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Dear Reader:


White Heat by Oasis & Mrs. Oasis shows that true love can transcend not only time but the pages of a novel. The two of them definitely bring the heat with this explosive novel about deception, greed, violence, and the power of love. When Rhapsody is placed undercover to bring down drug dealer, Limbo, she is the one in for a surprise when she falls for him in a big way. Her career as an FBI agent, her relationship with her prior lover, and her very life take a back seat to her emotions for Limbo. Limbo, a self-professed cold-blooded killer, is mending a broken heart after his wife decides that she can no longer live a life of being on the run and divorces him. He has serious trust issues but Rhapsody makes him believe that he can take one more chance on love . . . but is love ever truly enough?


White Heat is packed with excitement, twists and turns, betrayal and mind-blowing sex: the heat! I hope that you enjoy this novel. As always, we appreciate your support of all of the Strebor Books authors and we strive to bring you powerful, cutting-edge literature from the most vibrant voices on the current literary scene.


    You can follow me online at www.facebook.com/AuthorZane or on Twitter @planetzane.


Blessings,
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Zane


Publisher


Strebor Books International


www.simonandschuster.com/streborbooks
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For our seven sons
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This book is also for our parents Linda and Billy; Alice and Gerald.


Without you guys, we wouldn’t have each other to love.




I once read somewhere that bombs are unbelievable until they go off.
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PROLOGUE


A K-9 barked and scratched with vigor at the side of one of many pinball machines positioned throughout the immaculately finished basement.


Jayme Johanson rewarded the shepherd with long strokes. “You found something, huh, boy? Good boy.”


A huge man with a smoldering Cuban cigar stuck in his mouth crossed the room to see what had set off the shepherd’s senses. “I hope this mutt found what we came for.”


Jayme shifted her shit-green eyes at the solid man. “It’ll be nice to retire before I’m thirty.” She ducked beneath the arcade game and removed the makeshift bottom.


Bundles of banded money fell to a well-polished hardwood floor.


“Ding! Ding! Ding!” Smoke rings floated away from the huge man’s thick lips. “This is the best pinball game I’ve ever played.” He took out a two-way radio and spoke into it. “Get down here, Nester. The cash cow is in the basement.” He watched loads of money drop out of every machine from which Jayme removed the bottom. “I wish Curlew was still around to get a piece of the action.”


“Dammit, would you stop mentioning Curlew; it pisses me off every time I think about his murder.” She slid the zipper of her bag open.


“This isn’t even the beginning of what I have in store for Lamont Adams. He fucked up when he killed one of ours.” The huge man began to fill his nylon sack with money.


Moments later Nester came down the stairs with a plastic container of gasoline swinging at his side. “I’ll be damned. I’m getting used to this. We didn’t bring enough bags to load all this up.”


Jayme smiled. “Stuff your freaking tighty-whitey if you have to. We’re not leaving one dime. People like Lamont don’t deserve to have money like this.”


Ten minutes passed and the trio headed toward the stairs with their nylon sacks packed to the hilt.


Nester tossed the empty gasoline container on an oversized billiard table. “Let’s get out of this place. I hate Cleveland . . . and the Browns.” He followed Jayme to the first floor. “Pennsylvania is calling me.”


The huge man took a long draw on his cigar, then thumped it across the drenched room. “That’s for Curlew.”


The house went up in flames.
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CHAPTER 1


LIMBO


There was only one thing on this Earth that dominated me. The things I have done to secure it have embarrassed the devil. The filth that smudged it fueled my ambition to hoard it. The texture of it . . . the texture made my dick hard. But the things I planned to do with it would convert my atheist mother into a full-blown believer.


The DJ’s raspy voice boomed through the sound system. “The roof, the roof, the roof is on fire!”


Sweaty and scantily-dressed bodies on the dance floor responded with, “We don’t need no water, let the motherfucker burn. Burn motherfucker, burn!”


I rubbed six Benjamin Franklins between my brown fingers. “Murdock, money possesses me. I can’t get enough of it.”


“Who isn’t attached to it in some twisted way?” Murdock tossed his ball cap on the table beside our in-house phone. “I’m crazy in love with it myself, cousin. Why else would I murder for it?”


“What’s your reason for loving these evil-ass pieces of green paper with pictures of dead racists on them?” I set the money in front of Murdock. “What’s so special about this shit?”


He had a pensive look going on. “I’m in love with money for the same reasons everybody loves it. I’ll just go to the extreme to get it. Cash gives me power and advantage. I can buy all kinds of shit with it. Shit that puts a stupid-ass Kool-Aid grin on my face. Your obsession ain’t too much different.”


“Different?” I turned to my childhood friend. “I’m hypnotized by the might of a dollar for an entirely different reason. You know how fucked up it was for me and my sister growing up. Nobody else in my family is gonna experience life like we did. Adams is gonna be a household name associated with financial prosperity. I’m gonna be the one to create a legacy for my family.


“Crackers been doing it for years. They’re still passing down old money they made from jacking America and from slavery. You got to respect crackers, though, ’cause they’re smart. They don’t be thinking about themselves or what they can buy now. They’re raised to think along the lines of what their great-great-great grandchildren can buy.” I put my hand on Murdock’s shoulder and looked in his elusive brown eyes. “Crackers ain’t no smarter than me.” I leaned in closer. “When I die in these streets, at least sixty of my generations will be straight. I put that on everything that means anything.”


Murdock fingered the brim of his hat. He was in deep thought. “Do you know how many people we might have to kill and how many kilos we’d have to sell to see that type of cash?”


“Yup, that’s the goal: hustle by any means.” I took a brief trip to the future and thought about my unborn grandbabies. “But I feel like I’m running out of time, doc. I feel like death is stalking me.”


