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What People are Saying About The Price We Pay...

“Nikki T. Anthony has written a novel that should bring understanding and maybe acceptance of all lives. In reading Nikki’s story, throughout the book there are lines that make the reader think...” 

— Book Room Reviews

“...vivid descriptions transport readers to the Deep South.  The dramatic unfolding in the opening chapters is gripping and will hook readers immediately. One of the book’s greatest strengths lies in Anthony’s writing style, which is often reminiscent of classic literature. The prose is simple yet filled with personality, and every word propels the story forward. Every emotion is palpable, and every visual is clear.” 

— Book Review Directory

“I haven’t read a book that intertwined history, fact, and fiction so prolifically since BeBe Moore Campbell’s What You Owe Me, or a main character so young but beyond her years in enthralling experiences since Sister Souljah’s The Coldest Winter Ever.” 

— National Bestselling Author E. N. Joy 

“Nikki T. Anthony’s work here is notable for its depth and the immersive experience it offers. The Price We Pay is a thought-provoking journey, one that captivates and inspires introspection long after the last page is turned.” 

— The Literary Titan (Literary Titan Gold Book Award Winner)
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PROLOGUE

Buzzardville, Alabama - 1992

I was fifteen years old living in Buzzardville—the heart of negro-ville, as Daddy liked to call it, because it was a small community of predominately Black folk who were stuck in time. We spoke differently than northerners, lived differently than those in big cities, and enjoyed doing everything in a distinctly specific way. Our town was forgotten about, like a manila folder tucked away in a file cabinet—unseen, unheard, and often unimportant. 

While it may have been a place tucked away and forgotten about by the rest of the world, Buzzardville wasn’t forgotten about by us. Here, everyone knew of everyone. It was a small town in the Deep South, where the residents relied on one another, but to call it a ‘small town’ was to see only houses and not homes built by a village of people. Buzzardville was a community. In fact, it was a close-knit community where I loved exploring when Momma and Daddy allowed me to and weren’t on my behind like a bloodhound at a crime scene. 

Sandy tracks of land bloomed with corner markets, and homes with flowered front lawns and lemon trees stretched long enough to set up shop to sell lemonade. Long country roads led into town, where Southern folks spoke with a Southern drawl often misunderstood by tourists passing through. Passersby came into town long enough to judge the way we talked, yet short enough that if they blinked too long, they’d miss having ever visited. Buzzardville was perfect country living—if downhome Southern hospitality was one’s taste. 

What many people failed to realize was that Buzzardville wasn’t always meant to be kept filed away and forgotten. During a time when Black folk still faced limitations on where they could live, where they could work, and where they would be accepted, Buzzardville, Alabama, welcomed everyone. It became home to those who wanted to escape the white America that wasn’t quite ready to embrace the idea of Black folk flooding their neighborhoods. 

We lived in a tiny, yet charming, one-storied bungalow on Central Street, a subdivision that yielded very little traffic, which made the quiet street our playland. For as long as I could remember, every other home on the block housed children around my age, and we all attended the neighborhood high school, Frederick Douglass. Almost every day, we outlined the warm pavement with chalk and played hopscotch, double Dutch, tried our hand in a game or two of tic-tac-toe, played Truth or Dare, pencil popped, and trudged the earth for worms, all while alongside the older kids who were slap-boxing, until the sun set on us. 

On breezy days, we found a spot in the shade with frozen Kool-Aid ice cups that we’d purchased from Ms. Ina, the neighborhood’s candy lady, that melted nearly too fast to eat. Ms. Ina’s sugary syrup gave us the courage to talk smack while we played the Dirty Dozens. 

Every night, I prayed to God that time would freeze, that I would never grow up and things would never change. And then suddenly—on that unusually warm, muggy, rainy evening in May—everything did change...in the blink of an eye. What I once knew as my peace suddenly became the beginning to my Hell on Earth.
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CHAPTER 1

“Zenetta, get your behind up and go to Harlin’s and get me a bottle of Alaga cane syrup,” Daddy ordered from the kitchen. 

Daddy had been a police officer with the BPD for the past three years. He wasn’t just any cop, either; he was the only Black cop on the entire force. Unlike Momma, Daddy was born in Buzzardville and had herds of family throughout Alabama. From Huntsville to May Apple, Daddy had enough family to give away. In fact, Daddy had family that he never saw. Not because they hated Momma like Momma’s Aunt Virgie hated Daddy, but because he was adamant that his family was a thing of his past. Every time Momma suggested he reach out to them and keep in touch, he’d say, “Why stumble over something that’s behind you?” 

His words were so clear that Momma eventually stopped suggesting it altogether. I often wondered if Daddy was distant from his family because he was ashamed of them in some way, but then one day, I found out that wasn’t the case at all. It wasn’t that Daddy was ashamed of his family. His family was ashamed of him because of the choices he’d made. I often felt his ego played a big part in it, too.

His pride often cost him everything. In the end, it left him with little to no family, a lack of empathy, and not much to be proud of.

In fact, Daddy hardly ever admitted to being proud of anything or anyone, but if I wasn’t sure of anything else, I was sure that he took pride in being the only one of his kind on the BPD. I wanted to be proud of him, but I couldn’t help but question if Daddy was just too foolish to believe that nothing would change or too stubborn to admit that he was a part of the problem. He contributed to the destruction of a place that he—and many others—chose to call home. He lacked the ability to understand others, which was why I wasn’t surprised he was so hell bent on sending me to Harlin’s.

“Why do I have to go to Harlin’s? Why can’t I go get it from One Stop?” I shouted back.

“One Stop is too far. Now get yo’ tail up and go and do what I said before your mother gets home and ain’t no syrup to go with her croquettes!” 

I didn’t care how far away One Stop was. If it meant I didn’t have to go to Harlin’s, I’d walk as fast as my feet would carry me just to get there. One Stop would be congested with a traffic jam of shoppers sporting their finest threads, even on a weekday. I could see why too—the atmosphere of the grocery store was welcoming and made you want to be there, even if you had little to no money to spare. The bright lights were just as inviting as the aroma of the chocolate chip cookies they baked fresh daily. On occasion, they passed them out as samples as a way to entice shoppers to take a fresh batch home. 

It helped that Momma loved One Stop just as much as I did. Whenever we visited together, our first stop would always be the produce section. She may have looked at that section as a batch of good produce worth buying, but I looked at it as eye candy. The varying colors of apples, oranges, mangos, and bananas left me feeling as fuzzy as a Georgia peach on the inside. It was hard not to help myself to a bite, but even I knew better than to pull a stunt like that. Momma would be stewing like a pot of hot soup if I were to ever embarrass her in such a sophisticated environment. I wouldn’t ever do anything that would have her banish me from showing my face at One Stop ever again. Now Harlin’s, on the other hand, was an entirely different story. 

