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Dear Reader:


After Thomas Slater’s No More Time-Outs, which was a mind-blowing read, we are now treated to its sequel, Take One for the Team.


We continue to follow one son, Wisdom Jones, who is determined to rescue his family members from their destructive lifestyles: from his pastor father who is a nightmare to his profession to a sister trapped in an affair with a thug to a drug-addicted brother.


Meanwhile, Wisdom deals with the fact that the only kidney donor for his dying mother is an old enemy, Highnoon. The storyline and characters make for an adventurous tale that leads readers to question what would they do if in the same situation.


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. Please check out Slater’s first novel, Show Stoppah, as well as No More Time-Outs. Under the pen name Tecori Sheldon, he also penned an urban fiction novel, When Truth is Gangsta.


You can follow me online at Facebook.com/AuthorZane or on Twitter.com/PlanetZane.


Blessings,
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WISDOM


FRIDAY . . .


I sat outside on the bleachers of a neighborhood park that the locals had nicknamed “The Hole.” It wasn’t too cold out, but my knee was singing me the blues rendition of the National Anthem. Cornflake-sized snowflakes gathered around the shoulders of my gray uniform jacket. The last two months of my life were replaying inside my dome like some ghetto version of a Shakespearean tragedy. Tyler Perry would’ve been tossing Bentley Coupes through my bedroom window for an opportunity at the option of transforming my dysfunctional family drama into one of his record-breaking, box-office smashes.


To recap: My mother was dying from kidney complications and needed a donor—like yesterday. When out of nowhere, this gold-tooth-wearing serpent, Highnoon, slithered from my past with a sleazy proposition. Somehow, he’d found out about my mother’s condition and wanted to help. It turned out that he was the exact match for a donor. There was a deadly catch to it. His generosity had been spawned by revenge. And I was the closest living relative to the one responsible for his pain. The proposition was sickening. He would give my mother a kidney if I surrendered my life to him for his sick, twisted pleasures in quenching his thirst for revenge. There was nothing that was too special for my mother, so I agreed by signing Highnoon’s contract. We were in his version of The House of Pain, and I was about to fulfill my end of the bargain when he asked me the question: Did I have one last thing to say? It was something to that effect. He was at my left eye with something that looked like a blow torch when I answered. “Yeah. I wish that I could have one week to put my family right with the Lord, and each other.” Highnoon turned off his machine of torture and gave me seven days, one whole week, to restore my wayward family to its place of purity in God’s eyes.


Somehow, I had to manage to corral four wayward souls and force them back on the path of righteousness. Indeed, it would be a tall order, and I would be working with only seven days to get it done. My sister, Tempest, would need major convincing to keep her legs closed to the offers from others, and finally open her heart up to her husband. I had to find my crackhead baby brother again, Jordan, before he got himself smoked by a cop hell-bent on revenge. The last time I’d gone chasing him through the ghetto for some intervention, my partner, Rico, and I, were staring down the barrel belonging to two crack-pushing BéBé’s Kids. Reverend Poppa Jones, my father, the pastor at Infinite Baptist Church, couldn’t keep his pecker out of the women in his congregation, and my big brother, Yazoo, would prove to be my toughest battle. He wanted to be a gangsta—except the Negro ain’t never had street nowhere in his DNA. Seven days to turn their lives around—I had seven friggin’ days.


But now, I was among fifteen chumps who occupied seats on cold bleachers waiting patiently for a turn to get into a pick-up game in progress. Over the years, The Hole had gotten its fair share of bad press, a virtual media feeding frenzy. Almost every other month, it was nothing to turn on the local news and see coroners dragging bodies from the place. There, the possibility of a pick-up game ending in gunfire was more common than hemorrhoid flare-ups. But regardless of its brutal nature, some of the biggest stars in the NBA once battled on its blacktop. Young, hood-hopping hopefuls still flocked to the park to mix it up with the old-heads in the glorious pursuit of that next level reputation.


Light snowfall made conditions on the court slick as flakes melted upon surface contact. It did very little to stop the action on the court as play heated up. A punk named Pogo was showing his ass. He went baseline and threw one down on some tall, lanky guy named Alex. The park exploded with “oohs” and “aahs” as Pogo landed, offering a double bicep pose, feeling himself. This Negro and I had history. Bad blood that dated back to my injury. The jerk had been the one responsible for me shredding my ACL. And knowing it, I couldn’t explain what type of madness had drawn me back there, to the same place where my knee and basketball career had been shattered. For me, The Hole was a place where my dreams had ended and my nightmares had begun.