“Man, what you talking—”


“Here you guys go.” Amber came to my private table.


The table was on the second floor, overlooking the entire club. She placed a bottle of Cristal in front of me. What the fuck was that all about? Murdock and I looked at her as if she had lost her damn mind.


“Ambie, what’s the meaning of this?” I smoothed down my goatee. It was something I did to check my anger.


“Limbo, don’t you even trip and call yourself going off on me. I just work here, remember? Trip on the white bitch at the bar.” She sucked her teeth.


Murdock and I went to the banister and looked down at the bar. A blonde with hair past her shoulders, who looked as if she was one of Hugh Hefner’s Playmates, raised her champagne flute. I nodded. It was a played-out cliché, but she really did light up the room with her gorgeous smile. Her smile was so powerful, I was afraid to admire it because I thought I might get strung out.


“Hold up, Amber,” Murdock said, stepping to her. “Let me holler at you.”


“About what?”


They crossed the velvet rope and headed for the stairs.


“What you got in mind tonight?”


“Going to sleep, and not with you. Maybe . . . Don’t you have a woman at home? Look, we’ve been through this script a thousand times. I’m too much woman for you anyway.”


“Amber, why does it always got to be the runaround with you? Me and my woman ain’t even together for real. We have one of those fuck-you relationships. I don’t want to hurt her—”


“Boy, pah-leeze.”


Murdock followed Amber downstairs into the crowded club. I picked up the phone and called the bar.


Hershel picked up before the first ring finished. “I knew you’d be calling.”


“What’s up with the blonde and the bottle?”


“I don’t know. She’s a newcomer, though. I told her that you and Murdock didn’t indulge in alcoholic beverages, but she insisted. Something isn’t right, I tell you. This one is so pretty I can’t stand to look at her. She hurts an old man’s eyes. She must be the devil.”


I could feel her watching me. I scanned the room from my seat and there she was staring from a dark corner. “She’s just feeling me. She’s not the devil.”


“Then she’ll do ’til the real one gets here.”


“You see Murdock?” I felt her eyes devouring me whole.


“Yeah, he’s trying to get a sniff of Amber’s goodies.”


“Tell him it’s time to shake this place. I’m calling it a night.” I needed home-cooked food, sex, and sleep . . . and I needed them in that order.
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I checked the rearview to make sure I wasn’t being followed by anyone other than Murdock. At 4:39 in the morning, my Range Rover and Murdock’s Q45 were the only vehicles on Scalp Avenue.


As I pulled away from a traffic light I thought about how I used to have dreams of heaven, but I was living in hell and it was good to me. My life was like a bad dream, only I couldn’t awaken from it; sleep was my only temporary relief. I looked over at the tote bag, worn from years of lugging bulky money, sitting on my passenger’s seat and smiled. Sixty-four thousand from a Friday’s collection was a good day’s pay. I was up five grand from last Friday’s take.


The parking garage came into view. Murdock flashed his high beams, drove around me and entered the garage first to make sure that me and the money weren’t about to be ambushed. I respected Murdock’s “Better safe than sorry” philosophy, but no one knew how we drove here each morning, switched cars, and left out of an underground exit, headed to our respective homes. Murdock’s in the sumptuous Richland, mine in the opulent Windber. We religiously practiced this routine to mislead anyone who was plotting a jack or worse. The whole goal was to minimize the chance of leading hoodlums to our homes and putting our families in danger.


Not a minute had passed before I pulled into the garage and found Murdock sitting on the hood of his car with a Ruger in hand. I parked beside him, and between the rest of our fleet of cars. I grabbed the tote bag and hopped out. “Who was the white broad that sent us the bottle of Cris?” That question had been on my mind since we left Extraordinary People.


“Don’t sweat the small stuff. Miss something for a change.” Murdock tucked the gun in his khakis. He kept his attire gangster: cornrows, Dickies, sweatshirts, a ball cap broke ninety degrees to the left. Today he was rocking the Cleveland Indians; and, daily, he broadcasted his signature style: the untied Timberland boots.


“How could I? She wanted me to notice her. Besides, when I start missing little shit, Blake will decorate both our wrists with iron bracelets.” I could see the bulky slug-proof vest under Murdock’s hoody. He never took the damn thing off. If he could get away with it, I’d be willing to bet that he’d shower in it.


“Big Mouth Nina told me that Ms. Blondy transferred here from North Carolina State to finish her last year of college at University of Pittsburgh at Johnstown. She’s punching the clock at Denny’s.”


“Damn that girl be knowing the business. She should be a news anchor.”


“What makes you ask? You don’t do white girls, right?” Murdock looked at me sideways. “If Hayden’s evil ass even thought you imagined fucking with a snow bunny, it would be hell on earth in slow-ass Johnstown, Pennsylvania.”


My relationship with my wife was monogamous for the most part. Any messing around was consensual. We’d swing with different women from around the world who Hayden had carefully chosen from the Internet; although, she never invited a white woman into our bedroom because of her deep-rooted hatred.


I said, “You know I don’t fuck around on my woman; we fuck around together. This new face got a name?”


“Rhapsody.”


“Rhapsody?” That’s different, I thought.


Murdock nodded, still looking at me sideways.


“I like the way she carried herself—her swagger—when we scoped the room to see who sent the bottle, but it felt like she was studying me instead of checking me out. It was strange. You feel me?”


“Your mind is playing tricks on you.”


“I hollered at Hershel before we left. He told me that he told the broad we didn’t drink, but she insisted on sending the bottle anyway.”


