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				CHAPTER ONE

				Every Monday morning I quit.

				Before I even crawled out of bed, sometimes even before I clawed all the way from dreams to the mental pile of stuff I was going to have to try to make a dent in, if it was Monday, I said, out loud so there could be no misunderstanding: “God, you’re going to have to find somebody else to be your prophet, because I’m done. You got a recovery group I can get into?”

				Sometimes I’d imagine such a group—a place where I could sit in a circle with other people who were in way over their spiritual heads and say, “Hi. I’m Allison, and I’m a recovering prophet.”

				Seriously. The women of Sacrament House could nobly go to Alcoholics Anonymous and Narcotics Anonymous and Prostitutes Anonymous (okay, I made that one up), and begin to see themselves healing. Ninety meetings in ninety days was a requirement for them.

				But there was no Prophets Anonymous. There was no recovery from being one—although at times I would have given up my Harley to escape it—and there was nothing anonymous about it. I knew. I’d tried that. 

				That particular Monday, however, I skipped quitting. I didn’t even give a nod to the stack of not-yet-done stuff teetering just beyond my reach, waiting for one more thing to topple it over. Because that late-August Monday, almost exactly one year since I’d caught twelve-year-old Desmond Sanborn trying to steal my house key, I was standing in front of a judge, about to adopt the boy. 

				It was enough to make the whole precarious pile disappear.

				The Honorable Charles Walton Atwell the Third swept his eyes, decidedly reminiscent of a basset hound’s, over the crowd gathered in the gallery behind Desmond and me. Normally a transaction such as this would have taken place in his chambers, but there was nothing normal about our group. We had everything from a social worker, two attorneys, and a real estate broker to a row of recovering ladies of the evening and another of HOG members in sleeveless T-shirts, holding their motorcycle helmets respectfully under their arms. One elongated look at the motley cloud of witnesses overflowing his office, and Judge Atwell had ordered us all into the courtroom. Desmond gave that his signature stamp of approval by high-fiving said judge and saying, “Good choice, Mr. Your Honor, sir.”

				Judge Atwell now dragged his ancient face down with his hand and went into a pause as lengthy as his chin. I remembered that about him. You could practically go out for a cappuccino during one of those conversational gaps. Beside me, Desmond shifted his negligible weight from one lanky leg to the other. I put a cautionary hand on his shoulder and prayed he wouldn’t blurt out, “Mr. Your Honor, sir, you takin’ a nap up in there?”

				Finally His Honor nodded gravely at Chief, who stood looking even taller than his six-foot-plus on the other side of Desmond. I suspected that judicial gaze was as much about Chief’s graying ponytail as it was about the solemnity of the occasion. He must have been satisfied with the fact that at least Chief was clad in Brooks Brothers all the way down to his black wing tips, because he said, “Mr. Ellington, you may proceed.” 

				“Who’s Mr. Ellington?” Desmond whispered to me. His version of sotto voce was like sandpaper on a two-by-four.

				“Do you have a question, son?” the judge said. 

				“I was just askin’ who’s Mr. Ellington,” Desmond said. 

				“That would be your attorney.” Judge Atwell moved his head in slo-mo to regard Chief. “I assume you’ve introduced yourself to your client.”

				I could see the spray of tiny lines at the corner of Chief’s eyes crinkling, but he nodded with the proper sobriety. 

				“Oh, you talkin’ ’bout Mr. Chief,” Desmond said. “No, he introduced hisself to me a long time ago. We go way back.” 

				“I’m relieved to hear it.”

				The judge indulged in another snail-caliber pause and then nodded once more at Chief. Behind us, I heard Jasmine’s nervous giggle, followed by Mercedes’s unmistakable shushing. Like most of the Sacrament House Sisters, they were both virtually allergic to all things judicial. Mercedes wasn’t going to take a chance on being escorted to a cell. 

				“Your Honor,” Chief said, using the courtroom voice that made people involuntarily improve their postures, “I introduce Allison Chamberlain to the court.”

				His Honor and I nodded at each other. I was no stranger to the man or his courtroom.

				“Ms. Chamberlain, would you state your name?” Chief said.

				“Allison Eugenia Chamberlain,” I said, and then squeezed the lifeblood out of Desmond’s shoulder. Even though we’d rehearsed this so he wouldn’t go into convulsions of hysteria over my middle name, I couldn’t trust him not to at least snicker. 

				He remained snicker-less.

				“And do you verify that you have appeared today to adopt this child, Desmond Edwin Sanborn, born August 26, 1999?”

				“I do,” I said. 

				“Do you know any cause that would legally prohibit this adoption?”

				I knew none whatsoever, although everybody and their sister had tried to make one up. “No, I do not,” I said.

				“The rights of Desmond Sanborn’s biological parents have been terminated?”

				I couldn’t help cringing at that one. His mother herself had been terminated. As for his father, the monster had never had any rights as far as I was concerned. 

				“Yes,” I said.

				But I still stopped breathing and sneaked a look at the judge. Chief had assured me this was all a formality, that there was no way anybody was going to protest the adoption at this point. Still, I’d been blindsided on this before.

				Judge Atwell nodded as if his head was too heavy for his neck, and I allowed myself a breath. According to Chief, one more question and I would be Desmond’s mother.

				“Ms. Chamberlain,” Chief said. “Would you please tell the court why you want to adopt this child?”

				I felt more than saw the sudden slant of Desmond’s huge brown eyes, made browner by his cinnamon-shaded, half-African face. During our rehearsals I had threatened to come out with, “Because who else is going to put up with him?” or “I’ve invested too much in groceries for the kid to kick him out now.” I never had told Desmond exactly what I was really going to say, and at that moment I still didn’t know myself.

				I’d rejected “Because his mother wanted this,” and “Because I want him to survive to adulthood.” Even though both were true, neither was adequate, and if I said, “Because I love this boy more than I have ever loved anyone in my life,” I would have, to use Desmond’s words, “gotten all emo.” I had assured him there would be no emo. As for telling him I had been nudged by God … Judge Atwell and I had been down that road before.

				Evidently endless pauses were the sole privilege of His Honor. He squinted down at me from the bench and said, “Not having second thoughts are you, Ms. Chamberlain?”

				“No, sir,” I said. “I just can’t seem to find the words.”

				“Now that is a surprise.”

				I looked at Desmond, who despite his new, manly cut-close-to-the-scalp haircut and the tiniest of hairs sprouting on his chin, seemed suddenly as vulnerable as a four-year-old. Then I did what I’d learned to do in situations of the utmost importance: I opened my mouth and let God come through.

				“I want to adopt this young man because he’s been given to me to love,” I said. “And to love him is a privilege.”

				Yeah. Couldn’t have said it better myself. 

				The little-boy Desmond popped away, and my adolescent Desmond slipped cleanly back into place and presented a fist for me to knock mine against. Somebody, probably one of the HOGs, whistled through his fingers. Judge Atwell banged his gavel, though not much louder than Mercedes’s “Y’all got to hush up now. We ’bout to get throwed out.”

				Another record-breaking pause ensued, during which the judge scowled over the papers in front of him, picked up his pen, put it down, took it in hand again. Desmond was beginning to squirm under the death grip I had on his shoulder, and even Chief reclasped his hands in front of him. It was all I could do not to shout, “What is the problem?”

				Finally Judge Atwell looked up, this time at Desmond. “I have one question for you, son,” he said.

				I shot Chief a This wasn’t in the script look, but he kept his gaze riveted to the judge. 

				“Ask me anything you want, Mr. Your Honor, sir,” Desmond said. “I got nothin’ to hide.” He grinned. “’Cept the Oreos I ganked from the snack drawer.”

				I came just short of snapping his collarbone in two with my fingers.

				“Petty theft is handled in a different court,” Judge Atwell said. “What I want to know is …”

				Desmond gave it eight seconds before he held out his palms, face quizzical.

				“I want to know if you realize that most parents have to simply take what they get when they have children.”

				“Oh, I know that thing,” Desmond said. “I seen me some ugly babies, now.”

				Somebody in the back seemed to be choking on a hairball. 

				The judge nodded toward me. “That woman standing beside you—” 

				“Big Al,” Desmond said.

				“She is not making you her son because she has to; you know that, don’t you? She chose you—”

				“I got to stop you right there, Mr. Your Honor.”

				“Desmond,” I hissed. “You can’t interrupt—”

				“Go on,” Judge Atwell said. “Let’s hear what you have to say.”

				My eyes met Chief’s over the top of Desmond’s head. His were sparkling so hard I could almost hear them.

				“Big Al does have to adopt me. If she don’t, she be in some big trouble. We talkin’ epic, now.”

				“Trouble with whom?”

				“Trouble with the big Daddy. If Big Al doesn’t do what God be tellin’ her to do …”

				Desmond’s ellipsis rivaled any the judge could leave. Judge Atwell pulled his chin nearly to his navel as he turned his houndish eyes to me. 

				“I do recall that about you, Ms. Chamberlain,” he said. “You call yourself a prophet, don’t you?”

				“If I might speak for my client,” Chief said.

				“There’s no need. I think we’ve tried that case before, right here in this courtroom.” For a sliver of a second, something that might have been a smile quivered around the judge’s long lips. “And as I recall, God won.”

				“Amen,” someone muttered behind us.

				“Now before this turns into a prayer meeting …” Judge Atwell picked up his pen again, trailed his finger down the paper, and wrote with the careful deliberation of a preschooler gripping his first fat pencil.

				“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “this adoption is final.” Then he pulled up one corner of his mouth and added, “I think that calls for some applause.”

				Applause wasn’t the word for it. The cheers of thirteen people, pent up for months by the fear of hoping for too much, burst like a tsunami over the courtroom. Arms of all colors were flung around backs, and squeals, whistles, and assorted versions of “amen”—liturgical to downright Pentecostal—rose in joyous cacophony. The only thing powerful enough to bring it all down was Desmond, standing up on the railing that separated us from the gallery and waving his adolescent arms in the air.

				“Desmond!” I said between clenched teeth. “What the Sam Hill are you doing?”

				“I just got to say something,” he said.

				Chief wrapped his fingers around the back of Desmond’s shirt and transferred him to the floor. I looked frantically at the judge, who was either in the midst of one of his pauses or had simply passed on from shock. 

				“Can’t you control your kid, Classic?” Chief whispered to me.

				“Your honor, we apologize,” I said, and gave Desmond a death stare.

				“Sorry, Mr. Your Honor, sir,” Desmond said. “But I got to check something out, now.”

				Judge Atwell resurrected himself and looked at me. “Are you sure this boy isn’t genetically related to you?” Before I could answer, he turned back to Desmond. “What is it, son?”

				“I just got to make sure somethin’ is right ’fore I leave here.”

				Desmond glanced at me and added, “Sir.” Like that was going to keep me from throttling him later.

				His Honor held up two of arguably the world’s longest fingers and beckoned to Desmond. He approached the bench with surprising propriety, while I anticipated a lecture from His Honor about Desmond’s behavior or his impudence or his grammar. But Judge Atwell merely picked up the paper before him and handed it to Desmond.

				He frowned at it, lips moving as his eyes trailed down the page. I had seen the document myself and had had to have Chief and Kade—both attorneys—translate. Desmond was only making it through eighth grade English by the skin of his big ol’ white teeth, so I didn’t see how—

				“Yeah, baby. That’s what I’m talkin’ about.” Desmond grinned up at the judge, his marvelous mouth extending lobe to lobe. “You got it right.”

				“And what is that?” 

				Desmond swiveled to take in the crowd, which was still in unanimous inhale. “Y’all can call me Desmond Chamberlain now, ’cause that is my name. Yeah, baby!”

