outta his front door in French or Italian suits damn near every day, looking like a white-people–user-friendly nonthreatening successful black buppie on the rise.

But I knew him. I knew him better than anybody, and underneath the shine my brother was just as hood as he could be. He mighta rubbed elbows with powerful white folks from dawn to dusk, but Shug was a G. He knew the streets and stayed connected to his people, and you had to respect that. So when Shug said he was throwing an old school barbeque for Mama’s birthday, the whole hood was down.

All our boys from around the old way had shown up, and Mama had insisted on inviting Terrie and her daughter, but my girl Deborah was there too. Tripping. She just couldn’t get past the fact that when I walked out on her I had actually messed with a white girl.

“I don’t know what the hell you was thinking, messing with one of those nasty bitches, but I ain’t playing with you, Shyne,” Deborah had warned me. “Let me catch your black ass anywhere near that dirty crack ho and I’ma drag you and her around by her stringy-ass hair.”

“I already told you. Terrie’s cool. Her and Ben are having another baby so she don’t even smoke no more. The only reason she came is because Mama invited her. Ain’t nothing happening between us.”

On the real, Mama was the one Deborah had a problem with, not Terrie. It burned my baby up to watch Mama sit around laughing and grinning all over a white girl, when she didn’t have two good words to say about Deborah’s bomb body and pretty brown face.

Deborah had walked around Shug’s crib with her fine ass on her shoulders all day, but I got out there in that big backyard and had me a good time. A bunch of our old neighbors from the projects had come out to see Shug’s new house and it was like being with family. The music was hot. Everybody ate and danced, you know how we do. We played a little bones, a few hands of Tonk. Talked some real loud bullshit over a tight game of Whist.

Shug had the beer and liquor flowing in the backyard and folks were getting nice, but I kept ducking inside the crib to hit his private stash ’cause Mama had already got on my case about drinking the day before.

“Don’t you go around your brother’s house acting stupid tomorrow, you hear? Shug done built himself a good name in this city and everybody knows how you like to black out and lose your mind when you drink. My baby can’t afford to be mixed up in none of your mess, Shyne, so you better stick to orange juice if you know like I do. I ain’t having no foolishness outta you, boy. You hear me? There ain’t no excuse for it and I mean it.”

I wasn’t trying to hear that shit from her. I mean, I can’t say Mama didn’t have a reason to fuss, but I didn’t go for her telling me what to do, and I didn’t need her throwing my past up in my face like that either. Yeah, liquor did me bad, and that was a well-known fact. I just couldn’t hold it. It got me loose, and whatever monsters I managed to keep muzzled down when I was sober sure as hell came out of me juiced.

Well I fixed Mama’s ass. I drank like hell that night ’cause I’m a grown-ass man and I can get just as loose as I want. Hell, everybody was drinking and cutting up. But then Deborah and Terrie got to acting stupid and making all kinds of noise, and when Mama jumped in and started screaming on my girl, my liquor told me to jump in and get loose on Mama too.

Man, I wrecked shit up in Shug’s crib. I only remember bits and flashes, but I heard all about it the next day. I do remember Terrie getting up in my face, making me toss her ass across the room. Mama had started yelling and telling Shug to put me out before his neighbors called the cops and got him in trouble, but none of that noise meant a damn thing to me. At some point I must have blacked out, and I was still in a fog when Deborah woke me up the next afternoon.

“Shyne!”

She had dragged me home with her, crazy-drunk and out of my mind.

“Get up, Shyne!”

My head was bamming and I was sprawled out across her bed. I opened one eye and glared at her as she stood over me, then rolled over onto a plate of gnawed-down chicken bones that were on the bed beside me. I licked my lips, and the burn of Tabasco sauce hit me and I groaned.

“Somebody killed Terrie last night! I just saw her boyfriend, Ben, crying on the news!” Deborah covered her mouth, her pretty brown eyes shocked wide. “Damn…this shit is crazy! I can’t believe it! I was just about to beat her ass at Shug’s last night and now she’s dead!” She shook her head quickly, then crossed her arms and squeezed herself tight. “Oh my God…that poor chick must have really suffered! It’s all over the news. Somebody broke in through her window and stomped the hell outta her, then cut her throat. Whoever did it snatched Ari up too. Did you hear what I just said, Shyne? Terrie is dead, and her baby is gone!”