I hated going to Harlin’s more than I hated eating black-eyed peas on New Year’s Day. It was a small, rundown convenience store, owned by a Korean family, that sat on the corner of Central Street. It always smelled like dead meat, and everything was over-priced and poorly managed. The produce section carried a variety of wilted heads of lettuce, browning celery stalks, and bruised fruit. They overcharged the folk in our neighborhood and didn’t deliver on what they were charging us for. 

Those weren’t the only reasons, though, that I didn’t want to go there. I hated visiting Harlin’s because they made it clear to us Black people that they didn’t care for us much. They watched us like a hawk whenever we entered their store, yet they were the ones setting up shop in our areas because the real estate in Black neighborhoods was dirt cheap compared to places like Woodland Hills. 

Woodland Hills was the next town over that was not only home to my favorite grocery store, but it was also home to mostly Caucasians. Harlin’s definitely couldn’t compare to One Stop, but it didn’t help that Daddy made senseless excuses for Harlin’s like, “Have you ever considered they just as scared of you as you are of them?” or “You wouldn’t know they was looking at you crazy if you wasn’t looking at them to begin with.” He called it reasoning with the circumstances, but I called it not reasoning with the side that’s right. 

As much as I hated visiting Harlin’s, though, I hated being punished by Daddy even more, so I did what I was told. I grabbed my windbreaker and zipped it up halfway. 

The second I opened the front door, the wind chilled my skin. I shuddered from the sudden drift of cold air. What started out as a muggy day had turned into a chilly evening. The wind whistled against the trees that lined our small street as light rain showers began. Dusk settled in around our neighborhood as I scurried down the street, in a hurry to make it back before the rain got any heavier. Even though I was in a hurry, the growling of my stomach couldn’t ignore the assortment of aromas filling the air. The aroma of Daddy’s biscuits mixed with the smell of fried chicken, macaroni and cheese, candied yams, and pecan pie invaded my nostrils. It was definitely dinnertime on Central Street.

Cars moved up and down our street while the bus broke down at its stop. I looked both ways, then I darted across the intersection before the light could change green. As I approached Harlin’s, I coached myself repeatedly. “No lingering. Just grab what you need and get out of this place.”

I took one last deep breath, opened the door, and walked in against my will. “Race toward the sugar cane syrup, give the clerk exact change, and leave no matter what happens,” I continued. 

As usual, the store reeked of rotted vegetables and raw meat. Two neighborhood kids stood with the freezer door open, arguing about splitting an orange juice instead of a soda. I recognized one of the kids immediately. She went by the name of Ju-Ju and was the daughter of Grover, a known regular who frequented an illegal prostitution house called the Brown Sugar Inn. When I raced past the two of them, their disagreement came to a temporary stop as they looked in my direction. I nodded their way then made a dash for the aisle that housed the syrup, and they got back to their argument. 

I found the thick cane syrup that Momma liked and made my way toward the register. Against my better judgment, I detoured and made a stop at the potato chip rack. I was glad I did, however, given the commotion coming from the front of the store. 

The clerk stood behind the counter and eyeballed Ju-Ju and her friend as they continued to argue. This time, they were debating about who would pay the bill. Apparently, Ju-Ju paid the last two times. 

Just when I thought it was safe to approach the counter, the clerk shouted, “Hurry up and make a decision or get your thieving behinds out!”

“Who you calling a thief?” Ju-Ju balked. 

I could tell by the way her brows bored into her forehead that she was as angry as a swarm of hornets. At the thought of being called a thief, her face contorted, her cheeks flushed, and her eyes sparkled with ferocity. Those same eyes stared at the clerk, unblinking as if they were being used as a weapon. That smoldering look frightened the life out of me, to the point that I couldn’t move. 

“I don’t want any trouble. Make a decision and leave my store,” the clerk pleaded as terror overtook her face.

“You think you can come into our neighborhood and treat us like we animals? You’ll be lucky if I don’t bust your head to the white meat before I leave this store,” Ju-Ju threatened. 

It happened so fast.

As Ju-Ju reached into her jacket pocket to hand the clerk a bill, the clerk reached for her shotgun behind the counter and fired two shots into Ju-Ju’s forehead. Suddenly, everything went completely silent. Everything around me moved in slow motion as I stood there, gaping in horror. 

Ju-Ju fell to the ground as blood began to seep from the holes in her forehead. Ju-Ju’s friend was screaming and splattered with blood. I dropped the glass bottle of cane syrup. Through popped ears and blurred eyes, I hauled ass toward the front door. Dust particles floated by, and the smell of gunfire residue filled my nostrils. As I made my way out the door and through the crowd of onlookers running toward the commotion, my knees buckled with every stride. The steady thump of my heavy footsteps echoed in my ears as beads of sweat rolled down my face. Despite my heart feeling as if it would burst within the walls of my chest, I kept running, refusing to stop until I got home, and even then, my pace couldn’t be slowed.

I ran through the front door, past the kitchen, and tried running straight to my room before Daddy stopped me by grabbing my arm. 

“Girl, are you crazy running through this house like a bat out of hell? What’s wrong with you?” he demanded. I could see the panic on his face at what might be going on. 

“She shot her! She shot her for no reason!” My voice cracked. Salty tears fell from the bottom of my chin onto my windbreaker. Oddly, I didn’t want the tears to stop. I figured if I allowed the tears to keep raining down on me that they would wash away any blood that may have splattered my way. 

“Slow down, girl.” Momma rushed from the kitchen with the same look of panic. I was glad to see Momma had made it home just in time for dinner, but talking to Momma was the last thing I wanted to do. “Who shot who?” Momma’s eyes were so wide, it looked like she had seen a ghost. 

“Say something, girl.” Daddy grabbed my arm again.

I snatched it away. “The clerk at Harlin’s, she shot Ju-Ju for no reason.”

“Lord, have mercy! Hershel, maybe you should go and see what’s going on,” Momma said to Daddy while looking at me.

Daddy rushed out the front door. I ran to my bedroom. I jumped in my bed, curled up into a ball, and squeezed my eyes closed. No matter how hard I tried to shut out the image of Ju-Ju hitting the ground, I just couldn’t shake it. I removed myself from my bed, walked back into the living room, and peered out the front window for what seemed like hours. 