				No one waited for His Honor’s permission this time. The cheering went on long after Judge Atwell retreated to his chambers. I didn’t have a chance to thank him, not with half the crowd bawling on one shoulder and the rest of them pounding on the other. I was sure Judge Atwell was just grateful to have me out of what was left of his hair.  
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				The group was sorting itself into a variety of vehicles out in the parking lot of the St. John’s County Courthouse by the time I signed the paperwork under Desmond’s scrutiny. Ulysses, Stan, Rex, and the rest of the Harley Owners Group members had already roared out on their bikes, led by Hank, who was wearing what she called her Sunday-go-to-meetin’ helmet, an amusing term when delivered with her Boston accent. Five of the seven Sacrament Sisters—Jasmine, Mercedes, Ophelia, and our two newest, Gigi and Rochelle—were loading into the van, having given the motorcycles a wide berth, although ten months ago they would have ridden with Evel Knievel if it would have helped them get high. Besides Chief and Desmond there was only Owen Schatz, looking far younger than his seventy-something years next to Ms. Willa, fifteen years his senior. He had evidently refused all help transferring her from her wheelchair into his Lincoln.

				“When did Owen get a new car?” Chief said. 

				Desmond paused, helmet halfway on. “When he started seein’ Ms. Willa.” 

				“‘Seeing’ her?” I said. “Like dating, you mean?”

				“I don’t think they datin’. Just talkin’. There ain’t nothin’ goin’ on.” Desmond wiggled his eyebrows. “Yet.”

				“Keep us posted, will you?” Chief said drily.

				“Oh, please don’t,” I said. “Who are you riding with, Desmond?”

				It was a pointless question. If given a choice, he was always on the back of Chief’s Road King in a heartbeat, especially since two weeks before, Chief’s orthopedist had cleared him to ride again after a five-and-a-half month recovery from a leg injury. If I’d had a choice, I would have been there too. As close as I could get. 

				But Desmond was already swinging a lanky limb over the seat of my Softail. I fought back the “emo” gathering in my throat.

				“You’re not dressed to ride with that lady,” Chief said.

				“What lady?” I said. 

				“I got my brain bucket,” Desmond said, motioning with his helmet, “and you know she never let me ride without every part of my body covered up even when she knows Imma get heat stroke.”

				“You’ve got the wrong jacket on,” Chief said. “Here. Try this one.”

				He reached into one of the studded saddlebags on his bike and produced what appeared to be ten pounds of leather. I could feel my eyebrows lifting. Granted, Desmond’s arms were growing so fast he needed new gear about every three months so his wrists didn’t stick out like poles, but I’d just gotten him a denim jacket that should last him until Thanksgiving. Okay, maybe Halloween. 

				But Chief unfolded a soft, muted-black garment and held it out to Desmond as he climbed off my bike. “Congratulations present,” he said. 

				“That is sweet,” Desmond said, though he, too, looked a little mystified. It was, after all, ninety-five Florida degrees, each one soaked in equal parts humidity. 

				Chief motioned with his chin. “What’s sweet is on the back.”

				Desmond turned the jacket around, and I lost control of my emo. Just beneath a full-out screamin’ Harley Davidson emblem, the letters D.C. were embroidered, thick enough for even Ms. Willa to see from a hundred yards. 

				It was one of the few times I ever saw my boy without the perfect retort. Chief rescued him by holding out his fist. Desmond didn’t tap it. He threw his arms around Chief’s substantial chest and buried his face. 

				That kind of joy was still unfamiliar enough to make me wonder if it really belonged to me.
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				Classic II, my Red Hot Sunglo Heritage Softail, purred like a lioness beneath Desmond and me as we followed Chief. He might still walk with a slight limp, which I personally found sexy, but he rode like he and the Harley were one streamlined, bad-dude being. I’d been back on my bike six weeks longer, after my own injury, but I never hoped to handle a motorcycle with that kind of hunky confidence.

				He led us away from the looks-like-any-other-town-in-America cluster of Walmart, Target, and Safeway, and toward the part of St. Augustine that is like no other town anywhere.

				Coquina-sided Spanish-style houses cozied themselves between Greek revival–columned mansions and Victorian-era bed and breakfasts trimmed with gingerbread. Live oaks, bowed under Spanish moss, tunneled streets so narrow a Harley was about the only vehicle a person could drive comfortably on, if it weren’t for the brick pavement that threatened to jar our teeth loose. From the “sissy seat” behind me, Desmond howled his delight with every bounce, maybe with even more abandon than usual. I did a little howling myself. 

				As we entered the long sweeping curve of Avenida Menendez that ran along Matanzas Bay, the sunlight glared onto my visor, momentarily blotting Chief from view. Too bad, because the sight of his back pulling denim across his shoulders did it for me like no other. That and his eagle profile. And the raptor eyes that could twinkle with mischief or take my breath right out of my body with their I-know-you-Classic intensity … 

				Okay. I needed to concentrate. It would be bad form to dump the kid in the bay the first day I had him.

				Chief continued to lead us toward our turn-off at Cadiz Street. I could almost smell the sun bleaching the pastel walls of the waterfront homes. Plantation shutters were closed, lace-bordered shades pulled down. My black pants and my own denim jacket made me feel like I was wearing a plastic garbage bag. Other women didn’t seem to sweat the way I did. Chief didn’t even sweat the way I did. Desmond had to be dying in leather, though he’d never admit it. I’d be lucky to get him to take that jacket off to go to bed. 

				But despite the rivulets trickling between my shoulder blades, I took a long inhale of a peace that was still as foreign to me as heart-bursting joy. Left to my own devices, I wasn’t one for all manner of thing shall be well. My MO was more: When will the other shoe drop? Come on, I know it’s going to. So whenever even my breathing was taken over, I braced myself for the Nudge, the kind that threatened to knock me off the bike if I didn’t take heed. And above the purr of the Classic and the uninhibited yowling of my kid, I heard the whisper that was not my own. 

				Go another mile.

				Up ahead, Chief leaned easily into the left turn onto Cadiz, but I stayed on Avenida Menendez. I didn’t argue with the Nudges any more. Didn’t question them, even though I had no idea what they would eventually mean. This one would initially result in Hank having to warm the lasagna up and Ms. Willa tsk-tsking about my manners. Chief would just sit on the side porch, feet perched on the railing, waiting. Getting it.

				Desmond, on the other hand, yelled, “Oh, yeah!” and clung to me like a long-armed koala bear. I had the irresistible urge to play.

				We inched our way amid the trails of wilting tourists jaywalking across the Avenida just about anywhere they pleased to get to their suppers at O. C. White’s and the Santa Maria and the A1A Ale Works. A mile would take us to the fort and back, but I didn’t check the odometer. I would know when to turn back. The almost violent power that told me to go would thrust us forward until it just as firmly said stop. It was a sort of coerced freedom that I never tried to explain. Most people thought I was sufficiently crazed as it was.

				So with Desmond calling out, “Oh, yeah!” and leaning with me as if we’d been somehow Velcroed together, I answered the whisper to go another mile and chugged behind the tired traffic along Castillo Drive. Finally we broke free at Orange Street and cruised past the crumbling City Gates that kept no one in or out and drove on heedless of the funky shops and pubs that beckoned visitors in search of respite from the heat and the history. I turned left on Cordova, the street tourists seldom made it to when the sun was bearing down this hard. 

				I teased Desmond with the throttle at the intersection, and he hollered, “That is what I am talkin’ about!”

				Grinning inside my helmet, I gave the Classic just enough gas to make Desmond yell again and let the Methodist church and Scarlett O’Hara’s pub go by in one blur. With Flagler College in sight on the right I slowed down, but Desmond was already squeezing my rib cage and croaking, “Copper, Big Al.” 

				I glanced in the side mirror and groaned. Blue lights flashed atop a cruiser. Its whoop signaled me to pull into the student parking lot. 

				I would have blamed God, except that the Nudge had just been to go another mile. God hadn’t indicated how fast.

				I could feel Desmond’s skinny body flatten into my backbone. One year with me wasn’t enough to shake the aversion to law enforcement that had been ingrained in him the first twelve. I was starting to suspect it was in his DNA. 

				“Busted,” he said. 

				But as I watched the officer climb out of the cruiser, I shook my head. “Maybe not, Des,” I said. “It’s Nicholas Kent.”

				“Well, shoot, we got nothin’ to worry about then.”

				“Let him tell us that,” I said. “Which means, say a word and you lose helmet privileges indefinitely.”

				As usual, that guaranteed silence.

				I raised my visor and tried to look contrite as young Nick Kent stood beside me, freckled hands on his hips. He was wearing shades, but I could still see his Opie Taylor eyebrows knitted together.

				“What were you thinking, Miss Allison?” 

				“I wasn’t, Nick. I’m sorry.”

				“Do you know how fast you were going?”

				Even if I’d had a clue I couldn’t have answered with Desmond death-gripping the air out of me. I could practically hear him gritting his teeth. His impression that our favorite cop was going to let us off had clearly faded. 

				“Forty in a thirty,” Nick said.

				“Are you serious?” I said.

				He nodded solemnly. 

				This was the point at which I expected the freckles to fold into laugh lines around his eyes, but he kept his boyish mouth stern. 

				“If you have to write me a ticket, I totally understand,” I said.

				Nick pulled a pad out of his back pocket, and my heart turned over. He really was going to give me a citation, and any minute now Desmond would crack a molar. I’d have to add dental fees to whatever this was going to cost me. 

				Officer Kent scribbled briskly on the pad and tore the page off, while I peeled Desmond’s arms off so I could breathe.

				“Just a warning this time,” Nick said.

				I took the paper from him and gave it only a glance before I felt the grin melt across my face.

				Congrats, Miss Allison, he’d written. BTW, the coast is still clear. 

				“Thank you, officer,” I said. “I’ll be more careful from now on.”

				Out of the corner of my eye I saw Desmond’s hand come up, fist balled to thump into Nick’s.

				“You don’t gotta worry about that,” Desmond said. “Imma keep a eye on her for ya.”

				“Do it,” Nick said. “I’m counting on you.”

				My next sensation was Desmond’s chest puffing against my back. I sneaked a smile at Nick and crept out of the parking lot at a speed just short of falling over. Officer Nicholas Kent was one of the good guys. Staying out of the less-than-good guys’ headlights wasn’t easy for people who associated with me, and I wasn’t going to make it any harder for him. We headed to Palm Row at a respectable twenty-nine miles an hour, while Desmond rattled on about cheatin’ death again and I savored the God-joy.

				It was the upside of being a prophet. 
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				When we got to our house on Palm Row, the site of just four houses between Cordova and St. George Streets, Chief was, indeed, on the side porch, Italian soda in hand. He didn’t ask me any questions, although he did shoot me a puzzled look when Desmond barely spoke and hurled his adolescent self into the kitchen. 

				“I told him not to tell you something until I had a chance to,” I said. “I don’t think he trusts himself.”

				“You ever going to tell me?”

				“No.”

				Chief’s eyes grinned. “You’re a cruel mother.” 

				“Somebody should have thought of that before they let me adopt him,” I said.

				Chief reached out a hand, big but always surprisingly soft, and hooked it around my neck to pull me to him. 

				“He’s all yours now, Classic,” he said into my hair. “Nobody can take him away.”

				I pushed my face into the chest I loved and felt his other arm come around me. One would think such a scene would cause anyone who happened upon us to do a sensitive about-face. 

				Yeah, well, one would have to know the Sacrament Sisters before assuming such a thing.

				“Miss Angel? Everything all right? Didn’t nothin’ happen with Desmond, did it?” 

				Chief chuckled into my scalp and let me go. I tried not to glare at Sherry and Zelda, who were rushing up the steps onto the porch. Sherry’s already almost-translucent face was turning another shade of pale, while Zelda’s very-black one pinched inward. 