I could no longer fool myself. My reason for today’s visit was pure evil solely sponsored by Satan. Inadvertently, Highnoon had turned me into a monster with the proposition. I could do anything to anybody and wouldn’t have to worry about consequences from the laws that governed man. Pogo was about to feel my wrath. The Bible stated that revenge belonged to the Lord, but I couldn’t go to my grave knowing that the fool responsible for costing me an NBA career was still serving up Negroes on the basketball court. Of course, Pogo had given me a song-and-dance about it being accidental, a case where his athleticism had taken a backseat to his passion for aggressive play. Of course I never believed the shit, not for one moment. From day one, Pogo had been a jealous-hearted bastard with a nasty reputation for being a dirty player. He hated on my game, ups, handle, and the fact that my career was taking off, while his was flying way below the NBA radar.


I sat back, knee throbbing, going over a violent list of things I’d planned for my old enemy, when Pogo got into the passing lane and intercepted the basketball. The anticipation of a highlight reel dunk captured attention. Pogo exploded down the court, beating defenders, getting his steps together, and launched himself from the free throw line—like MJ. I wasn’t hating on the brother or nothing, but the Negro’s sneakers were player eye level as he floated by and two-handed monster dunked.


“Game, nigga!” Pogo shouted, cold smoke escaping his mouth as he hung from the rim. “Get the next set of victims out on this bitch!” The nine other guys walked off the court, dressed appropriately for the weather in sweats, hoodies, and sneakers, to grab a seat or hydrate.


“Good game, my nigga,” a sloppy-looking cat said to Pogo.


“I don’t know why yo’ ass didn’t go pro,” said another chump with a big nose, sloping forehead, and rocking a unibrow.


Victim was right, I thought. Because after today, Pogo was going to need the assistance of a pogo stick to ever reach his vertical-leaping maximum again. He saw me and immediately walked his cornrowed, R-Kelly-looking ass over like he’d never robbed me of a golden opportunity at gracing a cover of Sports Illustrated magazine.


“What up doe, kinfolk?” He fist-bumped me. The schmuck was about six-two and wearing a hoodie that boasted a Just Do It slogan across the chest, a skull hat and some crusty, water-soaked Olympic 6 Air Jordans. I had to hand it to him. Pogo had a huge set of grapefruits.


“I see that you haven’t lost a step. Nice game.”


“Thanks, kinfolk! You know these young cats come up in here to make a name. They’ll never style on my watch.”


I removed my jacket and placed it on the aluminum, exposing my gray uniform shirt. Under any other circumstances, I would’ve never worn jeans with black work boots to get it in.


“I hear you.”


“I ain’t seen you around here in a minute, not since the evening of the accident.”


My temper was on boil. I couldn’t believe that this trout-mouth little punk was still tagging his jealous rage as an accident. But I stayed cool.


“Damn, Wisdom, I don’t see how you could come back here anymore. Me personally, I would’ve put a pistol up to my head years ago and pulled the trigger. It would’ve been too much for me to lose all the money and fame that came with the NBA.” He glanced in the lot where my mail van was parked. “I guess I ain’t as strong as you are.”


I hadn’t missed Pogo’s cute little diss. It was all good, though.


Normally, I would’ve conducted a thorough evaluation, skimming the sidelines for talent before I made my selection. But I didn’t have winning on my mind. So I randomly selected four nobodies from the side.


The moment that the ball was inbounded, I was all business. My knee was screaming bloody murder the first trip down the court. Being back in the saddle had me feeling like I was invincible. I had to check myself. I wasn’t there for the thrill of the game. And Pogo found that out the moment he lost his man and tried to go all Michael Jordan with it. An alley-oop was tossed and Pogo catapulted himself off the ground to grab it. If it had been an NBA game, the flashbulbs would’ve been blinding in an effort at capturing his effortless flight, and the roar of the fans would’ve been deafening. But it wasn’t the NBA and Pogo wasn’t Kobe Bryant.


Much in the same manner, I lowered my shoulder like he’d done years ago and delivered a nasty undercut. I would like to say that time stood still to watch Pogo suffer the same fate he had given me on the evening of the NBA draft. I stood erect and took great pleasure in watching his wiry body do a somersault over my six-six frame like a propeller that had busted away from the hub of a plane while crashing through thick trees. Pogo tumbled to the cold, unforgiving ground, landing flat on his face. I’d been saving that undercut for quite some time. It was executed perfectly, but I wasn’t aware to what degree the idiot had been injured.