Police cars were parked at all different angles along the street while neighbors peeked through their windows. Many even flooded out onto their front stoops to watch the commotion. Momma plopped down on the couch next to me and caressed the small of my back as I gazed out. She didn’t say much, and neither did I. I guess there wasn’t much to say. 

That was until I was forced to go down to the police station to tell my version of what happened at Harlin’s. A sergeant I wasn’t as familiar with as some of Daddy’s other coworkers showed up at our front door and all but forced me to leave the comfort of my home, only to make me relive what felt like the most traumatizing moment of my life. 

“I would appreciate it if Officer Henchman could speak with her further about this.” Momma wanted Daddy to take a written statement from me himself once he returned home.

“I’m afraid that’s not the proper protocol in this situation,” the officer explained. “In fact, it could even be a conflict of interest, considering the circumstances.” He spoke calmly, but I was as nervous as a fly in a glue pot. 

“Don’t worry, baby, I’ll be there with you every step of the way.” Momma’s voice was comforting. It gave me the strength I needed to get through the ordeal. 

What I predicted to be a traumatic experience turned out to be not as bad as I thought it would be. The interview down at the station was pretty straightforward. The police asked the questions, and I answered them without hesitation. What I really wanted to say was, “She shot Ju-Ju! Grab the handcuffs, open the jail cell, close the cell door, and throw away the key. End of story.” But we all knew that wasn’t the way things would play out, because unlike people who looked like me, that Korean store clerk had the complexion for the protection. In fact, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the clerk didn’t serve one day of jailtime for what she did to Ju-Ju. 

The officer taking the statement hardly looked interested in what I had to say anyhow. It looked like his thick eyebrows lifted high above his beady eyes every time I answered a question. It was almost like he questioned the validity of every word I spoke, but because it was his job to take my statement, he was forced to listen. 

After an hour of answering the same questions in different ways, Momma suggested I give them all the information I knew and asked that I be excused from any further questioning. If Momma could see that recalling such a horrible experience was becoming distressing for me, then so could the sergeant. He just didn’t care. 

Needless to say, dinner was served late that evening. A little after eight, Momma and I got home. Not too long after we made it in, Daddy’s squad car pulled up to the curb. Momma had gone on to finish up our meal, but I couldn’t take myself away from the window. I was in a trance that I didn’t want to be snapped out of. Daddy walked in, and Momma greeted him with sorrow in her eyes. 

“Zenetta, I’m sorry that you had to witness that girl being killed this evening.” Daddy took a seat next to me, caressing the crown of my head.

“I just don’t understand why she had to kill her, Daddy.” I could feel the tears building. 

“I don’t know, baby, but what I do know is that you didn’t deserve to see it happen.” He kept running his hand over my head, as if the hairs were out of place. 

“I just can’t unsee it, Daddy,” I said softly.

“Come on, ladybug, it’s time for dinner,” Daddy reminded me after a moment.

“I’m not hungry.” I didn’t move from my place on the couch. My eyes remained glued on what was happening outside the window.

“I didn’t ask you if you were hungry. I said it’s time for dinner,” Daddy grunted, changing his tone from comforting to commanding. 

“Give the girl a break, Hershel.” Recognition dawned on Momma’s face. She pursed her lips and gave Daddy an ice-cold look as she tapped her fingernails on the tabletop, sounding off a tsk with every patter. 

“Don’t you tell me what to do with my own child, woman,” Daddy fumed.

“The girl just witnessed someone being murdered right before her eyes,” Momma reminded him. “Don’t you think that’s enough to cut the girl some slack for a change?”

“I was trying to comfort her, but some nigga getting killed ain’t no reason for the girl to not join us for dinner.” Hearing Daddy refer to his own people in such a derogatory way nearly scorched my ears. 

“Stop that talk right now, Hershel Henchman, I mean it!” Momma stared at Daddy sadly. The way she always did whenever she couldn’t get through to him or get him to see things her way. Daddy was stubborn, but Momma was persistent. No matter what, she was going to get her point across. 

“I’m the man of this house, and I’ll say what I want,” Daddy spat.

“I’m the woman of this house, and I won’t have it.” Momma raised her eyebrow and placed her hands on her hips. 

I wasn’t an adult, but I knew what that look meant. During one of their previous arguments, she gave him that same look. While I washed up for bed one evening, I could overhear him being upset about the fact that she threatened him with withholding sex whenever she wanted to stand her ground. Apparently, that look meant if he kept up with his misbehaving, he would be missing out on a good time with her later. I may have been young, but I was far from being stupid. Daddy’s face softened as he started to look defeated. 

I knew my daddy, and I could see that his heart wanted to fight until he won the battle, but his groin had other plans. I removed myself from the sofa, headed toward the kitchen, and plopped down in my designated seat. Momma took her seat next to me, leaving Daddy standing there. 

“Are you going to take your seat?” Momma asked, giving him that look once more. “Your dinner is getting cold.” 

Daddy took his seat, but I could tell he definitely wasn’t happy about it. 

Momma turned to me with a look of sympathy—a look that put my heart at ease. It told me she had my back, and everything would be alright. “Are you okay, baby?”

“I would have been if he would have allowed me to go to One Stop instead of Harlin’s like I asked.” I nodded in the direction of Daddy as anger hardened my heart. Had he listened to me, I would have never witnessed Ju-Ju being slaughtered like cattle. Daddy’s persistence for me to go to Harlin’s was unnerving. My world had been shattered, and he couldn’t care less if it ever turned to normal again.

“That’s it, Odessa! I’m sick and tired of this girl thinking she can sass me.” Daddy smashed his fist onto the kitchen table like a judge banging a gavel. He was on the verge of exploding with rage, but just like he didn’t care about how I felt, I didn’t care about his feelings either. 

“Just calm down, Hershel—” Momma tried her best to referee. 

“Calm down, Hershel, my behind.” Daddy’s eyes glinted as he sized me up, but I wasn’t intimidated by him one bit. “Now I hate that she had to witness something like that, but I’ll be damned if I allow her to disrespect me.”

“I understand you’re upset, but nobody likes to go to Harlin’s.” Momma extended her arms, as if putting space between me and Daddy while she argued for him to see her point of view. “The produce is always old, and they treat us like trash. I don’t see why we can’t just avoid this mess and shop at One Stop to begin with.”

“I refuse to spend extra money on groceries just because you two are uncomfortable with going into Harlin’s.” Daddy laid down the law, as usual.