				“Everything is fine,” I said. “We were just celebrating.”

				“Oh,” Zelda said. And then her eyes quickened. “Oh! I’m sorry, Miss Angel. When I see somebody cryin’, I always think somebody died or got busted or somethin’.”

				“I’m not crying,” I said.

				Sherry nodded toward the kitchen door that was even then just closing behind Chief.

				“She was talking about him.”

				Zelda let out the laugh that was still rusty from underuse. “We didn’t mean to interrupt you and Mr. Chief hookin’ up.”

				Sherry smacked her on the shoulder.

				“I didn’t mean hookin’ up like hookin’ up! I just meant—”

				“I get it, Zelda,” I said. “I’ll catch him later. I’m glad you two made it.”

				Zelda’s eyes clouded again. “We almost didn’t. Old Man Maharry was all up in my grill work the whole day.”

				Sherry glared at her.

				“I don’t care if he’s your daddy,” Zelda said. “I don’t need him fussin’ at me all the time.”

				“He gave you a job,” Sherry said. “I wouldn’t be griping about it if I were you.”

				I raised both hands. “We’re having a celebration here, ladies. We’ll talk about this later.”

				Then I waited and watched as Zelda rearranged her expression and jiggled her shoulders out of defensive mode and sucked in her lips. Four months ago that display of self-control would have been impossible. 

				“There’s food inside,” I said.

				Zelda gave up a smile and disappeared into the kitchen. Sherry wandered to the railing, her bony back to me, arms hugging her own feather-thin body. I felt a grab at my gut. 

				“It is not working out at C.A.R.S.?” I said. 

				“Daddy’s having issues.” Sherry shrugged. “It’ll be all right.”

				“So what’s the deal?” 

				She turned to me, eyes pale. “Mr. Chief is right. Nobody is gon’ take Desmond from you, Miss Angel.”

				“You’re talking about Sultan.” I said.

				She didn’t answer. She didn’t have to.

				“Nick Kent just told me things are still cool,” I said. “The last news we heard was that Sultan—”

				“Just never mind.” 

				Sherry took the steps in one long lurch and marched across the yard, once again hugging her body as if she were trying to hold herself together.

				Whatever she was carrying made my own arms ache. That was the down side of being a prophet.
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				By the time I got inside, I knew the crowd had probably already eaten its way through the antipasto and was working on Hank’s matchless lasagna. Square, dark-haired, and wise-eyed, she greeted me in the kitchen with a forkful of noodles and sauce already pointed toward my mouth. A string of steaming cheese clotheslined from plate to tines.

				“I know you won’t stop to eat, Al,” she said, “so open up.” 

				As my spiritual guide and Harley-riding teacher, Hank was surprisingly light-handed with the instructions, so when she told me flat out to do something I did it. Especially if it involved her cooking.

				It would be an insult not to take a moment to appreciate a D’Angelo special. She’d even improved Desmond and the Sisters’ palates, though granted, anything beyond what they could cull from alley trashcans would have been a step up. 

				“I will be back for more,” I said. 

				“I’ll hide some for you for after the ceremony. We’ll start in ten.”

				“Where’s Chief?” I said.

				“He grabbed a paper towel and went out on the front porch.” Hank’s lips twitched. “I heard him blowing his nose.”

				I slid around the bistro table, which was completely taken up by an enormous basket of the kind of garlic bread that cleared your sinuses, and pointed myself in the general direction of the dining room. With any luck I could slip out to the front porch and finish what we’d started. 

				“Am I too late for the salad?” said a voice from the side door.

				I turned around, straight into a bouquet of lettuce larger than both my head and the one behind it, which belonged to next-door neighbor Owen. The man was nothing if not green-thumbed. I tried not to think about him having something “going on” with Ms. Willa.

				Hank tilted a now-empty basin toward him.

				“I’m always a day late and a dollar short,” Owen said. “Sometimes I get so far behind I meet myself coming back. I’ll probably be late for my own funeral.”

				“You’re fine,” Hank said. “I’m sure if I make another salad it’ll get eaten.” She cocked an eyebrow at me. “Don’t you ever feed your kid?”

				“He’s growing like a weed, isn’t he?” Owen said. “It’s like he has a hollow leg—”

				I left Hank to untangle the usual Owen-string of similes and nearly plowed into Mercedes, who was deftly hoisting a tray of licked-clean dishes with one hand and steering Desmond by the back of the neck with the other. It struck me that he was almost as tall as she was now, a fact that did not make her any less capable of cowing the boy better than most of us. Though he was grinning, his eyes were definitely seeking an escape route.

				“What did you do now?” I said.

				“I didn’t do nothin’,” he said. “Mercedes Benz just always up in my business.”

				“It’s not your business to be telling Gigi and Rochelle how to get away with slackin’ on they responsibilities.” Mercedes gave him a shake that wobbled his head, but he beamed her the smile he claimed put every woman in the palm of his thirteen-year-old hand. 

				“Ain’t nobody responsible as you, M.B.”

				“Then don’t make me responsible for smackin’ you up the side the head.”

				Desmond at least had the smarts to look guilty. When Mercedes’s black eyes flashed like that and she drew herself up to her full five-eight, I usually felt guilty myself, even if I hadn’t done anything.

				“Go set Gigi and Rochelle straight, Clarence,” I said. “And stay out of the tiramisu until after the ceremony.”

				Mercedes gave him another jiggle and let him go. He grabbed the hand that wasn’t still holding the tray and brought it to his lips.

				“Don’t you be tryin’ that with me,” she said. But I could see her pressing back a voluptuous smile.

				“Something I should know about?” I said when he’d escaped.

				“Just the usual when somebody new come into the House—but nothin’ you need to be worryin’ about today. This is your day, you and Desmond.” She deftly shifted the tray. “Now I need to get rid of these dishes, is what I need to do. Where is Sherry? She s’pose to be helpin’ me.”

				Mercedes disappeared into the kitchen before I could tell her Sherry was outside putting her game face back on. 

				I tried again to make my way to Chief on the front porch. We now only had about five minutes left before the ceremony and I would have loved to at least finish off that reassuring hug. 

				This time I got as far as the entrance hall. Who in the world had left Ms. Willa parked there in her wheelchair? Although if Ms. Willa hadn’t wanted to be there, we’d be hearing about it. The bluish mane fell over her collar as she leaned back and pursed her entire wizened face at Desmond’s framed artwork displayed in the entryway.

				“Your boy did these?” Her voice never failed to remind me of a terrier’s, though she looked more feline than canine. Since neither animal had an azure tint to its fur, Ms. Willa was actually her own breed. No one ever argued with that. Or her.

				“Hard to believe this comes out of him, isn’t it?” I said.

				From the front porch, I could hear the resonance of Chief’s voice in conversation with somebody, and I looked longingly at the door. But I sat on the edge of the old church pew that flanked the wall and pulled a throw pillow into my lap.

				Ms. Willa pointed a knotty finger at Desmond’s drawing of me, the one I unabashedly thought was the best thing up there. “Is that supposed to be you?” she barked. Yipped, actually.

				“It is,” I said.

				“He made your face too long and your mouth too big.”

				“It’s a caricature, Ms. Willa. See? He’s made Owen’s teeth huge and his face all pruney. Kind of captures his optimism.”

				Ms. Willa’s nose wrinkled. “Owen goes on about the boy like he’s the next Leonardo da Vinci. I don’t see it myself.”

				“I would love to sit here and debate art with you,” I said, “but I need to—”

				“How’s my boutique doing?”

				Before I could answer, the front door burst open and a bulging black trash bag entered, followed by Erin O’Hare, Desmond’s history teacher. The humidity had frizzed her massive tresses into a mahogany-colored white-girl Afro, which accounted for Desmond calling her Miss All-Hair.

				“Sorry I’m late,” she said. “I went by my place to pick up these clothes for the boutique. I found some great stuff at the consignment stores in Orlando and got it all for a song.”

				I came off the old pew like a shot. “Let me help!” I said.

				“We’ve got it handled.”

				That came from Chief, backed up by Bonner Bailey, who was wearing his Bailey Realty nametag as if everyone in town didn’t already know him. Chief took the bag from Erin and Bonner hiked a second one over his shoulder.

				“Excuse me, ladies,” Bonner said. “Didn’t mean to interrupt.” 

				“You’re not—” I said.

				But they hurried on through, jaw muscles working to hold back laughter. Traitors.    

				“Ms. Willa,” Erin said, “you and I are going to keep the Sisters in merchandise, aren’t we?”

				“The idea is for them to sell the merchandise.” Ms. Willa’s papery paws were folded in the lap of today’s all-puce ensemble, but any minute the claws would come out if I didn’t give this my full attention.

				“Just tell your two Sherpas to put the bags on the upstairs landing,” I said to Erin.

				She glanced at Ms. Willa and, with a knowing nod at me, fled the scene even less unobtrusively than Chief and Bonner. I turned with a stifled sigh to Ms. Willa.   

				“Your building looks great,” I said. “The guys have turned that place into a—”

				“I’ve seen it,” she said. “I had Owen Schatz take me down there.”

				“Then you know it’s fabulous.”

				“Harold Renfroe would be pleased with it, I’ll give you that.”

				Her tiny face squeezed in. I was about to get an earful about how Troy Irwin had ruined her first late husband and cheated him out of that piece of prime real estate on St. George Street, as well as the rest of his fortune. 

				“All right, everyone—it’s time,” Hank called from the living room.

				I thanked God for her as I took hold of Ms. Willa’s wheelchair. “We need to get in there,” I said.

				“I want that shop to be the talk of the town,” Ms. Willa said. “I want to make sure the score has been evened.”

				We were still tapping toward Troy Irwin, and that was a dance I refused to do, not just today but any day. Anytime. Anywhere. 

				“I’ll give you a full report when I come over this week,” I said, my fingers already curled around the handles. Then I dropped that onto the Things To Deal With Later pile and steered her to the living room.

				The court had made the adoption legal. It was time for us to make it real.  

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER TWO

				Everyone was gathered around the trunk-turned-coffee table Hank had covered with Desmond’s Harley-Davidson throw. Somebody, probably India Morehead, had seen to it that the contraband Oreo crumbs were shaken from it and had placed a white china basin over the ketchup stain.

				India herself wafted in from the kitchen carrying the matching pitcher of water and wordlessly settling the air with her flowing silk and her unflappable class. I’d given up wishing I could be like her when I grew up. Ophelia, who followed her with Desmond’s Harley beach towel folded like a king’s robe, could actually be her own version of India someday. She spent most of her free time away from Sacrament House with her mentor and had distinctly more natural promise than I did. Ophelia’s Hispanic beauty often stole my breath from me, even with the echo of sadness in her eyes. I wasn’t sure that would ever go away.

				“Y’all can sit right here,” India said, waving a willowy hand at two red cushions on the floor beside the trunk. 

				Desmond had left the cocky grin parked somewhere. That was Desmond for “This serious, now.” While Hank took her place at the top of the circle, between Zelda and Jasmine, who was, of course, already crying, I risked looking at Kade Capelli for the first time that day.

				Kade was the only one who looked unconnected to the group. His handsome Harvard confidence made a better shield than the visor on my motorcycle helmet. If anyone else picked up on the slight stiffening around his eyes or the minute hunch of the athletic shoulders, they didn’t let on. I couldn’t convince myself that I saw it because I was his mother. I had, after all, only known him for four months. 

				He was across from Desmond and me, standing next to Chief, arms hanging easily at his sides just the way Chief’s were. Though sandy blond to Chief’s gray, in posture, he looked more like Chief’s son than mine. That was probably because they’d been working together fifty hours a week for the last two months. He’d definitely spent more time with Chief than he had with me. 