Pogo lay there perfectly still. I thought I might’ve killed his ass until he groggily rolled over onto his back. In the place where his face had lain, there was a pool of crimson-red blood mixed with a small puddle of water. I thought that I hadn’t done enough, until he cringed, opening his mouth. I was satisfied; his once healthy smile had been vandalized by a mouth filled with bloody, jagged stumps. And although I was filled with pleasure resulting in the rising pain on his face, I somehow knew that it would never equal out to the millions I would’ve earned in the NBA. Seeing him gag on his own blood and spit out teeth fragments was priceless.


My job was done.


Nobody said shit to me as I walked off to the side and slid on my jacket. I didn’t have to offer an excuse for my actions. A few of those cats were around when Pogo had taken away my NBA opportunity and a chance to give my family a better life. They knew the deal. It was the big payback.


The others probably looked at it as though it was a senseless cheap shot. There were a couple of bums from his team trying to help Pogo to his feet. But every time they tried, he sank back to the asphalt. I’d completely fronted on my team in pursuit of my own brand of justice. I was pumped and ready to take on those that had the nuts to step up and play Captain Save-A-Hoe. Other than a few stares, like I’d lost my damn mind, everybody else was fixated on the carnage left behind on the court. I was cold but I wasn’t completely heartless. So I went into my pocket to fetch my MetroPCS. I was about to dial nine-one-one when I heard somebody yelling from a distance using a familiar tone. I turned slowly but with the uncertainty of somebody caught between running like a coward and mannin’ up. Walking across the snow-covered grass in the distance, maybe fifteen to twenty guys were coming my way.


That was about the time when I figured out coming to that part of town by myself had been baptized in stupidity. The newcomers had walked on the court and watched as two of Pogo’s teammates dragged his worthless carcass away. I’d won a small victory, but something told me that the army was there to win the war.


I recognized the leader. He was a small dude with an extra-large mole on the chin, clutching a pistol in his right hand. The barrel was about the size of one of my extra-large feet. Most of the guys that had been there before these fools rolled up had taken flight at the sight of the pistol.


“So, Sasquatch,” Molechin said with all the disrespect one could muster. “We meet again, but this time”—he looked around at his crew—“instead of your big mouth boy getting the drop on us, we got you.”


It was one of the BéBé’s Kids that Rico and I had rolled up on the night we were searching the ghetto for Jordan.


“You still pissed at my boy for taking your strap that night and telling you to get your ass back in school?”


Moleman brought his weapon into full view as if experiencing an orgasm at the sight of it. “No worries. I got a replacement here. We ’bout to cause you some serious brain damage, nigga.”


None of his soldiers said a word. It was as if they were awaiting his command. All were dressed in black Timbos, same color Dickies, and Carhartt jackets. Stone-faced killers. I cursed myself for being so stupid by putting myself in the line of fire. High-noon’s contract would be worthless if I didn’t make it back. And Momma would most certainly die.


It surprised me that a few morons had stayed behind to see how this would play out. But it didn’t come as a total shocker that one of the spectators was Pogo. The Negro was livid. Whatever the color of the towel that he’d been using to absorb the blood leaking from his mouth, it had turned completely red.


Moleman raised his piece. “Nigga, this is gonna be nice. I’d been hoping to run back into you. I’ve been dreaming about putting yo’ ass in the dirt for so long that my dick itches.”


“The pharmacy has creams for conditions like yours.” The first thing that came to my mind was the night that I’d beaten the brakes off Paco and his goons in Southwest Detroit. But Jack had my mouth quick with the insults that night. I was completely sober at the moment. This time I didn’t quite know where the insult had come from, but it triggered life from his soldiers.


“You niggas, chill!” The mole-chinned little schmuck commanded his troops. “I got this one.”


He closed the distance between us but stayed out of my reach. In dramatic fashion, he yanked back the slide on the pistol and turned it to the side like the Black modern-day gangstas in the movies. “After I do you, I’m gonna find yo’ crackhead brother, Jordan, and send him to see you. That bitch owes me money.” He laughed like he was holding all the cards. “Oh, and what’s the other nigga’s name?” Molechin asked a soldier near him wearing dark shades.


“Name’s Rico, boss.”


Molechin arrogantly laughed at the fear displayed by my eyes. Apparently, the creep had been doing a little street research.


“Yep, Lace and his crew are out tracking yo’ boy as we speak. You didn’t think that we would let you and yo’ mans get away with styling on us, did you? The shit cost us our jobs, homeboy, and now you gots to pay.”


