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God! You have surprised me beyond measure. Thank you is such a minute, lack luster way of showing my gratitude. You’ve made me so happy. I will gladly spend my life returning the favor.

I love you Mama! I love you Daddy!

Michael Bell! You were a great cheerleader. I appreciate you dearly.

I love you Aunt Linnie!

Readers! Y’all surprised me with so much love and support for “When the Blood Runs Warm”. It knocked me off my feet. I hope you enjoy this story as well. I will admit this one is different. I don’t want to bore y’all with one type of book. I want to be a well-rounded writer. So after you read it, review it and tell me what you think.

I had a friend once to tell me that I’d never make it as an author. She said, “You’ll probably write one book and you might get it published. But you don’t have what it takes to write more than that.” This is book number three. I am grateful for those words. I use them as motivation. She doesn’t know it, but she pushed me to step outside the box and do what I know I can. I said that to say this, be grateful for the haters in your life. Allow their lack of confidence to push you into the position you were created for.

Do You, Stay Sweet.

Sugar
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Every decision made has a reason, a cause, and an effect. For Sha’Kara Thomas, the reason isn’t always love. The streets came calling and she answered with poise, precision, and an order that can’t be matched. Growing up without a family created such a cold persona that masked a longing for love.

Inside of her was such a push that caused her to form bonds and make a family of her own. However the need for love and belonging didn’t stop her from being the boss she set out to be.

But when a turn of events introduced her blood family, it was time for the secrets to come out. In the midst of the revealing of secrets she is introduced to the love of her life. Problem is, he’s a cop; not a good look for a street boss with a high body count.

However the effect of the truth has been life altering and cannot be ignored. Life will make you question what you won’t do for love?

For Alton
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Death is a beautiful thing. More like a breathtakingly gorgeous woman who is strong and adamant of having her way.  To look into her eyes is to stare in the abyss of your final destination. Whether it be a trip you take willingly or unwillingly, it will be a trip you take. There is no telling her no. There is no backing out or running away. You start to wonder if the life you’ve lived is worthy of the beauty of the place you’ve heard of. By the time you see the color of her eyes, it’s too late to make it right. Right has a different definition depending on who is asked and the situation at hand. It shouldn’t be that way but that’s the way it is. However when time is up, right is an easy decision. It’s a path that makes the most sense. Hindsight is 20/20. Here I am lying on the pavement dying. Looking at this beautiful woman named death. By the thoughts running in my head I guess right wasn’t chosen enough in my life. I can feel the cold creeping up on me while the blood is seeping out of me. It won’t be long now.
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“YO! THE HELL? YOU'RE late. Why?” 

I wasn’t trying to hear what he was saying. I know I was late, two minutes to be exact. I had something to do. He’d better be glad I’m here. I didn’t even answer his inquiry. 

“Will this be a successful meeting or are you going to sit and complain?” He just looked at me with a blank look of disgust. He knew not to show too much of it, because I would leave him sitting here looking like he was looking. 

“Aight, check it. Imma need round 6 bricks on pearls. I gotcha bread. Boot...” I held up my hand gesturing for him to cease speaking. I can’t do business with someone talking like that. Either you come at me like a gentleman or I walk. Simple. 

“Young sir. If there is something I can do for you, let me know in plain English. I explained this to you earlier. I am a lady and I will be treated as such or I can take my connections elsewhere.” 

He cleared his throat and said, “I ain’t gone deal with no uppity bitch who can’t be at a business meeting on time but can tell me how to ack”. I simply smiled, stood and smoothed down my navy and cream New York & Company suit while grabbing my purse. 

“Good day.” I turned to walk away. He stood his five foot eleven medium build frame out of his chair in a hurry and roughly grabbed my arm, snatching me into his chest. I turned to meet him with my glock in his gut. “Is this the way you envisioned dying Mr. Abrams?” He quickly released his grip with wide eyes full of fear. 

I think it was the smile that scared him. No way he has enough power to wipe the smile from my face. And quiet as it’s kept, just because I allowed him to walk away from this meeting doesn’t mean he’ll be allowed to see tomorrow. He didn’t know what was coming to him.  I’ll make a call once I’m in the back of the truck. He’s as good as a ghost...walking dead.