				I looked away before Kade could see my eyes begging. 

				“The Lord be with you,” Hank said, square hands raised.

				“And also wichoo,” was the reply from the Sacrament Sisters. Everyone else joined in as well, but I always heard the women above the rest, as if they felt the Presence the most.

				Hank stretched her arm over Desmond and me, and I watched every head bow before I lowered mine. Desmond and I were surrounded by people who had always brought what prayers they had to courtrooms and hospital rooms and jail cells so that this family could be. They were so achingly beautiful to me, I couldn’t close my eyes. 

				“You’ve entrusted Desmond into our care,” Hank was saying. “Help us to remember that we are all Your children—”

				Amens were murmured. 

				“—and to nurture him to the full stature intended for him in your eternal kingdom. For the sake of your dear Son, our Lord Christ.”

				Hank opened her eyes to meet mine, melting me with her sheer sincerity.

				“You are not alone in this, you two,” she said. “We can all share in the responsibility. Are we in, my friends?”

				Mercedes’s signature mmm-mm led the response. 

				“Allison and Desmond,” Hank said, “have chosen to wash each other’s feet as Jesus did his friends’ when he said, ‘Love one another as I have loved you.’ Any of you who would also like to wash their feet as a sign of your commitment to them are welcome.” Hank’s lips quivered into the smallest of smiles as she added, “I know this isn’t your first footwashing, but let me just remind you that we’re not talking about a full leg massage.”

				I poked Desmond with my elbow. 

				“Imma hold myself back, Big Al,” he said.

				I didn’t say anything as Desmond sat on the trunk, sans Harley boots, and I knelt and cleansed my son’s gangly, adolescent feet of the need to ever run from his life again. I was still under my vow not to go emo. Besides, unless I was speaking the words God gave me, I was very likely to insert both feet and a hand in my mouth anyway. 

				Desmond took his turn, and in deference to Hank, limited himself to my heels, soles, and toes. I was surprised he didn’t take that opportunity to regale us all with the whole story of how he had come to live with me on Palm Row, how he’d become as much a part of my Harley as its handlebars, and how I was going to be impressed at the model kid he was going to be now that he was a Chamberlain.

				He just dried his hands and reached inside the leather jacket he still hadn’t taken off and pulled out a folder smeared at the corners with chalky fingerprints. 

				“I made you this,” was all he said.

				Necks craned as I opened it, to find two drawn figures looking back at me. The hair on one resembled a Brillo pad on steroids, the other long strands of straw stolen from a haystack. But the smiles on both could not have been truer as they extended almost beyond their faces.

				“Now that looks like you, Allison,” Ms. Willa said. “But that one in the hallway—”

				“Anyone else want to make a promise to Allison and Desmond?” Hank’s timing was always impeccable. 

				Every person there washed Desmond’s feet and mine, and with each splash of water and press of hand, the pile that had become my life became less daunting. Each of our beloved friends expressed what they could offer Desmond and me, everything from the HOGs guaranteeing enough Harley T-shirts to get Desmond through high school to Sherry promising to teach him how to do an oil change, to which he replied with the charming grin, “I like that in a woman.”

				We were covered. There was clearly nothing that could take us down. 

				The only person who said nothing as he washed—just squeezed Desmond’s shoulder and kissed me on the cheek—was Bonner. I knew him well enough to drag him out to the side porch after my feet had been washed until they were shriveled, while everyone else made a beeline for the dessert table.

				“That was you choking like you had a hairball in the courtroom, wasn’t it?” I said. “You know how hard it is to keep a straight face when you do that?”

				Bonner sank beside me on the swing, the sun teasing out the reddish tinge of his hair, and studied the crease in his slacks through the inevitable sunglasses attached to him with Croakies.

				“You okay?” I said.

				“You mean because I didn’t say anything when I was washing your feet—”

				“You have already given us so much. Any more would practically be overkill. But you wear yourself all over your face, so what’s going on?”

				Bonner pushed his glasses up his nose. “I just didn’t want to say this in front of everybody—”

				“Uh-oh. What did I do?”

				“Am I going to get to finish a sentence in this conversation?”

				“Probably not.”

				He put a hand over mine. “Look, I know things aren’t easy for you financially right now, and I thought maybe you could use—”

				“You are not going to give me money.”

				“I was just going to offer you a loan to tide you over until—”

				“I’m fine.”

				He just blinked at me over the tops of the shades.

				“Seriously,” I said. “There’s a salary for me incorporated into that grant Liz helped us get. That’ll last six months if I budget carefully.”

				“That’s a pretty big if.”

				I flopped back on the swing. “I know, right? Sometimes I don’t know where it goes.”

				“I’ll tell you where it goes—”

				“I take Mercedes to coffee. I buy lunch for Maharry and the girls. I—”

				“You try to save the world instead of paying the electric bill.”

				I narrowed my eyes at him. “How did you know about that?”

				Bonner grinned. “So that really happened.”

				“You are slime. Tell anyone and I’ll cut your heart out.”

				“Look, Allison—”

				“No, Bonner, I’m not going to accept money from you. We’re about people becoming empowered to help themselves, and that applies to me, too.”

				“Y’know, if you’d hush up for about seven seconds …”

				He waited. I pulled a finger across my lips. 

				“I was just going to suggest you have somebody handle your personal finances for you. That way you’d be freed up to do what you’re good at.”

				“Are you volunteering?”

				“I’d rather be shot. But Chief would probably—”

				I actually snorted.

				“What?”

				“That would be a total train wreck. It would just be a matter of who came out alive.”

				Bonner leaned back, arms folded behind his head. “So what’s going to happen when you get married?”

				I could almost feel the sweat bubbles popping out across my upper lip. “What makes you think—”

				“Oh, come on, Allison, I’ve never seen two people more nuts about each other.” 

				“More so than you and Liz? You two can’t keep your hands off of each other.” I leaned toward the door. “Where is my favorite social worker, anyway?”

				“You’re dodging.”

				“Yes, I am.”

				I stood up and put my hand down to him. “Thanks, my friend. But I’m fine. I really am.”

				“The offer stands.”

				“You’re making Allison an offer? You might need legal counsel for that.”

				I turned and, of course, smiled too eagerly at Kade who was emerging from the kitchen with three plates of tiramisu balanced up his arm.

				“You ever work as a waiter?” Bonner said.

				“All through law school. I made more in tips then than I’m making now.”

				Bonner took a plate from him and moved with typical tact toward the door. “The apple doesn’t fall far from the tree. You’re both going to pro bono yourselves straight into heaven.”

				He let the door close behind him, leaving Kade and me examining our mascarpone. I thought I should sit down but I was afraid he wouldn’t. 

				“Nice ceremony,” he said. 

				“Uh-huh,” I said. Eloquently. “I liked what you said about getting Desmond through math for the rest of his academic career. I’m a complete liability to him in that area.”

				I then shoveled a hunk of Hank’s liqueur-and-lady-fingers into my mouth so I wouldn’t say that I now had two sons or that what I really wanted was for them to be brothers. Or ask if witnessing an adoption made him feel … something … I didn’t know what. I stuck another mouthful in on top of the other one, though none of it was going anywhere. My esophagus was in a square knot. 

				“I’m buying a house,” Kade said. “Up at Ponte Vedra Beach.”

				“Duh tha me yo s’aying?” I said.

				His clear blue eyes danced. “Say again?”

				I swallowed, which gave me time not to repeat, Does that mean you’re staying?

				“That’s wonderful,” I said instead. “Tell me.”

				I mean, if you want to. You don’t have to. I don’t want to be pushy.

				I all but rolled my eyes at myself. Any time God wanted to intervene would be great. Except that God seldom did when it came to things I could figure out for myself if I weren’t such a basket case. 

				“It doesn’t look like much now,” Kade said. “Matter of fact the bank wouldn’t finance it so I had to get a loan from my father.”

				“Great—”

				“My real father. Not my biological father.”

				I put the fork down. “You don’t have to make that distinction with me, Kade. We don’t ever even have to discuss Troy. For any reason.”

				“Good luck with that.” 

				Kade abandoned his still half-full plate to the arm of one of the Adirondack chairs and perched on the edge of the porch railing, hands jammed into his pockets.

				“He’s part of the reason I’m staying,” he said.

				Early-evening shadows fell across his face and across my heart. So this had nothing to do with us having a relationship. 

				“I won’t just sit around and watch him get away with what he did.”

				“You haven’t exactly been sitting around,” I said. “What about all those editorials in the paper?”

				“What about all those rebuttals? My dad’s piece in Fortune didn’t even faze anybody.” Kade looked at me, face struggling. “The DA can let him off. Everybody else can just go back to business as usual with him, but I can’t. I don’t see how you can either.”

				“All I can do is work at what I’m given to do, and I’m not getting that taking down Troy Irwin is it.”

				“How do you know this isn’t what I’m given to do?”

				“Because God doesn’t give anybody revenge as a job. Justice, yes, but—”

				“Justice. Are you serious? Justice went down the tubes when nobody forced Irwin to give a DNA sample—even though we had an eyewitness. Hey, maybe I should become a prosecutor.” Sarcasm laced his voice. “Oh, wait, I can’t do that here. I’m not a good ol’ boy.”

				I smeared my palms, now oozing sweat, across my thighs. This would be a good time to measure out the words with a teaspoon and maybe not alienate him any further. 

				“I’m not trying to tell you how to feel about this,” I said. “I would just hate to see you turn into what Troy Irwin is.”

				I could almost see that sentence bristling up the back of his neck. “Because it’s in my genes?” 

				“It’s not in your soul. That’s all I know.”

				I bit at my lip. If he said I knew nothing about his soul I might have to rip my own larynx out. 

				“It’s not just about me,” he said finally. “What about Ophelia? Don’t you want her to have closure?”

				“That would be great. But even without it, what we really want is for her to heal, and she’s doing that—”

				“And how about the damage he’s done to West King Street?”

				“At this point I think he’s done all the harm he’s going to do down there. His investors have all pulled out.”

				“And made it worse than it was before he got his hands on it. That tattoo parlor he shut down has about six guys living in it now. The only two things left going are C.A.R.S. and that one bar.” 

				“So we fix it. One person at a time.” I could hear my voice going thin, and with it my hope that this conversation could end well.

				“What makes you think Irwin will let us?” Kade said. “As long as he’s CEO of Chamberlain Enterprises and owns the majority of the stock, he can obviously still take apart everything we try to do.”

				“How do you know he hasn’t given up fighting us?” I said. “He’s obviously got the whole police department in his pocket, except for Nick Kent. But he did confess to us, Kade. He knows that we know.”

				“You don’t really believe that’s going to stop him.”

				“I haven’t heard from him in two months. Have you?” 

				“No.” Kade slid off the porch railing and reached for his plate. “But it’s not over with him, and I’m not letting him have the last word.” He paused en route to the door. “Congratulations on Desmond. I’m happy for you.”

				As soon as the door closed behind him, I crossed to the other side of the porch and dug my fingernails into the railing he’d just left. I had sidestepped Ms. Willa when she tried to steer me to the subject of Troy, only because it was easy to imagine myself not trying to take him down financially. International business tycoons had tried, to their eternal regret. I couldn’t even get Desmond through eighth-grade algebra. 

				But Kade had dragged me right where I hated to be: the place where my insides twisted and my mind conjured equally contorted scenarios and my soul rebelled against everything I was supposed to be now. 

				I looked down at my hands, still straining to strangle the railing with sweaty palms. Ten minutes before I’d been so sure I could handle anything that landed on my pile of life, now that Desmond was mine and hope was so clear. Hope could hold up the Sisters and Sacrament House and even my shriveling bank account.