“Hershel sells liquor for a living. That was a three-hundred-dollar sale. Do you really think greedy-ass Hershel would insist that she didn’t? He gotta split everything he makes with you. That thirsty old man ain’t turning no money down. Besides, it ain’t no stranger than the rest of them gold-digging bitches who be staring and watching, but are too scared to step because they know Hayden will get in their asses.”


Murdock definitely had a point.


“Limbo, you got to tell Hayden to take the press off these hoes. She’s even fucking up my extra-curriculum pussy.”


The bullshit Murdock was talking was the furthest thing from my mind. I was trying to figure out the white girl, and why I got a twang in my chest when I thought about that smile.


Murdock said, “Relax, you’re making something out of nothing. The bottle of Cris was just a gesture to show that the tack-head has some class. She can separate the real players from the lames when they’re in her presence. It also tells me that that bad-ass white hoe has heart. I’m sure somebody put her up on game about your maniac wife, but she wasn’t afraid to step. I take that to mean she’s trying to set that ass out.”


“I have to agree with you.” Then I wondered if her pussy was good. Just a man thought, even when we had no intention of actually finding out.


“Agree with me about what?”


“She’s the finest pink toe I’ve ever seen. It doesn’t make any logical sense how pretty she is.”


We gave each other a pound, then Murdock asked me how should he handle the situation with Black Mike.


“How much is missing?” I set the moneybag down.


“Not much. Seven thousand. He ain’t smoking, so he’s downright sneak thieving. I started to crack his shit, playing on my intelligence, feeding me some bullshit about our packages were short.”


“Were they?” I knew that would piss him off, but I was duty bound to question it.


Murdock had an annoyed look on his face. “Limbo, I don’t know whether I’m supposed to take that as disrespect or total disrespect.”


“On this gangster shit.” I threw up our neighborhood’s gang sign: 59 Hoover Crips. “No disrespect. I just wanna make sure Black Mike gets dealt with justly. If I have him punished for something on our part, it will breed animosity and hatred toward us amongst our staff. It will also send the wrong message to the rest of our employees: fear us. The wrong type of fear will have motherfuckers on the inside of our camp working to destroy us on the low. We have enough problems with those hatin’-ass Pittsburgh cats.”


“The thief is tapping the packages.” He bounced his head in rhythm with his words.


“Where is he now?” I couldn’t wait to get home. I was tired of all this bullshit, but knew I couldn’t stop yet.


“In the trunk of that broken-down Mazda parked in the backyard of the dope spot.”


“Break all of his fingers. Bust him back down to block status. Let Dollar run the spot; he’s been looking to climb the corporate ladder. Make sure Black Mike knows that he has one week to get my money up.” I shook my head. I used to think Black Mike had potential, but now he’d disappointed me. I was sure the fool had weighed the consequences of stealing from me—the extremities between getting away with it or getting caught. I wonder what he thought I would do if he were caught. “Just so we send the right message, when he pays me, take him somewhere and blow his dream maker out.”
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CHAPTER 2


LIMBO


Food. Sex. Sleep. I was finally going home.


I popped in my boot-legged CD of Kool and the Gang’s “Summer Madness,” the instrumental version. It blended well with this hot summer morning-night. The street ahead of me was dark and long. It seemed like the more eager I was to get home, the longer it took. This was a familiar feeling. I felt this way during my last prison bid. The closer my release date had come, the farther away it was. I’d learned through pain and struggle that the last mile in any destination was always the longest. The clock on the console read 5:10 AM.


Another ten minutes and I would be pulling my plate from the microwave and having pornographic thoughts with Hayden’s name written all over them.


Lately, Hayden had been complaining about the hours I kept. It wasn’t that she didn’t understand the hustle, she had just outgrown it. I remember when she was the Bonnie to my Clyde, when she was more supportive of my occupation, when she enjoyed the fringe benefits.


Now her conversations and mannerisms toward me were of the didactic nature. She said she’d rather have an average man with a typical lifestyle than to have the luxuries and heartaches that are married to street politics. She and my mother shared the same fear—the middle-of-the-night phone call that breaks them from a troublesome sleep, informing them that another black family has been ripped apart due to a violent death or the likelihood of outrageous jail time.


Hayden was willing to trade everything we had in exchange for a welfare check and a project apartment. The only thing she wanted from me was to have me at home when she closed her eyes at night and opened them the next morning, which was—according to her—the only way she’d know I was safe and she and the children wouldn’t be abandoned.


Time definitely changed people. In 1990, when we were eighteen, Hayden would carry my gun in her purse and my drugs stuffed in her pussy while we crossed state lines because her record was flawless. Eight years and triplet sons and two prison bids later, she wanted something for the first time I couldn’t give her: an average man with a typical lifestyle. I was no better than a crackhead, an alcoholic, a prostitute, or a trick. I had a habit, too—moving kilos of cocaine.


My first carnal need had been met. Like always, baby handled her business in the kitchen. Candied yams, New York Strip Steak, collard greens, corn on the cob, macaroni and cheese, and buttery sweet rolls were waiting on me when I got home. I threw down. Now I was ready to have my second carnal need met. Sex.


My sons looked so innocent while they were sleeping. Looks were deceiving because my boys were bad as hell. Hayden always said that they had gotten it honest. I refilled their humidifier, as I did every morning to keep their asthma from acting up, and kissed their tiny foreheads.


After I checked on the boys, I stood in the doorway of our bedroom, watching Hayden in her sleep for a few moments. The house was so quiet I could hear the therapeutic hum of the children’s humidifier. She lay there on top of the sheets in her see-through blue bra and panty set with those cute little animal-printed footies.


Her chest rose and fell with ease. Her tender nipples were taut and hard like always. My dick damn near tore through my pants. By the time I undressed and climbed into bed the head of my dick had swelled up like a mushroom. I traced her anatomy with the tip of my finger. I assumed she sensed she could rest better, now that I was home, because she smiled in her sleep.


