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      1986

   
      PARTY’S OVER

      Hey, Lance, come here, look,” whispered Jeremy, standing in an alleyway pointing to a window in what appeared to be an apartment
         row home on the 2500 block of Somerset Street in North Philadelphia.
      

      “What, I don’t see nothing?” whispered Lance back to him.

      “The window—it’s cracked. It’s not shut all the way, right there. You see it?” asked Jeremy as he pointed to the window. His
         keen vision surpassed that of Lance, who was nearsighted and unable to see far when he wasn’t wearing his glasses.
      

      “You sure they in there?” Lance asked, trying to figure out what the next move should be as an alley cat jumped out of a tree
         next to him, scaring the living daylights out of him. “Nigga, I know you not laughing,” he said to Jeremy, who couldn’t help
         himself.
      

      “You shoulda seen your face… Naw, for real though, I’m telling you, I followed them all day. They’re in there.” He shook his
         head, showing no signs of uncertainty in his voice. “I watched them go in there with two duffel bags. They went in and they
         haven’t come out, neither one of them. And them duffel bags they had were chunky, real chunky. They holding a lot of money
         or a lot of coke. Damn, they holding.”
      

      Many different thoughts rushed around in Lance’s head, the first one being how much money and how much coke their competition
         was holding in the house. Right now, more than ever, he needed a come up. A strong come up and he knew in his heart that this
         was it.
      

      “You sure it’s just the two of them in there?” Lance asked again, his heart starting to beat a little faster as the adrenaline
         rushed through his veins.
      

      “Man, I’m telling you. We can take these jokers. They caught off guard. They won’t even see us coming. We got one chance,
         Lance, just one, and this is it.”
      

      Lance needed to play the whole scene out in his head. He wanted no stone to be left unturned. There could be no mistakes,
         no mishaps, no fuck-ups. Jeremy might be right—this just might be his one and only chance or better yet his golden opportunity
         to come up. Times were hard and the only nigga in the city moving weight was Simon Shuller. Simon Shuller had been getting
         money for years. Everyone knew it too. Not only was he the largest drug dealer in Philadelphia, he had to be the police as
         well. There was no way he could run drugs, dope, and numbers year after year and not be in jail by now. But he wasn’t in jail
         and Simon Shuller, police or not, was the man with the golden hand in the city, the big kahuna with all the money, and those
         two unknown suspects inside the row home on Somerset were his runners. Truth was they could have left the door wide open,
         ’cause anybody crazy enough to mess with anything belonging to Simon Shuller had to be plum out of their minds.
      

      “Man, I must be crazy listening to you,” said Lance, looking at Jeremy.

      “Shit, you crazy if you don’t, my friend. I’m telling you, we might not ever get this chance in life again. We could sneak
         in, take what we came for, and sneak right back out.”
      

      Lance thought for a minute longer. Maybe Jeremy is right, we sneak in, take what we came for, and sneak back out. How hard could that be?

      “Okay, come on, let’s do the damn thing,” Lance commanded, feeling nothing but heart.

      “That’s what I’m talking about, baby boy. Don’t worry, I got this caper all figured out already. Come on, let’s get the car
         and park it close enough to make our getaway.”
      

      Up on the fire escape, Lance looked at Jeremy, who was silently cracking the window open. He turned and waved his hand for
         his friend to come on. He climbed through the window and into what might once have been a bathroom. Jeremy turned again, to
         find Lance on the fire escape climbing through the window behind him.
      

      “What the fuck died in this motherfucker?” whispered Lance, as a foul stench filled his nostrils.

      “Shh, come on,” said Jeremy as he embraced his nine-millimeter and peeked around the corner of the doorway, looking like he
         belonged on the force.
      

      What the fuck do this nigga think he doing?

      “Whah, why you looking at me like that?”

      “Nigga, you ain’t no god damn Barnaby Jones and shit. What is you doing?”

      “I’m trying to make sure the coast is clear, man—let me do what I do,” said Jeremy, a tad bit annoyed.

      What with their whispering back and forth, neither of them heard the footsteps coming down the hallway. Not until the footsteps
         were right on them and the bathroom door came flying open.
      

      “What the fuck? Y’all niggas lost?” said a tall, brown-skinned fellow, wearing a Phillies jacket and Phillies baseball cap.

      At first he thought they might’ve been crackheads, but then he saw the shiny chrome steel and knew differently.

      “Shut the fuck up, before I kill you in this motherfucker,” said Jeremy, quickly maneuvering his gun and pointing it straight
         at his victim’s head. “Come on, let’s go.”
      

      Jeremy held the man on his left side, close to his body. He held his gun in his right hand up to the man’s head as they began
         walking back down the hallway. They heard another guy call out from the living room.
      

      “Yo, Ponch, we need more vials. You gonna have to run down to the—”

      His sentence was cut short as he saw his man, Poncho, being led by Jeremy and Lance through the doorway with a gun pointed
         at his head.
      

      “Don’t even think about it, Shorty,” said Lance, pointing his gun at the guy sitting at the table stuffing tiny vials with
         two hits of crack.
      

      “What the fuck?”

      “Nigga, you know what it is. Bag that shit up, put it back in the duffel bag and don’t nobody got to get hurt.”

      The man at the table, Nard, quickly surveyed everything that was going on. These dudes ain’t wearing no masks. That can only mean one thing. And even though Jeremy and Lance’s intention wasn’t to kill, just rob, Nard felt otherwise and being a true thoroughbred
         for Simon Shuller, he’d rather die fighting than give them niggas a dime, even if the coke wasn’t his. Some things in life
         were just more important, and his reputation for being a “real nigga” was one of them. Nard was a youngster with mad heart,
         and for the dough, he had love. For the streets, he had respect, and for a principle about some bullshit, he would fight tooth
         and nail. He slithered his arm, without a glance, under the table. Right where he had put it earlier was a tiny .22, a piece
         of duct tape keeping it suspended upside down. Mmm hmm, we gonna see now, motherfucker. Nice and smooth and just enough to do damage, he was ready, ready to pop off. Quickly, his fingers fondled the cold steel,
         until his grasp was tight. Nard came from under the table so fast, no one saw it coming, not even Poncho. He shot Lance one
         time in the chest, the bullet piercing his heart. Lance dropped to the floor holding his chest with one hand and his gun in
         the other, the bullet moving inside him. He looked up at Jeremy, gasping for breath and collapsing in a red pool of blood.
      

      “Let him go, motherfucker!” shouted Nard.

      “Nard, take this, nigga. Take him. I know you can, baby boy, take him,” Poncho yelled.

      “Shut up, shut the fuck up,” said Jeremy, now nervous, as his man was gasping for air, gurgling blood, and reaching for him
         to help him.
      

      “Let him go, let him go. Let him go and I’ll let you live,” said Nard, meaning every word he spoke, but trying to be calm
         as he talked Jeremy into letting his man go.
      

      “Nigga, give me what the fuck I came for or both you motherfuckers is gonna die,” said Jeremy, with lots of heart, pushing
         the gun harder into the side of Poncho’s head. He looked down on the floor. Lance was dead. Oh, my god, he killed him, he killed Lance.

      “Motherfucker, I ain’t giving you shit. Let him go!” Nard yelled again.