“I can’t even get a decent head of cabbage in that place.” Momma snorted. “Those racist Koreans stare at you like they’ve never seen a Black person before, or assuming that you comin’ in to steal from ‘em. That ain’t no way to live. Besides that, we shouldn’t have to travel across town to get what should be available right here in our own neighborhood.” Momma’s voice began to soften, and so did Daddy’s facial expression. “White folks don’t have to travel far to get what they need, and neither should we, Hershel. It just ain’t right, baby.”

Daddy feasted on his croquettes without even acknowledging what Momma said. 

“Before these Koreans invaded our neighborhood with this trash, I was confident about what I was putting into my stomach...” Momma’s face went blank. “Everything was affordable, but most of all, edible. It’s getting worse around here. It’s not the place that I recognized once before. Not only do we have to worry about being sold bad food, but now our chil’ren can’t even walk into the store without the fear of being shot dead by one of ‘em.” Momma’s voice sounded fragile and wounded.

We ate in silence for what felt like forever until Daddy broke it. 

“First, I wanna apologize, ladybug, for not being a little more understanding.” Daddy wiped the corner of his mouth with a napkin before he continued. “If I hadn’t sent you to Harlin’s against your wishes, you wouldn’t have been placed in that situation, so for that, I’m sorry.” His eyes softened but only for a second. His sympathy toward Momma was a different story. “For you, on the other hand, if you’re so bothered by what’s going on in the neighborhood, then maybe it’s time to move out the neighborhood.”

“Don’t start, Hershel.” Momma threw her fork onto her plate and buried her face into her hands. 

“Don’t start, Hershel, nothing. You started this mess, so let’s finish it!” Daddy demanded. “If the neighborhood makes you so sick, it’s time to revisit the idea of moving to Woodland Hills.”

“What good is that gonna do us? If you think the Koreans are giving us a run for our money, you ain’t seen nothing yet until those white folks run us off,” Momma fired back. “They’d run us out of that place so fast it’d make our heads swim, because that’s what they do to any Black family that has the nerve to do it.” 

“It’s not like we can’t afford to live like them. I make good money down at the station, and you bring in a good income yourself from the rents over on Buzzards Row.”

“It ain’t about the money, Hershel. It’s about being looked down on all the time by those snotty do-gooders,” Momma hissed. “Every chance they get, they assume you lost because as long as they could remember, Black folk was only spotted there before dusk.”

Momma was passionate in how she felt about Woodland Hills, and she had every right to be. Woodland Hills was once one of the three sundown towns that displayed signs that read “aint no niggers allowed after dark.” Though the ordinance had long since been banished, Momma swore that she wouldn’t live in a town that purposely kept out not just Black people but Chinese Americans, Jews, Mexican Americans, Native Americans, and any other culture that wasn’t all white in skin color. Momma enjoyed shopping in Woodland Hills because the quality of the groceries was better, but she vowed she wouldn’t be caught dead canvasing the neighborhood after dark, let alone living there, after its past customs. 

Most of the residents in Woodland Hills were firefighters, policeman, and teachers. Daddy always felt like our family had earned our stripes to live among them, but Momma begged to differ. In fact, she found herself reminding him that Woodland Hills wouldn’t ever be the place for us to live because of what the town once stood for. She didn’t think it had really changed that much, at its heart.

“If you want to live there, you go right ahead, Hershel, but I won’t be going with you.”

“Only the lower class lives in Buzzardville,” Daddy argued. 

“Well, consider me lower class, too, because I’m staying right with them,” Momma snapped back.

“If we move up to Woodland Hills, I’d bet all the money in my pocket that you won’t have to deal with backyard niggas getting shot dead before your eyes,” an insensitive Daddy said.

“Just because you work with them don’t make you one of them.” Momma smiled darkly. Like me, Momma was also offended by him calling his own people such nasty names. “How could you fix your lips to go against your own people? What happened to the man that I married all those years ago?”

“Just ‘cause we share the same skin color don’t make them my people.” Daddy cocked his head arrogantly. “To answer your question, I’m the same man you married. I’m just wise enough now to know Black folk can’t be trusted.”

Irritation picked at me the more I listened to Daddy talk like that. 

“Just ‘cause you have a position on the force with a group of white men don’t make them your people neither.” Momma’s outburst matched the way I felt internally. 

“That kind of talk is the exact reason why Black folks don’t get ahead,” Daddy snapped.

I could count on my hands and toes how many times I had to sit and listen to the same argument—Daddy being whitewashed and Momma advocating that Black lives were important. I was saved by the bell when the phone rang. 

Annoyed, Daddy walked over to the kitchen counter, snatched the receiver from the cradle, and barked into the speaker, “Henchman residence.” After a moment, he looked at Momma and said, “It’s for you.” Instead of handing Momma the phone, he set the receiver on the counter. 

Momma reached over, picked up the receiver, and pressed it to her ear. She didn’t say much, just “okay” and “I don’t think so” and “everything will be just fine.” She mostly listened, and then told the caller to give her a second and she would be there in a minute. Hearing her say that made Daddy cut his eyes at her again. 

“You ain’t going nowhere!” Daddy shouted so loudly that he startled me. “You don’t have to jump every time he calls.”

“Hershel, stop it!” Momma matched the pitch of his voice. Focusing back on her phone call, she repeated into the receiver, “Just give me a second and I’ll be there.” She hung up and returned to her seat. 

“Why do you have to run every time he calls? He has a family. Let them tend to him.” Daddy studied her reaction through narrowed eyes.

“You know exactly why!” Momma shouted as she slammed her fork against her plate. 

Momma stood up so fast that the chair fell backward and landed with a loud thud. She gave the chair one last kick before she stormed out of the kitchen and to the front door. Daddy stared after her as she walked out. Just like that, she was gone, and I was left at the table feeling awkward. 

The argument was over Old Man Wilson—the neighborhood drunk who often roamed the neighborhood mumbling to himself. 

When my grandfather chose to migrate to Buzzardville from Mississippi, he decided he wanted a piece of the American dream. In addition to our home, he purchased a strip of rowhouses up the street from our home. He affectionately named it Buzzards Row because the circle of homes reminded him of a small village filled with folks buzzing about any and everything while they sat out on their front stoops. When my grandfather passed on to glory, my mother inherited Buzzards Row and took over renting out the homes. Old Man Wilson just happened to be one of those renters.