This game is cut throat. I’m at the top of it and I didn’t get that way by being nice or by letting disrespect slide. I’m not mean. I don’t consider myself as ruthless. I just know how to do my job effectively. I’m a lady and I will be treated as such. The click-click of my heels makes me feel like a boss. The acoustics in this parking garage amplifies the sound and boosts my confidence with every step I take. I slid into the back seat of the truck; a pearl white 2018 Lincoln Aviator. I know it’s 2021. I know I can upgrade to the newest model. But the interior of this model speaks to me. Plus there was quite a bit of money spent to replace the factory suspension for the phantom suspension; comparable to that of the Rolls Royce Phantom. No one just trades that kind of luxury for a newer model. 

I picked up one of my many phones. There is only one number. I called it. 


“Evening ma’am. How may I be of assistance?” See that’s all I wanted from Mr. Abrams. Be a gentleman about his business. Not some fool who doesn’t know how to talk. 



“Mr. Jackson, I have a problem that needs handling. Do you have time today?” He cleared his throat. 



“Why yes ma’am I do. Would you like to have a cup of coffee to discuss the issue at hand?” He knows I can’t pass up a cup of coffee! 



“I’d love that. I’ll meet you at the usual spot at three this evening; if that’s alright?” 



“Perfect timing as always. I’ll see you then. Take care.”



With that, the deal was done. By the time I sit in my favorite booth of one of the many coffee shops I own, Mr. Abrams will be officially missing and unofficially but certainly dead. I know you’re wondering why such drastic measures. It’s nothing personal. Just business. He’s more trouble than he’s worth. I could tell by the way he grabbed me by the arm he’s used to harming women to get his way. That type of personality’s death isn’t a tragedy. It’s a relief. I’m rescuing some baby mama or wife at home from the consistent abuse of a classless man. “Mr. James, by the bank please?” He responded with a nod and a smile. 

Mr. James has been my driver since I started in this business. He was the janitor at my high school. He has always been the nicest person. He keeps me human I believe. He’s a devout Catholic. I had never seen an African American Catholic before. I used to tease him when we ate our lunches together. Yes, I was an outcast with no friends. I ate with the janitor. He has always been kind and a friend. He’ll even tell me that he doesn’t want to know too many details of my business. He likes to “drive Ms. Daisy” and see to it that I don’t get hurt. He said that was good enough for him. I pay him handsomely for his company and his counsel. And because his wife is like the mother I’ve never had. She taught me to be this classy. Before I graduated from high school, my junior year to be exact, they took me in. She became the best example of southern gentility I ever did see. I became as much like her as I could. 

Mrs. Sarah Natalie James. She was the one to introduce me to this particular brand of business. She said she’s had an independent business ever since she was “grown”. I asked her what that meant. Words of wisdom are what effortlessly flowed from her lips. “Grown is a state of maturity that most people never achieve. They become adults; you know criminally eligible to serve longer sentences for crimes committed. But hardly ever do you find a grown man or woman. One who has the ability to be the definition and embodiment of prime intelligence and sophistication. If and when you do, find a way to connect with them. Do business with them. Have coffee with them. They have the ability to connect you with leaders who will take you to the Promised Land.” Those are words I never forgot and take to heart while doing business. 

I asked her how she ended up with her husband of 15 years, Mr. Charles Edward James. She stated, “Not all lands are promised. Some of them are privileged. Charley was not in the plan; at least not my plan. He was God’s doing. The kindness of that man’s heart spoke volumes to mine. I was an orphan just like you. Charley had a family and a good stable upbringing. He was willing to share that with me. I told him ‘If you give me love and take good care of my heart, I’ll take good care of you.’ Thankfully he kept his end of the bargain and in turn I gratefully kept mine. Charles James is a privilege I thank God for every single day. Just like I thank Him for you, Kara.” The thought of her brought a smile to my face. 

We have dinner like a family every Thursday at their home and after Mass every Sunday at my place. Today is Thursday...and yes I’m excited! I see Charley almost every day. But we don’t get a chance to talk like father and daughter. We literally act just like “Daisy and Hoke”. I told him he didn’t have to drive me around all the time. He could oversee the legal affairs. He said, “I went to self-defense and shooting classes just to be able to protect you. Let me do just that.” How can you argue with that? I couldn’t ever argue with him anyway. He’s my dad.
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“DON’T PLAY THAT SONG for me. ‘Cause it brings back memories. Of days that I once knew. The days that I spent with you.” Aretha Franklin was singing her heart out over the speakers at The Daily Grind. The coffee and the burgers are the best in town. I made sure of it. My best friend Keytana was the managing partner, overseeing all of the Daily Grinds in this area. This is a girl owned and operated franchise. All the cooks, managers, cashiers, waitresses, janitors and accountants are ladies. Mostly single mothers or battered women looking for a fresh start and a network of sisters to have their backs.