      “Take him, Nard, what the fuck is you waiting fo…”

      The shot from Jeremy’s gun seemed unreal at first, a mistake, a misfortune, something that wasn’t suppose to be, a gap, a
         space, time that needed to rewind. In slow motion, so slow, Jeremy felt Poncho’s body slump to the floor as Nard watched Poncho,
         his main man, die right in front of him. Poncho’s blood, and fragments of his head, landed all over the wall and covered the
         entire side of the room. His blood even splattered on Nard, all this within a matter of seconds.
      

      Instinct moved through Nard, like a thief in the night, and like lightning, the bullet from that tiny .22 pierced through
         Jeremy’s chest and threw him back several steps, as his body began to slump against the door. His fingers unable to grasp,
         he dropped his gun and looked down at the blood pouring out of his body, then fell to the floor, lying on his back. He stared
         up at the ceiling as his body stopped breathing. Jeremy didn’t even see it coming, it just happened so fast. Nard hit him
         with the strike of magic and poof, just like that, Jeremy was gone.
      

      “Fuck!” yelled Nard, holding his head in his right hand, his gun still in his left. “Fuck, god damn it. Fuck you come here
         for, stupid-ass motherfuckers?” he yelled, angrily interrogating a dead Jeremy and a dead Lance. “Damn, what the fuck am I
         gonna do now?”
      

      He surveyed the room as he talked and cursed the dead bodies around him. “Motherfuckers!” he said as he kicked a lifeless
         Jeremy. What am I going to do? What the fuck? He checked the three bodies lying on the floor for a pulse, starting with his man, Poncho.
      

      “Damn, Ponch, man. I’m so sorry, man. I’m so sorry,” he said as he felt Poncho’s wrist. “I love you, man. I love you. Fuck!”
         He started thinking about the consequences of what had just happened. “Fucking police, man. Fuck, what am I going to do?”
      

      He just couldn’t think straight, his brain was overwhelmed, to say the least. He threw all the crack, vials, and other paraphernalia
         into a duffel bag that was lying under the table and left the other one, which was empty lying on the floor. He looked around
         the room, grabbed everything that belonged to him, tried to wipe off the table, doorknobs, and everything else he had touched
         in the crack spot and quickly ran out the door and down a flight of stairs.
      

      “Hey, Nard, be careful, they shooting in the building.”

      He quickly turned around, his gun still in his hand, but tucked inside the front pocket of his hoodie.

      “Hey, Shorty,” he said as he looked at a kid standing in the vestibule. He couldn’t have been more than nine, maybe ten years
         old. He didn’t know the kid’s name, but this kid knew his. “Yeah, you be careful too, kid.”
      

      He quickly brushed past him, threw his hoodie over his head, made his way out the door, and quickly walked down the street
         to his car.
      

      “DaShawn, get in here! Don’t you hear them shooting? Come on, boy!”

      Nard looked up and saw a young black girl hanging out a window, hollering for the same young kid that Nard had just brushed
         past inside the building.
      

      “I’m coming, Ma. I’m right here.”

      Nard could hear the little boy as he walked away from the spot.

      Please tell me this kid ain’t no problem, or the window chick. Fuck, man, fuck! I need me an alibi. And where the fuck is
            Sticks? Simon is gonna be heated, but at least I got his coke. That’s all I need to do is get at Simon. I got to get rid of
            this gun, too. Yeah, that’s all I’ll need is an alibi and I’m good.

   
      FLASHBACK

      Nard drove through the park and made his way to West Philly. Even though he hustled down North, he actually lived in Southwest
         Philly with his grandmom and Uncle Moe on Fifty-seventh and Hatfield Avenue. He opened the door, and as usual Moe had fallen
         asleep in an old recliner in the far corner of the living room. He tiptoed right past him, glancing at the clock hanging on
         the wall in the dining room behind an archway that separated the dining room from the living room area. Too dark. He flipped
         on the light switch and quickly flipped it off. Damn, it’s three-thirty in the morning, he thought to himself. He quietly made his way upstairs, tiptoeing by his grandmom’s bedroom door. He walked down the hall
         to his room. He opened his closet door and put the duffel bag inside it. He sat on the bed and thought back over everything
         that had happened. Where did they even come from? What the fuck was they thinking coming up in there trying to rob us like that? Fuck! But of it all, he kept hearing Poncho over and over yelling inside his head.
      

      “Take him, Nard, what the fuck is you waiting fo… what the fuck is you waiting fo…”

      What the fuck?

      He got up and shook the spirit of Poncho out of his head as he paced around the floor. His adrenaline was in overdrive and
         his speed had bypassed the limit the instant his .22 dropped Lance to the floor. He had committed a double murder. As it stood
         he had two bodies. Why they have to come in there? He could honestly say that had they been wearing masks, the situation might have played out completely different. But the
         wheels of time had already been set in motion. And he couldn’t bring time back.
      

      He picked up the phone and dialed Sticks’s pager. Wait till he finds out what happened. This shit is all his fucking fault. Had he been there on the lookout, things could have
            really been different. Damn it! And that god damn little boy, DaShawn, and his fucking mother hanging all out the window.

      “Take him, Nard, what the fuck is you waiting fo… what the fuck is you waiting fo…”

      He saw Poncho, bright as day, right there in his grandmom’s house, talking to him, gunman holding the gun to his head and
         all, bright as day, right there. Man, come on, man.

      He waited for the series of beeps, dialed Sticks’s number, and hung up the phone. He knew what had happened tonight was something
         that would haunt him for the rest of his life. He sat on the bed and began to rock back and forth. This shit is crazy, man, what the fuck, I should have taken all them guns, not just mine. I did try to wipe down the table,
            but damn, I didn’t do all the doorknobs, did I, or the back bedroom, and I didn’t do the bathroom. Fuck, man, where the fuck
            is Sticks. His nerves had him wired, murder had him high. Wasn’t no way he was going to sleep. He couldn’t if he wanted to anyway.
         He had way too much to do. He had to get that duffel bag of crack cocaine out of his grandmom’s house. That was the first
         thing he had better do ’cause god help him if the cops ran up in there and found Simon Shuller’s key of crack in a red duffel
         bag. Not only would his grandmom kill him, but Simon Shuller himself would make sure that he ended up in a duffel bag. If
         there was one saying he had taken heed to, it was “Never shit where you sleep.” This was the first time he had ever brought
         drugs into his grandmom’s house, and this would be the last. Therefore, that bag had to go. The second thing was the gun.
         He still had it. But, in his heart of hearts, he felt he needed it and couldn’t let it go. If he had a replacement killer,
         it wouldn’t have been no questions about it, that gun would have been gone. But he lived on the Southwest side of Philadelphia,
         and living was at an all-time low, what with junkies, crackheads, and other rivals who were simply crabs. And crabs claw at
         you and they don’t stop—don’t mean they scratch you, but they still claw. So he couldn’t afford to walk out of his house without
         a hammer on his person. That was just the way it was. Okay, how am I going to do this? He had to have a plan, he needed to be strategic.
      

      Out of nowhere, the ringing phone startled him and brought him out of his reverie. He answered on the first ring.

      “Hello.”

      “Yo, what’s cracking?”

      “Man where the fuck is you at?”

      “I got caught up out here in Germantown with my baby moms. Why, everything all right?”

