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I DEDICATE THIS BOOK TO MY DAUGHTER, CUSANDRA ALCUTT; throw your shoulders back, hold your chin up and show life who’s the boss... I love you, Baby Girl...
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Repay no one evil for evil, but give thought to do what is honorable in the sight of all. If possible, so far as it depends on you, live peaceably with all. Beloved, never avenge yourselves, but leave it to the wrath of God, for it is written, “Vengeance is mine, I will repay, says the Lord.” To the contrary, “if your enemy is hungry, feed him; if he is thirsty, give him something to drink; for by so doing you will heap burning coals on his head.” Do not be overcome by evil, but overcome evil with good.


—ROMANS 12:17-21





One



“I want that green-eyed bitch dead!” the late Officer Darius Kain’s widow, Beverly Kain, yelled as she picked up the heavy crystal candy dish off of her coffee table. She then threw it into the flat-screen TV mounted on her living room wall. The image of the woman whom she had placed most of the blame for the death of her husband on, blinked out after the explosion of glass and sparks. In her mind, the Baltimore PD also shared some of the responsibility.


On this, the second anniversary of her husband’s death, the ache in her heart ran to her head as she collapsed on her sofa. Tears of sorrow and anger leaked out of her brown eyes. They ran down her face and neck, and onto the collar of her pink robe. Every day since the grisly discovery of her late husband’s body, she’d watched the videotaped newscast that featured a short conversation with Trenda Fuqua.


Trenda Fuqua.


The same woman alleged to have had an affair with the late Baltimore police officer, Darius Kain. Nightmares of his acid-eaten, mutilated body launched her into chronic insomnia. “She ruined our lives!”


The belief that Trenda had corrupted her husband and helped the Baltimore PD murder him was undeniable. News that Trenda was due for an early release from prison further pissed her off. As tears smeared her mascara, she recalled the smug look on Trenda’s face as she was stuffed into the patrol car after her interview.


Once her crying fit stopped, she reached into the pocket of her robe. A maniacal smile formed on her face after pulling a piece of paper out of the pocket of her robe. She then picked up the phone, blocked her number and dialed the number written on the back of her late husband’s funeral program. She thought she had blocked her number but in her stressful state of mind, she put in the wrong number blocking code. The number she called was for Lionel, a friend of Darius’s. He’d given her his number at Darius’s funeral. He promised he’d look after her.


His gruff voice answered. “Wassup?”


As she had done many times before, she hung up without answering. Upstairs, the muffled cries of her two-year-old son, Darius “DJ” Kain, Jr. got her attention. She hurried up the stairs, walked over to the Birchwood baby bed, picked up the blue pacifier next to the baby’s head, and put it in his mouth. You look so much like Darius...because of that red-headed tramp, he didn’t even get to see you. She stroked the child’s curly, dark hair. Finding out that she was pregnant a month after Darius’s death had filled her with bitterness.





Two



“That’s a lotta money,” Trenda said as she examined the contract on the table. A verse she often read while incarcerated came to mind. It alluded to a majority of her past troubles.


For the love of money is the root of all kinds of evil. Some people, eager for money, have wandered from the faith and pierced themselves with many griefs.—TIMOTHY 6:10


She rubbed the green rosary beads in her hands and looked across the table at the tall, blond woman. “But I can’t take it. Sorry.”


Alexis Cannon, top reporter for StarShine Entertainment, folded her arms on the table and focused her ice blue eyes on Trenda. The smell of new paint still lingered in the air of the recently painted conference room. The three-year-old Cockeysville Correctional Center—or “The Cock” as some inmates dubbed it—was the most modern prison in Maryland. “Ms. Fuqua, this is one hell of an opportunity for you.” She tapped the contract. “You can leave out of this hell-hole a very wealthy woman.”


The seven-figure deal to tell her story was awfully hard for Trenda to resist. But in order to make a real change in her life, sacrifices had to be made. Two years ago, after the bodies of the two crooked cops that had extorted and abused her for years turned up, her story had been in high demand. Along with the fact that the officers were in the middle of one of Baltimore’s most high-profile corruption cases, their gruesome murders had grabbed national headlines.


Tempting as it was, Trenda realized that going on TV would garner her a lot of unwanted attention. After spending the last 24 months behind bars—and in her Bible—she had come to enjoy her anonymity. Also, she didn’t want to make too many waves. Word around The Cock was they were going to release a few low-risk inmates due to overcrowding. After finding out from the D.A. that she was almost on the list, Trenda went out of her way to stay out of trouble. It worked. The D.A. told her she was going to be paroled early because of her good behavior combined with the overcrowding.


Besides self-change, self-preservation was an issue also. Even though the Island Boys had withdrawn their contract for her life, she had a new set of enemies to deal with. A few days ago, she found an unsigned envelope containing a letter, a copy of her mother’s funeral program, and pictures of her elderly father and brothers and their families in her mail delivery. The letter warned her to keep her mouth shut about Darius and Tyrone’s “street business” if she and her family valued their good health.


Although the guard who delivered the letter to her denied knowing where the envelope came from, Trenda knew she was lying. Need to get out of here though...Daddy needs my help, especially since Momma died. Images of her frail father played in her mind. She shook her red, shoulder-length French braids and stood up. “I gotta go.”