The little runt was about to squeeze the trigger when five black Hummers appeared out of nowhere. The powerful trucks dominated the snowy terrain as they drove across the grass with urgency, fully maneuvering like they had driven right off of the big screen and out of a Michael Bay action movie. Everybody froze as the trucks came to a stop, blocking off every possible route of escape. The doors opened on four of the vehicles and out jumped cats who were dressed in army fatigues and combat boots, baldheads, and packing some serious heat. Nothing but AR-15s surrounded Moleman and his crew. Where the little chump’s troops once stood with the ferocious posture and stone-faced resolve of glorified killers, their faces were now animated by sheer terror.


Once the area was locked down, the driver from the last Hummer walked to the back door and opened it. Highnoon stepped out dressed like his small militia and smoking a Cuban cigar.


“Wisdom, Wisdom, Wisdom.” Highnoon sang my name in his usual, flat, irritating cadence. “You didn’t think I’d let you out without bodyguards, now did you?”


Over the years I’d built up a tough reputation on the streets as a man who could hold his own when it came to watching his back. And I could’ve ridden that wave of pride, but it would’ve been total bullshit. I was inwardly smiling and trying hard to hide the look of relief on my face. For once, I was pleased to see High-noon’s gold-toothed grill.


“Wisdom, go and take care of your business.” Highnoon stared at his men. They raised their weapons, all trained on Moleman and his crew. “I’ll finish cleaning up here.”


Without words, I walked to the mail van. I didn’t owe him a damn thing, not even a thank you card. I saw the save as him protecting his investments, looking after his portfolio.


Before I could close my door all the way, Highnoon said, “Seven days. Don’t waste them. The clock’s ticking.”


Giving light to this new situation, I was gonna need a little longer. The look on Molechin’s dumb little face let me know that Lace had a hit on Rico. My trip to the Great Beyond would have to be postponed. I would need two additional days. Unbeknownst to the both of us, chasing Jordan through the ghetto that night and embarrassing the hell out of Molechin and his boy, Lace, would come back in the form of bounties on our heads. I felt like the entire thing was my fault. I had to warn my boy. I didn’t know Lace’s reputation, but a baby gangsta with his toes stepped on would be up for putting in the work to restore his standings with the homies, even if it meant murder.


“Highnoon,” I said. “I’m gonna need you to add two more days on top of the seven you’ve already given me.”


Highnoon glanced at Molechin and his partners. He removed his cigar from his lips and disrespectfully blew smoke in Molechin’s grill, shaking his head. “I’m feeling generous today—tell you what, you got two more days. You’re a rich man now—you have nine days total. God created the world in six and on the seventh day, He rested. Get it done.”


“I’m not God,” I said.


“No, but after these nine days”—he glanced over the firepower pointed at Molechin and crew—“you’ll be with Him.” The big ape dismissively turned his head.


Regardless of all the insidious players that were involved inside this high-stakes game of life and death, I had to pull out the win. My mother’s life absolutely depended on it. There was no turning back. In front of me the game had begun. This was that last-second, heroic shot that every little kid around the world dreamed of making. I would go into battle armed with the knowledge that I had no more time-outs left to successfully take one for the team.





NOWHERE TO RUN, BITCH


Tempest shot up from the bed with her right hand covering her mouth to stifle a scream, and her left over her racing heart. Sweat beaded her brow, just enough to saturate the rim of her colorful, flower-printed headscarf. The nightmares of being arrested for trying to smuggle drugs into prison had started biweekly at first, but now they were a regular nighttime theater of horror, less the price of admission. Tears fell from Tempest’s eyes and her chest heaved as she desperately tried to get a grip on her breathing. She was in trouble and seriously doubted if anyone could help. Geechie was the real-fucking deal and had become a menacing presence in Tempest’s daytime hours. Now, he was a terrifying, diabolical force inside her dream world where the young thug acted as head devil in charge.


In the early morning sunrays that managed to navigate and penetrate the cracks of the vertical blinds inside her bedroom, Tempest brought her knees up to her chest. As she hugged herself, tears of frustration, grief, shame and anger rained down, but did little to wash away the filth and guilt of her adulterous moments with Geechie.


Her extramarital affair with the homicidal maniac had connected her in a way that left her powerless to free herself. One of their late-night, bump-and-grind sessions had somehow wound up on a DVD that was in Geechie’s possession. He was trying to use it to exploit Tempest into being his mule to transport drugs into prisons. It was typical blackmailing procedure. Do the deed or else. The else would be complimentary copies mailed out to the hubby, her family and every gossiping hairstylist who worked in her shop. Not to mention some YouTube exposure. Geechie had promised after he was finished with distribution, she would have her own reality television series with the Kardashians trying to keep up with her.