All locations have security provided by Mr. Jackson. None of the ladies have to worry about the past that they left behind catching up with them. Mr. Jackson takes good care of all the ladies. I’ve been running this operation for a few years now. Only lost one lady out of 400. I call that a victory. There are currently 120 Daily Grinds across the United States that have an apartment building less than a mile away to house its workers; all of which are owned by me. Lots of these ladies have become nurses, EMTs, welders, mechanics, home owners, wives or managers of The Daily Grind Burgers and Brew. I’m quite proud of the success thus far.

“Kara? You couldn’t wait til tonight’s dinner to see me?” Keytana is the sister I never had. Always smiling. Always meddling. 

“Tana...as hard as it may seem, everything isn’t about you. I’m here for a business meeting and my usual. You and I will talk later. You are still coming over after dinner, right?” She took notice of my business tone and stepped in line to follow my lead. 

“Yes ma’am. Your booth is ready for you in the back. Your order will be ready shortly. Since it’s almost three pm I’ll make sure Mr. Jackson is led to your table as well.” She led me to my table and pinched my butt as she walked away. I couldn’t help but smile. She makes sure there is joy when she’s around. 

I place my things in the booth facing the wall but have a seat facing the door. Never put yourself in a position where you can’t see what’s coming. Words of wisdom from Mama Natalie. I grabbed my phone and handled a bit more business. I have decided to opt into a few employment opportunities. A few of the older children who ran with their mothers want to get jobs to help out. The best thing I can think of is a call center. I can get them working safely and help them build some self-confidence; some self-worth. There’s nothing better than feeling like you're helping the person you love the most. Nobody with common decency wants to be dead weight. These are some really good kids. I want the best for them. As much as I enjoy my life, my job I mean, I don’t want that for these kids. I want them to live in the light, not the shadows. It just so happens that the shadows chose me. They didn’t choose these kids. They still have light inside their eyes. 

I heard the gait of Mr. Jackson coming this way. I stood to shake his hand and to give him my seat. He’s a gentleman and a good shot. I’m sure he’d like to sit facing the door. I don’t mind it because I feel safe with him. He’s five foot three, 170 pounds with smooth chocolate skin. He’s an older fellow but in very great shape. He said he runs four miles a day. He said it used to be seven, but his schedule started changing thanks to me. “Ms. Thomas. Good to see you.” I blush a little because he’s the only one who calls me by my last name. I don’t hear it much. Most people call me Kara and those that do have no idea what my last name is; my full name either. I’ve worked so hard to become a ghost to the outside world that I made sure no one knew unless they had to know. 

“Mr. Jackson, you’re looking well and smelling even better.” He smiled and looked off to the side. 

“Well it’s something new the wife picked up. She said she had to keep me smelling as young as I look. I told her that zest is a classic fragrance. She smiled at me and said, `so is must.’” I had to chuckle at that one. 

That’s the truth! It takes Mrs. Francine to say something like that. She’s a short, bright skinned firecracker. I love her to death. She’s like the fun aunt at the cookout. Every time we see one another is a good time had by all. She and I go shopping and eating one weekend a month. We catch up on the events of our lives that we’ve been waiting to tell; like the books we’ve been reading, the shows we’ve been watching, the sales we’ve been catching and of course the men that Kara needs to date. I love every single minute with her and am honestly sad when it comes to an end. She was a college professor so I get her to help the kids, whose mothers are at work, after school. She attends the graduation of every child. She says it means the world to her. We’ve got ten days before our next gathering. I can’t wait! I had a seat next to my things and he ordered his usual coffee and two croissants with butter. 

“Ms. Thomas, that issue has been handled. You just let me know when you want his whereabouts to become public information.” See there! I know I can count on Mr. Jackson. 

“Smooth. Efficient. Effortless. I love the way you do business. But I don’t think I want the public to know. I’d like for it all to remain a secret.” He just smiled and nodded before he took a sip of his coffee. 