Alexis puffed out her cheeks, exhaled, put the contract back in her alligator briefcase, and closed it up. She then pulled one of her business cards out of her purse and slid it across the table to Trenda. “I will be talking to you again.”


Trenda watched the well-dressed woman exit the room. “I’m sure you will.” The prison guard motioned for her to follow. She stood, adjusted her baggy orange jumpsuit, picked up the card, and stuffed it into her pocket. Two more weeks, she thought as she was led back to her cell. Two more weeks and I’m outta here. Hallelujah.
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Twelve days later, at one in the morning, Trenda was rudely awakened by a Cockeysville Correctional Center Correctional Officer. “Wake up, Red! Time to get your ass outta here,” the bulky, six-foot-tall female officer said. She banged on the bars of her cell door with her billy club. She then tossed a letter from the court and two empty pillowcases into her cell. “Get up and get packed now!”


What the fuck? Trenda thought as she blinked her eyes. The bright light of the C.O.’s flashlight blinded and angered her. “Can’t you turn off that goddamned light?”


The guard, Monique, “Big Mo’” for short, grinned. “I thought you church folks didn’t cuss?”


Trenda swung her legs out of her bunk. They were well-toned and fit after the two hours a day of running in place. Her washboard abs flashed as she pulled down her t-shirt. Having been in solitary confinement for two years, she spent a majority of her time doing push-ups, running in place and a host of other isometric exercises. She grimaced at the big dyke. “I ain’t never claimed to be perfect...I just read the good book every now and then.” She pulled her orange jumpsuit on in a hurry. She hated the way the guard’s eyes fixed on her cotton-panty covered pussy. “Why you wakin’ me up, anyway? This a random search or somethin’?”


The husky guard signaled to have the cell door open. “No, sexy. Time for you to get out. Go home.”


Trenda froze midway through zipping up her jumpsuit. “Wha...? I ain’t supposed to leave for a couple more days...you sure you know what you doin’?”


Big Mo’ tapped her club against her thick thigh. “It’s ya lucky day. The warden doesn’t want to get caught up in a big media circus because of you.”


Perplexed, Trenda shook her head. “Wait, wait, wait. What the heck are you talkin’ about? What media circus?”


“Well, when word got out that you were on the early release plan, folks started talking about your case again. Everybody still wants to know what you know about those murders. When word got back to the warden that the tabloids were gonna be camping out to catch a picture of, or get an interview with you, he decided to ‘be nice’ and let you go a lil early. So guess what? You’re leaving right now.” She pointed at the cell floor. “Your parole information is in that letter.”


In a daze, Trenda picked up the letter and pillowcases and started packing up her stuff. She kissed her rosary beads, said a silent prayer, and packed them into one of the pillowcases. Dazed or not, her time spent in the streets taught her to get out first, and ask questions later. She briefly recalled the parade of reporters and other celebrity stalkers when she was first flown into BWI from Oakland. “Shi—, I mean shoot, them folks already out there?”


“Not yet, but they’ll be here soon. We’re gonna sneak you out the delivery dock inside an unmarked van. From there, we can drop you off anywhere within fifty miles of here, as long as it’s in the city limits. You wanna go to your parents’ house?”


“Hell, I mean, heck no!” The thought had never occurred to her where she was going to go when she was released. She’d toyed with the idea of going to see her father, but facing him after almost two decades of absence was difficult. Especially for the reasons she’d stayed away.


Thirty minutes later, Trenda was handed an old friend of hers; her “Travelin’ Bag.” The empty, six-year-old, black and white Reebok bag was a welcome sight. She looked into the bifocals of the property clerk. “Where’s the rest of my stuff?”


The heavy-set, elderly black officer looked at her with a shade of contempt. “Calm your ass down...I’m gettin’ it now.”


Big Mo’ stood behind her and chuckled. “Ol’ Sarge don’t play that shit. You better calm down, Shorty. You don’t wanna upset that man. He’s the only one that knows his filing system. You don’t want your shit to come up ‘lost.’”


Trenda took a step back from the drab, gray and white counter. The faint sound of blues music drifted out of the otherwise silent room. Minutes later, Sarge came back with a plastic bag full of the clothes she’d had in her bag at the time of her arrest. He placed the bag on the counter, pulled out the pile of clothes, and put them on the counter. His hand rested on her sheer, pink thong. “You can wear some of this as ya change out; I guess it’s still clean. I’ll be right back with the rest of your stuff.”


Nasty muthafucka, rubbin’ his hand all over my drawers...sho ain’t gonna put those on! She stuffed her clothes into her bag. A thousand memories returned to her as she packed her beat-up bag. The loss of her butterfly knife she affectionately called “Baby” hit her like a stake to the heart. She and it had been through a lot. Most of it not so good. Sure hope I can find enough peace in the Bible to change all that.


With all of her items returned, along with a check for the balance of her commissary account, she changed into her pink velour sweatsuit and waited for her ride into town. As she was escorted out of the prison, she looked up into the star-filled night. Any second now she expected to hear a whistle, bell or guard yelling for her to stop. She paused and took a deep breath before taking the final step out of the prison and onto the blacktop where the tan, unmarked van waited for her.