				But at this point, all I could see was Troy Irwin sitting astride that hope, laughing the laugh that had long since lost its mirth and threatening to pull it down completely.

				“Except you can’t,” I said. Out loud. Because there was more hope than there was Troy. There had to be. 
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				No one ever seemed to want to leave Palm Row once invited in. I believed that was partly the spirit of Sylvia, the nanny who had raised me in that house, inherited it from my parents, and then left it to me. She’d embodied Jesus there. She’d died there. And I knew she still lived there, continually erasing the scuffs of my childhood and making room for an even holier Spirit. People cleaned up their language when they were in that living room and relished their food more in that kitchen and saw the Christ in down-and-outers who’d been given up for godless right there on that side porch. 

				Normally I was more than fine with that. But that night I wished the Spirit would usher the lingerers toward the door. Even after the moon nosed its glow through the trees, I still hadn’t had a moment alone with Chief, and now that I’d talked to Kade, I needed more than the resolution of a hug. I had to feel like I could get my balance again.

				I piled the last of the empty baking pans into Hank’s arms and sent Desmond off to bed wearing his leather jacket with his T-shirt and boxers and was poking in the refrigerator for the piece of lasagna Hank had salvaged when a pair of arms came around me and pulled me close to a warm chest. A strong leg shut the fridge door.

				“You forgot to pencil me in,” Chief said.

				“Pencil?” I said. “I used a big ol’ honkin’ Magic Marker, but no one could read it.”

				“You think everybody’s gone?” 

				“Yeah.”

				His arms tightened, though I didn’t need that to leave me completely helpless. “You sure? You checked the closets?”

				“Y’know what?” I said. “I don’t care if they’re all standing outside with binoculars.”

				I twisted to face him and looped my arms around his neck. I wanted a kiss more than I wanted to breathe, but even more than that I wanted to watch him look at me. His eyes turned downward, searching my face as if he were discovering yet another layer under my skin. It was a prelude I never got tired of.

				The only thing worth ending it for was the kiss itself, which Chief knew just when and how to bring me to. Where I wanted him to bring me was away from the careening stack of issues. Just until I could steady it once more.  

				He pulled back to look at me again, eyes sizzling. Yes. A subject I was clear on.

				“I can’t,” I said.

				“I know.”

				“Then why are you asking me?”

				“I’m not.”

				Chief took my face in his hands and kissed my forehead and smiled with only half his mouth.

				“I thought us sleeping together wasn’t up for discussion,” he said.

				“It’s not.”

				“Then why are we having this conversation?”

				He wrapped his arms around me, lifting my feet off the floor, and nuzzled his face in my hair. When he let me go he was still wearing the semismile. 

				“You’ve set the boundaries, Classic. I’m not going to cross them.”

				“I know you’re not.”

				“So do me a favor, would you?”

				“Yeah?”

				He brought his face close to mine. “Quit bringing it up.”

				I wriggled happily away. This was the center I was looking for. He was so grounded he was practically gravity itself. 

				“You want coffee?” I said.

				He tilted his head at me.

				“Tea?”

				“What I want is to know is what’s going on with you. Today should have lifted the weight of the world off your shoulders.”

				“It did.”

				“I’m still seeing it in your eyes.”

				I shut them. And then I felt his fingers on my chin.

				“What are we doing here, Classic?”

				There was no point in not looking at him. His raptor eyes were already seeing into me anyway.

				“Are we in this or aren’t we?”

				“We’re in.”

				“To me, in means you don’t shut down when there’s something on your mind.”

				“I hate it that you know everything,” I said.

				He didn’t smile. 

				I sighed. “It’s Kade.”

				“Keep going.”

				I turned to the stove and switched on the burner under the teakettle. “I feel like one of Desmond’s little middle-school chickies when I’m around him. I don’t want whatever relationship we’re going have to be based on my desperation.”

				“I’ve watched you form a bond with one son, Classic, and he was a much tougher case. You’ll work this through with Kade.” 

				“I don’t want to work it through.” I rummaged in the canister of tea bags. “I want to go straight to making up for the twenty-six years I’ve missed.”

				“Not gonna happen that way.”

				I considered a bag of Darjeeling and dropped it back in. “It’s just so painfully ironic that I have a deeper relationship with Desmond than I do with my own flesh and blood.”

				“You looking for some bag in particular?”

				I turned to him to find the half-smile crinkling his eyes. 

				“I don’t know what I’m looking for.”

				“Yeah, you do.” He put his arms around me. “And you’ll find it. There’s nothing standing between you and Kade but time.”

				“And Troy Irwin.”

				Chief pulled back to look at me again. “That’s where this is coming from.” 

				“It’s like Kade’s obsessed with taking him down.”

				“You can’t really blame him. Kade could be rotting in prison right now because of him.”

				“I get that. But we’re talking hatred here. And what I hate is seeing him hate.”

				Chief’s eyes crinkled again. “You hate hate.”

				“Yeah. With everything that’s in me.”

				“And that’s what I love about you.”

				“You love that I hate?”

				“Classic,” Chief said, “shut up, willya?”

				He pulled me into a kiss, and I didn’t want it to end. Which was the very reason he set me solidly against the sink and held up one finger before he crossed the room to the door.

				“Gotta go,” he said.

				“I know.”

				“Gotta go now.”

				“Yes, you do.”

				“You okay?”

				“I’m better. Thank you.”

				“Good. Going.”

				“Yeah.”

				He stopped, hand on the doorknob. “I want to take you to dinner on Friday the eighth.” 

				“What’s the occasion?”

				“Our anniversary.”

				“Our anniversary.” I did a mental index, and then realized I was doing it with my brow pinched and my mouth hanging open. Very attractive.

				“You’re a hopeless romantic, Classic,” he said. “We met one year ago. Exactly.”

				“Only a year?” I said. “I thought I’d been putting up with you for longer than that.”

				“World class hopeless romantic.”

				“I thought you were going.”

				“I am.” But he still stood there, and his eyes grew solemn. “You and God going to have a talk?”

				“Oh, yeah,” I said.

				“Let me know how it goes,” he said.

				I watched through the window in the kitchen door as he strode across quiet Palm Row to the garage where his Road King waited in the shadows.

				“God, I love everything about him,” I said. “How about I just go another mile with him and you take care of the rest of it?”

				I could almost feel God patting me on the head. 

				Silly woman.  
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				So yeah, I took care of the “rest of it” at the customary speed of a freight train over the next two days—taking the new Sisters to various doctors’ appointments, making the weekly Costco run, arranging rides to NA meetings. So it was Thursday before I had a chance to find out what was going on down at C.A.R.S. 

				As I cruised the Classic down West King Street, I had to admit Kade was right. As much as I despised the places where I’d found Jasmine and Mercedes and Geneveve a year ago, at least back then some people had been making a living at Titus Tattoos and the greasy-windowed laundromat and the bar that used to sell an affordable lunch. Now all the spaces were gutted in hopeless anticipation of re-dos by investors who had turned away in disgust when the promises made by Chamberlain Enterprises had disintegrated. Yet the hookers still hawked themselves up and down the block at night, and the drug deals still went down in the back alleys. It truly was worse than it had been before Troy Irwin tried to redline it.

				Except for C.A.R.S. Old Maharry was still hanging in there, keeping at least two of the Sisters working decent jobs. But according to Zelda, even that wasn’t going so well. Time to head for the proverbial horse’s mouth. 

				Maharry was alone in the “showroom” of Choice Auto Repair Service when I arrived, frowning at a stack of tires out of tiny eyes squinted to near extinction behind their thick glasses.

				“I’m glad I caught you alone,” I said.

				“Why?” he said. “You need tires?”

				“Nope. The ones you put on the van are still holding up fine. It’s about Zelda.”

				His face puckered. One more wrinkle and it, too, would disappear. “Who?” he said.

				“Zelda. The young woman you’ve got working here?” I glanced around uneasily. Had he fired her?

				“Sherry Lynn’s friend,” he said. “What about her?”

				“Is she working out okay for you?”

				Maharry shuffled around the stack of tires and, from what I could hear, down the next aisle. Sherry hadn’t mentioned anything about senility setting in … 

				“You want an answer or not?” 

				“Yes,” I said.

				“Well, come over here, then.”

				I followed his trail around the stack to find the old man pointing to a display of hubcaps. The shine nearly blinded me and it took me a minute to realize I had never seen sunlight coming through this window before. As a matter of fact I wasn’t sure I’d known there was a window. 

				“She did this,” Maharry said. “Imelda.”

				“Zelda?”

				“Whoever you came in here asking me about. She set this all up.”

				I blinked. In addition to the pyramid of wire wheel covers and gunmetal rims, there were neatly printed signs declaring that the biggest sale in wheel history was taking place inside.

				“This is great,” I said. “Isn’t it?”

				“You tell me.”

				Maharry stared at me from within the countless folds of skin as if he were waiting for me to do just that.

				“I guess it depends on whether you’ve sold any,” I said.

				“I have.”

				“So there’s no problem.”

				“Not yet.”

				I crossed my arms. “Maharry, you’re going to have to work with me here. I’m not following.”

				He pulled a knotted hand from behind his back and jabbed it toward me. The thought struck me that he was a far better match for Ms. Willa than Owen Schatz was. 

				“You mark my words,” he said. “Before you know it she’s going to want a commission on these.”

				“I’m not sure Zelda even knows what a commission is.”

				“See, there’s your trouble. All of you.”

				Again he waited. He was as bad as Judge Atwell.

				“What trouble?” I said.

				“She’s made you all think she’s dumb as a post and she’s not. She’s smart, that one. Too smart.”

				I let out a long breath of relieved air. “I gotta tell ya, Maharry, I never heard an employer complain that his employee was ‘too smart.’”

				He stopped midway into wiping saliva from his weedy moustache. “She complain about me? She did, I can see it on your face.”

				“She did say you fussed at her.”

				“I just want her to know she might be smart but she’s not smarter than old Maharry. Not when it comes to the car repair business.”

				He poked his thumb in the general direction of the window that separated the repair bay from the front of the shop.

				“You know what I got back there right now?”

				I tried to see through the glass but as yellowed and wavy as it was I could only make out the vague shape of a black vehicle. Or it could have been a beached yacht. Hard to tell.

				Maharry smacked his lips. “Big fancy Lincoln.”

				“Owen Schatz’s car?” It was a ridiculous question. Owen’s car was brand new, although I wouldn’t put it past him to bring it in for repairs it didn’t need just to keep Sherry and Zelda working.

				Maharry waved me off. “This is a special job. Guy said nobody else could figure out why it keeps breaking down, even over at the dealership. That’s because these new mechanics, all they can do is rely on computers.” He hammered the side of his hand into his chest. “Maharry isn’t afraid to get his hands dirty.”

				That was obvious. I was sure those old digits hadn’t been clean since he first learned to use a crescent wrench.  

				“Daddy?”

				Sherry marched around the end of the hubcap aisle. She skidded when she saw me.

				“Is everything okay, Miss Angel?” she said.

				“Actually, it is. Your dad just gave me a good report on Zelda.”

				Her eyes popped slightly, but she nodded and turned to her father. “You didn’t take your pills this morning, Daddy.”

				“I’m not taking those things. I’m not sick.”

				“You will be if you don’t. I put them on the counter with a glass of water.”

				Maharry scowled so deeply the only thing left visible was his nose. “I got to get some men in here. You women are driving me crazy.”

				I held back a smile until he’d muttered himself out of sight across the shop. Sherry, however, was far from a grin. 

				“Is he okay?” I said.

				“Blood pressure. You need anything else, Miss Angel? Because I need to go make sure he takes those meds.”