“Speaking of business. There was some trouble brewing at one of the shops a few hours away. It was reported to me yesterday evening that 26 year old Latasha McGinnis got herself into a fight with a man who wanted more than a hello. She fought him off well, but he still smacked her around pretty good. She wanted to relocate. I went ahead and issued the order on a judgment call. I hope I didn’t overstep any boundary.” I waved away that notion. I trust him to take good care of all of us. I’ve never questioned his judgment before. He never gave me reason to. 

“Mr. Jackson, you operated well within your jurisdiction. I appreciate you taking such good care of us all. It’s amazing that the men in these ladies' lives had made us skeptical of all men. And you and Mr. James come along and lead us to believe that there is still some good in the male species. It’s a shame that the age of the gentleman is over 50. No offense.” He smiled at me again. 

“Well thank you for the compliment. But if you let my wife tell it, she’s picked quite a few that you seem to pass on. But she said she’s found the one gentleman that you will not be able to pass up; if you can look past his inability to walk.” I looked at him trying to hide his smile and suppress his laugh. I couldn’t help it, I had to let a laugh loose. “That Francine!!!” He chuckled! “There’s not a soul like my Franny Clementine.” 

After the meeting to confirm Mr. Abrams' unfortunate yet avoidable demise, I decided to go see the young lady that has been relocated. I’ll give her a choice of places to go. But only after she tells me the whole story. I’ve got a feeling she knew that man that smacked her around. I think her husband is hunting for her. But I’m glad she’s got fight. That shows me that she’s appreciative of her new life more than words ever will. I will get her a hotel stay in one of the neighboring cities. If we play the shell game we can see if my theory is correct. We can see if someone comes for her. And then we can make sure Mr. Jackson and his operation handles the threat once and for all. 

I know what you’re thinking. This girl will kill anybody. And for the most part you’re right. But usually we allow the authorities to handle threats against battered women. The paper trail has already been created. These men will go to jail for quite some time for domestic abuse amongst other things. I mean he did disrupt a business. He can be punished by law. So let the law handle its business while I handle mine.

As I sipped my to-go cup of coconut/vanilla coffee from the backseat of the truck, I received a text from Mama Natalie. “Warning: Ion want any smoke with you young lady. But...Ian cooking dinner tonight! Come thru with take out and bring us some too. Love you and be easy.” I couldn’t help but laugh. She has been hanging around with somebody young talking about “Ion want any smoke”. It’s amazing how well she’s adapted to the language of the streets with her proper self. I read that text twice and laughed just as hard the second time as I did the first. I was going to have to forward that to Tana because no one would believe me.
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LATASHA MCGINNIS LOOKED like me; just like me. Seriously, she could’ve been my twin. You have to understand I am an orphan and have been a ward of the state since the age of three. That’s when my mother killed my father and then killed herself. The only thing I remember about my parents was the smell of raisins and cinnamon, their smiles and them calling me by my pet name which was sweet potato. 

The only thing I got from them was my name or so I thought. I went through a curiosity phase a few years ago and learned that my Dad sold drugs too. He wasn’t a kingpin by any means but his hands were just as filthy nevertheless. My mom had mental instabilities. She would go on vacation at the local psych ward often due the mental and physical abuse she suffered at the hands of her own parents. (I later found out that they were incarcerated because of the unspeakable things done to all 6 of their children including the death of one son.) 

She had just been released about 20 days before she stabbed my Dad to death and shot herself. The police report stated that they found me locked in a room with snacks, Sippy cups, toys, and Sesame Street turned up rather loud on the TV. They also found letters that my mom had written me during her last “vacation” stay. In my opinion it shows me that even in a homicidal state, she loved me enough to keep me out of harm’s way. She provided for me. There wasn’t anything I was in need of. In that room I had everything a three year old would desire. I still have those letters. They mean the world to me. Some of them I can’t understand because she was having an episode. But there are quite a few that I understand perfectly and they are absolutely beautiful. But now that I’m sitting here looking at Latasha McGinnis, I’m wondering if it was my father’s infidelities that pushed Vicki Marie Thomas over the edge. 

I am 29 and her file stated that she’s 26 so it’s a severe possibility her mother was pregnant with her when my mother tilted over the edge. I mean the time adds up. The way she was looking at me I can tell she was thinking along the same lines. She and I will have to have a DNA comparison to see if there are any familiar similarities.

“I’m going to ask you a few questions to see what the next move needs to be and whether we need to file a police report. If you tell me the whole truth and nothing but the truth I’ll have a better chance of making sure you’re safe.” She just nodded at me. She’s got a few bruises on the left side of her face. Not too bad though. You
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