“Go on and get outta here,” Big Mo’ said, twirling her club. “Or you can stay; I’ll see your sweet-ass back here in ‘The Cock’ soon enough.”


“Don’t count on it, bitch,” Trenda said as she flipped Big Mo’ the middle finger and strode to the van. “I ain’t ever comin’ back. Believe that.”


Big Mo’ chuckled behind her. “That’s what they all say...I’ll be here waitin’ for you.”


Trenda ignored Big Mo’s mockery, looked past the white officer standing next to the open sliding side door, and tossed her bag inside. She looked back at the dismal, dark prison. It reminded her of the entrance to Hell. A Bible verse jumped out at her:


The Lord knows how to rescue the godly from trials, and to keep the unrighteous under punishment until the Day of Judgment.


—2 PETER 2:9


Amen, Peter. She hopped into the back of the van. The guard slammed the door closed and locked it.


They pulled out of the loading dock onto the road. The driver, a Puerto Rican guard, asked, “Where you goin’?”


She thought about the letter in her bag, which contained information on how to contact her parole officer, the $400 check, and $10 in cash. A strict budget was definitely in order. With no real destination in mind, she said, “Take me to the Greyhound station. You can let me out there.”


The guard shook his head. “You do know your parole restricts you to the state of Maryland for the next eighteen months, don’t you?”


Damn, forgot about that... “Yeah, let me out there anyway...I’ll just chill there for a minute.”


“Good, and don’t forget to check in with your parole officer on Monday morning.”
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At half past one in the morning, they pulled up to the curb at the O’Donnell Street Greyhound station. Even at that hour, a smattering of people still roamed the streets. “All right, last stop on the prison express,” the jovial middle-aged black guard said. “Get your shit and git.”


Trenda grabbed her bag as she waited for him to get out and open the sliding side door. When she hopped out, a mild breeze brushed against her. She hitched her bag up and looked at the guard. “Well, I’m out.”


The look he gave her as she turned to walk away was a little more caring than she expected. “I don’t ever wanna see your ass again, you hear me?”


Without looking back, she said, “Take a real good look; this is the last time you’re ever gonna see my backside.”





Three



A chilly spring breeze proved to Trenda that her velour sweatsuit was not a good clothing choice. She stood and watched the prison van disappear down the road. The light signal suspended above her swayed in the constant wind gusts.


Damn, it’s cold as shit out here! She looked up and down the street. Most of the streetlights were either burned or shot out. Not much was open or inviting at that time of the morning. The only possible havens were the Greyhound station and the Wash World laundromat a few doors down, across the street.


An old, sky blue pickup truck slowed as it approached. The freckled, salt and peppered-haired, burly black man driving the truck grinned at her. His smile looked like a picket fence with a few boards kicked out of it. “You workin’, baby?”


Trenda glared at him. “Excuse me?”


He licked his lips. “You wanna take a ride wit’ me? I got a few dollars...”


When it dawned on her what he was trying to say, anger swelled in her like an angry, red-hot tidal wave. “What? You think I’m out here lookin’ for tricks?”


He shifted into park, pulled a half-pint of gin from between his legs, and took a swallow. “What the hell else a fine-ass honey like you doin’ out here this time of night? If you ain’t ho’in, then you damn sure need to be...you finer than all the other bitches out here tonight. You could make all the money, sweet meat!”


A siren wailed in the distance. It sounded like the stream of obscenities she wanted to unleash. But, her newfound spirituality held her back. She took a step back. “Look, I ain’t the one. Go on ‘bout ya business. I ain’t no hoe. Not even close.”


A few other cars drove by. Some of the male drivers gave her more unwanted attention. The scent of burning motor oil found her nostrils. A symphony of noises came from the truck’s tired engine. He leaned over the seat, bottle in hand. “Come have a drink wit’ me. Ain’t no harm in that.”


Trenda longed for her old friend, “Baby.” Experience told her men like him were trouble. “No thanks. I don’t drink.”


His tone became stronger. “Why you trippin’?” He shook the bottle again. “I’m just tryin’ to be ya friend.”


Time to go. The laundromat looked like a safe haven. She began walking toward it. “No...I don’t need any new friends right now...thanks anyway.”


Twenty feet from the truck, she heard him shift into drive. Seconds later, he pulled alongside her. The engine coughed, then died. “Shit!” he yelled as he tried to restart the engine. After several cranks, it turned over.


Please let there be some people in here, she thought as she neared the laundromat. The light inside Wash World spilled out onto the dark sidewalk. On that unlighted street, it looked like a luminescent, white rug.


“Hey! Slow down, girl! I just wanna talk.”


Ignoring him, she hitched up her bag and kept moving. The sound of his tire scraping against the curb made her look. He seemed to be oblivious to the fact that he was ruining the sidewall of his tire. Trenda increased her pace. The entrance to the Wash World was thirty yards ahead. A loud bang almost made her jump across the street. “What the heck?”


She looked back just in time to see the man wrestling with the steering wheel. He’d struck the corner of a metal gutter in the sidewalk. The collision had ripped a hole into the side of his front tire. “Fuck! Son-of-a-bitch!”