				“I just need to know if you and I are okay. After our conversation the other day.”

				She shifted her eyes to a wire wheel. “What conversation?”

				“About Sultan. You left upset.”

				“Because I want you to let it go and you won’t.”

				“That’s hard to do when you’re the one who brings it up. Maybe not verbally, but you were thinking it.”

				Sherry’s gaze moved from the shiny chrome to the ceiling. “Only because I know he’s not coming back.”

				“You’ve heard from him?”

				“No!”

				“Then we don’t know—”

				“That’s what I was trying to say to you. He’s got no reason to come back. Geneveve’s gone. Desmond is yours now. We’re all of us off the streets. He’s done.”

				“Except for the revenge he obviously wanted last spring and didn’t get.”

				Sherry tried to look at me, but once again her eyes darted, this time to some place beyond us both. “He knows if he comes back here that detective will be all over him.”

				“Detective Kylie.”

				“And Sultan knows he doesn’t have it like he used to.”

				“What does that mean?”

				“You told me he’s all deformed since he was shot. No girl is gonna work for him now. He can’t even drive a car. I’m telling you, he’s done.”

				“I want to believe that. But for me he’s not done until I see him serving a life sentence. That’s the only way I’ll ever know Desmond is protected. I’m going to ask you this again: Do you know something—?” 

				She whirled to face me. “I just know, the same way you know things. But I can’t prove it so there’s no point in us discussing it anymore.” 

				I couldn’t answer. The thing that was strangling her had its fingers around my throat as well.

				She straightened her ghostly shoulders. “So to answer your question, you and I are okay. We through here?”

				Before I could answer she crossed the shop, once again calling, “Daddy?”

				Sure. We were done. Until the next time I had reason to believe Jude Sultan Lowery was nearby. It was clear Sherry and I both hoped next time would never come. But in Sherry’s case, I still didn’t know why.

			

		

	
		
			
				CHAPTER THREE

				Friday mornings I always met with Hank, who invariably helped me put the piles on hold for an hour so I could focus on my own stuff. And I knew exactly what I wanted to put on the café table for discussion.   

				After I delivered Desmond at school on the bike—so his prepubescent “women” could be impressed by his arrival on a “bad-butt Harley”—I parked it at Palm Row and walked to St. George Street. I wanted to take advantage of the rare morning breeze that would seem like a figment of our imaginations by eleven o’clock. The start of a Florida September was infuriating that way. Besides, I only had to walk two blocks to where St. George was closed off from traffic so pedestrians could wander freely in the heart of St. Augustine’s historic district. 

				When I stopped to let a family of sulky kids pass so I could cross to the coffee shop I took a long look at the building Ms. Willa had bought for us. As she never tired of pointing out to me, it was a coveted piece of real estate just by virtue of its location. But our guys had made it even more enviable than it was when the Monk’s Vineyard owned it.

				One of the HOG members was a contractor and had headed up a crew that built an outside stairway and shored up the balcony on the second story so Jasmine could set her plants out there, and widened the porch below to accommodate more tables. Inside Stan, a finish carpenter, had replaced the wine bar and the shelves with a counter and booths for Patrice’s Sacred Grounds customers.

				Upstairs the dark apartment that had housed Ophelia’s former life was now a bright secondhand boutique, hung with castoffs donated by India’s customers, Ms.Willa’s wealthy friends, and, of course, Miss All-Hair. The rent Patrice paid us for the coffee shop on the lower level went straight to Sacrament House. Income from Second Chances Boutique hopefully would as well. Hopefully being the operative word. 

				Hank was sitting at our usual table on the porch, hair still in a red bandana. She’d shed her jacket, but she apparently wasn’t too hot for a caramel and hazelnut coffee. We’d have to be on the equator for her to turn that down.

				She slid a menu across the table as I sat down. “Patrice has added some new items. The woman has the ministry of carbohydrates.”

				I scanned the menu and groaned. “White chocolate and amaretto? Dark chocolate and banana? This is way more over the top than when she had the Spanish Galleon.”

				“That’s because you give her a decent rate on the rent.” 

				“Toffee nut coffee? I cannot bring Desmond here anymore. His teeth will decay just reading this.”

				Patrice appeared on the porch, her long hippie hair lifting as she made her way toward us with an order of eggs Benedict. “What are you having, Miss Allison?” she said as she set the plate in front of Hank, who was virtually salivating.

				“Café latte, Patrice,” I said.

				She shook her bohemian head at Hank. “She’s so boring.”

				“Give her two shots of espresso,” Hank said.

				I stared at her as Patrice left us murmuring that her white chocolate raspberry truffle in a cup would be wasted on me anyway. 

				“What?” Hank said.

				“Two shots?”

				“I hope that’s going to be enough.”

				“For?”

				“For whatever you’re fighting with. Bring it.”

				“Miss Angel!” 

				“Or not,” Hank said.

				I didn’t have to turn around to know that Jasmine was on the outside stairs and that she was close to tears. Her voice was so shrill she momentarily chased off a grackle picking at cracker crumbs on the porch railing. He returned, disgruntled, after Jasmine hoisted over it to join us. If India had been there, she’d be having a litter of kittens about now. 

				“I’m going to go see about that latte,” Hank said. 

				She patted the chair she was vacating and nodded Jasmine into it before she disappeared into the shop with her plate in her hand. I watched Jasmine drag her palms over her eyes, which did little to stop the stream. I wasn’t worried yet. Tears could mean she’d witnessed a stabbing in the alley or that she was merely mourning a dead geranium. Her chin was the litmus test. If it wasn’t quivering we were probably okay. I used to think her jitters were drug-induced, but she’d been clean for nearly a year and she still looked at times like she was suffering from hypothermia. 

				Only her lower lip was trembling so I said lightly, “What’s up, Jazz?”

				“Can we get fired?” she said.

				“Who?”

				“Me and Ophelia and Mercedes. Can we get fired from the boutique?”

				“Tell me some more.” 

				She plastered her hands over her caramel-colored face. “We failin’, Miss Angel.”

				“Jasmine,” I said. “Look at me.”

				She lowered her hands, but her large liquid eyes stayed glued to the table top. Close enough.

				“Did somebody say you were failing?”

				“Didn’t nobody have to. We ain’t sold nothin’ in days.”

				“Have you had customers?”

				“We got people comin’ in, but don’t nobody buy nothin’.”

				“Jasmine, what are you doin’?”

				Even I jumped. The grackle took off for good, leaving the biggest of the crumbs for his fellow scavengers. Mercedes took the bottom three steps in one long, annoyed stride. 

				“I saw Miss Angel down here,” Jasmine said, “and I just—”

				“You just botherin’ her with stuff she don’t—doesn’t—need to be bothered with.”

				“Who else I’m gon’ bother with it, then?” 

				“Your own self, that’s who. We got to work this out.”

				“We can’t!”

				“Maybe you can’t—”

				“Ladies.” I put up both hands and simultaneously smiled at an elderly couple below us who had been startled from their study of the tour map. India would be having more than the aforementioned litter by now.

				“How about we discuss it over coffee?” I said. 

				Mercedes pulled her eyebrows so close together they nearly traded places in her forehead. “We ain’t—we don’t have time for no coffee. We got to get up there and fix this.”

				I took the latte Patrice put in my hand and turned it over to Jasmine. “We’ll have another one of those, Patrice. You want sugar, Mercedes?”

				She shook her head, deposited a glare into Jasmine, and headed back up the steps, leaving a wake of muttering behind her. Jasmine stared miserably at the foam in the cup. 

				“We’re fine,” I said to Patrice. 

				“If everybody was like y’all I’d go out of business,” she said.

				When the door closed behind her I touched Jasmine’s arm. 

				“Mercedes, she says we got to do this,” she said, “and I’m so scared we can’t. Maybe we wasn’t ready after all, Miss Angel.”

				She was retreating toward the railing and I was already imagining her vaulting back over it and landing on the ground in a puddle of hot milk and tears.   

				“Not to worry,” I said. “We’ll figure something out. And Jazz?”

				“Ma’am?”

				“Use the gate, babe.”

				She flung both arms around my neck, barely missing the returning Hank with a waterfall of coffee. 

				“Business slow?” Hank said when Jasmine was gone.

				“Slow?” I took the cup she handed me and paused until she sat with her still unfinished eggs dish. “It has apparently come to a complete halt. Not that that’s the total point of the shop. All I really want is for them to learn how to get to work on time and not dress in hooker wear.”

				“That part seems to be working.”

				I took a sip of the latte. “Patrice snuck chocolate in here.”

				Hank waited. 

				“They need to feel productive and successful,” I said. “And apparently that’s not happening.”

				“Trust India. This is her baby.”

				“You’re right,” I said. “Absolutely. I can leave it to her.”

				“Then why are you about to squeeze that cup in half? Sit.” 

				I did, and watched Hank neatly pile her fingers into a fold on the table between us. “We were about to talk about why this is a two-shot day.” 

				I took a gear-shifting breath. “Okay. This isn’t exactly spiritual. Well, I mean it is, but it doesn’t have anything to do with my work for God, but then I guess everything does, except when God doesn’t tell me what the Sam Hill to do—”

				“You’re killin’ me, Al,” Hank said. “Let’s just cut to the chase: this is about Chief.”

				“OhdearGod yes.”

				Hank gave me a rare full-blown smile. “I love young love. Or in this case I guess it’s middle-aged love.” 

				“He’s taking me out for our ‘anniversary’ next Friday.”

				“It’s been a year since you met.”

				“Why am I the only one who didn’t remember that?”

				“Because you’re scared spitless.”

				I had to grin at her. “Yes, why don’t we cut to the chase?”

				“Are you afraid he’s going to propose?”

				“Is he? Did he tell you?”

				She stopped with her fork halfway to her mouth. “Have you met the man?” 

				“Okay, yeah, I’m afraid he will. And I’m afraid he won’t.”

				“Guess that kind of puts you in a hurt locker.”

				“Whatever that is, yes, I think I’m in it.”

				“I know why you’re afraid he won’t propose. You’re nuts about the guy.”

				“I never thought I could love any man the way I love him.”

				She nodded and went for the bacon. “So why are you afraid he will ask?”

				“Because I want to make sure I can say yes.”

				“Because of God.”

				I closed my eyes. “Thank you for not making me explain that to you.”

				“You don’t have to explain it to me. You have to explain it to yourself. I’m just the sounding board.” 

				She popped in a mouthful and looked at me while she chewed.

				“It’s the one thing that keeps me from proposing to him. He’s come a long way. At first he didn’t even believe in God.”

				“Or so he said. Personally I think it was more that he didn’t believe in the God he’d been introduced to by organized religion.” She shrugged the stocky shoulders. “I don’t believe in that one either. Neither do you.”

				“At the Sisters’ baptism, on Easter, he said he wanted to believe what I believe, and it seemed like that was enough.”

				“Enough for who?”

				“For God. God’s not coming right out and saying it, but what I feel for Chief is different than just ‘this man is hot.’” I glanced around at the still empty nearby tables. “Chief respects that I try to be obedient to God. We agreed, Chief and me, not to …”

				Hank leaned in, eyes sparkling, and lowered her voice to a hoarse whisper. “Have sex?”

				“I don’t even like to say it like that. I don’t want to just ‘have sex’ with Chief. Not that I don’t want him. I’m dyin’ here.”

				“I suspect he is too. You’re a bit of a hot mama yourself.”

				“But it’s more than that. I don’t know, it’s surreal.”

				“I think what you’re feeling is joy. You haven’t had a lot of it in your life so it would be hard to pinpoint.” She set the fork down and folded her hands again. “It’s like when you experience serious pain for the first time. Or panic. It doesn’t seem real. Or maybe it’s a little too real.”