CNN was on it like white on rice.

First there was the Amber Alert. Then the ground search. Sympathetic white folks beat back bushes and crawled around in back alleys trying to find her. And two days later they did. In the basement of an abandoned building, deep in the hood, far away from the apartment Terrie’s father had rented for them out in Westchester.

Little Arielle was all busted up. Raped. Strangled. Brutalized. The public was on edge. A baby killer was officially on the loose, and the media yeasted the fear factor up as high as they could get it. The next few days dragged by. Front doors were double-bolted all over Brooklyn, and little kids slept under the watchful eyes of their protective parents.

But I gotta give it to the NYPD. They knew their shit, and forensics is a bad motherfucker. They ran some tests, put together a list of suspects, and the next thing I knew they came gunning for me like I was Osama bin Laden.

“You’re under arrest for the murder of Terrie Mills, and the rape and murder of Arielle Mills!”

They bum-rushed me inside Mama’s house, and you shoulda seen her face when they pushed past her and kicked down the bedroom door.

Rape? Murder? What the fuck?!

I denied that shit at the top of my lungs but the cops cracked me in the head anyway and it was on. I fought so hard it took six of them to cuff me and drag me outta that house, but it was Mama who really hurt me. When they told her what I was being arrested for she hit me with a look so cold that it was her eyes, and not those billy clubs, that finally put me down on the ground.

Man, I looked like public enemy number one in my bright orange jumpsuit. They ran my mug shot on the front page of the paper, side by side with Terrie and her little girl, and next to all that blond hair, and those blue eyes and ringlet curls, I looked bigger and blacker and meaner than ever.

Six months later my man Gilbert mounted my defense and we pled not guilty, but man, the trial was a farce. Strictly for show. The jury stayed out for forty-seven minutes, and that was forty-six minutes longer than they’d needed. How they say that shit on CSI? The DNA don’t lie? Well they must have figured that ex-cons and drug dealers like me can’t help but lie, and four days after my trial began I got convicted and sentenced to death by an all-white jury of my so-called peers.

Tell us why? The question sat on everybody’s lips. What kind of man could do something like that to a baby? They stared hard into my eyes, trying to find the beast that lurked inside me.

Deborah. Mama. Strangers. To this day everybody still stares, and everybody still wants to know.

Why?

I just laugh.

Why? Shit, you tell me! I got a shitload of my own whys. But hey. I ain’t never been the type to buck fate or throw up a whole bunch of bullshit excuses, so sitting here in the death house with the clock ticking down on me, why start bitchin’ up now?



Three years and nine months.

I’ve seen men die in prison from the monotony of it all.

You get mind-fucked by the sameness of this shit. Day in, day out, month after month, year after year. Death row gives you a whole lot of time to think. Time to figure shit out, or at least to try. Regrets? No matter what they’re saying about me out there, I am human. I’ve got a few.

“Drop everything,” I told Gil a few weeks after my trial when the second set of DNA results came back conclusive and all the evidence still pointed straight at me. Deep inside I knew what it meant, but I just didn’t want to know. “Just forget all this shit and let it be.”

Gripping the lab sheet, the news rocked me in my nuts and sat me down hard, and I couldn’t find enough strength to leave my cell for a week. Exactly what the hell had happened that night? I mean, I admit to smacking around a couple of females before, Terrie included, but out of all the grimy shit I’d done in my life, I had never hurt nobody’s kid. Never.

But the DNA said I did. The proof was staring right at me in black and white.

I couldn’t eat for a week. Couldn’t sleep, either. Couldn’t stop searching that black spot, that drunk-ass night that I’d lost. I couldn’t stop seeing them autopsy pictures of Arielle’s banged-up little face, either. Her torn-apart little body. What kind of man could do some shit like that?

“Fuck it, man,” I’d told Gil. “No appeals. Let’s get this shit over with.”

“You don’t wanna do that,” Gil warned. “Ride it out, Isaiah. You say fuck your appeals and it’s the death house for sure. Stick around and ride it out. Anything can happen while you wait for the appellate courts to review your case. They might find something and give you two dimes, maybe a two and a quarter. Let’s just ride this one out together baby and pray for the best.”

I shook my head.