Although he had family in the neighborhood that could care for him, they didn’t. They wrote him off after he went crazy over a woman who they didn’t want him to be with to begin with. He lost his good job as an equipment operator at a landfill, along with his mind and dignity. That was all it took for his family to say enough was enough and sever ties with him for good. Momma always said it was a shame that his own kinfolk walked right past him, as if they didn’t even know him. Ever since I could remember, Momma had helped Old Man Wilson. I thought she helped him because she felt sorry for him. Momma understood his situation, but Daddy couldn’t care less. 

Momma tended his front yard, housekept for him, did his grocery shopping, and sometimes even made meals for him. Momma wasn’t the only person that helped him out, either. Our next-door neighbor, Gussie Mae, helped Momma to clean for him when she could, and his next-door neighbors, Mrs. Melba and Mrs. Pearline, often looked out for him by making sure he kept up with his medication and made it in safely at night after walking the streets barefoot all day. Even the men in the neighborhood helped by making sure his trash was set out on the curb every Tuesday for pickup. Everyone in the neighborhood helped Old Man Wilson—with the exception of Daddy. I overheard him telling Momma that he thought it was disgusting that everyone catered to him as if he was a child that always needed caring for.

The first time I witnessed Momma and Daddy argue about Old Man Wilson, I was a small child myself. It was during my fifth birthday party. Apparently, it was the first time anyone witnessed him roaming through the neighborhood barefoot. One of the neighbors called Momma on the phone and asked if she could head to his house to check on him. Daddy wasn’t happy about her leaving my party to tend to Old Man Wilson, but before she could get her hand on the doorknob, Old Man Wilson was outside our front window, drunk and yelling slurs. Momma went outside and tried to calm him down while Daddy stood on our front stoop. 

“If you don’t take your black behind back to your own house with this mess,” Daddy said, “I’m gonna come down there and put a bruising on ya myself!”

“Go to hell, Hershel Henchman!” Old Man Wilson shot back. “Burn in hell while you at it!”

Daddy went into the house and called up one of his friends down at the station. Within a couple of minutes, a cruiser pulled up and two female officers jumped out with their cuffs and guns in hand. Momma went into damage control mode and tried to defuse the situation. She walked over and greeted the officers, talking to them for a couple minutes. The officers placed their guns back into their holsters and put their handcuffs away. One of them walked over, patted Old Man Wilson on the back, and guided him to the squad car. 

He started to walk away peacefully, but then yanked away from the officer and grabbed his crotch. “I know you want some of this!” he blurted out. 

I was too young to determine if he was directing that statement toward Momma, one of the officers, or both. One officer again attempted to guide him toward the car, only this time, she secured his arm. Momma stood there with her arms folded as she watched the officer buckle him into the back seat while Daddy screamed for Momma to come back to the party. 

“I hope you happy. You ruined my daughter’s birthday party!” Daddy’s anger mounted as he shouted at Old Man Wilson, now in the squad car. 

Momma spun around and delivered a sharp look Daddy’s way. That was the first time I saw her give him that look—the look that told him that if he kept it up, he would have to deal with the consequences later. Of course, Momma defying Daddy in front of the whole neighborhood sparked an argument in our house that night.

“I hope you happy, Odessa.” I could hear Daddy through my bedroom walls. “You gave our whole neighborhood, and my coworkers, something to talk about today.”

“Hershel, what else was I supposed to do?”

“You were supposed to allow the police to figure it out,” Daddy said, getting louder.

“We can’t turn our back on him.”

“He’s not our responsibility to care about.”

“How can you say that?” Momma’s voice cracked.

“Like I just did,” Daddy snapped. 

That night wasn’t the last argument Momma and Daddy had about Old Man Wilson. The more they argued about Momma’s involvement with him, the more I hated him, because he was always a topic of discussion at our house. Though I hated it, I understood why Momma fought with Daddy so much about it. Just like me, Momma wanted to be heard. As women, we needed our opinions to matter. 

We wanted to have a seat at the table like everyone else. I’m talking about the seats often reserved for those seen as having the influence and the power needed to make decisions that could affect change in the world. A seat at the table that would give us a fighting chance to be heard and to make a difference. The seats that were occupied by men—both white and Black—who denied access to women, despite all that had been sacrificed. Black men feared that if we became their equal, we would lose respect for them. White men feared that if we ever came to power, we would realize that we didn’t need to be offered a seat at the table to begin with, because we had built the house. 

Instead, women like Momma and myself were reminded often that there was no need to desire a seat at the table because there was no place for us. In fact, now that I think about it, there were other things that I hated more than going to Harlin’s: being denied a fighting chance to be heard—given an equal opportunity to make a difference—and Old Man Wilson. 
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CHAPTER 2

Any other day, Daddy would have had to raise hell to get me out of bed, but that wasn’t the case the day after Ju-Ju’s murder. By the time Daddy barked for me to get up, I had already gotten dressed, made the bed, and was headed toward the kitchen to have breakfast. 

The plan was to eat as quick as I could and leave for school early, with the hopes that I’d run into our next-door neighbor, Gussie Mae. Whenever I was having problems with Momma or Daddy, Gussie Mae was my go-to person. In my eyes, she was my honorary auntie, and I needed to talk to her now more than ever. Although Daddy apologized to me for being so inconsiderate, he was the last person I wanted to talk to about what happened to Ju-Ju. Momma was easier to confide in, but the reality was, she was no Gussie Mae. Gussie Mae listened with the intent to understand, not the intent to respond. She understood me.

“Zenetta, you better get your behind in here and eat this breakfast before it gets cold,” Daddy hollered.

“I’m already here,” I said as I took my seat at the table in front of the bowl of hot cereal that had been made for me. Both Daddy and Momma sat stone-faced as they watched me gulp down my cereal without putting up a fight. 

“Good morning, baby,” Momma greeted me with a still-surprised expression on her face. 

“Morning, Momma.”

“Is that the only person that you see?” Momma asked.

“Oh, him... Hi, Daddy,” I greeted after I stuffed a mouthful of cereal into my mouth. 

Momma raised her eyebrow and shot me a look. Daddy shook his head. 

It may have been a new day, but I hadn’t forgotten about his lack of compassion for me the night before, nor the ignorance he allowed to escape his lips about Ju-Ju being shot. After watching her drop dead, I decided life was too short to hold back how I really felt. I was going to speak whatever was on my mind from this day forward.