Just before stepping into the Wash World, the large man pried his large frame out of the truck and slammed the door. She watched him adjust his dirty yellow sweatpants. The outline of his stiff dick nauseated her. Nasty ol’ freak! She hurried inside.


The clop-clop of a pair of tennis shoes bouncing around inside a nearby dryer competed with the drone of an infomercial. A dusty TV, mounted to one of the support pillars, featured some Spanish man pitching the merits of his teeth-whitening gel. The buzzing of a fluorescent light above her sounded like a swarm of bees. It blinked off and on like baby lightning flashes. A down-and-out looking Caucasian couple sat in the hard, white plastic seats, smoking and watching the boring show. Smells like straight piss in here, Trenda thought as she walked in the opposite direction of the couple.


In the far corner, Trenda took a seat next to the detergent vending machine. She sat her traveling bag in the seat next to her, leaned back, and closed her eyes. Ain’t been out a good hour and already the devil’s fuckin’ wit’ me!


The desire to have the comfort of her butterfly knife within reach ate at her. But if she did have another “Baby,” she’d use it. Oh hell yeah, she’d use it. Even in that hard, uncomfortable seat she found herself dozing off. A swirl of her dead mother’s face and Bible pages clouded her mind. The fact that she didn’t get to see her mother before she died fueled her guilt. She could have gotten a pass to attend her funeral, but she was too chicken-shit to go. She’d allowed her petty grudge against her family to ruin that once-in-a-lifetime moment.


The sound of the shoes in the dryer and the off-and-on coughing fits by the couple across the room helped lulled Trenda to sleep. Although the rock-hard chair was a tad less comfortable than the bed in her prison cell, she used her refined power of adaption to help her sleep.
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So deep was her sleep that she didn’t hear the doors open and close. The smoking couple got up, grabbed their basket of clothes, and left as the huge, lumbering figure looked around. He then fixed his sights on the cute woman sleeping on the far side of the laundromat. Little bitch, he thought as he pulled his bottle of gin out his pocket, took a long swallow, put it back in his pocket, and walked toward Trenda. Made me flat my damn tire!
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Put on the full armor of God so that you can take your stand against the devil’s schemes.


—EPHESIANS 6:11


Between her broken sleep and the stress of her situation, nightmares filled her head. Her father sat at their old kitchen table having dinner with a skeleton. The skeleton was dressed in her mother’s favorite church outfit.


“Momma, no! You can’t be there!” In her mind she screamed those words, but only a low whimper escaped her sleeping body. The apparition of her mother looked up from the table. The skeletal head had a pair of accusing, bright green eyes. The same shade as hers.


The dream version of her father continued eating. He acted as though he was eating alone. The frailness of his thin body was all too real in Trenda’s tortured mind. She could feel the heat of her spectral mother’s glare. Her father dropped his fork and grabbed at his throat. He was choking. Her mother continued to glare at her. “What you gonna do? Let him die, too?”


The fear of going anywhere near the ghostly, mother-like thing kept her from assisting her choking father. “What are you gonna do?” the apparition bellowed. “If you weren’t such an evil child, you’d help your father! Heathen! You demon child!”


In her dream, she placed her hands to her ears, frozen with fear. Her father’s face contorted into a mask of pure horror. He held out one shaky hand to Trenda before falling face first into his plate of food. His thin body hitched one last time in his baggy pajamas and then lay still.


The green-eyed accuser pointed a bony finger at Trenda. “You did this! You! You! You!”


Trenda couldn’t pry her eyes off of her dead father. The mother-thing rose out of its chair and slowly walked toward Trenda, finger wagging—the same way her real mother had done when Trenda was a child. “I curse you to Hell! Lucifer is waiting for you, you evil, evil child! I’m going to take you there by my own hand!”


Unable to move, she started screaming in her dream. She could feel her mother’s hand on her shoulder.


Her eyes flew open. In front of her was another nightmare. A large, calloused hand shook her shoulder.


“Hey! What you makin’ all that noise fo’ in ya sleep?”


Disoriented, Trenda was shocked to see this huge, gin-breathed man shaking her shoulder. The rest of Wash World was deserted. Even in her fugue, she saw his erect penis outlined in his grimy yellow sweatpants. Instinctively she tried to shake out of his grip and couldn’t. “Let me go, man!”


His grip tightened. He flashed his drunken, unbecoming smile. “Not ’til you say you gonna have a drank wit’ me. You owe me after makin’ me bust my tire.”


A wave of anger replaced her fear. She almost slipped up and said the MF-word for the first time in almost a year. “Mutha—!” She angled her foot between his legs and kicked as hard as she could.


“Ooooaf!” escaped his throat as he back peddled and collapsed to the stained, gray tile floor like a folding chair. The bottle of booze in his front pocket shattered in his pocket, lacerating his large thigh.


Trenda grabbed her bag, and hurdled the moaning, fallen ogre as he winced and held his genitals. She ran to the door, then skidded to a stop. Red, blue and amber flashing lights bounced off of the surrounding buildings. “Dang it!” she looked out the window and saw a Baltimore PD patrol car and a red and white, All-City tow truck. They were parked in front of the drunken man’s disabled truck. The tail end was at least five feet from the curb, sticking out into the middle of the lane. “I can’t catch a dang break!”