God knows that I loved that woman. I kissed her and outlined her lips with my tongue until her eyes popped open. When she focused on me with her beautiful brown eyes, I said, “Good morning.”


She threw her arms around me and pulled me into her space. “I had a dream—”


I put my finger across her lips. “Shh.” I wasn’t in the mood to talk, I wanted to merge our souls.


Our tongues probed each other’s mouths. I slid my hand inside her panties. She was wet. I could feel her heart race as she squirmed under my touch. Every time we made love, it was like our first time over and over again. Each time I found myself inside her, I fell in love with her more than I was yesterday. She gapped her legs open; I pushed two fingers inside her wet spot. I slid down between her thighs and pulled her panties to the side.


“Mmmm, that’s what I like,” she whispered, pulling her legs up and palming the back of my head.


I took a deep whiff, then stuck my tongue in. She squealed when my tongue touched her flesh. She shoved her hips toward my face while telling me how much she loved me. Her wetness was sweet to me.


She lifted her hips. “Are you ready to take them off? Please take them off.”


She respected my panty fetish. I needed to see her in panties and pull them off myself. When I wiggled the panties past her ass, her wetness dripped from the crack of her ass and soaked our sheets. All I could do was rub my whole face in her flavor. She went into passion frenzy when I licked from her asshole to her navel with long, flat manipulative strokes. When I finished giving her head, she ordered me to “Stand up.”


Hayden’s tongue kissed my dick.


A shiver sliced through me.


My body throbbed with excitement from her every kiss. When the precum formed, she glossed her full lips with it. She licked me like I was a melting ice cream cone; she wasn’t letting any of me go to waste.


I balled my toes up. “Stop playing.”


She gripped my ass cheeks and pulled as much of me into her face as she could.


I couldn’t take it anymore. “Turn over, ass up.”


“What are you going to do to me?” she asked in a mischievous tone while assuming the position.


“Whatever you want me to do.” I palmed the mounds of her ass.


“Hit it like it’s the last time you’re gonna get it.”


I entered her, holding on to my headboard, using it as leverage to slam myself deep and hard into her warmth. She thrust her hips back against me as if to say, “I’m down, so bring it on.” Hayden was always appreciative of an early-morning fuck. We screwed until we both had body-shaking orgasms. Then we collapsed on the bed into each other’s arms. Our skin-to-skin contact always made me feel alive, ready to face new challenges. She lay her head on my chest. I threw my dreads over her shoulder, covering her back. Hayden’s body was covered in a thin sweat that made her smooth, cocoa butter skin shine in the partial darkness.


There was muffled laughter.


Hayden immediately covered up. We looked up and our boys were peeking around the doorframe, pointing their little fingers.


“Get y’all little asses in the bed.” I used my daddy-means-business voice.


They scurried down the hall, still laughing.


She sucked her teeth. “Bad butts. How long you think they been standing there?”


I shrugged.


I wasn’t experiencing my temporary relief from life’s bad dream a good twenty minutes before the ringing phone shook me awake. I frowned at the caller ID.


Unavailable? How is my phone ringing while it’s reading Unavailable? I questioned myself and the reliability of the phone package we had purchased. I picked up, but didn’t say anything. I was tired. The bed was calling me. I wasn’t in the mood.


“Lamont Adams?”


I immediately caught the belligerent voice. A cold feeling ran through my gut. “Cop, why the fuck are you sweating me at my home? How . . . It’s too early in the morning for your bullshit.” The nerve of this motherfucking disrespectful Detective Blake calling me at my place of peace while trying to escape life’s bad dream. He had been harassing me in the streets, pulling me over every chance he got, inviting himself to a seat at my private tables in the clubs I frequented, spreading meaningless photos of Murdock and I across the table while we were in known drug areas. How could we get around that? Damn near everywhere black folks lived was considered a “known drug area.” Blake had even used this psychological maneuver a time or two while I was out spending QT with Hayden. He planted the seed of fear in her mind, causing her to worry herself sick and me at the same time.


Detective Blake had just broken the fuckin’ rules.


He had brought a situation that was supposed to be handled in the streets to my home. Detective Blake had to be dealt with. “Dig this, Blake, if you’re not going to arrest me, then stay the hell off my dick.”


Hayden was wide-eyed and all ears.


“It’s six-fifty-five,” Blake said. “In precisely ten minutes we’ll be kicking your fancy door in with a drug warrant. I’m going to personally put a pair of cuffs on you. But not until me and my boys point guns at your family. I hope that little love doll lying beside you is naked when we cuff her . . . ”


He was still talking, but all I could do was look over at Hayden. She was newborn naked, except for those animal-printed footies. My blood thickened. I covered the phone and instructed Hayden to get dressed and to dress the children. A piece of fawn-colored hair cascaded down the left side of her face. She gave me a knowing look through those beautiful brown eyes. I put the phone back to my ear and Blake was still yapping.


He said, “I’m sure I can trump up some charges to inconvenience your wife for the next thirty days or so. That leaves us with your sluggers. I’m going to go out of my way to make sure they see their drug-dealing father ride away in a police car. We’re even going to have the lights flashing for you. Then I’m going to stick their black asses in temporary child custody services before your fingerprint ink dries. That’ll be a hell of an experience, don’t you think?”


I could almost see Blake sneering at me on the other end of the phone. His anomalous pale face and those beady eyes. I’ve always been a rational thinker, and I have an exceptional talent of performing well under pressure. I positioned him to reveal his true intentions. In my best poker voice I asked the quarrelsome cop why’d he expose his hand and tell me what card he was going to play.