      “Fuck no, two guys ran up in the spot on me and Ponch and—”

      “What you mean, two guys ran up in the spot?”

      “Stickup boys, and Ponch, man, they… they killed him.”

      “What? Who killed him?” Sticks anxiously asked. “Wait, wait, don’t say nothing else on the phone. Where you at?”

      “My grandmom’s.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      Sticks hung up the phone, his brain formulating a hundred and one questions in his head. Man, can’t nobody hold they own without me.

      Sticks set his oversized cell phone down on the seat and made a U-turn, making his way crosstown. He knew trouble when he
         heard it, and that call was a double dose of trouble all day long and runnings.
      

      He stepped on the gas and within twenty minutes he was outside Nard’s grandmom’s house. Nard came dashing out the front door
         and onto the porch like a superspy, body all hunched down, looking all around, from side to side, as he ran down the porch
         steps and jumped in Sticks’s Beemer, throwing the duffel bag into the backseat.
      

      “You okay?” asked Sticks.

      “Man, fuck no. Poncho’s dead, Sticks,” said Nard, sweat rolling down the side of his face.

      “What the fuck happened?”

      Sticks sat back and listened as he turned off the block and parked on a nearby side street. Nard told him everything he could
         think of, describing Jeremy and Lance to a tee, not holding back anything, and even telling him that if he had taken the shot
         Poncho wanted him to, Poncho might still be here.
      

      “Listen, all demons gots to sleep, remember that. There’s no regrets, no regrets. You can’t blame yourself, feel me?” asked
         Sticks, listening to the series of unfortunate events and wondering what could have happened to him had he been there as he
         was supposed to have been.
      

      “Did anyone see you?” asked Sticks, looking at Nard for the truth.

      As soon as he popped the question, Nard could see the little brown-skinned boy, no more than ten, maybe eleven, interrupting
         his great escape with small talk. “Be careful Nard, they shooting in here.” Not to mention his mother hanging out the window
         calling for him. “DaShawn, come on, boy, get in here! Don’t you hear they shooting outside.”
      

      “Hey, you here?” asked Sticks waving his right hand in front of Nard’s face. “Did anybody see you?”

      “Yeah, this little kid, from down the hall. Then his mom, she saw me walking down the block.”

      “Fuck, that’s not good. It always be them little kids, don’t it? Always somewhere they asses don’t belong.”

      “What I’m gonna do; you think the kid’s a problem?”

      “Man, I don’t know. I’d feel better if he wasn’t, you know. Shit, I’d rather be safe than sorry, feel me? That’s all the coke
         back there?” asked Sticks, waiting to hear a drop was missing.
      

      “Yeah, that’s all of it.”

      It would be different if Nard was running game. But Sticks knew he wasn’t. Sticks knew he was telling the truth.

      “Listen, just in case it’s a problem, just in case, let’s get some kind of alibi straight. You need to be somewhere else altogether.
         Let me think… I might be able to take care of that. The only question is the little kid, and I can’t call that ’cause I can’t
         call what the kid may or may not say, feel me? I just know I wouldn’t want to take the chance.”
      

      “Yeah, yeah, you right.”

      “Where’s the gun, did you get rid of that shit?”

      “Naw, not yet, it’s right here.”

      “Man, that’s the first thing you should have done. You’re bugging. Here, give it to me and I’ll get rid of it for you.”

      Nard looked at him like he was crazy. Dead body or not, he wanted his piece. It was tiny, but she did her job. His .22 was
         faithful and trustworthy. “Man, I would feel naked without a gun. You got another one I can hold?”
      

      “Yeah, here, take mine,” said Sticks, handing him a .44 magnum and taking the .22 from Nard, already knowing what he was going
         to do with it.
      

      “You sure you got me on that alibi, right?” questioned Nard, still nervous.

      “Man, relax, just relax. I’m gonna make some calls and I’ll let you know.”

      Nard got out of the car and closed the door. Sticks rolled down the window and leaned over to the passenger side before driving
         away from the curb.
      

      “You just worry about tying up the loose ends, you feel me?”

      Detective Tommy Delgado walked into the vestibule of the apartment row home and made his way up the flight of stairs. He stopped
         and looked into the doorway. His first mental note was of the three dead bodies sprawled out on the floor. Definitely a drug spot, definitely. And then a quick survey of everything around him. He took out a pad and paper and began jotting down notes, from a duffel
         bag on the floor, to how many cigarette butts were in the ashtray, to an open unfinished bottle of beer, a pizza box, some
         old Adidas running shoes, and even the channel the television was on. He lifted the yellow police tape hanging across the
         doorway and stepped over the first body lying in front of him. He silently surveyed the room as his partner, Detective Merva
         Ross, entered the crime scene behind him.
      

      “Wow, what happened here?” Ross asked as she looked around.

      “Ask him, that guy right there—he looks like he would know,” said Delgado, pointing to a dead Lance Robertson.

      “Ha, ha, you’re so funny,” said Detective Ross, adding, “Do we got a time of death?”

      “Um, they’re pretty fresh, maybe twelve, no more than sixteen hours ago,” said an officer as he watched Delgado writing on
         his memo pad.
      

      “Detective Delgado, I think we got something.”

      An officer led Delgado down the hall to the bathroom and showed him the window.

      “It’s a window. Hey everybody, we got a window!” Delgado teased aloud.

      “Yes, sir, it is, but it’s opened and we found a piece of material that appears to ma—”

      “It’s a match, Honing, it looks like a match,” another detective yelled from down the hall.

      “Yeah, see, dead guy number two, he’s wearing a jacket, but if you look really close, the side pocket is torn and we found
         fibers and the piece of his jacket that’s torn, sir, was on the windowsill, which would lead us to believe that possibly he
         was an intruder breaking into the apartment, entering through the window. We’re sending the fibers in for a positive match.”
      

      “Are you checking outside for prints?”

      “Of course, but come here. Let me show you this. These guys, these two right here, muddy shoes, the same mud too. This guy
         has clean bottoms,” said the officer, leading Delgado around the crime scene.
      

      “Good work,” Ross commented. “When will people learn to wipe their feet?”

      “I hate that,” said Delgado sneezing into his hand.

      “It’s the worst,” added Ross. “Eeeww, here you go. You look like you need this,” she said passing him a tissue.

      “Thanks,” he said as he wiped his nose and hands.

      “You’re welcome. You coming down with something?”

      “I hope not.”

      “Me too. Look, if you make me sick, you owe me big. You keep your germs over there, pal. Damn, I’m so hungry.”

      “Pat’s?” asked Delgado, not really wanting to eat, but able.

      “My diet?”

      “You still on that?” Delgado asked, looking at Merva and wondering how long she’d be on this infamous diet, which appeared
         to have her gaining weight instead of losing it.
      

      “Hey, Detective Delgado, the shoes and the prints out back look like a match. This guy and this guy were in the backyard and
         it looks like they climbed this tree, came through the window, and then something happened.”
      

      “This guy has clean feet,” Delgado pointed out.

      “And?” Ross asked.

      “That’s dead guy number one. Dead guy number one has clean feet,” replied Detective Honing.

      “It means dead guy number one wasn’t in the backyard and probably didn’t climb the tree, and if these guys came in here, dead
         guy number one probably killed dead guy two and dead guy three, right here,” replied Delgado, pointing at Jeremy Tyler.
      