Cursing and the sound of a fist slamming a washing machine made her snap her neck around. The drunk had managed to get to his feet. A blooming bloodstain the size of a bagel grew on his left thigh. He pulled shards of the broken bottle out of his pocket and slammed them to the floor. His red, mad eyes found Trenda. “Hoe! You gonna die tonight!”


A sickening sense of déjà vu swept her, then was gone. As he headed toward her, she calmly exited Wash World. Without looking in the direction of the cops and tow truck, she walked as fast as she could in the opposite direction. How the fuck can I be havin’ this much bad luck?





Four



“I’m sorry, Mr. Langford, but as I told you before, Ms. Fuqua was released early because of good behavior.”


“How can that be, Detective? Since when did the state of Maryland become a safe haven for criminals?”


Detective Marv Brice rubbed his temples with one hand and held the phone with the other. Goddamn Trenda Fuqua. I swear everything associated with her is cursed! And gettin’ my ass chewed out by this dickhead friend of the Mayor is out of my pay scale. “I’m sorry, Mr. Langford, but—”


“Damn right, you’re sorry...you and the rest of you incompetents! If you can’t do your job, I’ll have to see about getting someone in there who can!”


Marv pulled the phone from his ear after Thurston Langford, father of murdered Piper Langford, rudely hung up on him. Her case, although still open, remained unsolved. He slouched down into his creaky old desk chair and drummed his thick, brown fingers on the scarred and nicked wooden desktop. What the hell is this bitter bastard doing calling me this late? Better yet, why am I still here at two in the morning?


He knew the answer to that question before he even asked. Because of his impressive record of solving cold-cases, he was assigned to the Langford case. Because of the nature of the unsolved case, Trenda Fuqua was in the crosshairs of his investigation. A two-year-old pile of folders about the Langford case sat in the center of his old desk. Just as he was about to pack them away for the night, an instant message from his cousin, Jules, popped up on his computer screen. He was a Correctional Officer at The Cock. “Messy Marv! Guess who got released from here an hour ago?”


The nickname “Messy Marv” was given to him by his old commander. He earned that moniker after chasing a homicide suspect seventeen years ago. The suspect unfortunately tried to run across Interstate 95. After being struck by a pair of speeding tractor-trailers and a few cars, there wasn’t much left of him. After witnessing the aftermath, Commander Richmond dubbed then rookie detective Marvin Brice “Messy Marv.”


Marv answered the instant message. “Who?”


“Ya girl, Trenda Fuqua. She’s gone. She got checked outta here ‘bout an hour ago.”


He jumped to his feet. “What the hell?” It took a minute for the information to register with him. He stroked his bare chin as he stared at the message on his computer screen. She’s out already? Ignoring the message, he ripped through his stack of folders until he found one labeled “D-Day.” Inside, he found all the information relating to Trenda’s case. Every move she made was documented—including her proposed early release date. That date was two days away. Jules’s message awaited a reply. He leaned over, his slight beer-belly touching the desk, and typed, “Thanks for the info. I’ll get back to you in a few.” Without waiting for a reply, Marv shut down his computer, grabbed his jacket and cell phone, and hurried out of the office. On the way down the elevator, he placed a call to a friend of his at The Cock.


“Property Clerk; Sarge speakin’.”


“Sarge, it’s me, Marv. Do you recall checking out a prisoner named Trenda Fuqua?”


“Yeah...checked her out a lil while ago. Is sumthin’ wrong?”


Marv opened the door of his gold, unmarked patrol car and got in. “No, I’m just surprised she got out this early. I was hoping somebody woulda told me.”


“Well, I heard they had to rush her out because of all the damn media snoopin’ around. I heard she got dropped off at the Greyhound station. Good thing they let her go when they did; the goddamn press is already linin’ up down the road for a chance to talk to her. They gon’ be mad as a wet cat when they find out she’s already been let out.”


Marv started the car, backed out of his stall, and exited the parking garage. The Cock was a forty-five-minute drive away. “Yeah, but it still irks me that the powers-that-be didn’t feel it wasn’t important enough to let me in on it. I’m only the detective that’s been following her fuckin’ case since she got locked up.” He slowed down as he approached the front of the police station. “Hey, Sarge, thanks for the info. I’ll check with you later.”


“Okay, Messy, lata.”


Amazed at the scene in front of him, he pulled over to the curb and stopped. This is nuts! Half a dozen news vans, satellite trucks, and an assortment of print media vehicles lined the streets. Yawning, coffee drinking technicians milled around, some smoking cigarettes, some talking with newscasters under the increasingly cloudy, star-filled, chilly night. You would have thought that Charles Manson was being released.


A bright light almost blinded him. “What the hell?”


The spotlight from a shoulder-mounted TV camera illuminated the interior of his car. A middle-aged white man—a news anchor he’d seen before—tapped on the passenger window of his car. “Excuse me! Is Trenda Fuqua inside? May we have a word with you?”


Other newshounds soon ran toward the unmarked car. Oh hell no! His brown eyes glared into the bright light. “Back up! Back away from the car, now!” Before the swarm could reach him, Marv mashed the gas pedal and raced down East Eager Street. He burned rubber around Greenmount Avenue, losing the media vultures.