Tempest didn’t want to do it, but she had no choice. Her marriage and businesses she’d worked so hard to build would implode from the scandal. The embarrassment from the fallout would be enough to drive her to the brink of insanity. There was no other way. Tempest rocked back and forth as if to release tension from her body and not let it grow into the kind of debilitating stress that would require medical attention. Poor Darrius, her beloved husband, would be devastated. He would probably file for an immediate divorce.


On paper, she would be the perfect mule for the job. Nobody would ever suspect a prominent businesswoman like her to haul dope into the penal system.


No criminal history. Not even a single parking ticket.


Tempest had heard Geechie brag a few times about how he would make tons of cash by supplying prisons with his product. She had let the devil get between her legs and now he was trying to screw her for life. The bad part was that there was absolutely nobody she could confide in. Everybody inside her family was busy fending off their own demons. Her oldest brother, Yazoo, had gone ape at the family meeting and punched out her lights. In the midst of all the chaos, Jordan, her cracked-out baby brother, had somehow managed to five-finger Reverend Poppa Jones’ Rolex watch from his study and vanish into thin air. Her father was far too busy whoring from the pulpit to advise her. The stress alone of a confession of this magnitude would be enough to finish her critically ill mother. She wasn’t even about to go there. Wisdom was the only one she could depend on, but she couldn’t bring herself to tell him. At that moment, she felt like the dirtiest whore on a planet where dirty whores reigned supreme. Telling Wisdom about her indiscretions would draw serious judgment. Sure, he would sympathize with her and suggest a way out, but she wouldn’t be able to live with his silent opinion of her.


It was five minutes to seven. She reached over and switched off the alarm before the thing could start ringing at seven o’clock, her usual time to rise and shine. Friday was one of the busiest days of the week for the shop. Since she couldn’t trust—nor would she burden one of her irresponsible, ghetto stylists—not one of her employees to collect booth rent, Tempest hesitantly crawled from the California king and headed for the shower in her master bathroom.


She caught a glimpse of her haggard image in the huge mirror over the double-sink vanity while trading in a headscarf for a shower cap. Tempest immediately looked away. She didn’t like what she had become, a female version of her father. For many years, she’d watched as the good reverend’s well-known affairs with women in his congregation reduced her mother from a proud, healthy woman to an emaciated, brokenhearted carcass within inches of a homegoing celebration. Now, she was doing the same thing to her husband, and with common street trash—somebody who wasn’t worthy to sniff the blossoming fragrance from her nectar of love.


Tempest turned on the shower and let it run until steam clouded her vision. She tucked a few rebellious strands of hair under her cap and brought the nightgown up over her head. She stepped in and let the warm water wash over her body.


A drug mule, she thought. Someone of her status, reduced to such a lowly, law-breaking role. Rage immediately followed her thought. She wished, for one moment, that God had endowed her with the power to temporarily change genders. The man that she would become would beat the living hell out of Geechie’s woman-beating ass. Not just for herself, but for women around the world who were bullied by shit like Geechie. Inside of a man’s body, Tempest would serve Geechie an ass-whopping so severe that the Negro would be pleading with her to kill him. It would be nothing compared to stripping the gangster bare-butt, booty-naked while forcing the kingpin to tuck his genitalia between his legs and walk—knock-kneed— down a main street at rush hour.


Tempest’s giggles ballooned into full-blown laughter. She laughed at the pathetic image until she started coughing. The crap was so funny. Tempest hadn’t laughed like this in a long time. She grabbed a loofah from the shower caddy and soaked it with body scrub scented with coconut and lime.


She had had an extremely difficult childhood. Besides her father’s demons, she had managed to stay clear of all the teenage, ghetto pitfalls that had claimed her peers: drugs, teenage pregnancy and abortions. She couldn’t take all the credit though. Her parents were so strict on her that Tempest didn’t have her first date until senior prom—even then she had been told to be in by midnight. Blaming her parents would’ve been the easy way out.


As she lathered and rinsed off, Tempest admitted to herself that she was the only one to blame—not her father or mother. They hadn’t forced her down on Geechie’s dick. The truth was raw and shocking. And it felt reenergizing, like a man on Maury who’d just found out that he was not the baby’s father.


Tempest turned off the shower and grabbed a hanging bath towel. She quickly dabbed dry and wrapped it around her torso. Lately, she had found herself reading the Bible. There was a scripture that resonated with her: “Train up a child in the way he should go: and when he is old, he will not depart from it” (Proverbs 22:6). Her parents had trained and brought her up by using the powerful Word of God.