“Isaiah,” Gil had said, and for the first time since I got locked up I saw defeat in my boy’s eyes. “You don’t have to remember killing nobody in order for them to bury you up in here. You fuck around and drop those appeals and they’ll fry you faster than shit, man. Executions are back on the menu, my brother. They convened a special council to lift the moratorium. They’re dusting off that chair just for you.”

No appeals, I told him. And fuck all the ones that were automatic too. I had a legal right to drop them. Yeah, I knew what it looked like, but who said I wanted to beg a bunch of Uncle Toms or honkie-ass judges so they could sit around a table and play games in my name?

Just back the fuck off, I’d told Gil, and I meant that shit. Death row wasn’t badder than me and it couldn’t get in my head, neither. I didn’t give a fuck what the state of New York said. I’d walked in here a man, and I was leaving out of here one too. So fuck all them bullshit appeals and tell ’em to bring this shit on! My life was mine. It belonged to me. And as long as I was giving it there wasn’t a motherfucker on earth who could take it away.









TICKTOCK

7 O’CLOCK




DELLA“It’s gone be all right, Della,” Bo comforted her as she lay writhing in the throes of labor. He wiped the sweat from her head and held her hand as she clutched the bedsheets and cried out in pain. She was lovely and small-framed except for her huge, misshapen belly. It bulged on one side and flattened on the other, firmed, then softened, pushing its load southward as her body prepared to expel its cargo prematurely.

Bo gave his wife a reassuring smile as he ran his calloused hands over her slender arms. Childbirth scared the hell out of him. He’d been here before, with his first wife. They’d whisked her into the delivery room moments after Bo carried her into the hospital, but neither she nor his twin sons had survived the ordeal and Bo had walked out of there empty-handed, a lonely, brokenhearted man.

But time had passed and today would be different. He could already feel it. Carrying three babies was one hell of a load, but his new wife, Della, was young and strong. She’d spent the past six weeks on bed rest, reading and singing to the babies and asking God to bless the three little miracles growing in her belly. Right now excitement shone in her eyes, even through the pain, and as scared as he was Bo couldn’t stop grinning either.

He wiped her face again and then turned the handkerchief on himself. He was a muscular, big-boned man with wide shoulders and big knuckles. For nineteen years he’d worked as a bricklayer, and at forty-five he was still fit and strong, although his midsection had thickened over the past three years due to Della’s Southern cooking.

Bo had waited a long time to take another wife. Mostly out of grief, but also out of fear. Most women wanted babies, and Della had been no exception. He’d met her at a christening ceremony for a neighbor’s child and they’d locked eyes for long, soulful moments.

“She’s just a baby,” he chided himself, using his hat to cover the erection that had suddenly loomed large in the church house. She had a sweet, youthful face and a slender body that was pert in the bust and full in the hips. Bo had tried to pull his eyes away, but she wouldn’t let him. Child, hell. The set of her chin and the smile on her lips said she was all woman and challenged him to treat her like anything but.

Della Johns was a peach. A sweet Georgia peach. She came from a superstitious clan of farmers and bricklayers who should have had their heads shoved up their backwoods asses. Her father had been a nut job. Too many loose screws and not enough bolts. Snuck around raping and killing young women till he got hold of some white girl and her people caught him in the act. They cut off his dick and strung him from a tree in the middle of the night, then set him on fire and watched him burn.

Della was just a child when her father did his killings, but that didn’t stop the townsfolk, and even members of her own family, from shunning her. They said she looked just like him, and they treated her real bad, making her grow up suspicious and fragile.

Weeks after meeting her, Bo had swept Della up in his arms and held her close. You might wanna think twice, her sister-in-law had warned him. Them Johns is coo-coo. There’s a whole lotta bad blood running through that gal’s veins. But Bo went right on. It didn’t matter none to him what nobody thought about his brown-skinned girl. He moved her into his one-bedroom tenement, then married her two weeks later. Her people got riled when word traveled to Georgia, but when they heard all the stories about Big Bo they quieted down right quick. His brick-hardened hands were legendary, and he was known to snap a neck with just one twist. Nah, Della wasn’t worth no fight, her people decided. Besides, who wanted to tangle with a big black New York niggah who they said carried two pistols and fought like a bull?

Bo had done all they accused him of and more, but he’d given up those nights of hard drinking and even harder fighting when Della came along. Half-girl, half-woman, she was like a tiny bird trembling in his hand, a sweet nervous creature who needed protecting. And no matter what life brought them, Bo had sworn to do just that.