“Because, Limbo, I’m a gambling man. I’m willing to bet you’d rather have me play a different suit.”
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CHAPTER 3


Detective Robert Blake’s posture was crooked, just enough to cause him to be an arrogant son of a bitch. Although his posture was perversely bent, he was wiry in his movements, sinewy in his actions. He stood on Johnstown’s old train station’s parking lot, next to his Pontiac 6000, sipping espresso through a straw.


Ever since the now forty-year-old detective was a child, he wished that he could drink without the use of a straw like normal people. He hated that his abnormality caused women to be repulsed by his visible freakishness.


He had a cleft lip and a deep crevice where his nose should have been. When he was a child, he’d overheard his mother telling a drinking buddy that he looked like someone who had shoved a double-barreled shotgun in his mouth, pushed the trigger with a big toe, and lived through the aftereffect. His clothing reflected his world view. Supermarket sneakers. Threadbare jeans. A coffee-stained T-shirt that read: Dreams are like rainbows, only imbeciles chase them.


The homeless used the old train station’s parking lot as their place of residence. There were well-constructed cardboard tents, shopping carts, smoldering barrels, and trash scattered everywhere.


The community had done so much complaining during town-hall meetings about the strong urine stench hovering over the neighborhood, that it forced the city to place several transportable bathroom stalls throughout the lot. Still, most of the vagrants found it more convenient to relieve themselves wherever the urge hit. As Detective Blake looked at the collection of bums, he remembered his days of living on the streets of New York.


A bag lady hobbled, dragging her right foot, as she pushed her trash-ridden shopping cart through the lot. She stopped every few feet to chug down what appeared to be malt liquor and to shout vulgarities. The ramblings between her piercing vulgarities were incomprehensible. She wandered aimlessly from one end of the lot to the other, showing an uncanny interest in Blake’s Pontiac 6000.


“How does it feel to finally get the chance to put them size thirteen’s on Limbo’s neck?” Agent Curlew joined Blake at the rear of the car as the bag lady hobbled away.


Blake looked down at his sneakers and attempted his version of a smile. “I can’t wait to see the look on his face when he sees you.”


Just then a royal-blue Mustang with orange interior pulled into the lot; its stereo thumped loud, trunk-rattling music.
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CHAPTER 4


LIMBO


My day was off to a fucked-up start; my gut told me it would get much worse.


I knew that Blake would hit me with the interrogative verbiage, but I had no idea what he would question me about, or what he thought he had on me. Through deductive reasoning, I tried to understand why Blake wanted to meet with me at the train station. I kept coming up with one answer.


He wanted to extort my net worth.


When I turned onto the road that led to the train station, I hit five-nine on my cellular speed dial.


Murdock picked up on the first ring. “What up, cousin?” he said.


“Ain’t shit. What’s cracking with the setup?”


“Nothing major. I can handle this situation myself. I’m close enough to the bacon to fry it. I been fiending to try out Goldie Mack.”


“Easy. They? How many is they?”


“Beside the regulars,” Murdock said, “two. Blake and some chump.”


“Just chill and be my eyes. I’m unarmed—”


“I thought the faggot said he wouldn’t arrest you if you met with him.”


“True.” I was getting closer to the train station.


“Then strap up, fool.”


“Blake ain’t shaking hands right. If he does have something on me, I don’t want a gun case on top of it.”


“On everything, cousin, I’mma keep him honest. You ain’t going to jail today. Goldie Mack got your back.”


“On Crip, you’re gonna get your chance to scratch, but we’ll pick the backyard to rumble in. The ball is in Blake’s court. Let’s see how he dribbles.”


“If he fouls, I’m taking him out the game.”


Once Murdock set his mind on something, there was no point in trying to talk sense into him.


I had no problem with leaving ID’s hanging off toes, but I was not a senseless killer. In the same token, I wouldn’t have been using any sense if I left witnesses behind. Certain situations left me in the purgatory. This was one of them. On any given day the parking lot could be occupied by ten to fifteen homeless people. For the homeless’ sake, I hoped Detective Blake didn’t foul out.


I told Murdock to keep our call connected so that he could stay on top of the business. I put N.W.A’s “Fuck tha Police” in the CD player and dropped the top on my five-point-O. I pulled into the train station with the arrogance of a rich street niggah.


As I drove through the lot it reminded me of some pictures I had seen in a National Geographic magazine of some Third World country. In every one of the homeless’ eyes was desperation and pain. Neglect and abandonment. Hunger and failing health. Hatred and confusion. Broken spirits and broken dreams. And they had the nerve to advertise America as “The Land of Opportunity.” In the language of the homeless’ eyes, I saw everything contradictory to opportunity—false advertisement. The farther I drove into the lot, the more it deteriorated. Variations of skin didn’t matter here. The homeless all had the same color—dirty.


When I parked, Ice Cube’s voice was booming through my speakers. “Fuck that shit ’cause I ain’t the one for a stupid motherfucker with a badge and a gun to be beatin’ on and thrown in jail. We can go toe to toe in the middle of a cell.”


Blake was leaning against the trunk of his Pontiac with his arms crossed. I was parked directly behind him, but on the other side of the lot, pointing in the same direction as his car. I could see the back of someone’s head sitting in his passenger’s seat. With my cell phone in hand, I went over to Blake.


“ . . . beat a police out of shape and when I’m finished, bring the yellow tape to tape off the scene of the slaughter . . . ”


“Limbo, I’m glad that you found time to . . . How do you people say it? . . . To bust it up with me.” He offered me his hand with a hideous smirk.


The bullshit began. I stared at his hairy hand like it had piss on it.