      “What if there was another shooter who killed all three of these guys, and he’s still out there?” asked Ross, bursting Delgado’s
         theory bubble.
      

      “Yeah, maybe,” said Delgado, as he began to think to himself.

      “Did we scan for prints?” Ross asked.

      “Yes, ma’am, we’ve got a lot of prints in here, a lot. But, we’ll know a lot after forensics verifies a few things,” answered
         Detective Honing.
      

      “Wow, what a fucking mess,” said Delgado as he looked at Poncho. “You know what I want to know? I really want to know what
         happened here, my friend, and if you could tell me, you would really make my job easier. Have you called the coroner yet?”
      

      “No, sir, not yet, we’re not done with them. Maybe another two hours, tops,” replied Honing.

      “I want the ballistics on the bullets. And find me a witness. Somebody around here knows something. See if you can figure
         out who and get them to talk, and I mean talk to everybody in this godforsaken rat hole. Check with everyone on this floor,
         the floor above, and the floor below. Ask around the block. Someone heard something and I know someone had to see something.”
      

      “Yes, sir, on it, sir,” said the officer who had led Delgado to the window.

      “You got me wanting a chicken cheese steak, real bad,” said Ross.

      “I told you, come on, let’s go to Pat’s. We’ll see you guys back at headquarters. Come on,” Delgado said to his partner.

      “Excuse me,” said Ross as she stepped over Jeremy, tagged body number three.

      “You step over me every day and you don’t say excuse me,” said Detective Delgado jokingly.

      “Stop crying and come on. It’s your turn to treat.”

      Daisy Mae Fothergill stood at the end of the bar waiting for her pickup tray.

      “Come on, Dallas, what you doing, man. I need my drinks so I can get up on outta here.”

      “Hey, Daisy, hold your tail feathers, you see me working,” said Dallas as he laughed at her. “Go lay some eggs and shit and
         your tray will be ready when you done.”
      

      “I’m done laying eggs today and don’t worry about what I need to do. You just worry about my tray. How’s that?”

      “Here, get on out of here, pussycat,” said Dallas as he placed the remaining two drinks on the carrying tray for her.

      “ ’Bout time,” she said lifting the tray over her shoulder and carrying it to her waiting table. That was Dallas’s nickname
         for her; he always called her pussycat. And no, not what you’re thinking, but because of her eyes, which were a crazy shade
         of green, and when her pupils were dilated, her eyes did resemble those of a cat.
      

      “Daisy Mae, girl, you sure look good,” said Felix, one of her regulars, as he slid his hand down the side of her bare back
         and squeezed her exposed butt cheek before letting her go.
      

      “Mmm hmm, you always say the sweetest things,” she said, being ever so polite. Felix was too cheap for her to patronize. He
         didn’t want to tip, he didn’t want to pay, but he wanted Daisy to stroke him as if he was king of the land or a czar on a
         throne.
      

      “Naw, Daisy, I’m saying, you really looking good tonight. Whadda you say, we go on in the back to one of them champagne rooms?”

      “I’d say let’s go, but you ain’t got no money for no champagne. So, I guess I’ll be going on home now,” she said as she tried
         to walk away from the table.
      

      “Daisy, naw, come here, girl, I’m trying to talk to you,” he said, pulling her arm back and trying to rub her butt again.
         He was really the worst, literally. Daisy could tolerate some, but Felix made her skin crawl. He was a tiny man, short, balding,
         and had the worst breath and was always blowing his Newport cigarette smoke at her private area and licking his tongue at
         her.
      

      Yuck!

      “No, you don’t need to talk to me, you need to talk to Calvin, honey. Ain’t nothing I can do for you, and it’s time for me
         to go.”
      

      Just then, Felix’s buddy pulled out a wad of cash and flashed it at Daisy.

      “See, I told you, baby, you know I’m gonna take care of you,” said Felix as he nodded to his friend and pulled Daisy even
         closer. She fell into his lap.
      

      “Hey, Calvin, Calvin,” she called out as Felix groped her body, feeling up her naked breasts and trying to get his hand between
         her thighs. Calvin turned around and made his way over to the table they were at.
      

      “What’s the problem over here?”

      “We want a private room, with Daisy,” said Felix, nodding to his friend, who quickly flashed his wad of cash at Calvin.

      “Well, Daisy, come on, take care of these guys. What y’all sitting over here for.” Calvin quickly got the table on its feet.
         “Let me get y’all a room, and you know our rooms come with a bottle of our finest champagne,” said Calvin, patting the stranger
         on his back. He’s so full of shit, thought Daisy. Ain’t no Mumms no real champagne. He’s crazy. Calvin led them through a doorway and into a private champagne room. It had mirrors on the walls and ceilings, huge oversized
         red sofas, and black two-seater lounge chairs, a few end tables and a dancing pole in the middle of the floor. “And Daisy
         here, she’s gonna give you your money’s worth. You don’t have to worry about that. Do they, Daisy?”
      

      “No, Calvin, they ain’t got nothing to worry about.”

      Calvin moved to the side as Daisy watched the stranger pay him for her adult-rated services. He turned and headed to the door,
         looked at her with his “you better do what you do, dammit” look on his face, and then closed the door behind him leaving her
         alone in the room with Felix and the stranger. Felix looked at her as he began to massage himself and then opened his mouth,
         stuck out his tongue, and wiggled it at her.
      

      Lord, give me strength.

      Two hours later, tired, hungry, feet all sore from walking around in four-inch stilettos, Daisy stood at the bus stop waiting
         for the number-two bus. There has to be something better out here for me than this. I know there has to be. Please god send me a good man, someone
            to take care of me and love me. Please, I can’t do this life much more. Daisy could daydream until the cows came home, but at the end of the day, there wasn’t nothing better out there for her and
         there wouldn’t be nothing better either. She was only twenty-two years old, and her life had been hard, real hard. Nothing
         had ever been given to her and everything she got, she either took it or used her body to get it. Thank god she had that;
         a perfect body, a perfect frame. Other than that, she didn’t have much. Just a two-bedroom apartment she shared with her ailing
         mother and a no-good boyfriend. Well, actually, he wasn’t even a boyfriend, just some guy she had started seeing. Breaking
         her thoughts, her pager went off. It was him, her new guy, Sticks. Ooh, I wonder if he’s around, maybe he can give me a ride home so I don’t have to take the bus. She went over to a phone booth and called his car phone.
      

      “Hello,” said Daisy.

      “Yo, Dais, what the fuck, man, I been calling you all day.”

      “Hey, Sticks, I’m just getting off work. I didn’t even check my pager.” She started looking through her pages. Damn, he’s been paging me since yesterday morning.

      “Man, I’m at the Honey Dipper looking for you. Where you at?”

      “I’m around the corner, at the bus stop.”

      “Okay, stay there. I need to see you, man, right now.”