On the bed Della moaned, her legs thrashing from the pain. The room seemed too crowded as the high-risk obstetrics team prepared for their tasks. A young nurse monitored readings on a beeping machine, while another slid her hand into a rubber glove and shooed him out of the way.

“Okay, Mr. Blackwood,” she said sweetly. “It’s time to check on Mother now. Can I ask you to stand near the foot of the bed, please?”

Bo stepped aside. Far enough to get out of the nurse’s way but not so far that Della couldn’t feel him or reach for his hand if she needed him. Bo was swollen with love and anticipation. Fear too. The time between her pains was shorter now, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before his sons were in his arms. Bo would have liked to get Della pregnant three or four more times. Ten babies wouldn’t be too many for him. Of course he hadn’t told Della this. Not while she was busy struggling with backaches, swollen feet, a widening nose, and a blackened neck. But later, Bo knew. Later on there’d be a lot more babies for him and Della, and he was excited about living the rest of his life as the father of her children.

Bo watched as the nurse slid her hands under the sheet and reached toward Della’s pelvis. Despite the sweat rolling from his armpits, he felt chilled. Time was money in the construction business, but he’d managed to take off a few afternoons and go with Della to her labor classes. What he’d seen on those films was enough to bring a grown man to his knees, and Bo widened his stance and braced himself for what he might glimpse if that nurse feeling around in there messed around and snatched that sheet back. But she didn’t. Instead, her eyes rolled upward as she probed Della inside, her concentration focused on what her hands felt. Bo didn’t breathe a lick until the nurse withdrew her hand and removed her glove then glanced at Della with a warm smile.

“Any time now, Mother. You can start pushing at any time.”



Della never could stand Shyne and she wasn’t ashamed to say it neither.

That boy had brought so much grief into her life that the thought of him leaving this world gave her little more than a deep sense of relief.

She glanced out the window as the northbound train sped toward New York’s Penn Station. Her shoulders were tense and her left eye twitched.

“You’d better catch a train back, Mama,” Shug had told her. Della had been visiting her cousin in Baltimore, and the early morning call from her son had cut into the peace she’d been enjoying along with her cup of coffee. “I’ve got a ticket waiting for you at the Amtrak station. Michelle just called. The governor denied my petition, and I think we ought to be there just in case Shyne doesn’t change his mind.”

Della had shrugged and switched the phone to her other ear. “I already told you I ain’t going up there, Shug. My eye been jumping like crazy, and that’s a sign. I’m staying with Jeanne until Sunday. I’ll be back home after that.”

“Sunday is gonna be too late. They have him scheduled for midnight tonight.”

“Well, that’s when I’ll be back. On Sunday.”

“He’s your son, Mama,” Shug said quietly.

“And he’s your brother. You can go. But I ain’t.”

“He’s your son,” Shug repeated. “And if they’re gonna kill him we both need to be there to support him with our love. To help ease him through it.”

“Help Shyne?” Della sucked her teeth. “I washed my hands of that shit a long time ago. If it wasn’t for you I would have walked away from that boy and never looked back.”

Shug sighed, but his next words came out sounding like a politician’s. Smooth and practiced.

“Don’t be like that, Mama. He needs you. We both do. Besides, there’s gonna be cameras and microphones everywhere. You know they hound me almost as bad as they hound Obama. How would it look if Shyne walked into that death chamber and his own mama wasn’t there? Can you imagine what they’d be saying about us in the newspapers? In the blogs? They’d raise hell, Mama. I’m running for mayor, remember? Something like that could smear the final black mark on my campaign.”

Della grumbled something under her breath that her son didn’t catch.

He tried again. “Just think about the press. I can’t go to the bathroom in this city without somebody sticking a damn microphone up my ass. And you saw the way they swarmed your place the night the police came for Shyne. They stayed camped out on your lawn for almost a month. If you don’t show up for something as big as this they’ll take it as a sign that our family bond is weak. There’ll be all kinds of shit-talking and speculating. Court TV, CNN, hell…you saw how Nancy Grace tried to dog me after Shyne was arrested. It didn’t matter what I said, when they go for your throat they don’t give a damn about the facts. It’s called media madness. Gone are the days of responsible news reporting. Today it’s all about the ratings. If they can’t find the facts, they simply make them up.”