Ju-Ju wasn’t much older than me, and I couldn’t help but think had I shown up a few minutes earlier than Ju-Ju and her friend, it could have been me who got shot to death instead. Maybe I could have done something to save her. Maybe I could have done something to keep her alive long enough just to breathe her last words to her parents. Instead, I ran as far and fast as my muscles would allow me to run. My brain went into full survival mode, instead of helping someone else to survive. My chest hurt at the thought of Ju-Ju not being able to wake and have breakfast with her parents like me and every other kid on our street. I didn’t have the courage to honor her in life, so I’d definitely honor her in death by speaking up loud and clear, even if I was speaking out of turn toward Momma and Daddy, because life was too short not to. 

I scarfed my breakfast down in a hurry, not interested in joining the conversation that Momma and Daddy were having. They were in the middle of talking about what would happen to Harlin’s. To me, having that conversation was a waste of time because we all knew what would be happening to that clerk: not a thing. The thought of knowing the clerk would get off caused my rage to throb like a heartbeat.

Momma got up from her seat to serve Daddy and me a hefty heap of seconds, but I refused. Momma sat the pot of Malt-O-Meal down and planted both hands on her hips. She studied my face carefully, then leaned in to check my forehead for a feverish temperature. 

“Are you okay, girl?”

“Yes, Momma, I’m fine.”

“You don’t seem fine,” Daddy interjected. “You love hot cereal and would never turn down a chance to get yo’ hands on a bowl of seconds.”

“I’m in a hurry to get to school today, that’s all.” Daddy peered at me with raised eyebrows and a challenging look. 

“Well, I hope you ain’t rushing off to school to make no trouble,” Daddy said darkly. 

“I agree, ‘cause if so, there will be a punishment waiting for your behind when I get in,” Momma warned. 

“I swear, Momma, I’m not going to school to make any trouble,” I lied.

Lately, I found myself getting into a heap of trouble in school. Not because I was being mischievous on purpose, but because I was in a blood feud with Lucinda Hollis and Bertha Beck Johnson. Not only did I hate Lucinda because of her ugly ways, I hated her because I wasn’t as beautiful as she was, which was something she reminded me of often. Lucinda had silky, black tresses that she often kept drawn neatly into a stunning braided bun. Her deep-set chocolate-colored eyes had their way of looking at people like a sad puppy dog, but she was far from being a sad puppy dog. She was a hound in heels, who kept her pixie-like nose turned up at anyone who didn’t look like her. She was patronizing and had a way of looking down at everybody just because she was bi-racial. It was if she disapproved of anything that was darker than a stick of butter, but just being lighter-skinned didn’t make her any better than the rest of us.

As far as I was concerned, anybody who wanted trouble, I was ready to give it to them with no questions asked. When it came to me doing what I had to do to stand up for me, I was ready to leave no stone unturned­­­­­—even if it meant Momma would beat me silly for doing so. 

“Well, good, ‘cause your daddy and I have things to do, and we can’t be stopping to pick you up from school just because you wanna act like an animal in the jungle.” 

Momma and Daddy lectured me for another fifteen minutes before dismissing me.

“Have a good day at school, baby,” Momma called out behind me, but I didn’t bother responding. If things were to go as planned, my school day would end the same as any other day—in a quarrel with Lucinda or one of her cronies. 

When I got outside, I couldn’t help but notice that Gussie Mae wasn’t sitting on her front porch, and Shannon was the only one waiting for me on my front steps. That left me confused, because in the past, whenever I came outside, Gussie Mae would be sitting out front drinking her cup of coffee, and both Shannon and his twin sister Reyna would be posted outside, waiting to walk to school together. It didn’t feel like an ordinary school day. Something about the morning felt off, but after seeing Ju-Ju murdered before my eyes, I doubted if anything would feel ordinary to me ever again. 

I decided that I’d just have to catch up with Gussie Mae some other time, but I wasn’t so sure if I’d do the same for Reyna. Her absence raised a question in my mind, but I had a pretty good idea why she had become so distant. For some odd reason, she was beginning to befriend the likes of Lucinda. I pretended that I didn’t care, but it hurt me not to see her there to greet me as she had done so many mornings before. Shannon gave me an awkward look, then decided to address the elephant in the room.

“What happened between you and Reyna, Z?” Shannon asked. “I asked her why she wasn’t walking to school with us, and she told me I wouldn’t understand.”

“I don’t know what’s wrong with your sister, and honestly, I don’t want to talk about her.” I rolled my eyes and walked past Shannon as he caught up with me.

“Well, it must be something bad if Nana telling us to stay away from you.” 

Mrs. Stephens—Shannon’s grandmother—had a lot of nerve casting me to hell when she vacationed there herself. Let Momma tell it, Mrs. Stephens was no saint. In fact, word around the neighborhood was that her own daughter—Verdell, Reyna and Shannon’s mom—hated her guts, and vice versa. If she could hate her own child, then who was I to think that she couldn’t hate me?

My heart sank to my knees. I could barely handle losing Reyna as a friend, but I would have certainly been crushed if I lost Shannon too. 

“I just don’t want to talk about it, Shannon.”

“Well, do you want to talk about what happened at Harlin’s? I tried to call you last night, but nobody answered your phone. I knew you guys were home because the light was on.” Shannon surveyed my reaction. 

I had never been claustrophobic, but I couldn’t help but to feel a tightness in my chest at the thought of Shannon being able to see the lights in my house, although he lived three houses up and across the way. It reminded me that our street was large enough for the neighbors to move as free as shoals of fish, yet small enough to hear the chattering between old friends. You could hear nosey neighbors gossiping about the latest happenings if you listened hard enough. There was no such thing as distance or privacy in Buzzardville. Living three houses up and across the street was the new way to say we practically lived next door to one another. Shannon just proved that. 

“I don’t want to talk about that either,” I muttered.

“What do you want to talk about?” His face twisted as his mouth snapped shut. 

Shannon was a great friend, but he was as nosey as his grandmother, and he talked so fast that he made my head spin faster than a helicopter blade. I found that if I didn’t pay close attention to his prying tactics, I’d fall for his foolishness. I was no fool. He wanted to get the gossip out of me so he could relay it all back to his meddlesome nana. In fact, that was probably the only reason she allowed him to walk to school with me, so that I could spill the beans and he could carry them back to her. But I had a trick for her. If she wanted to find out what took place in Harlin’s, she’d have to find out another way, because she definitely wouldn’t hear it from me. 

“Nothing!” I snapped.

“Is it true that you saw that kid Ju-Ju get killed last night?”

“Now who told you that?” I rolled my eyes hard because I already knew the answer.

“Nana said she saw you hauling your tail out the store after the shots was fired.” 