Tempest moved to the front of the sink nearest the bathroom door looking out into the hallway. Yeah, she had strayed. She had parted her legs for a sorry ass, mangy, stray mutt and was now scratching from a flea infestation of misery. There was a digital clock sitting on the vanity in the corner by her husband’s sink. Trying to figure shit out had placed her way behind schedule. Normally by this time, she would be finishing up breakfast and getting ready to walk out of the house. She brushed her teeth, thinking it was a good thing not having to be bothered with putting on a face. Tempest was a natural beauty and thanked God for His blessings.


She moved back into her bedroom and walked right in her spacious walk-in closet, having realized the error of her ways would put her back in God’s Grace. He alone would be able to deal with Satan’s closest son. Tempest had gone on a few runs with Geechie and seen firsthand how he brutally dealt with those who opposed his will. Goosebumps chilled her flesh as she thought about the man known as NiggaWhat—there had been so much blood.


Tempest selected a tan pantsuit, leopard-print shell and caramel leather Michael Kors shoes. She took a seat on the comfortable cushion of the bed bench, desperately trying to fight down the horrifying images of a very badly beaten, bloody NiggaWhat after Geechie had done a number on the poor man’s head with a simple tire iron.


In a rush, she began moisturizing her flesh with body cream. Tempest slipped into her bra and panties, somehow managing to suppress the graphic, mental photos of death. She wasn’t so lucky to escape the sounds made by a dying man that had been recorded and periodically played in her head like old forty-five records. It was a deep, throaty gurgle. Some type of rattle. Tempest couldn’t help the feeling of guilt that washed over her body. She’d witnessed a murder. Geechie had put her front and center. The entire unpleasant experience had been nothing but a mere warning to her. He wanted her to know that he wouldn’t hesitate to kill her. There was nothing she could’ve done for the dying man. Going to the police wouldn’t have been the intelligent thing to do. She feared ending up like NiggaWhat.


Geechie was dangerous and probably borderline psychotic, but she was determined not to let fear hold her in captivity. Nobody was going to control her. Yeah, the maniac wouldn’t hesitate to shoot her, but she couldn’t be afraid of her own death. God was the true ace up her sleeve and her life belonged to Him—not Geechie, but her Lord and Savior.


Tempest pulled on her pants, pulled over the shell, and slipped into her shoes. She walked back into the bathroom.


Silly her.


With all the worrying, she’d forgotten to remove her shower cap. Her long mane fell around her shoulders. With a rat tail comb, Tempest stared into the mirror while straightening her hair. If she didn’t get a move on soon, her stylists would be blowing up her cell and trippin’ about not being able to get into the shop. There were a few decent girls who worked for her, but none she trusted enough to give keys.


Final touches belonged to lip gloss and eyeliner. She grabbed her jacket and made her way down one of two spiral staircases. Tempest’s heels echoed as she walked across a huge marble foyer, headed toward the front entrance.


She’d become a creature of habit. Almost every morning she would enjoy reading the Detroit Free Press while eating breakfast. It was clockwork, like her going out at the same time in the morning to retrieve the paper from the front porch. But today, there wasn’t any time for a bite to eat. Her plans were to simply grab the paper off the porch and stop at the Tim Hortons around the corner from her West Bloomfield home for a bagel and coffee. Tempest fetched a cuir-colored ostrich Gucci bag with light gold hardware and car keys from a sofa table.


She was halfway to the double doors when her cell vibrated inside her handbag. Tempest stopped to remove her phone. It was a text. Couldn’t have been from her husband—not this early. Darrius was away on a business trip and never called at this time of morning.


Probably one of the girls from the shop, she thought.


Tempest retrieved the text. The fine hairs on her neck stood up and an Arctic chill ripped through her body when she read Geechie’s text:


You can’t hide, bitch.


Panic gripped her. But this shit had to stop here. She had to let the asshole know that she was determined to stand her ground. The Lord would suffer her not to be moved. She texted back two words: Fuck you!


Just like that, she had declared war on a man who practically hungered for bloody situations. Tempest didn’t know how this thing was going to turn out. She would dig in her heels and pray for some kind of divine intervention. Nothing short of a miracle would save her in dealing with a monster that lived on death and destruction.


Tempest hit a button on the keypad and heard that old familiar sound of the garage door creaking open. She had intended on just stepping out, grabbing the paper but leaving through the garage attachment. But when she opened one of the colossal mahogany doors, the sight of Geechie and his bodyguard, Flash—who was built like the Himalayan Mountains—caused her to freeze.


The chocolate-complexioned creep even had the nerve to smile as he held on to her Detroit Free Press paper. Geechie brought his phone into view.


“Naw, Ma, you got shit twisted.” He dropped the paper. “Fuck you!”