“They not supposed to do that,” Della mumbled.

“But they do,” Shug said quietly. “They do that and a lot more. Look, Mama. Shyne’s conviction almost buried my political career, but it was damn good ammunition for a lot of other politicians. That was an election year, remember? The governor lifted the moratorium just so he could win points with his constituents. There were five other children raped and killed in New York City around the time Shyne got arrested. Three little black girls, one white girl, and the last one was Puerto Rican. You wanna know why their killers didn’t get the death penalty? It’s because a black man killed the black kids, and a white man killed the white kid and the little Puerto Rican girl.

“Shyne was a black ex-con convicted of killing a white woman and raping her lily-white child. No matter how much she screwed up her life, Terrie and her daughter had blond hair and blue eyes, and New Yorkers are fed up with these types of crimes. That’s why they voted to bring capital punishment back. There was no way in hell Shyne could have gotten anything less than death row.”

“Well you ain’t Shyne. Nobody should even partner him with you.”

“I’ve never tried to hide the fact that Shyne is my brother. But when I spoke up for him it sure sent a lot of folks I thought I could count on running toward the hills. They packed up, jumped off my ship, and backstroked to the other side as fast as they could. But I ain’t mad at them. This is politics and that’s the way it goes. Besides, there are a lot of people out there who just aren’t ready for another black mayor in this city. So if we show them the slightest bit of division tonight it’ll be just what they need to finish me off. They’ll paint a picture that says Shyne must really be worthless if his own mother turned her back on him, and then the next thing you know they’ll be hinting around that since me and him have the same blood, whatever evil thing is wrong with Shyne might be wrong with me too.”

That was all Della needed to hear, and two hours later she had stepped out of a taxi at the Amtrak station and climbed on the first thing smoking and heading north. Shug had purchased her a first-class ticket in a private compartment, and Della sat quietly and allowed herself to be lulled by the rhythm of the train as she relived the events surrounding Shyne’s crime and his arrest just four short years earlier.

Her front door had flown off the hinges on a Thursday evening.

“Police!” they had shouted. Their battering ram was swung, guns were pointed, and badges were flashed.

“Isaiah Blackwood. Where is he?”

Della had trembled as they swept through the airy condo Shug had purchased for her, tracking dirt on her floors and flinging furniture out the way as they went.

You should have followed your first mind, she chastised herself for allowing Shyne to even darken her doorstep. Everywhere that fool went he dragged trouble along behind him, and when he’d shown up at her apartment she’d had a mind not to let him in.

She wouldn’t even try to guess at what Shyne had done this time. Instead, she pointed down the hall and stepped out of the way, worried mainly about Shug. This wouldn’t be the first time the police had hunted Shyne down on a bust, but when Della learned what Shyne was being arrested for, she had closed her eyes and prayed to God that they’d put him so far under the damn jail that this time it would be the last.

While the cops tussled with Shyne in the back room, Della had peeked out the window and glimpsed the television vans full of local news reporters and cameramen. She cursed under her breath. Shyne was like a cancer on them all, especially Shug. The white man didn’t have to plot and scheme and try to bring a good black man down. Shyne was doing that all by himself as he killed his brother’s political career one criminal act at a time.

It pained Della, this burden of his blood that Shug was forced to bear. He couldn’t help who his brother was. While Shyne had been out on the streets lying and stealing and running back and forth to jail, Shug had swept floors and parked cars to pay for his college degrees, first from Hofstra University and then from Brooklyn School of Law. Della just couldn’t help hearing that old Sly and the Family Stone tune in her head. One child loved to learn and the other child loved to burn. That about fit Shug and Shyne to a tee, and for the millionth time Della asked God why she’d been chosen to bear such a piece of rotten fruit.

There had actually been three of them.

Gabriel, Isaiah, and Ezekiel.

Shug, Shyne, and Shadow.

The three sons of Bo Blackwood, that big, strapping black man who had snatched Della by the heart and made all her dreams come true. Shug and Shadow had been more than any mother could ask for. Sweet, handsome, good boys.

But that goddamn Shyne?

Plain evil. He’d come into the world ruining lives. Trouble had ridden on his very first breath. Della’s labor was hard, and after many hours the doctors finally had mercy and injected her with a painkiller in her spine. First her sweet baby Ezekiel was born, then Gabriel had slid out right behind him with no problem at all.
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