It didn’t surprise me that Mrs. Stephens saw me running for my life, because nothing happened on our street without her seeing it. Mrs. Stephens knew everyone’s business but didn’t know how to tend to her own. 

Everyone in our neighborhood knew that Mr. Stephens spent more time at the Brown Sugar Inn than the prostitutes did. Everybody seemed to know that but Mrs. Stephens. I knew because I overheard Momma telling her friend, Mrs. Beulah, one day, “That old battle-axe got the eyes to see everything concerning everybody else but turns the other cheek to her own problems.” 

Even though I hated Mrs. Stephens, I couldn’t bring myself to be too disrespectful to the old witch, or any other adult for that matter, even with my new attitude toward speaking my mind.

“Nana also said she wouldn’t be surprised if you had something to do with it, but I know you wouldn’t do nothing like that.” 

I rolled my eyes again but ignored him as if he hadn’t said a word.

“Can you at least tell me how it felt to see somebody die before your eyes, Z?”

“It ain’t no feeling.” I was getting annoyed by his stupid questions. 

“I heard she got what she deserved.” Shannon spoke about things he knew nothing about, as usual. Matter of fact, I wouldn’t put it past him if everything he said weren’t the words of that busybody grandmother of his. 

I stopped in my tracks because I couldn’t believe he said that. Wrong or right, white or brown, nobody deserved to be shot down like a rabid dog. No one in their right mind would think that walking into a convenience store for an orange juice, or a can of cola, would be the last thing they’d ever do. It was one thing to hear of someone being killed for something senseless, but it was another thing to see it happen with one’s own two eyes. Shannon didn’t mean any harm, being messy was just in his nature, but his comments were just as insensitive and uncaring as Daddy’s. 

“How so?” I asked pointedly. 

“I heard they were trying to rob the joint!” Shannon’s eyes lit up.

“Who drummed up that lie? That nosey nana of yours?” I snapped before I could think to stop myself. 

Shannon looked shocked and offended. “Calm down, Z. I’m on your side.”

“I don’t need anybody to be on my side. I’m a one-girl wrecking crew.” I was feeling myself, and nobody was off limits—not even Shannon. 

“Are you okay, Z?” Shannon asked with a confused look. 

“I’m fine,” I barked. “To answer your question, those kids weren’t robbing the place. They were just at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“To me, it sounds like the Koreans are in the wrong place.” That was the smartest thing Shannon said all morning. 

I nodded, and the two of us continued the rest of our walk to school in silence. I didn’t have anything nice to say, so I chose not to say anything at all. 

Momma always taught me that if I didn’t have anything positive to say, then it was a good practice to keep my opinions to myself. I had a whole lot to say, but me sounding off on the issues that surrounded us wouldn’t change a thing. Yes, the Koreans hated us, but it often felt like they weren’t the only ones. We were living in a time where it sucked to be you if you were Black. Everyone hated us, and it felt like there was nothing we could do about it, so why talk about it? 

The closer we got to the schoolyard, the quicker I walked. At one point, it felt like Shannon and I were in a race. He gave me a strange look but kept up with the speed. Once we made it to the playground, the first person I spotted was that evil witch, Lucinda. As I headed for the front doors, the two of us locked eyes. She started in on me before I could reach the first step. 

“Well, if it isn’t Ms. Two-Shades-Darker-Than-Coal herself,” she taunted me smugly. 

Her insult made the kids around us burst into laughter. There were consequences for me getting in trouble after Momma and Daddy warned me not to, but I couldn’t stand back and allow her to make a fool out of me. I just couldn’t ignore her. 

“You mind repeating that?” I demanded. I’d rather deal with the consequences of meeting Daddy’s friend called ‘fist’ than to let Lucinda make a fool out of me in front of the entire school. I was determined to make an example out of Lucinda, even if it meant taking a beating when I got home. That would be one butt-whipping well worth getting. 

“I don’t need to repeat nothing. You heard me the first time,” my nemesis barked. 

With every threat, the crowd around us thickened. Lucinda stood her ground, and so did I. Bertha Beck stood by her side, and Shannon stood by mine. I was prepared to give Lucinda a pumpkin head, no matter the consequences later.

“If you feeling froggish, then leap,” I suggested. I was saved by the bell. The kids around us began to scatter and scurry to get to their classes. The sound of the bell didn’t stop Lucinda or her cronies from reminding me that I had written a check my behind couldn’t cash. 

“I guess I’m feeling froggish, ‘cause I’m kicking yo’ butt after school,” Lucinda threatened. 

“Yeah, see you after school,” Bertha Beck chimed in as she pounded her fists together. 

Any other day, time would have trickled by like a leaky faucet, but in this instance, time sped up like a meteor burning its way through the solar system—fast and furious. For part of the day, I stared off into space and imagined Lucinda pouncing on me. 

Why couldn’t I just leave well enough alone? I thought right before a sun-kissed-complexioned Mrs. Innis, our ninth-grade homeroom teacher, called me out on not paying attention. 

“Maybe Zenetta can share with the rest of us what she’s thinking about?” She peered through her small frames and waited for an answer.

“I’m not thinking about anything, ma’am,” I replied.

“She’s thinking about that butt-whipping she’s about to get,” Lucinda mumbled under her breath, low enough to get Bertha Beck’s attention and loud enough that Mrs. Innis should have heard it. 

As usual, Mrs. Innis ignored Lucinda’s threats and returned to the lesson. Bertha Beck and Lucinda both snickered, and I went back to wondering how to get myself out of the mess I created. 

When the last bell of the day finally rang, Bertha Beck brushed up against me and pounded her fist against my desk. I sat still and watched as my classmates scattered toward their lockers, everyone making a beeline out of the classroom. Even Mrs. Innis was in a hurry to leave and didn’t seem to care that I was still sitting and sulking at my desk. 

Once everyone cleared out, the room was so quiet that I could hear a pin drop. Almost a half-hour passed before I gathered the courage to collect my belongings and head home. When I made my way into the hallway, it was empty except for Shannon standing there waiting for me. I tried my hardest to maneuver around him, but he blocked me.

“You don’t have to go through with this if you scared, Z,” my friend reassured me.

“I’m not afraid of anything,” I lied. “I just needed to clear my head, that’s all.”

“Well, good, ‘cause the whole school is waiting outside for you.”

Suddenly, I could feel the blood rush to my head. Shannon must have sensed my uneasiness because what he did next surprised me. He reached down and locked hands with me. Instantly, I was reminded that Shannon would be my friend, no matter what. Even if he said dumb things sometimes. Even if I did dumb things sometimes.