Geechie rushed through—his man-mountain on his heels. Instinct caused Tempest to sling her seven-thousand-dollar handbag at his head. The flying bag knocked his ass senseless. The lull was all she needed. Through the living room and into the kitchen, Tempest was moving as fast as her six-inch heels could take her.


“I’m coming for you, bitch!” Geechie maniacally taunted.


His voice sounded like he was still at the front door. There was a room between them—or so she had thought, because when Tempest went to open the garage door attachment, a strong pair of hands almost snatched her out of her clothes.


“Somebody help!” Tempest screamed, trying to wiggle free.


Geechie’s bodyguard, Flash—as big as he was—was having a tough time trying to hold on. Geechie walked up as his boy struggled with Tempest and immediately backhanded the shit out of her. The blow did little to stop her from struggling and yelling for help. Tempest watched in horror as Geechie removed a pistol from his waist. She screamed for help even louder.


She didn’t shut up until he pointed the thing in her face.


This is it, she told herself. She made peace with her Maker. Geechie was about to send her to a place where NiggaWhat was probably waiting on her. When she saw the blood dripping from the corners of his mouth, Tempest realized that she had fucked up—royally. The purse hadn’t missed after all. Geechie’s mouth had caught the full brunt of her swing.


The Negro was beyond pissed.


He tasted his warm blood. “Damn, Ma, I ain’t tasted my blood in a long time.” Geechie grabbed a handful of Tempest’s hair and yanked it back, placing the barrel under her chin. “Almost taste like your pussy.” He dabbed his blood with an index finger, offering it to her. “Taste it.”


She pleaded, “Please don’t kill me.”


“You comin’ with me, Ma. I ain’t gonna kill yo’ ass. Not until I fuck you one last time.” Geechie turned the gun until he was holding the barrel. “This will teach you to do what the fuck I say.” He raised the weapon high and brought the butt down hard across her forehead.





JORDAN


Robbery was a way of life now. Crack was a master that demanded to be served first and before all others—which explained the reason why Jordan was concealed in the shadows and observing the parking lot of an all-night liquor store.


Desperation had caused Jordan to abandon his normal method of operation. He normally didn’t work at night, but the heat from his crime spree had pushed him to take risks. Elderly women—his normal prey items—had been warned by the media to stay off the streets until local authorities could apprehend the purse-snatcher. With almost every old broad heeding the warning, he had to give the SSI crowd a break. Middle-aged women still possessed that fighting spirit to put up a tussle in order to keep their belongings. And since meals had been few and far between for him, Jordan didn’t carry around enough weight to go toe-to-toe with some of the bigger sisters. Evolution had caused him to step his game up. These days, he carried around a .38 revolver. The ever-dangerous detective named Popeye was still hot on his trail and had forced Jordan to seek shelter in abandoned homes.


Two nights prior, freezing temperatures had caused him to break into a rundown two-family flat. Scrounging around he’d managed to find a blood-covered .38 Smith & Wesson. There were only three bullets left in the chamber—more than enough to get his point across. It wasn’t lost on him that the thing had probably been used in a murder, but he welcomed the protection. He’d wiped the weapon down and had it tucked into his waistband, crouched down in the shadows, and hid on the side of an all-night liquor store.


His world was quickly closing in on him and he needed to have a conversation with his little white god. He needed to score some crack and only knew of one way to come up with the loot that would enable him to reach his destination. Jordan wanted to get high and reach the stratosphere—tonight. Sobriety had proven to be a head-cracking adversary and he could no longer live with the guilt of knowing that he’d put his girlfriend, Monique, in Popeye’s crosshairs. In order to locate Jordan, Popeye had found Monique and brutalized her to extract Jordan’s whereabouts. The rogue cop’s mother had been one of Jordan’s many victims. Once he found out that Jordan had been responsible, Popeye had been tossing the neighborhood trying to flush him to the surface.


The gun had given Jordan the courage to come back to his old hunting grounds. He wasn’t afraid anymore. The three bullets would be enough. If Popeye continued beating the brush for snakes, he would indeed find one. Jordan would be the copperhead who would bear Smith & Wesson-like fangs to deliver a lethal, hot, penetrating lead dosage of venom that would put Popeye flat on his damn back.


The side of the store where Jordan stood was in an alley with a commanding view of the parking lot. Everybody knew the storeowner to be a cheap bastard who neglected little things like surveillance cameras. There would be no grainy footage of him sticking the gun into the face of his victim to hand over to the police. A big-boned sister had gotten out of an older-model Cadillac Escalade a few minutes ago and was now inside the store. Jordan stood watching for other visible occupants inside the SUV, but the lady seemed to have come alone. He reasoned that the dark-skinned, heavyset lady was probably packing heat. These days everybody and their mamas who lived in the state of Michigan were running around and flossing CCW permits. Jordan knew most women to keep the weapons in their purses—which made owning one useless. It would make getting the drop on the lady a piece of cake. He planned on having his piece up to the fat broad’s head before she could do anything.