      Yes, no long, drawn-out bus ride tonight. And Sticks is coming with his fine ass, this is just perfect. She couldn’t help thinking about the possibilities of the evening. She was just happy she had a ride home. And a ride from
         one of the city’s most notorious and infamously ghetto fabulous street ballers, couldn’t get no better than that. Sticks was
         every young girl’s daydream. He was light-skinned, handsome, and muscular, with a nice grade of hair, not too curly, but definitely
         not nappy. He was one of them brothers a girl would get pregnant by just in hopes of having a baby with good hair. Sticks
         had a reputation for being a liar and a cheat with the ladies, but he also had a reputation for putting in work. Whatever
         had to be done, he’d do it, with no hesitation. The dudes that knew him and knew his résumé stayed clear of him, and only
         a stranger would be stupid enough to try Sticks and think he’d get away with it.
      

      Sticks quickly put his 150E Class in drive and made his way to the bus stop where Daisy was. He opened the passenger-side
         door from inside the car and waited for her to get in.
      

      “I sure am glad to see you. You just don’t know, my feet is killing me.”

      Fuck your feet—I got problems, Sticks thought to himself, and he did; big, big, problems.
      

      “You gonna rub them for me?”

      Is this bitch serious? he thought to himself, looking at her, pretending to wear a smile. But he dare not say it. “Of course, baby, of course. You
         know I got you, Dais. Anything you need, you just let me know.”
      

      Really, I ain’t heard no nigga talk like him in all my life. Anything I need, just let him know. “Well, right now, all I need is a hot bath, something to eat, and my feet rubbed down.”
      

      “Baby, come on, I’m gonna get you something to eat and we going to the Inn of the Dove and you can take a hot bath in one
         of them Jacuzzis and I’ll rub on your feet.”
      

      “For real, you gonna do all that?”

      “Yup, but I need you to do something for me,” he said as he thought of the unfortunate situation he had somehow managed to
         get himself into, all because of Nard’s dumb ass. He should’ve let them motherfuckers have the fucking coke, what the fuck? Simon Shuller could count that shit up as a loss. And he really felt that serious about it. Truth was, he was supposed to be there that night looking out. Had he been there,
         on his job, Jeremy and Lance would never have made it through the bathroom window, Poncho wouldn’t be dead, and Nard wouldn’t
         need no alibi. And Simon Shuller wouldn’t be telling him to fix the problem or else.
      

      “So, what you need me to do.”

      “Well, it’s like this, my man, he done got caught up in a little situation, you feel me. And right now, we got to help him
         out.”
      

      “Help him out, how?”

      “Well, he needs someone to say that he was with them, that you saw him at the bar and he was in there with you. I just need
         you to tell an investigator for me that he was at the bar in the Honey Dipper and you remember him there all night. I’ll pay
         you one thousand dollars if you can do that for me.”
      

      “One thousand dollars?” Daisy screeched.

      “Make it two,” said Sticks.

      “Two thousand dollars? That’s a lot of money, Sticks.”

      “Yeah, I know, I really need you to do that for me, though.”

      Not seeing the forest for the trees, Daisy agreed. She needed the money, bad. Two thousand dollars—she barely made that in
         a month working for Calvin at the Honey Dipper. All that dancing and everything else she had to do, you would think she was
         making good money. But she wasn’t. Calvin was too greedy and too narcissistic. He thought he was the main man on top of the
         pimp and ho game. And truth be told, he was. He had them girls right where he wanted them, bent over. The funny thing was,
         he never touched the girls that worked in the club. He’d sometimes call them into his office individually and look them over
         as they stood naked in front of him. Everybody had to pass his “better be sweet” smell test. If he fingered you and you wasn’t
         smelling right, he’d send you over to Dr. Nelson’s office. But, no, no, no, he never touched them with his penis. Well, actually,
         every now and then he might be in the spirit of desiring sexual pleasure, but for the most part, his penis was a little too
         good for a whore to even suck on. Seriously, to him, his penis was special, so special that he wasn’t passing his wiener around.
         And when he thought about it, he didn’t understand how men slept around with a bunch of women. No, that just wasn’t his style
         and yes, he was a pimp or at least he thought so. No, in his crazy mind, his job was to merely sit back and watch his girls
         get fucked and then fuck them out their money; that was Calvin Stringer.
      

      The next morning, after a night of sexual bliss, Sticks and Daisy left the Inn of the Dove. Sticks promised her that the investigator
         would be calling her that day, and after she spoke to him, she’d be two thousand dollars richer. Daisy couldn’t wait. She
         had plans, big plans for that extra two grand.
      

      “Momma, come on, I need you to put on one of your overcoats,” said Daisy as she rushed around the apartment trying to make
         it spiffy.
      

      “What I want an overcoat for?”

      “Because, Momma, I got this investigator man coming here and I don’t want your titties hanging all out, come on. I need you
         to put something on.”
      

      “You don’t need to worry about my titties hanging nowhere. You need to worry about yours. And an investigator; what you got
         an investigator coming in here for?”
      

      “Momma, please, why you asking me so many questions?”

      “ ’Cause, you don’t know what you doing. You just so fast, that’s what’s wrong with you now.”

      No she’s not, no she’s not getting ready to start with me about how I make my money.

      “Messing with all these crazy men, and you talking to private investigators. It ain’t nothing but trouble. You need to get
         your life together, Daisy Mae. You need Jesus. Jesus saves, did you know that?”
      

      “Yes, you’ve told me before.”

      “Well, you need to let him save you. And what you got an investigator for? You looking for a missing person or something?”

      “No, Momma, I’m helping out a friend. It’s just a favor, that’s all.”

      “Favor, favor, ain’t no helping here if I got to talk to no investigator. What kind of mess you done got into now.”

      “Nothing.”

      “Well, then don’t do it. Don’t say nothing to no investigator without getting yourself a lawyer first. They got commercials
         now. I think you better call ’em.”
      

      “Momma, I don’t need no lawyer, I ain’t in no trouble. Come on, put this robe on, please.”

      “Mmm-hmm, I don’t want to. I want to go in my room. I don’t want no investigator looking at me. Next thing you know I’ll be
         some kind of suspect and all messed up. No, sir, I’ll go in my room and close my door.”
      

      Daisy’s mother stood up but looked as if she was about to fall back down. Daisy grabbed her right arm, holding her up.

      “You okay?” she asked.

      “Okay, as okay can get, but I still don’t want you getting in no trouble.”

      “Momma, I ain’t getting in no trouble, please don’t worry about me. Did you take your medication?”

      “Yeah, but I been feeling a little funny. You know, just feel like I’m out of myself, like my body’s over there and I’m somewhere
         over here looking for it. And my foot’s been sleeping all day. I tried to shake it, but it still got them pins and needle
         feeling in it.”
      

      “Don’t worry, when I’m done with the investigator, I’ll come in and rub you down.”

      “Yeah, you good at them massages. At least you good for something. Now, that you can do,” said Daisy’s mother as Daisy helped
         her sit on the edge of the bed. “You just be careful, Daisy. Just be careful, baby.”
      

      “I will, Momma, I will.”

      Just then the buzzer to the downstairs intercom rang. Daisy closed the door behind her mother, spoke into the intercom, and
         buzzed in the investigator. To her surprise it was all quite simple. The investigator simply showed her a photo of Nard and
         asked was she sure he was in the bar with her. She answered yes, gave him a simple time frame, and signed a witness statement.
         That was it. After he left, she paged Sticks, and sure enough, within twenty minutes he was downstairs sitting in front of
         her building in his green E Class. He counted out two thousand dollars, handed it to her, and told her he’d call her later.
         Daisy couldn’t believe it. It was like somebody else had been blessed and passed it on to her.
      