“ . . . and when I’m finished, it’s gonna be a bloodbath of cops dying . . . ”


“On the drive down here, I kept wondering how we’re to have a face-to-face talk when all you got is a head with a hole in it?” I struck a nerve. I watched every ounce of pseudo-strength he had go south.


“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck the police!”


Blake looked past me to my car, clearly annoyed with my music. With a sorry attempt to refortify himself, he said, “While you were doing all that wondering, a smart fellow like yourself didn’t forget to think about the consequences of terrorist threats on a law official, did you?”


He would have to come better than that. “The First Amendment wasn’t a suggestion, was it?” I never stopped checking out the head of some guy sitting in the front seat of Blake’s car.


After we went a few more rounds exchanging mental jabs, Blake knocked on his trunk. The passenger’s door was opened, and I was delivered a blow beneath the belt that hurt like hell.


Time stood still as I scanned the Rolodex of my mind. I remembered this Klansman now standing beside Blake, smiling a shit-eating grin at me. The first and last time I had seen this man was roughly a month ago. He was in one of my crackhouses, crawling on the linoleum floor, searching for crumbs of crack that he prayed had fallen from the kitchen table. His lips were chapped. I recalled that day with great detail.


He looked exhausted as if he’d been on a cocaine binge for days and was too weak to find the strength to let go. I was twenty-six; beneath his exhaustion, he looked to be about the same age.


“Black Mike, get that dude off the floor,” I had said, handing Black Mike a paper bag with nine ounces of crack in it. “He’s part of the reason we live good. You gotta take care of him like he’s taking care of us. That ain’t good.” I pointed to the man who now tasted something he found on the floor.


“Limbo, I ain’t forcing that broke motherfucker to chase ghosts.” Black Mike gave me a look like he couldn’t care less.


“What you think be going through motherfuckers’ heads like that . . .” I faced the man under the table. “ . . . when they come down?”


Black Mike shrugged.


“They remember who looked out for them when they were down and out and who didn’t. The ones who did, their loyalty to them is stronger than man’s best friend. The others, like you, who carry them fucked up, they think of devious shit to do to you. Shit like rob you or set you up with the stick-up boys or the law. Your customer becomes your enemy.”


What I did next was for business, but more for Black Mike’s education. It was my job as CEO of this operation to make sure that Black Mike understood the importance of his role toward my goal: financial legacy. I took an ounce from the paper bag and broke a nice piece off. I went into the kitchen and liberated the pitiful man from the rundown linoleum.


“Thanks,” he said through a dry, broken voice, licking his lips. “Thanks, man.” He pulled some crumpled bills from his pocket. “Here, take it. I appreciate—”


“Lying motherfucker. I thought you was broke?” Black Mike snapped, stepping forward.


I gave Black Mike a look that both quieted and weakened him. “I would have told you the same thing. Pay attention, little apprentice. From now on I’m charging you for this game.” I broke off another chunk, gave it to the man, took the crumpled bills, and passed them to Black Mike. “Hit me on my hip when you get me right.”
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I gave the cracker some crack, took the chump change, and gave it to Black Mike. Now this short man, dressed for a typical summer day, stood in front of me with a shit-eating grin plastered on his face. His head was oblong just as I remembered. He had a unibrow and one of those Scandinavian ski slope noses. Today he had a new feature, though, that I will remember for the rest of my life. A chain hung from his stubby neck with a badge attached to it.


“Looks like you’re drowning,” Blake said in his patent detective voice. “Jump in the car, let me throw you a life jacket.”


He had hit it on the knob. I was feeling seasick. I forced down the bile in my throat. Blake pat searched me before I climbed in his backseat.


“There’s no need for me to introduce you to Federal Agent Curlew,” Blake said. “It’s obvious you were acquainted well enough with him to sell him eleven grams of crack cocaine, a schedule two narcotic.” Blake took a sip from his straw. Coffee dripped from his chin onto his demotivational T-shirt. He started reading from a surveillance report. “On Friday, the first of May, nineteen ninety-eight, at approximately three-thirty AM, Lamont Adams, also known as Limbo, entered the residence at fourteen thirty-eight Franklin Street where DEA Agent Sean Curlew was operating undercover. Adams gave a paper bag to, and had a conversation with one Mike Patterson—also known as Black Mike—before entering the kitchen and offering Agent Curlew a marble-size chunk of crack cocaine. Moments later Adams exchanged a similar sized piece of cocaine with Agent Curlew for forty-three dollars of marked U.S. currency.” Blake glared at me through the rearview mirror. “Should I continue, or would you prefer to hear the tape recording of the transaction?”


Agent Curlew shifted his weight and reached over the seat, setting a pair of handcuffs beside me and some type of form with my name, alias, age, social security number, and DOB on it. “With your record, this infraction will put you away for no less than eight years.”


I took a furtive look at my cell phone while trying to picture the expression on Murdock’s face as he listened in on this bullshit. I couldn’t quite picture the expression, but I did read his mind when my display screen went from caller connected to caller disconnected.


Blake had fouled out.


I watched Blake through the mirror. When I studied him closely, I could see that one of his eyes was lower than the other. His face was twisted in such an awful way, I was certain that his breath stunk.


He caught me staring, and said, “I want you to think of me as Harry . . . Harry Houdini that is.”


A few scornful, sarcastic comebacks came to mind, but I kept it playerish. “Oh yeah, why is that?”


“Because I can make this little incident disappear.”


I looked out the window into the decadence of the lot. “Shit like eleven grams don’t magically disappear. So how do you plan on pulling that one off?”
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CHAPTER 5


LIMBO


Did he really disrespect me and the G Code like that? I tried to figure out if Blake and his crony had confused me with a pussy dressed in thug clothes. I guess he thought my dreadlocks were a fashion statement. My shit represented defiance toward the law. A rebel. “You sick sons of bitches. You want me to get on the stand and point a finger at the people who trust me?”