				“So—” 

				“So marry him. You said God appears to be fine with it.” 

				“What I’m getting from God is ‘go another mile,’ and I don’t know if that even applies to Chief or if it’s about something else. And if it is about Chief, does it mean go ahead and marry him even if I’m not totally sure we’re on the same spiritual page? Or go another mile until I find out …” I swallowed as if I were the one downing a six hundred–calorie breakfast. “I just keep going deeper and deeper with God and I want to make sure that’s not too much for Chief.” 

				“Have you talked to him about it?”

				I raked my hands through my hair.

				“You’re afraid to do that, too.”

				“I’m terrified.”

				Hank pushed the plate aside. “One thing I’ve learned in my marriage to Joe: if you can’t talk about everything with your partner without being afraid, you aren’t going to make it. You’ve faced thugs in dark alleys and dragged prostitutes out of darker ones, and yet you’re afraid to talk to the man who is so crazy about you he’d cut off that ponytail if you asked him to.”

				“I’m a mess.”

				“We all are. But you less than most because you get the big time Nudges.” She patted her mouth with a napkin. “I want to go back to ‘go another mile.’”

				“Anywhere, as long as it takes me someplace,” I said.

				“You know where that expression ‘go the extra mile’ comes from?”

				“The Sermon on the Mount.”

				“‘If somebody asks you to go one mile, go the next mile too.’ I’m paraphrasing, but that’s basically it.” 

				“Why didn’t I even think to look that up?”

				“Oh, I don’t know. Because you’re trying to do about sixteen things at once.”

				I glanced at my watch. “Aw, man, I’m supposed to be meeting with Chief right now.”

				“Perfect timing.”

				“I don’t know about that. We’re going to talk about my personal finances.”

				Hank’s eyes bulged. “Whose idea was that?”

				“Bonner’s.” I put up both hands. “I’m not asking Chief to handle them. I’m just hoping he’ll know somebody who can.”

				Hank waited again.

				“Okay,” I said, “and then I’ll be less strung out and I can look this up and talk to Chief and stop freaking out.” 

				“You’re killin’ me, Al,” she said. “You’re killin’ me.” 
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				Between Sacred Grounds and the Wells Fargo Building around the corner there wasn’t a whole lot of time to contemplate the Sermon on the Mount. If anything, I needed a Sermon on the Amount. The morning heat hadn’t picked up enough to account for the fact that I was sweating like Miss Piggy. Just the thought of dealing with money did that to me. 

				The ground floor of the building was occupied by the Wells Fargo Bank, spacious and high-ceilinged and reeking wealth. The first thing visible as I passed through the heavy glass doors off the sidewalk was the massive vault, trimmed in conservative brass with just the right amount of intricacy in its hardware. My father always said having the vault in the front showed the bank as an institution of integrity and trust. I’d once told him I wasn’t sure he’d have known those two things if they bit him in the behind. One of the many reasons he left me out of his will.

				Chief’s office suite was on the third floor facing the long, rectangular park known as the Plaza that stretched between the two one-way streets, Cathedral Place and the “good” end of King Street. This office had a higher class factor than his previous digs. When he invited Kade in they’d needed more space as well as better visibility, although the modest sign on the door that said simply “Ellington and Capelli, Attorneys at Law” wasn’t exactly a billboard. 

				Inside, their secretary, Tia Davies, continued the understated tone. She was only in her early fifties, but she carried on the pre-Baby Boomer traditions of having her graying hair washed, set, teased, and sprayed into a helmet every Monday afternoon and wearing panty hose even in the summer. I could always count on Tia to have Kleenex, breath mints, and a double dose of decorum.

				“Mr. Ellington is just about ready for you, Ms. Chamberlain,” she said when I entered the outer office. 

				She offered me coffee, which I turned down, and a tweed and leather chair, which I accepted, and looked at me with perfectly poised hazel eyes. 

				“I understand congratulations are in order,” she said. “You have to be so happy.”

				“Do you know something I don’t, Tia?” I said.

				“She’s talking about the adoption.”

				Chief was framing the doorway to the back hall, making no attempt to hide a grin. The beast. Now I was sweaty and blotchy-faced: the perfect combination for romance. 

				“I knew that,” I said. 

				Tia nodded without moving a single hair. 

				“We’ll need about an hour, Tia,” Chief said. 

				“Yes, sir.” 

				It was my turn to grin. He’d told me no less than sixty times how much he wished she wouldn’t call him sir. But she would probably rather come to work without her pumps than address him as Chief. I was glad there were people like her in the world. It made up for there being people like me. 

				Chief led me into his office, which was as streamlined and masculine as the man himself. It was all I could do not to pull him onto the leather couch and, as India so often put it, get a little neck sugar. I made a deliberate beeline for one of the high-backed chairs in front of his desk, but he curled his fingers around my upper arm and pulled me in for a quick kiss. 

				“I came here to talk business, Mr. Ellington, sir,” I said.

				“Just greeting my client,” he said close to my mouth.

				He let me go so I could sit before my knees jellied completely. I was already saying, “So we’ve agreed I can’t be your client when it comes to my personal finances.”

				“Your personal shambles,” he said. 

				“My point exactly. So you have any ideas?”

				“I have one thought.” He was clearly all contracts and depositions again. “But I really want you to think about it before you decide.”

				“Do you think I’m going to hate it?”

				“Not at all. Just the opposite.”

				Chief tilted his head. “Would you consider Kade?”

				I stared. “Do you think he’d do it?” 

				“He seemed okay with it.”

				“You already asked him?”

				“I told him I wanted to mention it to you.”

				“And he was all right with it?” 

				I stopped before I completely turned into a forty-three-year-old rendition of a tween with a crush on Justin Bieber.

				“He believes in what you’re doing. He wants to help.” Chief leaned forward, forearms on his thighs. “I think more to the point, Classic, is whether you are all right with it.”

				“Why wouldn’t I be?”

				He shrugged one shoulder. “He’s going to be smack in the middle of your personal affairs.”

				“You mean he’s going to know that I’m hopeless with money.”

				“There’s that.”

				“You could have at least pretended to argue with me there.” I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s a secret to anybody. I’ve got nothing to hide. What’s the other thing?”

				“This is going to mean spending some time with him.”

				“I want that. You know I want that.”

				“I do. Just be aware that he’s probably going to be strictly professional about it.”

				“So I shouldn’t count on a mother-son bonding experience.”

				Chief’s eyes softened. “Maybe not. But who knows?”

				“Certainly not me.” I sank back in the chair and felt my wet back adhere to the leather. 

				“I don’t suggest him just because it would give you a chance to get through some of this,” Chief said. “But if it helps …” 

				“Okay,” I said, “I’ll make an appointment with him. How weird is that?”

				His eyes crinkled. “No weirder than anything else about your life, Classic.”
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				After the three-day Labor Day weekend, I was only able to get Desmond vertical and out of his room to go to school by promising I would take him to school on the Harley. Then the only obstacle was making him actually get dressed before he donned what he was now calling his D.C. jacket. 

				“That stays with me when we get there,” I called to him the second time I sent him back to his room to get out of the T-shirt he’d slept in.

				“Ain’t nobody gonna gank it,” he called back. “Imma keep a eye on it.”

				“What exactly does that mean, Clarence?”

				“Nobody gonna jack it.”

				“Really?”

				“You got to get hip, Big Al. Means Imma make sure nobody steals it.” 

				“Oh. I’m not worried about that.”

				I dropped the second p.b.-and-pickle sandwich into his lunch bag and surveyed him as he emerged. The shirt he’d chosen was wrinkled from spending two days in the dryer, but at least I couldn’t smell it.

				“What I’m concerned about,” I said, “is the jacket becoming the focal point in every one of your classes.”

				“What’s a focal point?”

				“It’s the center of attention.”

				He grinned. “I gotta get me one of those.”

				“You are one of those. The jacket stays with me.”

				Go another mile.

				The Nudge was so out-of-nowhere I stood there, head cocked.

				“I’m seein’ a ‘but,’” Desmond said. “Is it a good ‘but’ or a bad ‘but’?”

				Go.

				“It’s an if-you-hurry-up-we’ll-go-a-long-way-to-school but,” I said.

				“Dude, Big Al, I was ready yesterday.”

				He was out in the garage putting on his helmet before I could locate the keys and the cell phone and the list of fifty things on the pile that I had to do that day, all the while considering this latest Nudge. It was actually more like a Shove. There was an urgency to it that didn’t match just taking Desmond for a longer ride to pull him out of his school funk. It was a physical jolt I couldn’t ignore. 

				Desmond wasn’t about to ignore it either. When I joined him in the garage across the lane every rule had been followed, right down to the fact that he hadn’t climbed on the bike without me there. 

				As I threaded the Classic through the back streets, he showed the proper amount of appreciation by yelling, “Yeah, baby!” at every bump in the bricks. At the corner of Bridge and Aviles I reminded him that it was 7:00 a.m. and some people were lucky enough to still be in bed. He ratcheted his voice down to a husky whisper that still made the otherwise bold, indulged squirrels run for the magnolia trees.

				Aviles was even narrower than most of the historic streets and was lined on one side with park benches and pots of impatiens. Though it hosted several small cafés on the other side, it had escaped the souvenir-shop mentality and largely remained true to the past St. Augustine was so proud of. 

				Most of the block we were on was taken up with the old Spanish Military Hospital, which in its day was known for amputations. The solution to every ill back then was to cut off the associated limb. When I was a carriage driver, in my life before Sacrament House and Nudges and Harleys, I used to tell my customers that no one ever went in there complaining of a headache.  

				The umbrellas on the tables outside La Herencia Café made it hard to see anyone who might be coming out of a doorway, so I slowed down. I could never understand how anybody could eat Mexican food at this hour of the morning, but a figure did indeed emerge from behind the red canvas and step right into our path.

				The thought, You couldn’t hear us coming, pal? hadn’t fully formed in my head before I realized who it was. It was quickly followed by: You had me go another mile for this?

				There was no doubt it was Troy Irwin. The stylishly mussed hair and the high-end summer suit could have belonged to any fit middle-aged CEO with an American Express Platinum card and a Caribbean tan, but not the body language. The entitled pulling in of the chin, the hubris-filled lifting of the eyebrows, the arrogant raising of the commanding hand to stop the progress of an eight hundred–pound vehicle—that could belong to none other than Troy Allan Irwin, Esq. Only because I had Desmond with me did I not attempt to pop a wheelie in the hope that the man would wet his pants. 

				I stopped and dropped my feet to the ground on either side of the bike and waited for him to cross. No such good fortune. While the Classic idled indignantly under its rumbling breath, Troy strode over to my side, tucking his sunglasses into a silk-blend pocket. I was tempted to at least give the throttle a twist as he approached, but it wouldn’t have fazed him. I knew that walk. He had something to say, and he was going to say it even if I dumped the bike over on him. He wasn’t worth the damage to the paint job, or the dent in my firm resolve not to let Troy Irwin make me hate him.

				“You know this dude, Big Al?” Desmond said between his teeth.

				“Unfortunately,” I said.

				I could feel him stiffening against my back. “You want me to take care of him for ya?”

				“I think I can handle it. Just—”

				“I know: let you do the talkin’.”

				Troy was now standing no more than two feet away, one hand parked in his slacks pocket, the other dangling casually at his side. I had often wondered if he stood in front of a full-length mirror perfecting that pose. Half of my last cup of coffee rose in my throat.

				“Good morning,” he said.

				This was another of those moments when it would be good of God to put words in my head. If any were there, they were stuck in some crevice I couldn’t get to, not with Troy turning his arrogant gaze on Desmond.