      She thanked Sticks and hurried back upstairs. She opened the apartment door.

      “Momma, it’s me,” she yelled out and then went into her room. She closed the door and counted out her money again. Boy oh boy, the sun sure will come out tomorrow. With two thousand dollars in her pocket you could bet your bottom dollar and hers. Daisy sat there making a mental list of
         all the things she could do. It didn’t dawn on her that her mother hadn’t responded. Daisy was too preoccupied with all that
         her small fortune would be doing for her—hair, nails, clothes, maybe even a new microwave and a TV for her room. Two thousand
         dollars was just so much money and she needed it so bad right now. It really was a blessing.
      

      “Momma, guess what?” said Daisy as she made her way down the hall. “I’m gonna get you something special, Momma. You hear me?”
         she asked as she flung open her mother’s bedroom door.
      

      “Momma, you okay?” she asked as she walked over to the bed. “Oh, Momma, no.”

      Her mother was lying still, her mouth open, her eyes open, and her face wearing a look of shock.

      “Mommy, please no, please god, no. Momma, please, you’re all I got, Momma, please don’t leave me.” She rushed over to the
         side of her mother’s bed. She sat on the side of the bed next to her mother’s body. She closed her mother’s eyes, and then
         kissed her open mouth. She rubbed her silver hair from her mother’s face and patted her hand. She realized that she was all
         alone, and for the first time in her life, she felt afraid. At least, no matter how bad things got, she had her mother and
         the feeling of being truly loved by someone, but without her mother, there was nothing, nobody and no reason, no reason to
         even live. For the longest time, that was how it was, just Daisy and her mom. Ever since she was a little girl that was the
         only family she had to fall back on. Somewhere out there in Murfreesboro, Tennessee, she had an aunt and a cousin, but other
         than that, no family to tell of.
      

      Her mother, Abigail, had been born in Murfreesboro in 1927 and was fifty-nine years old. She was the elder of two. Her sister,
         Matilda, was six years younger than herself. Times were hard for her family, as for most, but the Wrights had established
         their land and their farm. People might not think of a cow or a mule as being as precious as a diamond or gold, but in those
         times, they really were valuable, and John Wright kept his shotgun handy at all times. Wasn’t nobody taking his cow, his mule,
         his chickens, or his pig. That was all he had, and without them animals, his family would starve. Without the cow, no milk
         or cheese, butter or cream, and he needed his mule for plowing. The family lived in a house not yet equipped with electricity
         and running water. They had a well that they lowered buckets down into on a rope so they could pull the water back up from
         the earth. There was no bathroom, only an outhouse, no tub, just a large washbin to sit in from time to time. And of all the
         things he wished for, he most wished for a horse. If I only had a horse. If I only had a horse. His head sang that song for a long long time. Millie was all right, but if she cut short on a trip, decided she was tired
         or whatever else was ailing her, well then the trip would just be cut short. He couldn’t get her to move. That was one thing
         about them mules, once they decided to stop, they stopped. Not even a rattlesnake would get a mule to flinch. A horse will
         run like the dickens in the wind and pay no mind to where it’s running to, and you could be on it. A horse to draw his cart
         to town was a luxury he could not yet afford. He was still working with Millie. It was okay, too, because in a way, he had
         more than a lot of others. Not a lot, but enough for him and his family to survive. Growing up, Abigail and Matilda lived
         the typical Little House on the Prairie life. Her pa worked the fields and her momma did all the work inside the house. The two sisters had their routine as well,
         a typical load of chores for a small farm. That meant up at 5:00 A.M. to fetch fresh water from the well to wash up and to cook with, collecting chicken eggs to make breakfast, milking Bessie,
         the family cow, feeding their four chickens, their one hog, Kirby, and Millie the mule. Didn’t sound like much, but it was
         a lot. School wasn’t far, only a little over a mile. The girls walked the road, as did most of the children. The school wasn’t
         more than one room, with an outhouse behind it. Wooden logs made long benches and the children sat doing their lessons at
         long wooden picnic tables. When Abigail didn’t have school, she would have to help her pa with plowing the field. Matilda
         was still too young to work the field. The family worked hard and barely made it by. Scraped and scrounged to get through
         the Great Depression of the 1930s. It wasn’t easy, but the family survived through hard times. And just when things seemed
         to be getting a little better, they just got worse.
      

      “What do you want me to do, Arhris. We ain’t got no choice. Roosevelt has declared war. Pearl Harbor is gone, the Japs just
         blew it off the map. What do you want me to do? America is going to war. What if I get called to serve my country? I have
         to serve my country. Who’s gonna help provide for the farm until I get home, you? Are you nuts? You’re gonna need to hire
         a hand, you understand. If I sell Bessie, you’ll have nothing. I’ll be gone. I’m doing this for you and Matilda. Abigail is
         fourteen, come on. My daddy would have got her moved on.”
      

      “John, please, John, not Abigail, please. There has to be another way, John. She’s too young, she’s not old enough, she’s
         not even got her period. We just can’t.”
      

      “We can, Arhris, and we will, and that’s that, dagnabbit. Just because she’s slow with breeding don’t mean nothing, she’s
         ready. She’s a grown woman, for Pete’s sake, she’s gonna end up pregnant, then what? You see them boys staring her down when
         we go to town. We don’t got no choice. Winter’s coming, Arhris, you’re gonna need wood for fire. I can cut Kirby up to get
         you through the season, and there’s the chickens, but you’re gonna need Bessie, Arhris. Abigail is just another mouth to feed.
         Besides, Mr. Fothergill says he’ll give us a pretty penny for her, a pretty penny, and he said he’ll take good care of her.
         His money will help you run this farm and cover you while I’m gone, don’t you understand? He’s gonna make sure she gets to
         finish her schooling and what not. I made sure of that. And, she’ll be close by, only a few towns from here, less than a hundred
         miles. I just don’t see no other way, just don’t.”
      

      “There has to be another way.”

      “Well, there ain’t. There ain’t no other way. Mr. Fothergill said he’d be here later this afternoon, so… be best if you go
         on now and get Abigail packed up.”
      

      “But…” said Arhris, pleading with her husband.

      “Woman, I say the law,” said John Wright, flexing his suspenders, ready to strike her down for being disobedient. “Now, she’s
         going and that’s that. Mr. Fothergill’s fixin’ to marry her and take care of her and you need to have her ready. You hear
         me, Arhris?”
      

      “Yes, John, I can hear you, you’re hollering at the top of your lungs. How can I not?” asked Arhris, in the tone of a child,
         then mumbled under her breath as she watched John turn his back to her and leave the room.
      

      “Is that some kind of backtalkin’ tongue-lashing you mumbling about?” he asked with his left eyebrow raised.

      “No, I’m just humming, that’s all… if it’s all right wit’ you,” she said, cursing him silently under her breath.

      “I reckon it’s not, if I can’t understand what you’re saying,” he commented before walking away. “Don’t need to hear you or
         understand you no way. Don’t even know why you speak at all. Just a waste of air if you ask me,” he told himself as he closed
         the door behind him and walked down the hallway, continuing his personal conversation to himself.
      