“It’s a small price to pay . . .” Agent Curlew craned his compact neck to look past the headrest at me. “ . . . to make eight years in federal prison go away. Give me a few good busts that’ll get me a promotion and it’s possible you’ll get a license to hustle.”


“Hell, it’s possible I might shit thunder.” I looked into the Third World again at some bag lady pushing a cart. She was cursing about her living conditions, I would assume. “You crooked motherfuckers are attacking my integrity.”


“While at the same time,” Blake fired back through the hideous hole in his face, “trying to maintain the strength of your character. We’re the real gangsters—we don’t go to jail. Come aboard, you won’t go either.” The double cross was blatant in his voice.


“If I don’t?”


The automatic door locks made a blunt click. There were no back door handles; there was an empty hole where the lock should have been.


“Then save me the trouble and cuff yourself while I read you your rights.” Agent Curlew motioned to the handcuffs next to me. “Make sure they’re tight.”


They had me absolutely fucked up. I went into deductive reasoning mode. There was a long silence between us. The gaps were filled by the cursing bag lady.


“Do your wife and sons a service, help yourself. Let us help you help yourself.”


An image of Hayden popped in my head at Curlew’s mention of my family. Her warm, brown eyes sitting beneath those long eyelashes. The butterfly-shaped birthmark right below her panty line. Her loving smile that set off her adorable dimples. Her caring touch that kept me running home. Those dainty outfits she wore, defining her sexuality. There was a lineage of beautiful black women in her family. Beauty hadn’t skipped her generation, it was magnified. I was amazed at how such a tiny woman—five-foot-six, 115 pounds—could carry such a heavy load. Then, after some time, I realized that strength wasn’t measured in size, but by one’s determination. Only Hayden could calm this roaring lion inside me.


Reasoning. Deducting.


“Sign the paper, Limbo,” Curlew urged me, breaking me from my private thoughts.


Deductive reasoning mode switched over to my conflict resolution skills. “A license, huh? I’m down.” Hearing myself say that didn’t feel right. Another flash popped in my head. Hayden and I, in our parenting endeavor, had to speak with our children about the implications—both good and bad—of tattle-taling after an incident in their first-grade class.


The locks clicked again.


Looking at Blake, Curlew tapped his Casio. I assumed he was reminding Blake that they were running late for other things they had to do.


“Sign the form,” Curlew demanded. He was too eager to toss me a pen. “Your signature makes the deal official. Then we’ll have the charges dismissed.”


“I ain’t signing shit. My word made the deal official. If that ain’t good enough for you, then do what you gotta do.”


Agent Curlew was up for a full-fledge debate, but Blake stopped him before he got started. “Okay fine. Here’s my pager number. I’ll be out of town on other business until next Thursday. I want you to page me every day until then, keep my ear to the street. We’ll put together a sting when I come back and pop your cherry. You’ll do good; you look like a natural.”


This motherfucker is clowning me. “I’m not a good actor like Agent Curlew here.”


Blake and Curlew found humor in that comment. When they were through with their laugh, Curlew got out and opened my door. As I was climbing out Blake stopped me. He told me that the first time I failed to call him, he would have me arrested in the manner he had described to me on the phone.


“Yeah, all right, it’s all good.” I walked away, not bothering to look back.


Then I heard him say, “Limbo, it’s great to finally be working with you.”


Making my way to my car, I crossed paths with the cursing bag lady. She had her head down so far in the shopping cart it made it impossible to see her face. From the looks of it, she had on every stitch of clothing she owned.


I could tell she was wearing a wig because of the way the hair sat on her head. The shopping cart was packed with aluminum cans, engine parts, PVC piping, and some outdated Tribune Democrat newspapers. There was no telling what else was beneath the rubble. I looked down at her feet and saw Murdock’s signature: the untied Timberland boots.


“Machine in motion. What that Crip like, cousin?” Murdock lifted up a newspaper, revealing a Mack 1O with an extended clip—Goldie Mack.


I reached into my pocket and handed him some money to make it look good. Nine times out of ten, Blake and Curlew were watching. “Murder, murder, murder, homeboy . . . and tell them pigs a brother’s name is Limbo, not Uncle Sambo.” I always had poor conflict resolution skills.
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CHAPTER 6


LIMBO


Johnstown, PA, was one of those towns where every black person knew every other black person. Everyone waved to everyone fifty times a day. Damn near the majority of Blacks there were family, leaving a very narrow margin for congress and courtship. The relationships that could be explored were still intact or had been tried. That left the black community with three options: brothers screwed white girls; sisters screwed out-of-towners; the other option—incest.


Downtown Johnstown was no more than a mile of narrow lanes and squat brown buildings. This place was so small, if I put my nuts into it, I could throw a rock from one township to the next. For a brother like me from the ghetto of Cleveland, Ohio, who had a difficult time recalling names, Johnstown was like a corrective penance, even though I hated the place.


It just wasn’t slick enough, but it was an ideal place to raise my children. I loved the money and being treated like a celebrity, but I wouldn’t miss it one bit.


On my way home I spoke with Jerry Vidya, my lawyer. I instructed him to sell my Windber home along with my interest in the exotic aquarium shop Fish Scales. After I told him I wanted the proceeds from Fish Scales to be divided amongst the homeless down at the old train station, he said, “You’re a lot of things, Limbo, but all around you’re a good person.”


I reached the point where Bedford Street turned into Scalp Avenue, twenty minutes from home. “We call that keeping it gangster. I fuck with you ’cause you keep it gangster.”