As he drove toward the Greyhound station, he hoped that he could at least find out where Trenda was heading. Hopefully, if she’d boarded a bus, one of the clerks could provide him with the destination of her bus. Although he had no legal reason to detain her, he was professionally dedicated to keeping a tab on her as long as he was still working on the Darius Kain cold case.
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Too high and angry to notice his truck about to be towed away, the huge drunk yelled, “Hey, bitch...Bring yo’ ass back here! Gonna beat yo’ ass...kicked me in my balls and shit!” He then staggered and placed his hand on the wall to hold himself up. “Gonna fuck...you up...hoe!”


“Hey, Archie! Quit all that yelling!”


The drunk clumsily turned around to see who’d called his name. “What?”


The skinny, red-headed cop, twenty yards away, shined his flashlight beam in Archie’s face. “I said, stop making all that noise. You’re already in trouble for parking your goddamned truck in the middle of the street.”


Archie squinted as he fought to see whom the voice belonged to. “Aww shit...Is that you, Nick?”


The cop walked toward Archie. “Yeah, it’s me. How much have you had to drink tonight?”


Officer Nick Leland had worked for the Baltimore Police Department for over twenty years, most of it patrolling the mean streets of West Baltimore. He was known as one of the most crooked and meanest cops in the streets—second only to his former coworker and rival, the late Darius Kain. Although he was slight of build, he was known as a bad ass that didn’t mind brawling with, or shooting, ruffians. His disposition earned him the moniker “Nick the Dick” in the streets.


Archie tried to appear sober, but his alcohol-saturated body betrayed him. As he tried to walk over to his truck, his feet got tangled and he fell, face first, to the sidewalk. The black, overweight tow truck driver laughed out loud at the drunk before securing the safety chains to Archie’s truck.


Nick walked over, shook his head, and helped Archie to a sitting position. A trickle of blood ran out of one of his nostrils. A quarter-sized scrape on his cheek bled a little bit. “Archie, I thought you told me you were givin’ up the juice?”


Archie leaned back against the wall. “I ain’t drunk...I tripped ova my shoelace.”


Nick kicked Archie’s left foot. “Hey, ass; you have on slip-on deck shoes. No laces, fucker.”


Archie snored in response.


Irritated, Nick kicked him in his bloodstained thigh. “Wake up!”


“Hey, man!” Archie yelled. “Why you messin’ wit’...me?”


“Who were you screaming at earlier?”


Archie broke out in a drunk, lusty grin and looked down the street. “I was callin’ my girlfriend...that fine green-eyed hoe.” He pointed in the direction Trenda had walked. “There she goes...no good bitch...”


Nick looked down the street and spotted a figure half a block away, about to turn the corner. He looked back at Archie. “Did she have anything to do with your leg injury?”


Again, Archie snored in response. Instead of waking him, Nick let him sleep. Horniness and boredom got the better of him. He stood and waved at the tow truck driver. The driver tapped his horn in response and hauled away the truck. Archie snored loudly behind him. Nick kicked the bottom of Archie’s feet. “Wake up, drunky.”


Archie’s eyes fluttered awake. “Hey, man.” He wiped drool off the corner of his mouth. “Where’d that bitch go?”


Nick stuck the nightstick back in the ring on his belt. “Get up here, turn around, and put your hands behind your back.”


The drunken behemoth swayed like a leaf in a breeze after getting to his feet. The wound on his thigh didn’t seem to bother him. He wiped his mouth and frowned. “Why? You takin’ me in?”


Nick removed his cuffs, twirled Archie around, and cuffed his thick wrists. “I told you last time you were walkin’ around drunk in public, I was gonna haul your ass in.”


“Awww c’mon, Nick! Gimme a...break...I just needed a sip.” He looked over his shoulder at the officer. “Man, I just been goin’ through some shit...wit’ my wife. Can’t you lemme go this one...time?”


Nick winced from Archie’s toxic breath. “Jeeez! You been eatin’ shit sandwiches? Holy cripes, your breath stinks!”


As Archie slurred a rebuttal, Nick marched him to his patrol car, opened the rear passenger door, and stuffed Archie inside. Before closing the door, he looked Archie in his bloodshot eyes. “If you throw up in my car, I’ll take you somewhere quiet and shoot your ass. You hear me?”


Archie nodded as he fought dozing off. He shut the door as Archie mumbled something. Nick took off his cap and hung it up on the wire-mesh screen that separated him from his passengers. He ran his hand through his thick crimson mane, started the car and drove off.


Two blocks ahead, he made a right turn. A moment later, Archie yelled, “Hey! Hey! There she goes!”


“What the hell are you yelling about? Sit your ass back and be quiet!”


“That’s her! That’s that bitch who made me get hurt!”


Nick pulled over to the curb and look in the direction Archie nodded his head. A fit and trim, sexy, pink velour-covered ass swished and swayed halfway down the street. Even on that poorly lit street, he could see that wasn’t your everyday piece of ass. Oh my! He pulled away from the curb. Now that’s a body that brings tears to your eyes!


“Half-slick hoe! Got yo’ ass now,” Archie said, drifting in and out of sleep.


“Shut up and sit back!” Twenty yards behind the shapely woman, Nick turned on his flashing red and blue beacons and pulled up alongside her.