      It was the saddest day of Arhris’s life to see her daughter sold away to some stranger, but she had no choice or say in the
         matter. What could she do? She was a woman, and unfortunately, in the 1940s a woman was nothing more than property and was
         just not allowed to disobey.
      

      Abigail seemed to sense something wasn’t right, walking up the dirt path from the main road. She saw a strange man standing
         next to her pa. He looked at her and her sister and smiled kindly.
      

      “Who’s that?” asked Matilda.

      “I don’t know, Tildie,” said Abigail as she watched her father counting out what looked like a lot of money.

      As they got closer to the house, Abigail saw two pieces of luggage on the porch. I wonder where Pa is going?

      “Abigail, come on over here and let me talk to you. This here is Mr. Fothergill.”

      “Hello,” said a young smiling Abigail.

      “Hello,” said a middle-aged, tall, medium-built man with a receding hairline, wearing pants, a clean white shirt and a matching
         suit jacket.
      

      “Um, well, Abigail, this here is Mr. Fothergill and… um… well, he done come to take you on home with him. He’s gonna marry
         you, you understand.”
      

      Abigail looked at her father standing tall and firm. He had the look of a cat who had just swallowed a canary.

      “I don’t understand, Pa.”

      “Well, um… Mr. Fothergill here, he’s gonna take care of you and you’re gonna go live with him.”

      “But, I don’t want to live with him, I want to live here, with you and Momma and Tildie. Daddy, please, don’t send me away.
         Please, I’ll milk Bessie every day, Pa, and I’ll do all my chores. And you don’t have to do no plowing, I’ll do every lick
         and I’ll wash all the clothes for Momma, hang ’em on the line, nice and neat, and I’ll cook, Pa. I can cook…” But the more
         she spoke, the more she knew she was wasting her breath. The more she spoke the more she knew she was already leaving. The
         more she stood there pleading with her father, the more she realized that the money he had been counting was the money Mr.
         Fothergill had paid for her. The more she spoke, the more Mr. Fothergill realized he was getting his money’s worth. Hell, she’s barely a child, and she can cook, too. She looked at Mr. Fothergill with pleading eyes full of tears.
      

      “Don’t mean no harm, mister, but please don’t take me from my family.”

      “It’s gonna be okay, I’m gonna take good care of her,” said Mr. Fothergill as he took Abigail by her arm. She tried to pull
         away, but his grip was too firm.
      

      “Ma, please, Ma, please don’t let him take me. Pa, please…” she began to beg as Mr. Fothergill dragged her on over to his
         horse-drawn carriage.
      

      “Momma, where’s that man taking Abigail?” asked Tildie as her mother covered her mouth and ran inside the house crying. Tildie
         just stood to the side, watching a screaming Abigail being led away by some stranger as her father stood alone, patting his
         pocket, daydreaming about a horse, a rich, smooth, brown horse with a white patch between his eyes. He had already seen her,
         she was a mare, so she could birth. He’d pick her up tomorrow, just in case the draft came through. Once Mr. Fothergill and
         Abigail were out of sight he turned to Tildie. “All right now, ain’t no need standing out here all night long, might as well
         go on inside. What’s done is done, cain’t go back, cain’t go back, Tildie.”
      

      It would be two years before Abigail saw her family again. And the only reason she returned home then was that her father
         had been killed in the war. Ray Fothergill made the trip back to Murfreesboro so Abigail could pay her final respects.
      

      “What you looking all confused for, Abigail, come on, let’s get going on now,” ordered Ray in his usual casual tone. “Just
         standing around going nowhere,” he muttered.
      

      “I want to see my pa laid to rest and all, it’s just that, I don’t think the baby can take no carriage ride that long, that’s
         all,” said Abigail rolling her hands around her expanded belly.
      

      “Aww… shucks, are you really serious?” He began to laugh at her. “Dagnabbit, that’s what’s in that brain of yours,” he said,
         plucking at the side of her head. “Well, a few bumps here and there sure ain’t hurting you or no baby. Baby, baby, baby, Abigail,
         I sure will be happy when that thing gets here so I don’t have to hear about it no more.”
      

      Abigail stood quietly as she blocked Rayford Fothergill’s nerve-wracking babbling out of her head. She remembered the day
         her daddy had sold her, sold her like a slave and didn’t think twice, didn’t even blink. She remembered her mother’s face,
         her sorrowful eyes and her pain-filled smile. The dirt path led up to the farmhouse from the main road and Abigail remembered
         the last time she saw it. She was being dragged away by the meanest man in the whole wide world. As soon as the horse-drawn
         carriage stopped moving Abigail could see Matilda. She was eleven years old, running up the hill to the front of the house
         so that she could greet her.
      

      “Oh, my God, wait till Momma sees you. Wow, look at your belly. I almost didn’t know who I was looking at.” Tildie hugged
         her sister, and Abigail kissed her face a thousand times. Neither sister paid much attention to the funeral or the pastor;
         instead they sat in the pew talking as if they hadn’t talked in a lifetime.
      

      “I got to run away, and far, far away, where cain’t nobody find me.”

      “Well, if cain’t nobody find you, how will I?” asked Matilda.

      “Well, I don’t know. I guess I’ll have to send you a postcard. One of them postcards with a big fancy city on it so you’ll
         know where I am and that I’m okay.”
      

      “I sure do miss you, Abigail. Nothing’s been the same since you been gone. Everything sort of changed, you know. Nothing’s
         been the same.”
      

      “Really?”

      “Yeah even Ma and Pa stopped speaking after you left.”

      “They did?”

      “Yup, sure did.”

      Knowing that made Abigail feel all the better. She reached over and patted her mother on her back. She was so glad to be back
         in the company of her family that she didn’t know what to do. She was even happier to be away from evil-ass Ray Fothergill.
         And the fact that her father was gone was a wonderful excuse to see Momma and Tildie again. It had been so long. The only
         time she began to cry that day was when it was time to go back home.
      

      “Let’s go, Abigail,” said mean man Ray.

      “Cain’t I just visit with Momma and my sister just a little longer?”

      “No, come on, we best be getting on down the road before it gets too dark out here,” he ordered.

      “I got to go,” said Abigail, lowering her head and hugging her sister.

      “Don’t cry, Abigail, don’t cry,” said Tildie as she let her sister go. “Here, I picked these from our garden for you,” said
         Tildie, passing her sister a tiny bouquet of daisies.
      

      “You know I love these; they’re the happiest flower in the world.”

      “Hey, we’re gonna make a trip to see you once you have that baby, you hear now?” added her momma, watching her two girls say
         good-bye.
      

      “Yeah, Momma, that would be nice. I just don’t know if I can wait to see you until then.”

      “Look at me,” said her mother, taking her face and holding it in her hands. “We’ll be together again, and I’m always with
         you, Abigail, always. You’ll be fine, just stay strong. God has a plan for you, Abigail, God has a plan.”
      

      Abigail, with the help of Rayford, pulled herself up into the carriage.

      “Goodness, Lord of mine, you are getting heavy, Abigail,” said Rayford, catching his breath. “My leg almost buckled out, and
         I swear I thought I was going to fall.”
      

      Wish you had fallen down, thought Abigail as she waved goodbye. God has a plan, just be strong.

      * * *

      God had a plan all right, a plan for Abigail to run away in the middle of the night, and that’s exactly what she did. When
         Ray-ford Fothergill got up looking for breakfast the next day, he found a note that had two words written on it: “good riddance.”
         He never saw or heard from Abigail again.
      