Whenever anyone saw Shannon, they knew Zenetta wasn’t far away. Since I could remember, Shannon always had my back, and I always had his. His gesture comforted me and made me feel like I could take on anything as long as he was by my side. I gave him a crooked smile, and the two of us headed toward the front door, hand-in-hand. 

Once Shannon and I stepped outside, I saw that Shannon hadn’t been exaggerating. Lucinda and practically every kid in Frederick Douglas High School was waiting outside for me. As we approached the crowd, they all chanted, “Fight, fight, fight, fight!”

Shannon tugged me by the arm and whispered in my ear, “You don’t have to do this.” 

For a split-second, I agreed with him, until Bertha Beck came stomping through the crowd, chomping on a huge wad of pink bubblegum.

“I got this one, Lucinda.” Bertha Beck cracked her knuckles and started a good, old-fashioned stare-down with me. 

At that moment, it was either me or her. Without thinking twice, I slung my backpack to the ground and took my best shot, landing a right punch across her left cheek that knocked her off her feet. She tried to get up, but I knocked her off her feet once more. I was in the thick of a fistfight now, and there was no turning back. My adrenaline rushed as the crowd rooted for me and cheered me on. 

“Beat her real good, Z,” Shannon called. “Beat her until you can’t beat her no more.”

Every time she tried to get to her feet, I landed another punch. It was clear that I was getting the best of Bertha Beck, and Lucinda didn’t like it one bit. She charged in my direction, and before I knew it, I had my fist cocked and ready to strike. Before I could land the next punch, a siren made the crowd to scatter. I turned around, expecting to see Daddy charging at me like a bull, but I was shocked to see that it wasn’t Daddy after all. I allowed Bertha Beck to get up off the ground and lowered the fist meant to strike Lucinda.

“Zenetta Henchman! Are you out of your mind, out here fighting like an animal?” Officer Watts, Daddy’s partner, chastised me from his squad car.

Before he could get out, Lucinda and Bertha Beck took off running. Shannon picked up our backpacks, and the two of us headed toward Officer Watts. He got out of the car with a look of disappointment, opened the door for us to climb in, and slammed the door shut once we were buckled up. As we drove away, I noticed Bertha Beck, Lucinda, and the rest of their cronies standing in a circle. Their eyes were locked on us. 

“Zenetta, if your father knew you were acting this way, he would be disappointed!” Officer Watts chastised me some more.

“I understand, but—” I tried to plead my case, but he interrupted me. 

“No buts!” he barked. “There’s no reason why you should be out here acting like the rest of these baboons,” his raspy voice snarled. Through narrowed eyes, he peered at me with disgust via the rearview mirror. To get a better look at me, he shaded his beady eyes. I got the feeling he wanted me to witness the contempt in his gaze. I wanted so badly to break the uncomfortable glare between us, but I wanted to stare into the eyes of the white man who was brazen enough to call a bunch of Black kids baboons, no matter how uncomfortable it made me. 

I was used to Daddy calling his own kind disgusting names, but it was different to hear it from Officer Watts, a man whose skin was so pale. As much as I disliked Bertha Beck, Lucinda, and the rest of their cronies, I didn’t hate them enough to hear a white man call them baboons and not feel a way about it. There wasn’t anything I could do about it, even though it wasn’t right. 

I was raised not to sass an adult no matter what they said to me, unless I wanted to suffer the consequences later. As bad as I wanted to sound off on Officer Watts for his choice in words, I didn’t because there would be consequences. With my ‘speak my mind’ attitude, however, this time was less the consequences for me than for Daddy at work. 

Also, I was sure Officer Watts himself would lay his thick hands across the side of my face before I could get my point across. He wouldn’t have Momma’s restraint. He didn’t care about me.

Not only were Officer Watts’s words intimidating, but his appearance was even worse. Compared to Daddy, he looked like a giant—standing head and shoulders over him. Alongside his masculine build and his intimidating personality, there was also a very distinct infamous scar that sat under his right eye. That alone made me fearful of him. He was scary, and I never wanted to find out just how angry he could get. So, I opted to answer his question with caution. However, before I could come to my own defense, Shannon saved the day by speaking for me.

“It wasn’t like that, Officer Watts,” Shannon said.

“Well, tell me what was it then? From the looks of it, you were out there rooting her on like a fool instead of stopping her,” Officer Watts spat. 

“He’s right, Mr. Watts. It wasn’t our fault,” I said. “They started with me first, just like they always do.” I nearly choked on my own rage.

“Whether they started with you or not, that don’t give you a reason to be out here carrying on like a hoodlum.” Officer Watts continued to pass his judgment, not really caring to hear our side of the story. What we had to say didn’t matter. It never did. 

As much as I hated to admit it, though, Officer Watts was right. I was better than that, and I knew better than to behave the way I had done. 

Just as Officer Watts’s cruiser turned the corner onto our small street, his radio reported there was a disturbance on Central Street that required all units for backup. We could see that something bad was happening. Officer Watts turned to us with a dark look. 

“Get out and get out now!” He turned his attention only on me. “Don’t let me catch your behind out here fighting on these streets again, or else I’ll slap the cuffs on you myself,” he threatened.

“Yes, sir.” I obeyed verbally, but if I had to protect myself, I’d do it all over again. 

Before Officer Watts could put his car in reverse, Coop—one of the residents of Buzzards Row—came charging toward the car with large sticks in hand, spewing obscenities. 

“Get out of our neighborhood, saltine!” he warned after he pounded his fist onto the hood of the squad car. 

Officer Watts drew his gun, but not before calling in his own backup. Shannon and I didn’t stick around for the grand finale between Coop and Watts. Without thinking twice, the two of us took off up Central Street and didn’t look back. We were running as if for our lives, yet nobody questioned why, because our fleeing did not stand out in the chaos around us.

Our street was mainly considered a residential area, lined with rows of different styled homes. With the exception of the jazz club Swingin’ On Central, the neighborhood church, the hated Harlin’s, Mr. Jacks’s hardware store, the Woolworth department store, the fish shack, and the old wood garage responsible for printing the Buzzardville Times newspaper, we didn’t have much to look forward to. If one traveled further into town, they’d run into Milly’s Chuck Wagon, the police station, the city hall building, the county jail, and a few other small knickknack shops. From what I could now see, the little we did have was being ransacked. Something had definitely sparked this outpouring of rage, but we couldn’t see what that was at first. The closer we got, the worse the scene became. I couldn’t believe my eyes.

The hated Harlin’s was ablaze. 
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