Five



Are you serious? Trenda wondered as the walls of the abandoned bakery she stood in front of and the few surrounding cars were bathed in red and blue light. Lights she was more than familiar with.


She let her bag slide down her arm to the sidewalk. All the talk she’d heard about convicts returning to jail at an outrageous rate jumped into her head. For a second, she considered running. She was familiar enough with the area to give the cop a run for his money. But the aspect of returning to The Cock killed that noise.


As soon as the officer got out of the car, her blood frosted over; she recognized Nick right away. God, why are you treatin’ me so bad?


He adjusted his utility belt and walked over to her. His smirk let her know he recognized her, too. “Excuse me, ma’am.” Sarcasm coated his words. “I need to ask you a few questions.”


Trenda folded her arms over her breasts. “Did I do somethin’ wrong?”


His eyes traveled every curve on her firm frame. “I have a guy in the back of my car that says you assaulted him. I just wanna hear your side of the story.”


She broke eye contact with Nick and gazed into the back of the squad car. Archie flicked his tongue at her like a drunken snake. Nasty bastard! She returned her attention to Nick. “I don’t know that man. He tried to holla at me outside the laundromat and I turned him down...then he got all crazy and tried to attack me.”


Nick didn’t seem to pay attention to anything she said. He was much too busy letting his eyes rove her body. The 6 to 8 hours a day she’d spent exercising in her cell had put her in the best shape of her life. Her butt was like a beach ball. Her muscular thighs were still sexy and feminine. A tiny waistline separated her awesome ass from her firm, perky tits. “Well, Trenda, I have a citizen that says different. He claims you tried to pickpocket him.”


Since he’d dropped the façade of not knowing who she was, Trenda followed suit. For years, Nick had had a crush of lust on her. Darius was the only buffer she’d had from his advances. He’d made it clear to every “dirty” cop on the force that she was off limits. For the first time in her life, she wished Darius was still alive. The swelling she saw in his crotch disgusted her. “C’mon now, Nick. You know as well as I do, homeboy is drunk and lyin’. All I’m tryin’ to do is get home. I’m on parole so you know I ain’t botherin’ nobody.”


“When did you get out The Cock?”


“A lil while ago.”


“Knowing you, that’s plenty of time for you to return to your old tricks and bullshit.”


She glared at him. “Man, you trippin’. How you think you just gonna strong arm me out here? You must be on one!”


A patch of clouds drifted by and obscured the moonlight. The only light besides the red and blue beacons came from a streetlight half a block away. Nick advanced on Trenda and grabbed her by her right arm. “Step behind the car and place your hands on the trunk.”


Trenda shook her head and took a step back. “What you doin’? How you gonna try and take me in for some bull crap?”


Nick flashed his small, weird-looking teeth, snatched her, and made her look him in the eye. “Look here, bitch; don’t play your fucking games with me. I’m the big dog, now that your boyfriend took an acid bath. I suggest you get used to following my orders.”


Lord, why do You forsake me so? flashed through her mind as Nick breathed in her face. The urge to dig her fingernails into his eyes fought her good sense. “I dunno what you talkin’ about, but I’m not into drama.”


Without a word, he glared at her, yanked her behind the squad car and sandwiched her between the trunk and his pelvis. His voice whispered in her ear from behind. “I’m gonna have to search you real good, convict...real good.”


As happened to her at times of stress, a Bible passage emerged from her subconscious:


Perseverance must finish its work so that you may be mature and complete, not lacking anything.


—JAMES 1:4


The feel of his stiffness against her ass sickened her. He’d placed her in the perfect spot behind the car; Archie couldn’t see what was going on. There were no witnesses to his harassment of her.


“Man! Get ya hands off me! What you doin’?” She felt him grinding on her ass. His pecker was right above her covered asshole.


His chin rubbed against her ear as he wrapped his arms around her waist and ground on her butt. “Quiet down before I put you in a three-way with me and my nightstick.”


His hands groped her hard nipples. She cursed herself for not being able to stop her tits from responding to his touch. But having been untouched by a man for over two years made it a difficult task. His breathing became more labored as he rubbed her tits and rode her ass. A wave of hot anger crashed into her as she felt him trying to pull down her sweatpants. Gotta get this muthafucka off of me!


“Quit fightin’ me, goddammit!” he said as she bobbed and weaved her hips. “All you’re doing is pissing me off! You might as well get used to it, bitch. From now on, I’m your new Darius. You don’t make a freakin’ move in this city unless I know about it.”


Just as Trenda prepared to slam her head backwards in the hopes of breaking his nose, a second patrol car approached them. Since they were traveling on the opposite side of the street, they couldn’t see what Nick was doing. “Shit!” he yelled as he spotted the patrol car. “You say anything out of line, and I’ll make what happened to Darius seem like a church picnic—with you as the main course.”


Nick eased his skinny body off of her ass and pretended to pat her down to her ankles. He nodded to the officers in the other patrol car as they double-parked. A pair of African American cops got out, walked over, peeked at the passenger in the backseat of Nick’s car, then looked at Nick and Trenda. The taller of the two grizzly bear-sized cops took his eyes off of Trenda and looked at Nick. “Everything okay?”