Jordan figured she’d be in the store for a few moments, so he had time to chill and reflect on his family. His father wasn’t shit—matter of fact, the good Reverend Poppa Jones, in his estimation, was a piece of shit. The old bastard, and his inability to keep his dick out of the old hags in his congregation, was the sole reason why his family was so fucked up today. This stood to reason why Jordan had started smoking crack in the first place.


It was the lake.


He was trying to escape from the lake. His oldest brother, Yazoo, had had a different father from the rest of them. All the children in the family had affectionately come to know him as Daddy Frank. Daddy Frank had been an avid outdoorsman. He loved to fish, hunt and sometimes go camping in the woods. When Jordan’s mother, Wilma, had ended her relationship with Frank and moved on to marry Reverend Poppa Jones, Frank never shied away from the commitment to his son, Yazoo. Eventually, the reverend and Wilma had produced more kids, and as the family grew, Daddy Frank always involved all of the kids in his many outdoor excursions.


One in particular stood out from the rest in Jordan’s mind. The memory was enough to catch in his throat, causing him to cough a few times. His stomach felt queasy and a lonely teardrop slid from the corner of his left eye.


The lake.


He was back at the lake. On that day, he’d somehow accidentally fallen into the cold water. His brothers had desperately tried to fish him out, but to no avail. Wisdom had become alarmed as he witnessed the current sweep Jordan out of their reach. Jordan couldn’t remember what happened next. For the life of him, he couldn’t figure out what had kept him afloat. Some unknown explanation had caused him to remain calm. He didn’t splash around as the current took him farther and farther away from shore. Jordan didn’t have much memory after seeing his people grow smaller as he drifted from the bank. He closed his eyes and floated. Then out of nowhere, he could hear the sound of water violently splashing about and Daddy Frank screaming his name. Hands. He felt Daddy Frank’s hands close around his narrow shoulders, and with one mighty push, Jordan was propelled back toward the shore. What happened after that was a complete blank. The next time he’d seen Daddy Frank, the man looked to have been asleep in a box with flowers all around.


Ever since then, Jordan had been on a personal crusade to stay away from the truth. Crack had become his chief coping mechanism. Naturally, he blamed himself for Frank’s death, but when he got high, he could not give a flying fuck. In his opinion, the wrong man had died that day. And if he would’ve been granted a life or death choice about who got to stay and who shipped out, Reverend Poppa Jones would’ve been the nigga tapping at St. Peter’s pearly gates. The shit was pretty deep; a man with no biological commitment to his father’s family had been the one providing the emotional stability.


Now their lives were in complete anarchy, with every last family member battling with demons. His brother, Wisdom, a once promising NBA prospect, was now stuck at a go-nowhere job and tied to an ungrateful bitch by his unborn child. It would kill Tempest to know that he’d seen her a few times driving around town with some gangster named Geechie in the passenger seat of her SUV, the one her husband was making the payment on. Yazoo, his oldest brother, had a pure hatred for God and was determined to challenge the Holy Divine at every given opportunity. Jordan had also seen him around town with Geechie. His poor mother had one foot in the grave and the other on black ice. On top of it all lurked the good reverend, who didn’t hesitate to stick his book of revelation in every nasty hole that wore a skirt and heels.


Jordan had to put all of his family’s skeletons back into the closet and seal the door super-tight. The fat broad was hoofing her way out of the store holding a plastic bag held by the handle in both hands. The strap to her purse was around her left shoulder. The woman looked like she bore the strength of an elephant. A simple run-and-grab wouldn’t work in this case. He wouldn’t be able to generate the momentum needed to snatch and keep on moving. Sure, he’d calculated the lady to be carrying a gat in her purse, but wondered if he was wrong and she would come from under her thick jacket with the smoke. Jordan’s back would be exposed and she wouldn’t hesitate to shoot the shit out of him.


Standing there brooding over possibilities had seriously thrown off his timing. The mistake was letting her get near her truck before he started out after her. Jordan almost slid on snow-covered ice as he sprinted behind her with the half-emptied .38 out in front. Instinct must have caused the lady to turn her head, but she didn’t panic. She kept on stepping toward her vehicle.


“Stop, you bitch!” Jordan yelled as he drew near his victim.
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