      She made her way through the dark, lonely, deserted night, moonlight shining through the pines and the tall oaks as she made
         her way to town. She hopped on the coal train with nothing but twenty-two dollars and fifteen cents. Back then, that was a
         small fortune, considering a gallon of gas was only twelve cents. She headed north, all the way to Philadelphia.
      

      The year was 1944, and one month later, she gave birth to a baby girl, at Pennsylvania Hospital. The baby was stillborn. Doctors
         said the umbilical cord had choked the baby through the passageway. There was nothing they could do. The afterbirth remained,
         and they performed a surgery, which caused complications, and the outcome was that she would never be able to have children,
         ever again. Or at least that’s what she was told by the doctors.
      

      Once again, God always has his own plan, and twenty years later, she found herself, at thirty-six years old, sitting in a
         doctor’s office in downtown Philadelphia, words ringing through her ears like sirens.
      

      “You’re pregnant!”

      She was speechless, to say the least, and kept thinking of all the years that had passed by. She always thought the doctors
         had been right, as she hadn’t used protection and had never conceived. It was a miracle, an act of God, truly it was. She
         was happy, so happy she began to cry. But her tears of joy quickly turned to tears of sorrow.
      

      “What do you mean, pregnant?” The look on Gilbert Taylor’s face said it all.

      I should have never told him. Look at him, what is he thinking?

      Gilbert Taylor didn’t know what to say. He had a wife and a family. Yes, he cheated, but so did all his friends.

      “You said you couldn’t get pregnant.”

      “I can’t, I mean, I did… it’s like a miracle.”

      It wasn’t a miracle for Gilbert and he didn’t share her joy. The funland express had just reached its final destination. He
         wasn’t sure how to handle her, but he knew he had to handle the situation with caution. She needed to understand that he couldn’t
         leave his wife, and he couldn’t be a father to her baby either. The best he could do was to help her financially. She had
         served a lot of years at his carpet warehouse.
      

      “I just don’t know what to say. I don’t want a baby with you. It’s just too complicated for me.”

      Abigail was devastated, and the thought of raising a baby without a husband in 1964 was even more devastating. If Gilbert
         Taylor didn’t want to be a father to her baby, he didn’t have to be, but he would have to pay. Gilbert would simply cut a
         check and live his life with his wife, living a lie, keeping Abigail and her baby a secret.
      

      Deep down Abigail was tortured. She had always believed Gilbert would leave his wife for her and they would be together. A
         baby was nothing more than the perfect reason to act now. Instead, he shunned her, wanted her to disappear, and the next thing
         she knew Gilbert had laid her off, claiming lack of business. He still, however, paid her. The entire time she was pregnant,
         he just paid her to stay away. Abigail got through the nine months like a breeze. The pregnancy was easy and trouble-free.
         The day her water broke she immediately called a cab to come take her to the hospital. She went in her bedroom, got the hospital
         bag she had prepacked and had waiting and ready to go, then called Gilbert. She dialed his number and listened as the phone
         rang.
      

      “Hello,” he said.

      She heard his voice but remained silent. He said hello once again. It was the one chance she had to have him by her side.
         Instead of telling him her water had broken and she was in labor, she hung up the phone. A weight suddenly lifted, and a voice
         told her everything would be all right. And it was. The nurse handed Abigail a tiny baby wrapped in a bundle. She looked down
         at her newborn, eyes barely open. It was as if she were smiling. And for the first time in a long time, ever since the day
         her daddy sold her away, Abigail felt she had something to truly smile about. Daisy, your name is gonna be Daisy. And so it was, Daisy Mae Fothergill. Fothergill after Ray, the married name Abigail still carried, and Daisy because everything
         was happy now. She thought of her sister and her mother and the last time they were together. God does have a plan for us, baby. Don’t you worry, Momma’s gonna take good care of you.

      “Please, Momma, please, tell me what to do. Please don’t leave me. I can’t make it out here without you. I can’t, I don’t
         have nobody that cares about me, I don’t have nobody, Momma. Please god, give her back. Please give her back to me.”
      

      She finally called 911 and reported that her mother had passed away to the 911 operator. She answered a hundred questions,
         and of course, it would be hours before anyone came to remove the body. So Daisy prepared. She combed her mother’s hair and
         dressed her up, put a little makeup on her, and gave her some perfume so she’d smell sweet.
      

      “See, Momma, you look so pretty. So, pretty, Momma. I’m just going to miss you so much, I wish you was here right now. I wish
         you was here. I love you, Momma, I love you. I just don’t know what I’m going to do without you. I just don’t know.”
      

      Daisy sat quietly holding her mother’s hand, as she waited for the paramedics to arrive. Her mother had left suddenly and
         without warning, leaving her feeling uncertain about life, uncertain about tomorrow, and scared to face it alone. Now with
         the passing of her mother, she realized she had no one in the world, no one who cared. A tear fell from her face and landed
         on her mother’s palm. “I miss you already,” she said as she wiped the tear away.
      

      The sky had turned from a burnt orange to a dark blue. Stars twinkled in the distance and hovered over the tattered city streets.
         The night air felt brisk, even though winter was months away. Saunta looked down at her son, who was clutching his book bag.
      

      “How was school today?”

      “Okay,” he quickly responded.

      “How was after care?”

      “Okay,” he again responded. Every day when his mother picked him up from after care, they would walk home together. She would
         ask him the same questions. Thank goodness, they only lived around the corner.
      

      “I’m gonna make you some fried chicken wings and rice for dinner, you hear.”

      “Mmm, that sounds good. Mommy, can I go down the street to Malcolm’s?”

      “Yeah, for a minute, but take your book bag upstairs first and then you can go, okay?”

      “Okay.”

      Saunta held the door for her son and followed him inside the apartment row home on the 2500 block of Somerset Street. They
         walked through the vestibule and up the flight of stairs. Just as Saunta reached in her purse and began to feel for her keys,
         a dark man, wearing dark clothing and a dark ski mask and dark gloves, jumped her from behind.
      

      “Oh, my god, heellpp!” Saunta screamed as the dark figure pulled a gun and shot her in the chest.
      

      “Mommy, no. Don’t hurt my mommy.” The young fellow charged the dark figure after seeing his mother gunned down and ran into
         him, almost knocking him down. He kicked and punched the dark figure, unafraid of the chrome barrel pointed at his head.
      

      “POW!”

      Another gunshot rang out as the little boy fell backward and lay silently still next to his mother.

      The assailant grabbed Saunta’s purse and ran back down the stairs, through the vestibule, and out the front door. After he
         was safely away from the crime scene, he pulled off his ski mask and put it in his pocket. He rummaged through the purse,
         pulling out Saunta’s wallet. He took her ID and her keys and threw the purse in the trash.
      

      “What’s going on, Nard?”

      He heard a voice call out to him as he turned around.

      “Yo, what’s happening, man, been a long time, my brother,” he said, extending his hand.

      “Sure has, how’s it going?”

      “I’m good, I’m good,” said Nard as he shook an old acquaintance’s hand.

      “Take it easy, brother.”

      “Yeah, you too, man, take it easy,” said Nard as he walked down the block, hopped in his car, and kept it moving.
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