“Yeah, everything’s fine. Had a case of mistaken identity.” He looked at Trenda. “You can go, ma’am, but remember what I told you about being in this area this time of night. Bad things sometimes happen. ”


The message in his eyes was clear; keep your mouth shut or else.


Fuck you too, cop. She dropped her glare, picked up her bag, and stormed off before the two black officers could get a good look at her.





Six



After the two patrol cars pulled off, Trenda managed to calm down a little. Boarded up, dilapidated and vacated homes and businesses occupied the last six blocks she walked. Stray dogs, cats, and the occasional vermin accompanied her. She stopped and sat down on a bus stop bench, which sat in front of a boarded up hardware store. The decay of the surrounding buildings matched her mood; her newfound morality was slowly eroding. She collapsed back on the bench. Fuckin’ cops ain’t shit.


Loud rap music played in the distance. The bass thump and high-hat symbol snaps told her “The Hood” was wide awake. She scanned the area. Can’t stay around here long. About a block away, she spotted a group of individuals walking toward her. The sound of the music increased as they neared. Her street instincts kicked in like Spiderman’s senses. Might be some members of them Dip Set Purple City gang members I heard about at The Cock. Ain’t tryin’ to let them fools run up on me and I ain’t strapped.


The group of people and the music were half a block closer. She saw one of them riding a three-wheeled bike with a car stereo and speakers cleverly mounted to it. She stood up and looked around. Behind her, a narrow alleyway ran between the old hardware store and the burned-out remains of Wing Wong Chinese Cafe. After pulling her bag up on her shoulder, she hurried down the litter-strewn alley.


The stench of piss, garbage and despair permeated the air. The music became louder. She looked around desperately for a place to hide. An unusual number of beer bottles, empty cigarette and cigar packages covered the ground. In the minute about of streetlight that trickled down the alley, Trenda saw unfamiliar graffiti on the walls of the alley.


The temporary cyclone fencing around the burned down cafe was useless. It had holes in it big enough to drive a bus through. After a quick evaluation, Trenda determined the back of the café, with its easy access to its burned out interior, was where most of the action went down. She scanned the back of the hardware store. At first look, it appeared to be boarded and sealed shut. Fuck! Ain’t shit to hide behind back here!


A mixture of loud voices and loud music filled the alley. Fuck! Fuck! Fuck! rang out in her mind. Desperate for a weapon, she picked up a broken beer bottle by the neck. It made her long for her old butterfly knife, “Baby.” Just as she prepared to drop her bag, ready for confrontation, a gust of wind rattled the plywood covering the back door of the hardware store.


Lord please! The sound of glass breaking, laughter and somebody getting cussed out echoed down the alley. Trenda ran over and tried the plywood. It pulled away enough for her to see the back door had been broken down. She tossed her bag and the broken piece of bottle inside and tried to squeeze through the narrow opening. C’mon, dammit! Her sexy, eye-pleasing sweet ass was a few inches too luscious to fit through the opening.


The sound of somebody snorting and spitting was too close. Muthafuckas gonna see me! Panic worked a miracle. A three-inch tear opened up on the side of her favorite sweatpants as she forced her way inside the opening. She prayed the sound of the rap song blaring from the bike masked the sound of the plywood slamming back in place.


Trenda lay on the filthy floor, panting and listening. Voices outside the door froze her. They were so close, she could hear them over the music.


“I’m tellin’ you; I saw somebody run back here.”


“You just high, fool! Ain’t shit back here but us and maybe a crackhead or rat. You need to quit fuckin’ wit’ that kush if you can’t hang.”


A fist pounded on the wall next to the door. “Fuck you, punk! I know what I saw. They’re back here somewhere.”


Trenda hopped to her feet as quick as a cat. They come in here and my ass is done. As her eyes adjusted to the darkness, she saw she had been lying on a bed of used hypodermic needles, empty matchbooks, a few condom wrappers and a thick layer of dust. Shit!


A female voice joined in the conversation outside as the volume of the music was lowered. “Both y’all need to quit actin’ like bitches and pass me that bottle of Henny; I’m ready to get my drank on!”


Trenda tuned out the conversation and assessed her situation. She appeared to be in the shipping and receiving area of the decades-old, abandoned business. The dim glow from the only working streetlight in the alley managed to filter between a few of the boarded up windows. Walls lined with empty shelves surrounded her. A few scattered boxes of different sizes adorned the room. Every now and then the wind rattled the massive steel roll-up door, which led to the loading dock. The broken rollers lining one side of the door assured it would never open again. She spotted her bag and crept over and picked it up.


Trenda paused to listen to what her company was up to. The aroma of high-grade marijuana smoke made it to her nostrils. “Nuh-uh! Get yo hands off my ass, fool! I told y’all already, ain’t no touchin’ or fuckin’ goin’ on ‘til I get ready. I ain’t even high yet!”


Yeah, freak-bitch, keep them fools busy so I can work on gettin’ the hell outta here. As if walking on eggshells, Trenda cautiously and quietly worked her way toward the door leading out of the storage room and toward the front of the store. The litter strewn about and the darkness made navigating the room difficult. “Ouch! What the...?” she whispered as she banged her knees into the partially lifted blades of an ancient forklift.
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