				“Is this your son?” he said. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

				“Nor do you need to,” I said. “Listen, we’re in a hurry.”

				“I can see that. You almost took me out.” He cocked a sandy eyebrow. “I guess when you have a nice young police officer kissing your feet you can get away with driving any way you want to.”

				I thought I’d stopped being shocked by his shamelessness. Apparently not. All I could do was look at him with my jaw heading for my chest. He put out his hand to Desmond.

				“Troy Irwin. I’m an old friend of your mother’s.”

				I’d never put it together that Desmond hadn’t met Troy, and the thought of it now brought the rest of that coffee into my throat. I tilted my head back to tap my helmet against Desmond’s but he didn’t need the reminder. He looked in the opposite direction, leaving Troy with his hand stuck out.

				“I see you’ve told him your side of the story,” Troy said to me.

				He was still wearing the plastic smile that reminded me of something out of a Mr. Potato Head kit. So did his eyes for that matter. I wished my heart had some of that same plastic quality, but it clenched like a fist in my chest.

				“As a matter of fact,” I said, “it never occurred to me to mention you to him.” I nodded toward Desmond. “He’s obviously rather good at judging people for himself.”

				The synthetic smirk didn’t waver. “When I saw you coming I just wanted to congratulate you. You’ve gotten everything you wanted. I, on the other hand, have not. But I will. You know that, Ally.”

				I was abruptly thrust forward, straight into my next words. “Do what you have to do, Troy. But you can’t hurt us.”

				That was what I said. What I thought was, Are you serious, God? He can. He so can!  

				Troy just watched me until I was very close to throwing up on his shoes. But as I watched back, I saw something in his eyes, something that bent a slat in the blinds he kept firmly pulled down over them, something that peered out in an instant of desperation before the slat snapped back into place.

				I went cold. Arrogant Troy. Infuriating Troy. Even Angry Troy—those versions of the boy I grew up with didn’t push me to rage anymore.

				But Desperate Troy was unfamiliar territory. He had never been backed to the wall in his life, and I had no idea what he would do with that. The possibility that it might be worse than what he had already done froze my fingers to the handlebars.

				“Well,” Troy said, “nice meeting you, Desi.”

				“Right back at ya, Roy,” Desmond said.

				I took that as my cue to rev the engine. Troy stepped back and I pulled away far more slowly than I wanted to. It was as if I was being held back by the same force that had catapulted me there ten minutes before, right to a place I went to great lengths to stay out of. I never drove Desmond to school that way. There was no way Troy could have known I’d be going by. 

				What are we doing here, God? 

				Go another mile, was the answer.

				We pulled up to the stop sign at Charlotte and King Street and Desmond leaned in to shout over the engine’s growl.

				“That dude really a ol’ friend of yours, Big Al?”

				I barely trusted myself to speak, but I managed to say over my shoulder, “We used to be friends a long time ago. Not anymore.”

				“I know that thing, now. Ain’t no way you be friends with somebody look at you like that.”

				“Like what?” 

				“Like he ’bout to gank everything you got. You coulda took him out. He look like a wussy.”

				The car horn behind us blasted and someone yelled, “Whatta ya waitin’ for, Harley?”

				I opened the throttle and shot out into King. To my left, tires screamed. I could feel the heat from the hood of an SUV as I leaned to the right to miss and over-corrected to the left, into the path of a Mini Cooper. Between it and the pickup truck in the far lane was a narrow opening I squeezed through with no room to breathe. We left so much squealing and honking behind us it sounded like a scene from The Blues Brothers.

				With Desmond yelling, “Yeah, ba-bee!” on the seat behind me I let off on the throttle and kept the handle bars straight until I could ease into the no-parking zone next to the tourist train stop. He and Classic seemed to have had a fabulous time, but I shook my heart right up into my throat.

				Or was it the answer I hadn’t given Desmond that was stuck there? I have nothing left he can steal, son, I wanted to say.

				But the image of Troy peering desperately from a slit in his facade made me far less than sure of the truth in that.

				PleaseGodpleaseGodplease show me what we’re doing. 

				[image: 14823.jpg]

				The warning bell had already rung by the time we got to Muldoon Middle School, so none of Desmond’s gaggle of girls was there to be impressed. The only person at the curb was a tall, lean woman with short spiky hair and sunglasses as big as windshields. 

				“This ain’t good,” Desmond murmured to me as I slowed for the curve.

				“Why?”

				“That’s the Mosquito.”

				I’d heard him refer to his PE teacher, Miss Skeeter Iseley, as that before, but I hadn’t met her. Currently she wore spandex shorts and a whistle on a lanyard in black and gold school colors that matched her tight T-shirt. There was so little fat on her I could see the bones in her sternum. 

				Yeah. I’d probably have come up with that nickname myself.

				I prayed heavily Desmond hadn’t called her that to her face, although from the pointed way she stared at us as I slowed to a stop I couldn’t count on that being the case. 

				“Ms. Chamberlain?” she said when I’d turned off the engine. 

				Her voice whined, replacing all the other reasons for naming her after an annoying insect.

				“Skeeter Iseley,” she said. “I’m Desmond’s PE teacher.”

				“Yes, ma’am,” I said. How else did you respond to a woman who looked and sounded like she could raise welts on you?

				“Hey, Coach,” Desmond said as he climbed off the bike. “I’m only late ’cause—”

				“You still have five minutes to get to first period.”

				He started to take off, but I caught him by the sleeve.

				“Jacket,” I said.

				He gave us both a toothy grin and wriggled out of his leather. “I can’t get away with nothin’ with you women.” He gave the top of my helmet a juicy kiss and once again headed for the front door. 

				“A motorcycle,” the Mosquito said. “A Harley.” 

				Desmond stopped behind her and formed the word Du-uh with his lips.

				“Yes, ma’am,” I said again. “Is there a problem?”

				“No,” she said. “Not yet.” 

				She zipped her head around to find Desmond, who, fortunately, was now forming nothing on his lips. They were firmly plastered together.

				“I’m just trying to forestall a problem,” she said. “Just trying to be proactive.”

				I leaned around her and once again looked at Desmond. “Have you done something to make the—Coach Iseley think there might be a problem?”

				“No,” Desmond said. “Ma’am.”

				“He knows what I’m talking about,” the coach said. “He knows.” 

				“Then let’s include him in the conversation,” I said.

				She looked as if that thought hadn’t occurred to her. 

				“What’s she talking about, Desmond?” I said.

				“You got me, Big Al. Only thing she ever said to me was, ‘Leave those girls alone. Give me five.’”

				“Five …?” 

				“Push-ups,” the Mosquito said. “I’d give him more than that, but that’s all he can do. All.”

				“Desmond,” I said, “are you acting inappropriately with the girls in your class?” 

				He looked stung. “I don’t act inapproprimately with girls anytime. Me and Mr. Chief talked about that, now.”

				“Desmond, get on to class,” Miss Iseley said. “Go.”

				I wondered vaguely if anyone had ever told her she repeated everything with a synonym. I felt like reaching for a flyswatter.

				Desmond was still looking at me. 

				“Go on,” I said. “We’ll talk later.”

				I waited until he was inside before I turned to the woman who appeared to be sharpening her stinger. 

				“I hope you have a minute,” she said. “Just one.”

				I pulled off my helmet. “Where Desmond is concerned I have all the minutes you need. But just so we’re clear, whatever you have to say about Desmond can be said in front of him. He’s old enough to be involved in discussions about his welfare.” I lowered my chin. “I assume this is about his welfare.”

				“Not entirely his. It’s about the welfare of his classmates, too. Particularly his harem.”

				“His what?”

				“The girls who follow him around like he’s the sheik.”

				She wasn’t telling me anything I wasn’t aware of, but her tone zinged its way right between my shoulder blades. 

				“Has someone claimed harassment?” I said.

				“No,” she said. “If there were harassment, he would already be on in-school suspension.”

				There was no mistaking the disappointment. 

				“Then what is the problem?” I said.

				“There isn’t one. Yet. As I said, I’m trying to be proactive.”

				“About what?” 

				She planted her hands on hips so narrow they barely existed. “There is one girl who is obviously having issues. Crying. Withdrawing. Like every other girl in the eighth grade, depending on her hormone levels.”

				“You’re saying Desmond is the cause of that?”

				“No. On the contrary. Just the opposite. He sits next to her constantly and talks to her like he’s Dr. Phil.”

				Which is he, Mosquito Lady? I wanted to say. Dr. Phil or the sheik?

				“As I see it,” she went on, “he is making this girl dependent on him for emotional support so that … may I be blunt?”

				“I think that ship has sailed,” I said. 

				“I’ve seen it before, though never quite this blatant. He’s setting himself up as her comforter so he can prey on her sexually.”

				My leg swung over the bike almost of its own accord. I had my face in hers before Classic’s weight even balanced on the kickstand.   

				“Has my son ever touched that girl in your class?” I said. 

				“I didn’t say he had.”

				“No. You just said he was trying to get her in the sack. That is a very serious accusation.”

				I had to hand it to her: she was not visibly cowed by the fact that I was all but breathing fire from my nostrils. “As I’ve said, I’m trying to ward off a problem before it starts.”

				“You have no reason to think that problem is ever going to start.”

				“Really. Because in my experience, children aspire to what’s celebrated in their community. If drug dealers are making the big money, all the kids want to be one. In this case—”

				“In this case what’s celebrated in Desmond’s community is love and acceptance and healing.”

				The woman looked at me as if I were five years old. “I’m talking about his community of origin, Ms. Chamberlain. I admire what you’ve done in adopting this boy, but you have to understand: the pimp was glamorized in his formative years, and you’re going to be hard put to erase that at this age.”

				PleaseGodpleaseGodpleaseGod do not let me hit this woman over the head with my helmet and leave her for dead.  

				I pulled back and straightened my fingers as far from fists as I could get them. Just to be on the safe side.

				“Ma’am,” I said. “You are out of line.”

				“And you are in denial. Head in the sand—”

				“No. I have never been clearer on an issue in my life. And here is how we’re going to deal with it.”

				For the first time, she looked as if this was not the next line in her script.

				“We will handle what, if anything, needs to be handled at home,” I said. “And I advise you to refrain from applying your sidewalk sociology to my son. He is in your class to do push-ups, apparently. His physical fitness is your only concern. Leave the rest to me. Now if you’ll excuse me, I think we’ve gone beyond a minute.”

				At least she had the good sense not to try to argue further. I think that was mostly due to my jamming my helmet back on my head and letting Classic have the last growling word with her pipes.  

				I only drove as far as the parking lot at the Oldest House Museum before I stopped and let both the engine and my heartbeat idle. I sat staring at the line of school children forming for their field trip tour.

				There was no doubt the malaria-carrying creature didn’t know Desmond. At all. In the first place Chief had talked to Desmond on more than one occasion about the disrespect in considering the adoring group of pubescent females to be “his.” And the minute Desmond’s thirteen-year-old voice had started to deepen and those first tiny hairs had appeared on his young chin, Chief had the “talk” with him, which I gathered had not been the typical birds-and-bees conversation.

				In the second place we didn’t glamorize anything in our community. It was all so real and raw the Mosquito wouldn’t last through the first hour of watching a woman howl her way into withdrawal. 

				Still, something poked at me. I pulled off my helmet and wiped my face with my denim sleeve. I knew my Desmond, but I didn’t know young girls with angst. I’d never been one. What if one of them wanted to show her appreciation for his comfort with more than a peck on the cheek? 

				Wow. I was thinking like a mother. Not my mother but one who actually cared whether her child’s life was twisted by adolescent sex.

				I put my helmet back on and went easier on the throttle as I restarted the Classic. It wouldn’t hurt for Desmond to have another talk. I would put Chief right on it.
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