“Thank you,” Jerry said. “Well then, you keep on keeping it gangster and you’ll go far.”


“Until the day I die.” My pager vibrated. The display screen read: 187. Murdock had handled his business.


I told Jerry to log the time of our conversation in his files and to bill me for it. Then we said our good-byes and I called Hayden.


“What’s up, baby?” She tried to disguise her worry.


“You know the drill, it’s time to bounce.”


She let out a deep breath. I couldn’t tell if it was a sigh of relief or frustration.


“How long before you get here?” she said with much attitude.


I quickly found out it was the latter, frustration. “I have to switch cars first. Twenty, twenty-five minutes.”


When I pulled into my in-house garage, there were five pre-packed suitcases in the breezeway that led to the kitchen. One for each of us. Along with the suitcases there were two fireproof strong boxes. One contained my children’s baby book, immunization records, medical history, birth certificates, S.S. cards, and bonds and certificates of deposits.


In the other were several car titles, the deed to our home and summer cottage, life insurance policies, passports, spare keys, credit cards, and checkbooks. All I had to do was collect my stash and we were out. Since we were going to be on the road for a while and would need room for the boys, I switched the Mustang with the Lexus LX 470.


I was loading the trunk space when Hayden came marching my sons through the door. The look on her face told me that I wasn’t getting any pussy anytime soon.


“Limbo, understand what I’m about to say.”


I was right, she was mad.


“This is it. I have to do what’s best for these boys. I love you with my everything. Been in love with you since we were kids. But this will be the only time that I’ll uproot these children.”


“What’s uproot, Mommy?”


We both looked at our son Latrel. The garage started to have a draining feel to it.


“Not now,” she said. “Y’all get in the car.”


“I got the window.” Lamont pulled Latrel’s ear.


“You always get a window.” Lontrel scurried to the car first. His brothers followed.


“If you want to keep selling drugs, then you go right ahead. But the next time you leave us for any reason concerning drugs or because of drugs, I’m taking the boys and we’re leaving you.” She glared at me as if that would make what she’d said sink in. “Them boys count on you for everything. They need you in their lives consistently. The sad part is that they don’t even really know what money is.” Her hands were on her hips now. Her head was moving from side to side. “You think they’d rather have you or some money?”


I got ready to stand up for myself and rationalize, but Hayden threw up her hand as if she were directing traffic.


“I’m not finished. Don’t none of this shit mean anything if we don’t have you here to share it with us. As long as you sell that crap, you can’t promise us shit worth taking to the bank. That you’re coming home tonight. That you’ll be alive tomorrow. That we’re going to the fucking zoo. A stable family—not shit! I can teach them everything but how to be men. That’s your job and you need to take the necessary precautions to see it through.” A single tear ran down her face.


I stood there with the jackass look on my face.


“And what about me?” she said, voice hurtful. “I’m not old and dried up. I’m still young and fine. You want another man laying up fucking me and raising your sons?” She punched me in the chest. “Huh, niggah, is that what you want? ’Cause that’s exactly what’s gonna happen if you leave me again. Do not try me.”


Ouch that hurt! Not the punch, but the implication, the image.


Hayden was now pointing a finger in my face. “I don’t want to look out my kitchen window to see some broom-pushing, burger-flipping motherfucker playing football with my sons. I will if you force me to, Limbo. I wanna look out the window and see your stupid ass. That’s why I married you.


“I’m not doing another prison sentence with you. I’m not buying my clothes to fit visiting room regulations, nor will I be sweating the phone waiting for the caller ID to read Unavailable, and I’m damn sure not going to be hanging out by the mailbox waiting for the mailman to run, hoping he has a letter from you again. You wanna talk to me? Then make sure you can do it without an ink pen or a collect call.”


Hayden had definitely said a mouthful. She struck every nerve ending in my body. I felt raw. And she had every right to want a stable life. My first thought was to get out the dope game and give her my half on stability. She and the three spitting images of me were what I cared most about in this world.


I had just reached a few million in cash. I could fall back and be all right. She was still standing there in her sassy stance, boring a hole through me with those powerful brown eyes. Then my second thought hit me. A few million dollars ain’t shit. I could think about a few things and spend that.


After Hayden told me off, she kissed me as if she hadn’t verbally assaulted me. I was too stunned to kiss her back.


“Now that we have an understanding.” Hayden held me around the waist, looking in my eyes. “I don’t know where you’re taking us, but I will follow your lead. I will stick by you. I just ask that you stick by us. I will follow you to the end of the earth if you make the right decisions. Now let’s go ’cause I’m hungry.”


I had no idea what decisions I would make, but I did know where I would lead my family to: Cleveland.
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CHAPTER 7


Detective Blake handed Curlew a hundred dollars for the bet he’d lost. They had definitely put Limbo in a compromising position. But Blake never thought in a million years that a diehard street dude like Limbo would agree to snitch.


“Don’t ever go against me.” Curlew adjusted the sun visor mirror to watch Limbo cross the parking lot. “Throw some real prison time at them, and people like him will sell their mothers out.”


Blake shook his head. “I’ve been having this eerie feeling ever since my feet hit the floor this morning. The same feeling I had the day my father died in the line of duty.” Blake was now watching Limbo through the rearview mirror.


“Looks like our boy has a heart for the homeless.” Curlew watched Limbo give money to the bag lady.


“Here it is you have a common street punk who poisons people for a living giving his money to some bum. She’ll probably buy drugs with it anyway.” Blake turned to Curlew. “Does that make sense to you?”


They watched as Limbo exchanged a few words with the bag lady, then drove away. She stuffed the money in her pocket, then hobbled with her shopping cart toward Blake’s car. She was right behind the car shouting vulgarities when the reverse lights came on.
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